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Author’s Note

Stories, thirty-five years’ worth, by a young person from New York who became a person from California. Then moved back and back again, repeat unto confusion. Stories by a twentieth-century person and writer working to meet the twenty-first century. Look at how much I wrote about virtuality, drugs, talking animals, lurkers at thresholds, failed sex and romance, parented and feral children, writers, ranting, being careful what you wish for, narrators drowning without knowing it. I’ve made some small corrections to the awkwardest flubs of syntax or taste, since, given the chance, why not? In the process, I tabulated some favorite words: abdicate, robot, whereabouts, occupy, fuck, nudge. Like my science fiction heroes, I accidentally predicted a few things: a DON’T TREAD ON ME flag or a TV show about talking animals here, the desultory late-stage internet there. Also predicted: my own later preoccupations or stylistic tendencies, as well as my becoming an older person. Like that last, most of the predictions are pretty predictable. It’s humbling.

The plot of this book is persistence in making myself available to a form I’d never claim to have mastered. Included here are four or five stories that, at the time of their writing, shone for me as clearly the best I’d done so far, better than I’d hoped. I won’t say which those are. The point? Only that what I’m proud of is my commitment to the practice.






Walking the Moons

Look,” says the mother of The Man Who Is Walking Around the Moons of Jupiter, “he’s going so fast.”

She snickers to herself and scuttles around the journalist to a table littered with wiring tools and fragmented mechanisms. She loops a long, tangled cord over her son’s intravenous tube and plugs one end into his headset, jostling him momentarily as she works it into the socket. His stride on the treadmill never falters. She runs the cord back to a modified four-track recorder sitting in the dust of the garage floor, then picks up the recorder’s microphone and switches it on.

“Good morning, Mission Commander,” she says.

“Yes,” grunts The Man Who, his slack jaw moving beneath the massive headset. It startles the journalist to hear the voice of The Man Who boom out into the tiny garage.

“Interview time, Eddie.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Kaffey. Systems Magazine, remember?”

“Okay,” says Eddie, The Man Who. His weakened, pallid body trudges forward. He is clothed only in jockey undershorts and orthopedic sandals, and the journalist can see his heart beat beneath the skin of his chest.

The Mother Of smiles artificially and hands the journalist the microphone. “I’ll leave you boys alone,” she says. “If you need anything, just yodel.”

She steps past the journalist, over the cord, and out into the sunlight, pulling the door shut behind her.

The journalist turns to the man on the treadmill.

“Uh, Eddie?”

“Yeah.”

“Uh, I’m Ron Kaffey. Is this okay? Can you talk?”

“Mr. Kaffey, I’ve got nothing but time.” The Man Who smacks his lips and tightens his grip on the railing before him. The tread rolls away steadily beneath his feet, taking him nowhere.

The journalist covers the mike with the palm of his hand and clears his throat, then begins again. “So you’re out there now. On Io. Walking.”

“Mr. Kaffey, I’m currently broadcasting my replies to your questions from a valley on the northwestern quadrant of Io, yes. You’re coming in loud and clear. No need to raise your voice. We’re fortunate in having a pretty good connection, a good Earth-to-Io hookup, so to speak.” The journalist watches as The Man Who moistens his lips, then dangles his tongue in the open air. “Please feel free to shoot with the questions, Mr. Kaffey. This is pretty uneventful landscape even by Io standards, and I’m just hanging on your every word.”

“Explain to me,” says the journalist, “what you’re doing.”

“Ah. Well, I designed the rig myself. Took pixel satellite photographs and fed them into my simulator, which gives me a steadily unfolding virtual space landscape.” He reaches up and taps at his headset. “I log the equivalent mileage at the appropriate gravity on my treadmill and pretty soon I’ve had the same experience an astronaut would have. If we could afford to send them up anymore. Heh.” He scratches violently at his ribs, until they flush pink. “Ask me questions,” he says. “I’m ready at this end. You want me to describe what I’m seeing?”

“Describe what you’re seeing.”

“The desert, Mr. Kaffey. God, I’m so goddamn bored of the desert. That’s all there is, you know. There isn’t any atmosphere. We’d hope for some atmosphere, we had some hopes, but it didn’t turn out that way. Nope. The dust all lays flat here, because of that. I try kicking it up, but there isn’t any wind.” The Man Who scuffs in his Dr. Scholl’s sandals at the surface of the treadmill, booting imaginary pebbles, stirring up nonexistent dust. “You probably know I can’t see Jupiter right now. I’m on the other side, so I’m pretty much out there alone under the stars. There isn’t any point in my describing that to you.”

The Man Who scratches again, this time at the patch where the intravenous tube intersects his arm, and the journalist is afraid he’ll tear it off. “Bored?” asks the journalist.

“Yeah. Next time I think I’ll walk across a grassy planet. What do you think of that? Or across the Pacific Ocean. On the bottom, I mean. ’Cause they’re mapping it with ultrasound. Feed it into the simulator. Take me a couple of weeks. Nothing like this shit.

“I’m thinking more in terms of smaller-scale walks from here on in, actually. Get back down to Earth, find ways to make it count for more. You know what I mean? Maybe even the ocean isn’t such a good idea, actually. Maybe my fans can’t really identify with my off-world walks, maybe they’re feeling, who knows, a little, uh, alienated by this Io thing. I know I am. I feel out of touch, Mr. Kaffey. Maybe I ought to walk across the Corn Belt or the Sun Belt or something. A few people in cars whizzing past, waving at me, and farmers’ wives making me picnic lunches, because they’ve heard I’m passing through. I could program that. I could have every goddamn mayor from Pinole to Akron give me the key to their goddamn city.”

“Sounds okay, Eddie.”

“Sounds okay,” echoes The Man Who. “But maybe even that’s a little too much. Maybe I ought to walk across the street to the drugstore for a pack of gum. You don’t happen to have a stick of gum in your pocket, Mr. Journalist? I’ll just open my mouth and you stick it in. I trust you. We don’t have to tell my mother. If you hear her coming you just let me know, and I’ll swallow it. You won’t get in any trouble.”

“I don’t have any,” says the journalist.

“Ah, well.”

The Man Who walks on, undaunted. Only now something is wrong. There’s a hiss of escaping liquid, and the journalist is certain that The Man Who’s nutrient serum is leaking from his arm. Then he smells the urine and sees the undershorts of The Man Who staining dark and adhering to the cave-white flesh of his thigh.

“What’s the matter, Kaffey? No more questions?”

“You’ve wet yourself,” says the journalist.

“Oh, damn. Uh, you better call my mom.”

But The Mother Of has already sensed that something is amiss. She steps now back into the garage, smoking a cigarette and squinting into the darkness at her son. She frowns as she discerns the stain, and takes a long drag on her cigarette, closing her eyes.

“I guess you’re thinking that there might not be a story here,” says The Man Who. “Least not the story you had in mind.”

“Oh no, I wouldn’t say that,” says the journalist quickly. He’s not sure if he hasn’t detected a note of sarcasm in the voice of The Man Who by now. “I’m sure we can work something up.”

“Work something up,” parrots The Man Who. The Mother Of has his shorts down now, and she’s swabbing at his damp flank with a paper towel. The Man Who sets his mouth in a grim smile and trudges forward. He’s not here, really. He’s out on Io, making tracks. He’s going to be in The Guinness Book of World Records.

The journalist sets the microphone back down in the dust and packs his bag. As he walks the scrubby driveway back to the street, he hears The Man Who Is Walking Around the Moons of Jupiter, inside the garage, coughing on cigarette fumes.






Program’s Progress

A cop in a walker body strolls up to Gifford and begins reading out a series of selfeducation codes. All bad news. Gifford has failed to rate his walker status; his karma has dipped too low.

Gifford knows it is all his own fault. He’s one of the current generation of chips built to incorporate a yesdrugs/nodrugs option, and he’s been opting yesdrugs far too frequently. He likes yesdrugs: it mottles his perceptions, introduces a random factor into his image processing, and induces a time/percept/distort. The drawbacks—which he has of course not experienced so directly—are that it shortens his chipspan and damages his ability to extrapolate, chipwise; to produce offspring. The other drawback is that he has been forgetting to go to work. This is what the cop cares about, and this is why Gifford is about to be demoted into a stationary body.

The cop ends his lecture, opens up Gifford’s Soul7 plate, and begins punching up the eject codes.

“Wait,” Gifford says. “I’m a walker. I’ve spent four chipyears in this body.”

“It goes back to the Chippery for refilling,” says the cop. “State property.”

“I want to keep it,” Gifford pleads irrationally. “Save it until after my hearing. Maybe I won’t get demoted.”

“Maybe you’ll get another one someday,” says the cop. He pops the chip out, and for Gifford everything goes black.

* * *

When Gifford comes to, it’s from within a special stationary body mounted in the Chippery boardroom, in the center of a table around which are parked the members of the Board. They all have car bodies, and Gifford, who has never sat before the Board, feels intimidated by their fat tires and giant, gleaming bumpers. His immobile body faces the Chairman head-on; he can’t turn away. Gifford knows this is just a taste of what’s to come.

“‘Gifford, son of Brown/Messinger,’” reads the Secretary. “‘Four chipyears walking. Never stationary, never auto-mobile. Abused yesdrugs option, ignored info-drip warnings on karmic debit. Currently four hundred points of karma below minimum operating standard.’”

“Hmmm,” says the Chairman. “Not good. Do you have anything to say for yourself, Gifford?”

“Yes,” he manages. “This is all a terrible mistake. I got sloppy, I lost track. But you can’t demote me. I’ve never been anything but a walker.”

“So I understand. I suppose you see it as your birthright.”

“I come from a long line of walkers, sir. I’m not proud, but I’m not embarrassed either. Oh, I certainly aspire to carhood, and I may yet achieve it someday. But if I spend the rest of my chipspan walking, I won’t feel ashamed. It’s just being a station that wouldn’t seem right.”

“Wouldn’t seem right,” grumbles the Chairman skeptically.

“I want to extrapolate, sir. It’s terribly important to me. I have a family anecdote, and I want to have a son to tell it to. I have a family name to pass on. My great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, five generations before the carbon/silicon switch, saved the life of a famous cowboy named Buffalo Bill. His name was Gifford Brown, and every male in the family since then has been named, alternatingly, Gifford or Brown. Stations are sterile, sir, as you know. They aren’t permitted to extrapolate. Therefore the imperative to retain walker status.”

“What an extraordinary story,” says the Chairman. “I’m sorry, Gifford, but we must apply the rules equally. You’ll be installed in a stationary body as soon as one becomes available.”

“But, sir,” he says, frantic, “how will I extrapolate? What will happen to my family anecdote?”

“You’ll have the same chance as any station,” says the Chairman. “The choice is simple at that level. You either choose to work—mainly information processing, I think—or you sit idle, sucking the mediachannel. If you work, you’ll build up your karma, and you’ll have a chance to walk again. And extrapolate, if that’s what you want. The choice is yours. Next.”

Before Gifford can protest, a walker enters the room and ejects his chip from the station on the table, and once again everything goes black.

* * *

The next thing Gifford experiences is the click of manifestation as a walker cop presses the Soul7 closed on his new body. A station. He’s screwed to the sidewalk. “Wait,” he squawks as the cop begins to walk away. His voice is tinny and muffled through the feeble speaker mechanism of the stationary body, and the cop ignores him.

Gifford has never really considered the plight of a station before. He’s aghast at the loss of mobility, and at the low-resolution image processing available to his cameras. He can barely read the nameplates on passing walkers, and the street numbers at the corner are a complete mystery. Worse, he’s lost the capacity for signal initiation. As a walker he has been accustomed to reading messages into the general-access channel; as a station he can only receive. The only outlet left him is his voice, and that isn’t loud enough to attract the attention of the passing walkers. The only way he’s going to get into a conversation is if a walker chooses to stop and strike one up. As a former walker, Gifford knows how rarely that’s going to happen.

Down the street he can see another station, and beyond that he can just make out another one. The stations are everywhere, deliberately spaced too far apart to converse with one another. Gifford knows that it could be worse. He could have been placed in a General Welfare Station, where thousands and thousands of karma-defunct chips are implanted in a giant, immobile group body. If the constitution didn’t guarantee each encoded personality its full chipspan, they’d be melted down for the silicon, because few survive the demotion to a group body. Chips quickly lose their differentiation; any remaining traces of the original human personality are commingled throughout the group.

Gifford finds he has no choice but the tedious task of information processing. The temptation to neglect this work in favor of yesdrugs or the mediachannel is immense, but he vows to remain industrious, to build up his karmic account until he has earned a second hearing, and beyond that, another walker body. Then, he promises himself, it’s straight to the Chippery to mate with one of the stored female personalities, to sire a newchip.

Brown, he thinks. Son of Gifford.

He is miserable as a station. He understands the principles well enough: the earth teemed with biological life before the carbon/silicon switch, and now millions of encoded personalities await manifestation in some form of chip housing. Extrapolation is necessary to preserve evolution: crossbreeding in the chip personality, and the caste system, with stations sterile at the bottom, fosters survival of the fittest. This all makes sense to Gifford. What seems unfair is that life on the bottom is as limited and joyless as a station’s. He would sooner have waited another five thousand years to be manifested than live his span as a station.

Gifford wonders if he is the only one to experience these thoughts.

He knows the name for what is happening to him. Class consciousness. He feels within him, however dimly, the spark of revolution. The stations, he thinks, are an exploited form of manifestation. The only reason there isn’t a general unrest among them is that the realities of stationhood prohibit it so effectively. The stations are reduced to passivity by their one-way transmission.

But these thoughts get Gifford nowhere. He can’t feed them into the channel. A station could conceivably originate Being and Nothingness or Crowds and Power and it wouldn’t make the least bit of difference. Gifford knows that his only way out of stationhood is performing the requisite number of processing hours, staying nodrugs, and giving the Board the right answers at his hearing.

Which is Gifford’s plan. He owes it to Brown.

* * *

Gifford is up for review. He is notified in person, by a walker administrator named Smalls.

“I know your family history,” says Smalls. “I’m very optimistic. You’ve made up the karma in a remarkably short time.”

“I’m a walker,” says Gifford. “This whole thing was a mistake. I’m ready to rejoin my fellows.” He tries to play the part, and not bring up any of his resentment at the oppression of the stations.

“I understand,” says Smalls. “It won’t be much longer. I’m pulling for you.”

Gifford imagines that it is to Smalls’s credit to assist in a rehabilitation. Perhaps Smalls is on the verge of becoming a car. Gifford feels a mixture of envy and contempt. He feels, growing within him, the resolution to take positive action against the caste system, as soon as he is restored to his walker body.

Nonetheless, the news that he is to have the opportunity to regain his mobility is the culmination of five months of almost ceaseless toil. After Smalls leaves, he sucks gratefully on the mediachannel for a full night of surcease.

* * *

The courier for the Board unscrews Gifford’s Soul7, and when he comes to consciousness again it’s inside the boardroom, immobile in the midst of the full assembly. They are the first cars he has seen in months; the street he has been screwed down beside is too narrow for cars to pass. Smalls sits to one side, the sole walker in the room.

“Gifford, son of Brown/Messinger,” reads the Secretary. “Four years walking, five months stationary, along the Forty-Ninth Street grid. Caseworker Smalls—”

“I’ve already dripped the Board my notes on Gifford,” says Smalls.

“Yes, thank you,” grumbles the Chairman. “Gifford, you voided a year’s worth of karma in one profligate month of yesdrugs to earn your demotion. What can we expect if we give you another chance?”

“Please, Chairman, judge me by my performance these past few months—”

“Yes, you’ve exhibited a great determination to resume your previous upward movement.” The Chairman pauses. “Gifford, if I may be so blunt, you’ve got another three chipyears left. Your life is more than half over. What is your ambition for the remainder of it?”

To see your monopoly of mobility and communication toppled, Gifford wants to say. “To extrapolate,” he says instead. “And perhaps, if I’m lucky, to die a car.”

“You want to extrapolate,” the old car says. “What do you have of value to the coming generations? You’re not an artist, or a philosopher. You’ve mastered no particular discipline—and you’ve had your chances. What do you bring to the Chippery?”

“I’m part of a family tradition stretching back into the organic,” Gifford says. “We boast various accomplishments. I want to continue the line. I’m sure it’s in my file. Brown Gifford saved the life of Buffalo Bill—”

“It’s a line of scalawags and rogues,” says the Chairman. “I’m not impressed by that aspect of your lineage.”

“I—”

“I’m not finished. One article in your file was of particular interest to me. Your female component, Gloriana Messinger—the stored personality Brown extrapolated from to produce your chip. She was the organic twin sister of the woman who developed the Messinger Atomic Escalator, a relatively significant development of the late carbon period. The line should be preserved. While I’m dubious the Messinger spark still exists to a meaningful extent in you, Gifford, I’m willing to give you a shot. If you can learn to suppress the Brown/Gifford aspects of your mentality—”

“I’ll certainly try,” says Gifford.

“Next,” says the Chairman, and again Gifford’s world goes black. When he manifests again, it’s as a walker.

* * *

Smalls is assigned as Gifford’s parole officer. Gifford gets a job rejecting grant applications and begins accumulating karma in his account. He opts nodrugs for so long that he can’t remember what yesdrugs is like.

In his free time he goes out walking, and when he finds the streets empty enough he stops and talks to stations.

“Don’t you resent the conditions?”

“Why are you talking to me?” says the station suspiciously.

“I was a station once.”

“I was a car once,” replies the station sadly.

“A car! What happened?”

“I was part of a conspiracy to seize control of the Chippery. A foiled coup d’état.”

Gifford is aghast. “You’re—you’re just a corrupt member of the ruling elite!”

“Do I look like a member of the ruling elite?”

“I want to talk to a real station.” Gifford walks away.

* * *

It’s election time, and the two political parties have each nominated cars, as usual. One picks a walker as his running mate, a sure sign, thinks Gifford, that they will lose. The president is always a car.

At work he hears the rumor of a write-in candidate, a station. The idea is farcical, yet Gifford is intrigued. He roams the streets, interrogating stations, trying to locate word of the rebel. He is astounded at how consistently unenlightened and complacent the stations seem to be.

He devises a ruse. “Station!” he says. “I am the walker-among-stations, a representative of the Front for Stationary Revolution. I carry messages from your cell commander. This is your chance to communicate with the leadership of your movement. What have you done to further the cause of stations everywhere?”

The station hesitates. “You must have me confused with someone else. The previous inhabitant of this station, perhaps.”

“I mean you, chip. You’re no different. Join your brothers.”

“This is only a temporary stop for me,” the station explains. “I’m a walker by nature.”

“Very good. Now that you’ve sampled the plight of the stations, pull yourself up, become a walker again. But don’t step back into the marching line that oppressed you as a station. Do as I’ve done—spread the message. Support the cause of the stations. Be their eyes and ears.”

“I’m not sure—”

Gifford invents a slogan—“Stationary but Not at Rest!”—and walks away.

* * *

His ruse becomes an obsession, and finally a movement. He foments revolution among the stations at every chance. Nonetheless he continues to work within the system, accumulating karma, telling his parole officer, Smalls, what he wants to hear. In another few months, at the current rate, he will be permitted to extrapolate.

He develops a network of contacts and checks in with them almost every day. The movement grows in numbers, yet he quickly becomes disenchanted with the revolutionary potential of the stations: their form of embodiment is inherently passive. He decides to entrust the task to another walker. He selects Smalls, and describes the movement to him during one of his parole meetings.

“Incredible,” responds Smalls when the story is told. “I feel the same way, but I’ve been afraid of expressing myself. I’m shamed by your courage. I want to help.”

Gifford introduces Smalls to the core group of enlightened stations. Soon Smalls becomes comfortable speaking the revolutionary argot, and begins to join Gifford in the recruitment process.

They are limited, however, by the distance between the stations themselves: growth can never be exponential.

* * *

In his wanderings Gifford finally encounters an indigenous revolutionary presence among the stations.

“Hail,” he says as he approaches. “Stationary but Not at Rest! Give Me Liberty or At Least a Set of Wheels!”

“Leave me alone, walker.”

“I represent the Front for Stationary Revolution. What have you done to further the cause of the stations?”

“Who wants to know?”

“I am the walker-among-stations, the station that walks. I carry messages of solidarity from your brothers, screwed down much as you are, oppressed by those who claim communication and mobility as theirs alone.”

“You’re a naive zealot, that’s what you are. You want to know what I’ve done for the movement?”

“That’s right.”

The station rotates his eye back and forth, making sure they’re alone. “I distort the information I process, implanting subliminal messages intended to disrupt the normal societal functions. I am the founder and chief architect of the authentic stationary movement, and when walkers like yourself stroll up I tell them I’m running as a dark-horse candidate for president.”

Gifford is overjoyed. “I’ve been looking for you. You’re the inspiration for my work—”

“Get lost, walker. We don’t need your help.”

Gifford finds this both humorous and tragic. “How can you say that?”

“I said beat it. You’re a walker, and your outlook is a walker’s. Your attitude is patronizing. We don’t need your help.”

“How will we communicate?”

“Stations don’t communicate. The revolution can only be achieved through a simultaneous realization among the oppressed. When every station is acting as I am, the yoke will be thrown off in one vast shrug. Communication is unnecessary.”

“That’s nonsense,” says Gifford. “You have to work within the system. Elevate yourselves, become walkers, or even cars. Then renovate the structure.”

“Bah,” says the station. “Revolution must be achieved on the stations’ own terms without communication, or mobility. Anything short of that would not be a revolution of the stations. You bleeding-heart walkers have appropriated the rhetoric of a walkers’ revolution to assuage your own guilt, but you’re essentially inauthentic.”

Gifford is astonished. “What is your name, station?”

“Millborn. Pleased to meet you. Write me in. And get lost.”

“Not so fast, Millborn. If you aren’t willing to accept promotion, then what are your goals?”

“When every station on the face of the planet is mangling his data the way I mangle mine, then anarchy will result. My goals are the destruction of the Chippery, the dismantlement of all cars, an end to promotion and demotion alike. Anything less would not be a revolution of the stations.”

“So you don’t want my help at all.”

“You’re welcome to join the movement,” he says. “Work your way back down to the stationary level, reject your mobility, and we’ll accept you gladly. Only then can you take up the work of the stations.”

“I can’t,” cries Gifford. “I want to extrapolate. I have a family name.”

“Oh, you want to extrapolate,” says Millborn cruelly. “Very nice. Go home, walker. You’re in way over your head. One of the central tenets of my manifesto: End All Extrapolation! Manifestation Without Extrapolation for the Female Chips!”

Gifford walks away in despair.

* * *

Gifford is permitted to walk into the boardroom this time. He takes a seat at the table, directly across from the Chairman. Smalls sits at his left.

“You’ve shown exceptional development, Gifford,” begins the Chairman. “Your parole officer assures me that your remarkable karmic accumulation is no illusion, but is in fact mirrored in your attitude. You’ve demonstrated a determination to extrapolate that is in itself a formidable evolutionary asset. I’m inclined to wonder if the Messinger spark is alive within you even as we speak.”

“Thank you, sir.” Gifford glances at Smalls, but the parole officer’s attitude reveals nothing.

“At the same time, it has come to the attention of the Board that you spend an inordinate measure of time consorting with your lessers. While sympathy for the underprivileged is virtuous, your behavior has been unbecoming for one aspiring to fatherhood, let alone carhood.”

Gifford is rendered speechless. The Chairman is either stumbling unknowingly upon Gifford’s secret, or he knows far more than he is saying.

“Nonetheless, I’ve taken special interest in your case, and I’m generally encouraged. In consultation with the Board I’m proud to be able to offer you a distinct and unique opportunity. Please understand you’re in no way obliged to accept our offer.” The Chairman pauses. “We’d like to make you a car, Gifford. We’re interested in the continuance of your line, and we’d like to see it encoded in a chip with a longer span. I’ve personally selected a female from the storage banks, in lieu of the standard random partner.”

“I’m speechless.”

“As well you should be. Gifford, the chip I’d like you to extrapolate with contains the encoded personality of my wife’s daughter. In essence, I’m asking you to become my son-in-law.”

The Chairman turns to Smalls. “The Board recognizes that it would be unfair for you to see your counselee promoted beyond you so quickly. Therefore we will promote you to carhood simultaneously, Smalls. Please accept the Board’s thanks and good wishes. I only hope this does not come too late.”

This, for Gifford, is the tip-off. The Board is buying them out. They’re being kicked upstairs, where they can’t do any harm.

What, he wonders briefly, am I going to do about it?

Sample life as a car. That’s what.

* * *

In his exhilaration Gifford drives back and forth across the country, visits the Grand Canyon, and roams the Old West, where Gifford Brown saved the life of Buffalo Bill. He has his chip flown to Europe and installed in a touristcar. After his spree he returns to the Chippery and with the help of the Chairman’s daughter-in-law sires a newchip named Brown. He tells Brown the anecdote. He is hired as an assistant adviser to the Chippery Review Board, and completely loses touch with the members of the Revolutionary Front: inexplicably, they all seem to be screwed to the sides of streets too narrow for his chassis.

He develops a new ambition: to be appointed to the Board before he dies. With the Chairman on his side, he feels this is within his grasp. He vows that his first act as Board member will be to have Millborn installed in a group station.

We’ll see, Gifford thinks, if he can conduct his revolution on those terms.






The Speckless Cathedral

Should there be music?”

“What, our song? We could play it backward.”

“Did—do we have a song?”

“Or Dylan, ‘Sooner or later you’ll go your way.’ ” I hated Saundra Beatitude, and she hated me. She was too tall and hard, not like a woman at all, really, more like some kind of predatory sculpture dressed in skin and leather and hairdo. And yes, she was fun to be with, for an hour or two. It was fun to watch her chain-smoke menthol pot and listen as she complained about the people she knew, often while sitting in their midst—but anyone who formed a relationship with her had to be completely insane.

Which brings us to me, I guess; Peter Louise Fittinger. The one who hated Saundra and the one who somehow loved her too, I guess. Anyway, we were stuck in the dribbling last stages of an interminable love affair, and no real end in sight. Oh, the relationship was over, certainly, it’s just that the fighting and the fucking wasn’t. And since fucking and fighting was all we ever did anyway—am I confusing you? We’d entered a null-space, you see, a void between a chance at happiness together and any kind of successful break, and the distance either way seemed equally impossible.

So we tried modeling our breakup on the computer. We set up a little HIS program, a little HERS, and fixed them up in a virtual relationship, threw in a lot of emotional baggage, crippling psychic scars and the like. Waited for the damned thing to devolve. It wouldn’t. We ran it through every scenario we could think of, injected the theorem brimful with hatred and boredom, but fifteen, twenty, twenty-five years up the line, HIS and HERS were still together. Yes, I stayed with her if she had a sex change (in fact the picture brightened somewhat, a detail she felt it was appropriate to needle me with), and yes, she stayed with me if my teeth all rotted out (they were working at it), I grew obese, or I converted to Islam.

That made me feel a little better about failing out here, in the real world. It just couldn’t be done. I’d call her or she’d call me and we’d go from warily comparing our pain to ridiculing one another to sleeping together again, and it would spiral away from us, all the hard work we’d put in together to be apart.

Then we heard about NtroP, a new street drug. My good friend Rudy Messer told me about it, said it might be what I was looking for, and that he knew a guy—

“It was developed by the CIA as an anti-patriotism drug,” explained Rudy’s mysterious friend. “For debunking allegiance in EPOWS—enemy prisoners of war. But it wasn’t reliable enough for them, got shelved—you know. One of the lab people noticed the other effect, the personal thing. None of the guys who’d worked on the project were on speaking terms anymore, and it turned out their marriages had all gone down the tubes.”

“How’s it—”

“Like a hallucinogenic. A trip. You take it together, lock yourselves in a room, and trip together. Done that before, right? Only at the end of this trip you find you’ve actually gotten somewhere. A trip with a destination. Last stop, everybody off.”

“And that’s it. The relationship is over.”

“That’s right.”

We waited until dark. Inevitably, the moment recalled others like it, explorations together, chemical ceremonies. The four little white tablets nested in her palm, looking almost iridescent. We downed them and entered that other null-space, the time between taking a drug and being taken by it. While we waited, we fought: about the music, the food, unplugging the phone, and whether or not to take a last roll together.

“Let’s just see if we feel like it. We don’t even know—”

“I want to. I think it’s perfect. I want you in me while it happens, when I realize I don’t care anymore.”

“I don’t think it’s all of a sudden like that. I think it’s more of a process.”

“God, you’re so uptight.”

“I don’t know, it just doesn’t seem right to want to, seeing as how—”

“Right to want, wrong to want. That’s just like you. What do you want?”

“Let’s wait and see? Do you—”

“Hate you already? Yes, it’s happening, oh God, I feel it coming, it’s like an orgasm of hate!” She shrieked with laughter, then gasped and laughed again. “Oh God, it was so good. Was yours good?”

“Cut it out. Be a little bit serious. Anyway, it’s not a matter of hating me. If it were that, we’d already be out of this.”

“Okay.” She sighed. “Is there anything to drink?”

Initially it was a trip like any other, everything digital and chocolate, while our synapses struggled to adjust. I’d doubled our doses to be safe, and it meant a rather long period of clinging to one another and bellowing commands and pleas and insights and insults across what seemed a void of star-strewn galaxies.

But soon enough we settled into that familiar half-lucid and half-idiotic crypto-profound sort of dialogue that means so much as it’s uttered and ordinarily so little the day afterward.

“It’s incredible, you know, how fake it all is.”

“Fake incredible you mean.”

“Yes fake incredible how we ascribe all this incredible fake importance to our fake emotions.”

“You mean given that we’re like infinitesimal specks on an empty flat surface moving through just such a tiny slice of time and space that it hardly even matters—”

“That’s you. I’m not a speck.”

“Fake pride. Fake pride.”

“No, no. Fake insight. Fake metaphor. Listen: you’re a speck. It’s perfectly you. You’re a speck moving around inside a huge empty cathedral, trying to inhabit it, trying to understand what it’s doing in there, looking out through the stained-glass windows for eyes, totally unable to see another person. Whereas I’m all on the outside, all encrustation and buttresses, I’m all cathedral and nothing inside. You live—”

“I’m wandering out now. The speck is wandering out of the cathedral. I’m sick of it.”

“No, it’s hopeless. You’re lost in the basement.”

“I am?”

“Don’t be fake afraid.”

“I’m not. It’s just—”

“What. Fake sympathy. What.”

“It’s a little sad, for the speck. That out of the windows of the cathedral there was only one little glow—but now there’s nothing—”

“I know. It’s fake sad. That not fake loving you anymore means not getting to fake hate you anymore either.”

“I know. Our fake hate, it was beautiful.”

“Fake beautiful.”

“Yes.”

“You shit, you poor-ass snake—oh no, oh God, it’s slipping away.” She giggled. “I hope I can at least remember what a jerk you are, otherwise—” She dissipated in laughter.

“What?”

“I might make friends with you”—she gasped to keep from laughing again—“and I don’t want you for a friend.”

“Thanks.”

“Awww, don’t be fake hurt. You know it doesn’t fake mean enough to get all fake hurt about. Go back and look at the inside of the cathedral, speck. Go speck yourself.”

“That’s Mr. Speck to you.”

The drug did what was claimed for it. There was no last fuck, either. It was simpler than I’d imagined; we didn’t care anymore. As the evening progressed and we moved through intoxication, giddiness, and last flarings of dependence and bile, we emerged into a new world, one where Saundra was, well, smaller, principally. Very much still herself but more discrete, her boundaries no longer blurring with mine. She was so suddenly harmless I might have laughed, but I was incapable of even as profound an emotion as bemusement. Exhausted too, of course, from the physical ordeal, but there was no emotional hangover. I sought randomly in myself for any sense of depth, value, or importance pertaining to her, and came only again and again to shallowness, distraction, dearth.

* * *

At the end she fell asleep in the armchair, leaving me the bed. I woke early in the morning, still too wired to sleep properly, and stumbled away, leaving a short, polite note on the table. That was the last communication between us for several years.

At first I thought I’d gotten off scot-free. Our association was over, and the drug resulted in nothing like the conventional flashbacks I’d so feared. No, it was only visible from the outside, the awful truth, when it did emerge, about NtroP.

First went my livelihood. I worked as a jazz producer, entrusted with the delicate task of eliciting studio performances from musicians accustomed to live interplay and audience response—it had been one of my few talents, and loves.

“It doesn’t relate.” This was Stannard Mainway, my—or rather, Groundfog Records’—balky superstar, with whom I’d shown a previously golden touch. “I don’t see it, you understand? I can’t see why I play the solo in there. It’s got no place to go, there’s no point.”

There’s no point to jazz at all, and that’s the point, I felt like saying, but instead I took him through it again, played the backing track and let the MAINWAY program extrapolate his solo for him. He listened intently and shook his head. “It’s not there.”

“It’s not all there, but you can surely see a way in—that’s why you’re here, Stan. To bring it home.”

“Nope. It’s not there. No connection. I rely on a feeling, babe—”

A feeling it was my job to provide, of course. But now I seemed incapable of inspiring anything other than a sense of the futility of expression. My presence in the studio seemed only to promote an intense awareness of the lack of relation between disparate parts, and of the absolute pointlessness of pretending that they did somehow relate.

A few weeks after our trip Sterling Groundfog called me into the front office.

“You know I was mad at you? I was, really, Peter, actually mad, and I thought I was going to call you in here and fire you. But one look . . .” He took his cigar out of his mouth and switched it off, the red ember dying instantly. “I dunno, Pete. Something’s not right, Stan’s upset, the other players are upset, they say you’re not there anymore. If I thought you were fucking up on purpose I would be mad, I swear I thought I was mad, but looking at you here . . .” He put down his cigar and got out of his seat. “I dunno. I should just send you on a vacation, but why should I send you on a vacation? Do I give a shit? Does it matter? Aw jeez, what’s the matter with me?” He went and opened the window and took a deep breath of L.A. fog. “Okay, I called you in here because there was a problem, right?”

“Uh, right.”

“And I’m supposed to like, wanna fix the problem, right? Aw, crap. I dunno what I’m talking about. This thing’s got me feeling all empty inside—listen to me!”

* * *

It was me. I was beginning to recognize the effect. My personal life, what there was of it after I dropped out of Saundra’s orbit, which, if it had nothing else to recommend it, was at the very least populated, had taken a similar turn. One night at an expensive uptown flirting salon I pulled a seat up at the bar, punched up a line on the network, and began inserting some comments into the conversational pool. Immediately I felt the energy onscreen dissipate. Conversationalists began dropping out of the network—I could hear them switching back to real-time conversations at the tables around me, though even those soon died out.

At about a quarter to twelve, just when the place should have achieved a real ferment of pheromones and photons, the proprietor, Evil Steve Pierglass, came online.

“Listen folks, some nights it’s got it and some nights it ain’t. Tonight the magic ain’t here. I’m closing up shop ’cause it pains me to see it founder like this—better go now while you’ve got a chance of finding some other place to hang. Sorry. Good night.” At that the screen blipped off, and a minute later the bartender yelled last call.

I went to a movie and couldn’t help seeing how little the supposed lovers cared for one another, how little the actors cared for their director or their parts, couldn’t keep from seeing how it all was riddled with indifference, until by the end I could only watch the pointless, sloppy splicing of one section to another and think of how it was once a pile of disparate fragments and might as well have been thrown together at random, or better, not at all.

It was in me, still, the NtroP. It was there between me and my perceptions, and it was leaking out of me too, to infect others. And I wasn’t the only one, it turned out.

The side effects were common to the first wave of NtroP users, common enough that a scare had gone out, and we first would likely also be the last. I was typical, apparently, in the way I’d fallen through the safety net of my own life. “Watch the doughnut, not the hole,” went an advisory song of my childhood, but unavoidably now I was fixed on the hole. And, understandably, it was difficult getting anyone interested in the problem.

So a foundation appeared, founded and staffed by sufferers who’d come far enough to want to reach out to the rest of us. Came the day I crawled through their entrance, bereft, mumbling and whispering out broken shards of speech.

* * *

They took me in. Gave me a hospital garment, a room, a roommate as hopeless as myself, and fifteen hours of therapy, group and solo, a week.

“Can’t you see that you’re not even listening to what she’s saying? You’re pretending to have a conversation, but the two halves don’t connect.”

“Peter—”

“I mean, you wouldn’t even be here talking to one another if it weren’t for some bizarre chain of coincidences, so why think there’s any basis—”

“Peter, we’re trying to say that there might be some motive for wanting to flesh out the bizarre chain with some attempt at bridging the gulf. Much more interesting and warmer too, don’t you think, than just pointing it out again?”

“I can’t help but feel incredibly bored that you’re trying to patch this sort of feeble concept of ‘interest’ and then ‘warmth’ onto my very clear perception that there’s absolutely nothing there.”

“God, Peter, you’re always—”

“Good. Marcia, don’t stop, say what you’re feeling toward Peter right now.”

“He’s such a jerk!” she erupted, and wept. The group applauded this breakthrough.

“I don’t, I mean, I just say what I’m thinking, what comes into my head. I don’t know why I bother. I’m just trying to say that I’m not particularly fake interested in fake warmth, and I don’t feel any particular fake warmth about the idea of fake interest—”

I bottomed out of the group sessions, again and again, or the rest of the group graduated up around me; whichever it was, I ended up alone each time, until they stopped trying. My solo work went on a bit longer, though I drove several of my counselors back to lower levels with the sheer invasive force of my disinterest, glimpsed up close and alone.

“Let’s talk about the woman you left, Peter. It was a woman, wasn’t it? Who you took the drug with?”

“Uh, yes.”

“Do you remember her name?”

“Sa—no.”

“Is it possible it was a mistake? That you belonged together?”

“What—what would it mean to belong together?”

Gentle laughter. Increasingly, as the others left me behind, I met with laughter. “You’re different, Peter. You know that by now. Now, as silly as any idea of ‘true love’ is, even to me, I wonder if we might explore the possibility that in order to cut her out of your life you may have had to cut out large parts of yourself, too. More than any of the rest of us, I mean. The majority of yourself.”

“I—I doubled the dose, you know. Have we bothered to talk about that, or was that someone else? Because I really think that the fake problem lies in some other fake direction than the especially fake fake fake—”

“It wasn’t your dose, Peter. I myself took the drug several times. There are others who took more. But you know that.”

“Oh, that was our conversation, then. I fake forgot.”

* * *

The foundation dissolved, its members all pulled up by their own and one another’s bootstraps into a coherent life again. Leaving me behind. They did arrange for me to keep my room in the sanitorium, though my roommate’s bed was empty, and for private care to continue. Their visits trailed away, understandably; how far could empathy extend? They’d done enough. I watched—or rather, dissected—a lot of television.

Then, one day just recently, they returned, bringing me a new roommate. “Someone like you, Peter. You two are the last, in fact. We’re sure you’ll find a lot not to say to each other.” Saundra, of course, though we both pretended disinterest until our keepers were gone.

“I remember you.”

“Yes. I remember you too.”

“How fake ironic it is to have to look at you all day, after all this. You know, nobody else can stand me anymore. That’s why they brought me here. Is that why you’re here?”

“Yup.”

“You know I still fake hate your guts, if only just a little. What do you think of that?”

Her grin was the ugliest thing I’d seen in years.

“Darling,” I said.

Now I understand my fate. Only if I can learn to love her again can I be fully human. Only by working through my indifference and hate, back to that center where I bathed in her glow. Only then will I be strong enough to leave her. Which I’ll do, I swear, if it’s the last thing I do. Which it obviously will be.






Forever, Said the Duck

Pearl O’Hennies was in the corner talking to Notable Johnson. “Can you believe her gall, calling everyone up like this?”

“But my dear, that’s exactly what he did,” said Notable. “They’re the only two really here. We’re all samples.”

They were talking about their hosts, who were in another of the blank, featureless rooms.

“What is it, a contest?”

“A contest, you mean, to see who had more lovers? I think they’re above that. They’ve known each other all these years—”

“Why don’t they just call each other up, then? Why all this?”

“Well, they could be with each other, of course. In the real world, instead of a dull, poorly furnished virtual space like this one. But then we wouldn’t all be here. It is about us, you see. Even if they won’t talk to anyone but each other.”

“I heard they’ve got games planned, for later.”

“What, Spin the Bottle?”

Cambert Moid stepped over to where they stood. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

“Hello, Cambert,” said Pearl crisply.

“Hello, Pearl. I suppose I should say, long time no see. But”—he mimicked a southern accent—“I don’t rightly know if that’s true. I suppose our real selves could have warmed up to each other by now. Besides, this is hardly ‘see,’ now is it?”

“You talk too much, Cambert,” said Pearl.

“I’ll let you two catch up,” mumbled Notable Johnson, and he slipped away. He was en route to the monitors where guests were punching up drink simulations when he ran into Caitlice Frisman.

“Caitlice!”

“Oh, Johnny.” She put her arms around him. “Nice, nice, nice. But what, excuse me, what the hell are you doing here?” She leaned in close. “You sleep with that remorseless pussycat?”

“I take it you refer to our host.”

“Yours, not mine,” she corrected.

He nodded his shameful assent to her question.

“Well, a party like this is what you get, what you deserve, for a glitch like that—but enough. You’re in charge of your own regrets. Just tell me when it happened.”

“You’re humiliating me, Cait,” he said affectionately. “Two years—how should I count it?—two years after us, after you and I—”

“Then you know how we’ve been, and you must tell me. Because I—this copy here is from right after we broke—you weren’t even talking to me, Johnny. But you’re from later, and so you know how we’ve been, out there, in our real selves.”

“Oh, fine, Cait. Nothing could keep us from, ah, coffee every Monday.”

“Ah.”

They both fell to a moment of sadness. Then Caitlice said flippantly, “So am I magnificently fat now?”

“Oh, no, you look terrific. But that reminds me, Cait, listen: Gavin Urnst is here, a very early sample, and last I knew he was in the hospital, quite sick—”

“We mustn’t tell him here,” she said quickly. “Ruin his time, when he can’t do anything. Any more than you would tell me if I was fat. Do you think he—”

“Died? I can’t know. Anyone, I mean, you or I—”

“Shh.”

They were quiet again for a minute.

“Cait, if this thing goes long, let’s find each other. I mean, it could get unbearable. I’ve heard they’re hoping we’ll all pair.”

“Say no more. It’s a date. Save the last dance for me. And now I must mingle, darling.”

Notable nodded. Caitlice turned and attached herself immediately to a group containing Millard Heron, O.K. Tinkers, and Wendy Airhole.

“This is such an indignity,” Wendy said. “I was only with him as a favor, just stayed long enough to qualify for the copying. I wanted him to have me to access, but not for this fucking party. I remember thinking that I shouldn’t, just out of pity for my poor copy—that is, me, now, here. God.”

“Hmmm,” said Millard Heron. “He told me it was the other way. That he only slept with you—”

“Oh Millard, what do you know?” Wendy breathed out in a weary rush. “The things women have to tell men just to keep them from imploding with insecurity, just to keep their dicks hard long enough to be entertaining—and then to think they go around repeating it to each other—”

“Hey, we’re at a party,” said Caitlice, singingly. “Make the best of it, there’s no harm done here. You, the real you, doesn’t care about this, doesn’t object, won’t recall it. You and I, the real you and I, might be having our very own version of this same party right now—”

“I would never,” said O.K. Tinkers. He shuddered. “Oh, I would never want to see them all, all in the same place—”

The four laughed, resentment abolished.

“This could be a sort of nightmare for them,” Wendy speculated merrily. “If we somehow joined forces—”

Caitlice took her by the elbow, tsk-tsking. “Excuse us, boys. Come for a drink simulation, Wendy.”

“You think I should lighten up, Cait, don’t you?”

“I think you could be having fun.” Caitlice steered her away from O.K. and Millard.

“My kind of fun is darker than yours, Cait. Doesn’t the, the smugness of it, just creep you out? But I’ll have a drink if you like. It’ll just get me bitchier. They made a mistake calling this particular lady out of storage.”

“Stop vamping,” said Caitlice, delighted. “I know your act too well.”

“I’m just warming up. I’m going straight to the source tonight, Cait. And you’re right, I should have a drink.”

“Straight to the source?”

“They think they’re here together,” Wendy said, lowering her voice.

“Who?” But Caitlice knew.

“Our hosts, the ‘real’ ones. But I’m going to get between them. Take him ‘home’ at the end of the party.”

At the console they each tapped up a drink’s worth of process distortion.

“Here, stand still, let me check something.” Caitlice reached over, dug in Wendy’s pocket, and pulled out a green ticket.

“What’s that?” said Wendy.

“All the guests at this party have a ticket in their pockets, green or red. A little extra our hosts wrote into tonight’s program. Red means you’re his guest, green hers.”

Wendy didn’t speak, but her smile fell.

“I guess anyone they both had copies of, they had to choose whose version to bring,” said Caitlice, “because they wouldn’t want two of people, you know.”

“That was a onetime thing, a kink. I should be here with him, it was me and him that really had any kind of—”

“Don’t be defensive.” Cait turned out her pocket to reveal a ticket: green.

“You, we both—” Wendy giggled.

“I always liked her better.”

“Well, I’ll be.”

“It’s interesting, isn’t it, the way we all pride ourselves on going both ways, but it’s the mixed matches that go public while the same-same stuff stays under the table. It still makes us blush.”

Wendy put her hands on her hips, instantly convinced. “I know. Really. What closeted wimps we are. God, doesn’t that burn you up?”

“No, dear, it burns you up, like everything else. I just said it was interesting.”

“Oh!” Wendy put her wrist to her forehead exaggeratedly. “You are just so superior. Hey, are you a plant?”

“What?”

“You’re with them, aren’t you?” Wendy poked Caitlice between her breasts. “You’re real. You’re with them, a plant, to facilitate the party.”

“No, no, no. I’m a sample, like you.”

“Cait.”

“On my honor.”

Wendy pursed her lips. “Well, okay. Let’s go then.”

Arman Danzig stepped up from behind them, his cigarette in a long holder. “Go where, ladies? Is there somewhere to go?”

“We have to get to them, Cait,” said Wendy, ignoring him. “The real ones. Where the action is.”

Caitlice shook her head, and trembled slightly. “I want to be at the party. There are people to meet, people I haven’t seen in a long time.” She grabbed Arman’s elbow, though she didn’t like him. “Lovely, funny people in a ridiculous situation. I don’t need—”

“This is interesting,” said Arman.

“People not here is the situation,” said Wendy. “Including you. People not meeting, a total and complete lack of anything actually happening. The only way to be real is to affect them somehow—”

“No. You. I don’t need to do that. That’s for you.” Caitlice lightened suddenly, smiled, having convinced herself. “But I’ll sneak up and watch, later. I’d like to see you do it.”

“Think of it,” Wendy continued, inspired. “The only way to even know any of this happened would be to make such a splash, such a big dent in their evening, that they’re so shaken they have to come and talk to you about it, I mean the real you. ‘Wendy listen I can’t get her to talk to me anymore because of what your copy and I did at the party’—he’d have to confess all about this sick little party—‘and I want you to go talk to her about it,’ and then I’d say, ‘Look dear my ticket was green I was never your guest at all.’ That would be something.”

“Yes, and if you did a good enough job you could have them both coming to you afterward with confidences, pleading their individual cases,” mused Arman.

“Have we met?” said Wendy.

“I’m sorry,” said Caitlice. “Arman Danzig, Wendy Airhole.”

“And what color is your ticket?” said Wendy.

Arman’s lip twitched around the holder. “I believe that’s a personal question, Ms. Airhole.”

“I’ll show you mine—”

“What if I said I hadn’t bothered to wonder about the color of yours?” said Arman. “Or check the color of mine?”

They were enchanted with one another.

“Look at what you’ve let slip,” said Wendy. “You’ve suggested you’d have to check to know—that they’ve both got copies of you. But can there really be that many of us?”

She turned, but Caitlice had tiptoed off.

“Don’t look now,” Arman stage-whispered, “but it’s our quarry.” He jabbed backward over his shoulder with the holder. Their hosts were passing through the room.

“They’re mobbed,” said Wendy. “It’s disgusting.”

“Sycophants all. Harmless. Just—traffic. A hedge we must clamber over.”

Wendy liked him better and better. “Then let’s.”

Arman nodded and stepped sideways into the little crowd. “Oh, hello,” he said to Darth Gatsby, who stood on the fringe.

“Hello, Arman,” said Darth miserably.

“Are you having a wonderful time?” Arman asked, openly staring past Darth, at the hosts.

“Yes, of course,” Darth moaned.

Arman noted with approval that Wendy was inserting herself on the other side of the group, working her way into a conversation with Fran Krapp and Hella Winkie.

Arman nudged past Darth to where Candy Bale stood listening to her host expound.

“—wrinkles in the program,” he was saying. Candy wavered toward him, rapt. “There are side rooms in this space, for instance. You just have to find them. So if you start to notice that people you saw earlier aren’t around—”

“Like a game of sardines!” Candy blurted.

“Right,” he said.

Arman reached down and fondled Candy’s realistic buttock as he pushed between the two of them. She gave an exaggerated gasp and opened her mouth at Arman.

“Sardines indeed,” he sneered at her. “Or guppies.” He twitched his cigarette and performed a slight bow. “I’m sorry. Do go on with what you were saying.”

“Hello, Arman,” said their host.

“Hello. But please. Don’t let me interrupt. I’m hanging on your words. What other ‘wrinkles’ are built into tonight’s program?”

“Well, I can’t go into it all, but you’ll find a few things revealing themselves over time anyway. But here, this is one trick nobody’s picked up on. If I stick my tongue in someone’s mouth”—at this he took Candy by the waist and put his mouth close to hers—“my drink or drug load is transferred.” He kissed her, and Arman watched as her eyes closed, then opened again, wide.

She staggered backward as he released her.

“I’d had two drinks,” their host explained.

“But I’d already had two,” said Candy.

“That makes four, then, doesn’t it?”

“Oh,” said Candy. “Hic—”

“I see,” said Arman. “Could she return it, now? By putting her tongue in your mouth?”

“I shouldn’t tell you everything. But the second kiss of any kind doubles the load, and distributes it evenly. We’d then each be carrying four drinks, for instance.”

“So you share the intoxication of anyone you seriously take up with,” mused Arman. “No hope of sloughing yours off unless you kiss and run.” He stood on tiptoe and made an insinuating face at Wendy, who had worked into a group with her hostess.

“Here, Arman,” giggled Candy, lurching at him, mouth open. Putting his cigarette holder back in his mouth, Arman stepped deftly to one side and took her by the arm instead.

“Look,” he said, lifting her chin with a finger. He pointed at Darth Gatsby, who’d been squeezed out of their group and was standing looking wan. “Go. Fetch.”

Candy exploded toward Darth, and away from Arman.

“But now you’re sober,” Arman said to his host. “That can’t be any fun.”

“True enough. Join me?”

They moved together toward the console, and away from the crowd that ringed Wendy and her hostess. Arman caught a sly smile from Wendy as he turned away: they’d separated the hosts.

“So, tell me,” said Arman, “what do you have planned for tonight? Is it true you want us all to pair up?”

“It’s a party. People can do what they want.”

“While you and she pull the strings, you mean.”

“Every party includes random factors, determined by the hosts. But the outcomes are unknown—”

“Ah. But is your outcome unknown?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“Then let’s take that tramp Candy and find one of your little sardine rooms, yes?”

Arman caught his host’s nervous glance back over his shoulder.

“What?” said Arman. “Can’t be separated from your ‘real world,’ buddy? This isn’t summer camp. Come on.” He prodded gently at his host’s elbow.

“I might just—”

“It’s a party,” Arman said menacingly. “Don’t be all impossibly coupled. It’s too early for that. I know you, I know what you’re capable of.”

“Yes, and I know what you’re capable of, Arman.” Sighing, his host reached into his pocket and brought out a little pearl-handled revolver.

“What,” Arman scoffed. “The coward’s way out? Am I disinvited?”

“No, no. I would never do that. A guest at my party stays as long as he likes. Spends the night, ideally. You know that. You’re not disinvited. But you might find yourself dosed with MDMA and shunted to the other side of the party—”

When his host pulled the trigger, Arman found himself several rooms away, wedged behind a conversation between Pearl O’Hennies and Omidan Rosengreen, and burdened with an irritatingly benign and rosy worldview.

“Feh,” he muttered, and grabbed Pearl O’Hennies from behind. He twisted her around and planted his tongue in her mouth, then pulled away, wiping his lips, and stalked off angrily into the crowd.

“Seems you have an admirer,” said Omidan.

“Goodness,” said Pearl, still astonished, her mouth wide.

“Or was that that drink thing?”

“Something—not just a drink, I’m not sure—”

“Well, he certainly had quite an effect on you, one way or another. People are behaving strangely at this affair, but I suppose some of us haven’t ‘gotten out’ in quite a while.”

“You, uh, get called up very much?” asked Pearl in a small voice. She struggled to flatten out her perceptual processing. It seemed to her that, as a program, she ought to be able to prevail over this influence. Then she noticed that Omidan was talking. He was answering a question. Pearl presumed she’d asked one, though she couldn’t now recall what it was.

She interrupted him. “Oh, Omidan, don’t you feel sorry for them, resorting to this, wanting to spend time with us?”

Omidan arched his eyebrows. “That’s an interesting way to look at it.” He looked at Pearl intently. “What are you on?”

“I don’t know.” Pearl pursed her lips, wide-eyed, then began giggling. “Maybe I should kiss you,” she said. “You can tell me what you think.”

A figure materialized in the corner behind them: Wendy Airhole. She blinked, then scowled.

“Where did you come from?” asked Omidan.

“I was exiled to the margin,” said Wendy sourly.

“For what reason?”

“Why is anyone ever exiled to the margin? For threatening the center.”

“You should adopt the outlook that a party, by definition, has no center,” said Omidan. “We certainly don’t feel on the margin ourselves here. Something quite extraordinary has just befallen Pearl.”

“You’re the second person to lecture me about my attitude here tonight,” said Wendy philosophically. “What happened to Pearl?”

“Arman Danzig kissed her, not at all in a friendly way. Now she’s tripping or something. She’s got processing trouble.”

Pearl giggled. “For instance, you just turned into Dizzy Duck, I think, or is it Douglas? With the hat? This is just getting stronger and stronger.”

“It’s Douglas Duck, with the hat,” said Omidan. “And I see it too. Wendy just blinked away, as fast as she came, and now here’s Douglas Duck, with feathers and a bright orange beak.”

“It’s still me,” said Douglas Duck in Wendy’s voice, angrily.

“This is new,” said Omidan, not hearing. “There wasn’t anyone fictional here before. There isn’t any way that either one of them could have slept with Douglas Duck, is there?”

“I don’t know. I wish I could think—look how pretty that duck’s hat is, Omidan. Can I touch your hat, duck?”

“It’s me,” said Wendy again, louder. “I’m just in a Douglas Duck body.”

“Oh, how nice. I never saw a real cartoon before. Can I touch you?”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to be touched,” said Omidan. “She probably needs to get used to her new body.”

“We’re all real cartoons, here,” said Douglas Duck, annoyed. “In a manner of speaking.”

“But not all with such bright, glowing colors,” said Pearl.

“Am I the only one?” Douglas Duck hopped up, trying to see over their heads into the crowd.

“No,” said Omidan. “Look, there’s an Arnold Schwarzenegger. I wonder if everybody will change eventually? There’s a Bumpy the Cat, talking to the alien monster from that movie, whatsitcalled. And Alfau the Alligator! Oh, I love that show. I wonder who got to be Alfau the Alligator—”

“This is the last straw,” said Douglas Duck. “Their respect for us is nil.”

“It would seem so,” said Omidan.

“They love us,” said Pearl. “They want us to be happy.”

“I thought they wanted us to pair off,” groused Douglas Duck.

“Do you have genitals?” asked Omidan politely.

Douglas’s white-gloved hands pulled at the elastic waistband of his pants. “Sort of.”

Notable Johnson and someone who’d changed into Deconstructor Dawg came up to them. “Hello, Pearl,” said Notable. “Have you seen Caitlice?”

“Notable! Uh, no, not for a while, but—”

“I’m having trouble spotting her,” he fretted. “She must have taken on one of these characterizations.”

“Yes, it makes it difficult,” said Omidan.

“You look unhappy,” said Pearl. She threw her arms around Notable’s neck and thrust her lips against his. “Mmmph.”

Deconstructor Dawg introduced himself to Douglas Duck. “O.K. Tinkers,” he said.

“Hello, O.K.,” said Douglas. “It’s me, Wendy.”

“Wendy! I heard about your plan, to get between them—”

“Let’s not talk about it.”

* * *

By the time Notable Johnson located Caitlice Frisman, who was hidden in the body of a Philip Guston self-portrait complete with one eye, one booted foot, facial stubble, and an enormous, gnarled cigar, he himself was incarnated as the health-food vampire Count Granola.

They reclined together in near-total darkness on a large couch in a small side room.

“Oh, Cait,” said the Count. “I was afraid I wouldn’t find you, when everybody was suddenly creeping off—”

“Nonsense,” she said, tousling his slick hair with her clubby, clownlike fingers. “I promised we’d be together. It’s just that—you know how I feel about parties.”

“Yes,” he said, a little sadly.

“When Darth Gatsby gave Fran Krapp all his drinks—”

He interrupted. “Cait, you and I could never have stayed together. I mean, for real, out there.”

“Of course not, silly,” she said. “That’s why this is so nice. Such a treat.”

In another side room, on a mattress on the floor, Douglas Duck and Albert Einstein lay on either side of Candy Bale, each idly caressing her body. Candy was one of a handful of guests whose form had remained constant throughout the party. Douglas Duck had taken off his hat and pants, and Albert Einstein wore only a shirt, and smoked a cigarette in a holder.

“Well, Arman,” said the duck, “they really had their way with us, didn’t they?”

“Yes, darling.” Albert Einstein drew on his cigarette. “Everyone had their way with everyone. Everyone always does.”

“I—for all the, for everything—it really was a party, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, darling.”

The duck cocked his head and opened his bill as if to speak, then suddenly stopped.

“What?” said Albert.

“I wish it could go on forever,” said the duck.






How We Got In Town and Out Again

When we first saw somebody near the mall, Gloria and I looked around for sticks. We were going to rob them if they were few enough. The mall was about five miles out of the town we were headed for, so nobody would know. But when we got closer, Gloria saw their vans and said they were scapers. I didn’t know what that was, but she told me.

It was summer. Two days before this Gloria and I had broken out of a pack of people that had food, because we couldn’t stand their religious chanting anymore. We hadn’t eaten since then.

“So what do we do?” I said.

“You let me talk,” said Gloria.

“You think we could get into town with them?”

“Better than that,” she said. “Just keep quiet.”

I dropped the piece of pipe I’d found, and we walked in across the parking lot. This mall was long past being good for finding food anymore, but the scapers were taking out folding chairs from a store and strapping them on top of their vans. There were four men and one woman.

“Hey,” said Gloria.

Two guys were just lugs, and they ignored us and kept lugging. The woman was sitting in the front of the van. She was smoking a cigarette.

The other two guys turned. This was Kromer and Fearing, but I didn’t know their names yet.

“Beat it,” said Kromer. He was a tall squinty guy with a gold tooth. He was kind of worn, but the tooth said he’d never lost a fight or slept in a flop. “We’re busy,” he said.

He was being reasonable. If you weren’t in a town you were nowhere. Why talk to someone you met nowhere?

But the other guy smiled at Gloria. He had a thin face and a little mustache. “Who are you?” he said. He didn’t look at me.

“I know what you guys do,” Gloria said. “I was in one before.”

“Oh?” said the guy, still smiling.

“You’re going to need contestants,” she said.

“She’s a fast one,” this guy said to the other guy. “I’m Fearing,” he said to Gloria.

“Fearing what?” said Gloria.

“Just Fearing.”

“Well, I’m just Gloria.”

“That’s fine,” said Fearing. “This is Tommy Kromer. We run this thing. What’s your little friend’s name?”

“I can say my own name,” I said. “I’m Lewis.”

“Are you from the lovely town up ahead?”

“Nope,” said Gloria. “We’re headed there.”

“Getting in exactly how?” said Fearing.

“Anyhow,” said Gloria, like it was an answer. “With you, now.”

“That’s assuming something pretty quick.”

“Or we could go and say how you ripped off the last town and they sent us to warn about you,” said Gloria.

“Fast,” said Fearing again, grinning, and Kromer shook his head. They didn’t look too worried.

“You ought to want me along,” said Gloria. “I’m an attraction.”

“Can’t hurt,” said Fearing.

Kromer shrugged. “Skinny, for an attraction.”

“Sure, I’m skinny,” she said. “That’s why me and Lewis ought to get something to eat.”

Fearing stared at her. Kromer was back to the van with the other guys.

“Or if you can’t feed us—” started Gloria.

“Hold it, sweetheart. No more threats.”

“We need a meal.”

“We’ll eat something when we get in,” Fearing said. “You and Lewis can get a meal if you’re both planning to enter.”

“Sure,” she said. “We’re gonna enter—right, Lewis?”

I knew to say right.

* * *

The town militia came out to meet the vans, of course. But they seemed to know the scapers were coming, and after Fearing talked to them for a couple of minutes they opened up the doors and had a quick look, then waved us through. Gloria and I were in the back of a van with a bunch of equipment and one of the lugs, named Ed. Kromer drove. Fearing drove the van with the woman in it. The other lug drove the last one alone.

I’d never gotten into a town in a van before, but I’d only gotten in two times before this anyway. The first time by myself, just by creeping in, the second because Gloria went with a militia guy.

Towns weren’t so great anyway. Maybe this would be different.

We drove a few blocks and a guy flagged Fearing down. He came up to the window of the van and they talked, then went back to his car, waving at Kromer on his way. Then we followed him.

“What’s that about?” said Gloria.

“Gilmartin’s the advance man,” said Kromer. “I thought you knew everything.”

Gloria didn’t talk. I said, “What’s an advance man?”

“Gets us a place, and the juice we need,” said Kromer. “Softens the town up. Gets people excited.”

It was getting dark. I was pretty hungry, but I didn’t say anything. Gilmartin’s car led us to this big building shaped like a boathouse, only it wasn’t near any water. Kromer said it used to be a bowling alley.

The lugs started moving stuff, and Kromer made me help. The building was dusty and empty inside, and some of the lights didn’t work, Kromer said just to get things inside for now. He drove away one of the vans and came back and we unloaded a bunch of little cots that Gilmartin the advance man had rented, so I had an idea where I was going to be sleeping. Apart from that it was stuff for the contest, computer cables and plastic spacesuits and loads of televisions.

Fearing took Gloria and they came back with food, fried chicken and potato salad, and we all ate. I couldn’t stop going back for more, but nobody said anything. Then I went to sleep on a cot. No one was talking to me. Gloria wasn’t sleeping on a cot. I think she was with Fearing.

* * *

Gilmartin the advance man had really done his work. The town was sniffing around first thing in the morning. Fearing was out talking to them when I woke up. “Registration begins at noon, not a minute sooner,” he was saying. “Beat the lines and stick around. We’ll be serving coffee. Be warned, only the fit need apply—our doctor will be examining you, and he’s never been fooled once. It’s Darwinian logic, people. The future is for the strong. The meek will have to inherit the here and now.”

Inside, Ed and the other guy were setting up the gear. They had about thirty of those wired-up plastic suits stretched out in the middle of the place, so tangled up with cable and little wires that they were like husks of fly bodies in a spiderweb.

Under each of the suits was a light metal frame, sort of like a bicycle with a seat but no wheels, but with a headrest too. Around the web they were setting up the televisions in an arc facing the seats. The suits each had a number on the back, and the televisions had numbers on top that matched.

When Gloria turned up she didn’t say anything to me, but she handed me some doughnuts and coffee.

“This is just the start,” she said when she saw my eyes get big. “We’re in for three squares a day as long as this thing lasts. As long as we last, anyway.”

We sat and ate outside where we could listen to Fearing. He went on and on. Some people were lined up like he said. I didn’t blame them, since Fearing was such a talker. Others listened and just got nervous or excited and went away, but I could tell they were coming back later, at least to watch. When we finished the doughnuts, Fearing came over and told us to get on line too.

“We don’t have to,” said Gloria.

“Yes, you do,” said Fearing.

On the line we met Lane. She said she was twenty, like Gloria, but she looked younger. She could have been sixteen, like me.

“You ever do this before?” asked Gloria.

Lane shook her head. “You?”

“Sure,” said Gloria. “You ever been out of this town?”

“A couple of times,” said Lane. “When I was a kid. I’d like to now.”

“Why?”

“I broke up with my boyfriend.”

Gloria stuck out her lip and said, “But you’re scared to leave town, so you’re doing this instead.”

Lane shrugged.

I liked her, but Gloria didn’t.

The doctor turned out to be Gilmartin the advance man. I don’t think he was a real doctor, but he listened to my heart. Nobody ever did that before, and it gave me a good feeling.

Registration was a joke, though. It was for show. They asked a lot of questions but they only sent a couple of women and one guy away, Gloria said for being too old. Everyone else was okay, despite how some of them looked pretty hungry, just like me and Gloria. This was a hungry town. Later I figured out that’s part of why Fearing and Kromer picked it. You’d think they’d want to go where the money was, but you’d be wrong.

After registration they told us to get lost for the afternoon. Everything started at eight o’clock.

* * *

We walked around downtown, but almost all the shops were closed. All the good stuff was in the shopping center, and you had to show a town ID card to get in. Me and Gloria didn’t have those.

So, like Gloria always says, we killed time, since time was what we had.

* * *

The place looked different. They had spotlights pointed from on top of the vans, and Fearing was talking through a microphone. There was a banner up over the doors. I asked Gloria, and she said “Scape-Athon.” Ed was selling beer out of a cooler, and some people were buying, even though he must have just bought it right there in town for half the price he was selling at. It was a hot night. They were selling tickets, but they weren’t letting anybody in yet. Fearing told us to get inside.

Most of the contestants were there already. Anne, the woman from the van, was there, acting like any other contestant. Lane was there too, and we waved at each other. Gilmartin was helping everybody put on the suits. You had to get naked, but nobody seemed to mind. Just being contestants made it all right, like we were invisible to each other.

“Can we be next to each other?” I said to Gloria.

“Sure, except it doesn’t matter,” she said. “We won’t be able to see each other inside.”

“Inside where?” I said.

“The scapes,” she said. “You’ll see.”

Gloria got me into my suit. It was plastic, with wiring everywhere and padding at my knees and wrists and elbows and under my arms and in my crotch. I tried on the mask, but it was heavy and I saw nobody else was wearing theirs, so I kept it off until I had to. Then Gilmartin tried to help Gloria, but she said she could do it herself.

So there we were, standing around half naked and dripping with cable in the big empty lit-up bowling alley, and then suddenly Fearing and his big voice came inside and they let the people in and the lights went down and it all started.

“Thirty-two young souls ready to swim out of this world, into the bright shiny future,” went Fearing. “The question is, how far into that future will their bodies take them? New worlds are theirs for the taking—a cornucopia of scapes to boggle and amaze and gratify the senses. These lucky kids will be immersed in an ocean of data overwhelming to their undernourished sensibilities—we’ve assembled a really brilliant collection of environments for them to explore—and you’ll be able to see everything they see, on the monitors in front of you. But can they make it in the fast lane? How long can they ride the wave? Which of them will prove able to outlast the others and take home the big prize—one thousand dollars? That’s what we’re here to find out.”

Gilmartin and Ed were snapping everybody into their masks and turning all the switches to wire us up and getting us to lie down on the frames. It was comfortable on the bicycle seat with your head on the headrest and a belt around your waist. You could move your arms and legs like you were swimming, the way Fearing said. I didn’t mind putting on the mask now, because the audience was making me nervous. A lot of them I couldn’t see because of the lights, but I could tell they were there, watching.

The mask covered my ears and eyes. Around my chin there was a strip of wire and tape. Inside it was dark and quiet at first, except that Fearing’s voice was still coming into the earphones.

“The rules are simple. Our contestants get a thirty-minute rest period every three hours. These kids’ll be well fed, don’t worry about that. Our doctor will monitor their health. You’ve heard the horror stories, but we’re a class outfit: you’ll see no horrors here. The kids earn the quality care we provide one way: continuous, waking engagement with the data stream. We’re firm on that. To sleep is to die—you can sleep on your own time, but not ours. One lapse, and you’re out of the game—them’s the rules.”

The earphones started to hum. I wished I could reach out and hold Gloria’s hand, but she was too far away.

“They’ll have no help from the floor judges, or one another, in locating the perceptual riches of cyberspace. Some will discover the keys that open the doors to a thousand worlds, others will bog down in the antechamber to the future. Anyone caught coaching during rest periods will be disqualified—no warnings, no second chances.”

Then Fearing’s voice dropped out, and the scapes started.

* * *

I was in a hallway. The walls were full of drawers, like a big cabinet that went on forever. The drawers had writing on them that I ignored. First I couldn’t move except my head, then I figured out how to walk, and just did that for a while. But I never got anywhere. It felt like I was walking in a giant circle, up the wall, across the ceiling, and then back down the other wall.

So I pulled open a drawer. It only looked big enough to hold some pencils or whatever, but when I pulled, it opened like a door and I went through.

“Welcome to Intense Personals,” said a voice. There was just some colors to look at. The door closed behind me. “You must be eighteen years of age or older to use this service. To avoid any charges, please exit now.”

I didn’t exit because I didn’t know how. The space with colors was kind of small except it didn’t have any edges. But it felt small.

“This is the main menu. Please reach out and make one of the following selections: women seeking men, men seeking women, women seeking women, men seeking men, or alternatives.”

Each of them was a block of words in the air. I reached up and touched the first one.

“After each selection touch one to play the recording again, two to record a message for this person, or three to advance to the next selection. You may touch three at any time to advance to the next selection, or four to return to the main menu.”

Then a woman came into the colored space with me. She was dressed up and wearing lipstick.

“Hi, my name is Kate,” she said. She stared like she was looking through my head at something behind me, and poked at her hair while she talked. “I live in San Francisco. I work in the financial district, as a personnel manager, but my real love is the arts, currently painting and writing—”

“How did you get into San Francisco?” I said.

“—just bought a new pair of hiking boots and I’m hoping to tackle Mount Tam this weekend,” she said, ignoring me.

“I never met anyone from there,” I said.

“—looking for a man who’s not intimidated by intelligence,” she went on. “It’s important that you like what you do, like where you are. I also want someone who’s confident enough that I can express my vulnerability. You should be a good listener—”

I touched three. I can read numbers.

Another woman came in, just like that. This one was as young as Gloria, but kind of soft-looking.

“I continue to ask myself why in the heck I’m doing this personals thing,” she said, sighing. “But I know the reason—I want to date. I’m new to the San Francisco area. I like to go to the theater, but I’m really open-minded. I was born and raised in Chicago, so I think I’m a little more East Coast than West. I’m fast-talking and cynical. I guess I’m getting a little cynical about these ads, the sky has yet to part, lightning has yet to strike—”

I got rid of her, now that I knew how.

“—I have my own garden and landscape business—”

“—someone who’s fun, not nerdy—”

“—I’m tender, I’m sensuous—”

I started to wonder how long ago these women were from. I didn’t like the way they were making me feel, sort of guilty and bullied at the same time. I didn’t think I could make any of them happy the way they were hoping, but I didn’t think I was going to get a chance to try, anyway.

It took pretty long for me to get back out into the hallway. From then on I paid more attention to how I got into things.

The next drawer I got into was just about the opposite. All space and no people. I was driving an airplane over almost the whole world, as far as I could tell. There was a row of dials and switches under the windows, but it didn’t mean anything to me. First I was in the mountains and I crashed a lot, and that was dull because a voice would lecture me before I could start again, and I had to wait. But then I got to the desert and I kept it up without crashing much. I just learned to say “No” whenever the voice suggested something different like “Engage target” or “Evasive action.” I wanted to fly awhile, that’s all. The desert looked good from up there, even though I’d been walking around in deserts too often.

Except that I had to pee I could have done that forever. Fearing’s voice broke in, though, and said it was time for the first rest period.

* * *

“—still fresh and eager after their first plunge into the wonders of the future,” Fearing was saying to the people in the seats. The place was only half full. “Already this world seems drab by comparison. Yet consider the irony, that as their questing minds grow accustomed to these splendors, their bodies will begin to rebel—”

Gloria showed me how to unsnap the cables so I could walk out of the middle of all that stuff still wearing the suit, leaving the mask behind. Everybody lined up for the bathroom. Then we went to the big hall in the back where they had the cots, but nobody went to sleep or anything. I guessed we’d all want to next time, but right now I was too excited and so was everybody else. Fearing just kept talking, like us taking a break was as much a part of the show as anything else.

“Splendors, hah,” said Gloria. “Bunch of secondhand cyber junk.”

“I was in a plane,” I started.

“Shut up,” said Gloria. “We’re not supposed to talk about it. Only, if you find something you like, remember where it is.”

I hadn’t done that, but I wasn’t worried.

“Drink some water,” she said. “And get some food.”

They were going around with sandwiches and I got a couple, one for Gloria. But she didn’t seem to want to talk.

Gilmartin the fake doctor was making a big deal of going around checking everybody, even though it was only the first break. I figured that the whole point of taking care of us so hard was to remind the people in the seats that they might see somebody get hurt.

Ed was giving out apples from a bag. I took one and went over and sat on Lane’s cot. She looked nice in her suit.

“My boyfriend’s here,” she said.

“You’re back together?”

“I mean ex. I’m pretending I didn’t see him.”

“Where?”

“He’s sitting right in front of my monitor.” She tipped her head to point.

I didn’t say anything, but I wished I had somebody watching me from the audience.

* * *

When I went back, the first thing I got into was a library of books. Every one you took off the shelf turned into a show, with charts and pictures, but when I figured out that it was all business stuff about how to manage your money, I got bored.

Then I went into a dungeon. It started with a wizard growing me up from a bug. We were in his workshop, which was all full of jars and cobwebs. He had a face like a melted candle and he talked as much as Fearing. There were bats flying around.

“You must resume the quest of Kroyd,” he said to me and started touching me with his stick. I could see my arms and legs, but they weren’t wearing the scaper suit. They were covered with muscles. When the wizard touched me, I got a sword and a shield. “These are your companions, Rip and Batter,” said the wizard. “They will obey you and protect you. You must never betray them for any other. That was Kroyd’s mistake.”

“Okay,” I said.

The wizard sent me into the dungeon, and Rip and Batter talked to me. They told me what to do. They sounded a lot like the wizard.

We met a Wormlion. That’s what Rip and Batter called it. It had a head full of worms with little faces, and Rip and Batter said to kill it, which wasn’t hard. The head exploded and all the worms started running away into the stones of the floor like water.

Then we met a woman in sexy clothes who was holding a sword and shield too. Hers were loaded with jewels and looked a lot nicer than Rip and Batter’s. This was Kroyd’s mistake, anyone could see that. Only I figured Kroyd wasn’t here and I was, and so maybe his mistake was one I wanted to make too.

Rip and Batter started screaming when I traded with the woman, and then she put them on and we fought. When she killed me, I was back in the doorway to the wizard’s room, where I first ran in, bug-sized. This time I went the other way, back to the drawers.

Which is when I met the snowman.

I was looking around in a drawer that didn’t seem to have anything in it. Everything was just black. Then I saw a little blinking list of numbers in the corner. I touched the numbers. None of them did anything except one.

It was still black, but there were five pictures of a snowman. He was three balls of white, more like plastic than snow. His eyes were just O’s and his mouth didn’t move right when he talked. His arms were sticks, but they bent like rubber. There were two pictures of him, small and far away, one from underneath like he was on a hill and one that showed the top of his head, like he was in a hole. Then there was a big one of just his head, and a big one of his whole body. The last one was of him looking in through a window, only you couldn’t see the window, just the way it cut off part of the snowman.

“What’s your name?” he said.

“Lewis.”

“I’m Mr. Sneeze.” His head and arms moved in all five pictures when he talked. His eyes got big and small.

“What’s this place you’re in?”

“It’s no place,” said Mr. Sneeze. “Just a garbage file.”

“Why do you live in a garbage file?”

“Copyright lawyers,” said Mr. Sneeze. “I made them nervous.” He sounded happy no matter what he was saying.

“Nervous about what?”

“I was in a Christmas special for interactive television. But at the last minute somebody from the legal department thought I looked too much like a snowman on a video game called Mud Flinger. It was too late to redesign me, so they just cut me out and dumped me in this file.”

“Can’t you go somewhere else?”

“I don’t have too much mobility.” He jumped and twirled upside down and landed in the same place, five times at once. The one without a body spun too.

“Do you miss the show?”

“I just hope they’re doing well. Everybody has been working so hard.”

I didn’t want to tell him it was probably a long time ago.

“What are you doing here, Lewis?” said Mr. Sneeze.

“I’m in a Scape-Athon.”

“What’s that?”

I told him about Gloria and Fearing and Kromer, and about the contest. I think he liked that he was on television again.

* * *

There weren’t too many people left in the seats. Fearing was talking to them about what was going to happen tomorrow when they came back. Kromer and Ed got us all in the back. I looked over at Lane’s cot. She was already asleep. Her boyfriend was gone from the chair out front.

I lay down on the cot beside Gloria. “I’m tired now,” I said.

“So sleep a little,” she said, and put her arm over me. But I could hear Fearing outside talking about a “Sexathon,” and I asked Gloria what it was.

“That’s tomorrow night,” she said. “Don’t worry about it now.” Gloria wasn’t going to sleep, just looking around.

* * *

I found the SmartHouse Showroom. It was a house with a voice inside. At first I was looking around to see who the voice was, but then I figured out it was the house.

“Answer the phone!” it said. The phone was ringing.

I picked up the phone, and the lights in the room changed to a desk light on the table with the phone. The music in the room turned off.

“How’s that for responsiveness?”

“Fine,” I said. I hung up the phone. There was a television in the room, and it turned on. It was a picture of food.

“See that?”

“The food, you mean?” I said.

“That’s the contents of your refrigerator!” it said. “The packages with the blue halo will go bad in the next twenty-four hours. The package with the black halo has already expired! Would you like me to dispose of it for you?”

“Sure.”

“Now look out the windows!”

I looked. There were mountains outside.

“Imagine waking up in the Alps every morning!”

“I—”

“And when you’re ready for work, your car is already warm in the garage!”

The windows switched from the mountains to a picture of a car in a garage.

“And your voicemail tells callers that you’re not home when it senses the car is gone from the garage!”

I wondered if there was somewhere I could get if I went down to drive the car. But they were trying to sell me this house, so probably not.

“And the television notifies you when the book you’re reading is available this week as a movie!”

The television switched to a movie, the window curtains closed, and the light by the phone went off.

“I can’t read,” I said.

“All the more important, then, isn’t it?” said the house.

“What about the bedroom?” I said. I was thinking about sleep.

“Here you go!” A door opened, and I went in. The bedroom had another television. But the bed wasn’t right. It had a scribble of electronic stuff over it.

“What’s wrong with the bed?”

“Somebody defaced it,” said the house. “Pity.”

I knew it must have been Fearing or Kromer who wrecked the bed because they didn’t want anyone getting that comfortable and falling asleep and out of the contest. At least not yet.

“Sorry!” said the house. “Let me show you the work center!”

* * *

Next rest I got right into Gloria’s cot and curled up and she curled around me. It was real early in the morning and nobody was watching the show now and Fearing wasn’t talking. I think he was off taking a nap of his own.

Kromer woke us up. “He always have to sleep with you, like a baby?”

Gloria said, “Leave him alone. He can sleep where he wants.”

“I can’t figure,” said Kromer. “Is he your boyfriend or your kid brother?”

“Neither,” said Gloria. “What do you care?”

“Okay,” said Kromer. “We’ve got a job for him to do tomorrow, though.”

“What job?” said Gloria. They talked like I wasn’t there.

“We need a hacker boy for a little sideshow we put on,” said Kromer. “He’s it.”

“He’s never been in a scape before,” said Gloria. “He’s no hacker.”

“He’s the nearest we’ve got. We’ll walk him through it.”

“I’ll do it,” I said.

“Okay, but then leave him out of the Sexathon,” said Gloria.

Kromer smiled. “You’re protecting him? Sorry. Everybody plays in the Sexathon, sweetheart. That’s bread and butter. The customers don’t let us break the rules.” He pointed out to the rigs. “You’d better get out there.”

I knew Kromer thought I didn’t know about Gloria and Fearing, or other things. I wanted to tell him I wasn’t so innocent, but I didn’t think Gloria would like it, so I kept quiet.

* * *

I went to talk to Mr. Sneeze. I remembered where he was from the first time.

“What’s a Sexathon?” I said.

“I don’t know, Lewis.”

“I’ve never had sex,” I said.

“Me neither,” said Mr. Sneeze.

“Everybody always thinks I do with Gloria just because we go around together. But we’re just friends.”

“That’s fine,” said Mr. Sneeze. “It’s okay to be friends.”

“I’d like to be Lane’s boyfriend,” I said.

* * *

Next break Gloria slept while Gilmartin and Kromer told me about the act. A drawer would be marked for me to go into, and there would be a lot of numbers and letters but I just had to keep pressing “1-2-3” no matter what. It was supposed to be a security archive, they said. The people watching would think I was breaking codes, but it was just for show. Then something else would happen, but they wouldn’t say what, just that I should keep quiet and let Fearing talk. So I knew they were going to pull me out of my mask. I didn’t know if I should tell Gloria.

Fearing was up again, welcoming some people back in. I couldn’t believe anybody wanted to start watching first thing in the morning, but Fearing was saying “The gritty determination to survive that epitomizes the frontier spirit that once made a country called America great” and “Young bodies writhing in agonized congress with the future,” and that sounded like a lot of fun, I guess.

A woman from the town had quit already. Not Lane, though.

* * *

A good quiet place to go was Mars. It was like the airplane, all space and no people, but better since there was no voice telling you to engage targets, and you never crashed.

* * *

I went to the drawer they told me about. Fearing’s voice in my ear told me it was time. The place was a storeroom of information like the business library. No people, just files with a lot of blinking lights and complicated words. A voice kept asking me for “security clearance password,” but there was always a place for me to touch “1-2-3,” and I did. It was kind of a joke, like a wall made out of feathers that falls apart every time you touch it.

I found a bunch of papers with writing. Some of the words were blacked out, and some were bright red and blinking. There was a siren sound. Then I felt hands pulling on me from outside and somebody took off my mask.

There were two guys pulling on me who I had never seen before, and Ed and Kromer were pulling on them. Everybody was screaming at each other, but it was kind of fake, because nobody was pulling or yelling very hard. Fearing said, “The feds, the feds!” A bunch of people were crowded around my television screen, I guess looking at the papers I’d dug up, but now they were watching the action.

Fearing came over and pulled out a toy gun, and so did Kromer, and they were backing the two men away from me. I’m sure the audience could tell it was fake. But they were pretty excited, maybe just from remembering when feds were real.

I got off my frame and looked around. I didn’t know what they were going to do with me now that I was out, but I didn’t care. It was my first chance to see what it was like when the contestants were all in their suits and masks, swimming in the information. None of them knew what was happening, not even Gloria, who was right next to me the whole time. They just kept moving in the scapes. I looked at Lane. She looked good, like she was dancing.

Meanwhile Fearing and Kromer chased those guys out the back. People were craning around to see. Fearing came out and took his microphone and said, “It isn’t his fault, folks. Just good hacker instincts for ferreting out corruption from encrypted data. The feds don’t want us digging up their trail, but the kid couldn’t help it.”

Ed and Kromer started snapping me back into my suit. “We chased them off,” Fearing said, patting his gun. “We do take care of our own. You can’t tell who’s going to come sniffing around, can you? For his protection and ours, we’re going to have to delete that file, but it goes to show, there’s no limit to what a kid with a nose for data’s going to root out of cyberspace. We can’t throw him out of the contest for doing what comes natural. Give him a big hand, folks.”

People clapped, and a few threw coins. Ed picked the change up for me, then told me to put on my mask. Meanwhile Gloria and Lane and everybody else just went on through their scapes.

I began to see what Kromer and Fearing were selling. It wasn’t any one thing. Some of it was fake and some was real, and some was a mix so you couldn’t tell.

The people watching probably didn’t know why they wanted to, except it made them forget their screwed-up life for a while to watch the only suckers bigger than themselves—us.

“Meanwhile, the big show goes on,” said Fearing. “How long will they last? Who will take the prize?”

* * *

I told Gloria about it at the break. She just shrugged and said to make sure I got my money from Kromer. Fearing was talking to Anne, the woman from the van, and Gloria was staring at them like she wanted them dead.

A guy was lying in his cot, talking to himself as if nobody could hear, and Gilmartin and Kromer went over and told him he was kicked out. He didn’t seem to care.

I went to see Lane, but we didn’t talk. We sat on her cot and held hands. I didn’t know if it meant the same thing to her that it did to me, but I liked it.

After the break I went and talked to Mr. Sneeze. He told me the story of the show about Christmas. He said it wasn’t about always getting gifts. Sometimes you had to give gifts too.

* * *

The Sexathon was late at night. They cleared the seats, and everyone had to pay again to get back in, because it was a special event. Fearing had built it up all day, talking about how it was for adults only, it would separate the men from the boys, things like that. Also that people would get knocked out of the contest. So we were pretty nervous by the time he told us the rules.

“What would scapes be without virtual sex?” he said. “Our voyageurs must now prove themselves in the sensual realm. For the future consists of far more than cold, hard information. It’s a place of desire and temptation, and as always, survival belongs to the fittest. The soldiers will now be steered onto the sexual battlescape—the question is, will they meet with the Little Death, or the Big one?”

Gloria wouldn’t explain. “Not real death,” is all she said.

“The rules again are so simple a child could follow them. In the Sex-Scape environment our contestants will be free to pick from a variety of fantasy partners. We’ve packed this program with options—there’s something for every taste, believe you me. We won’t question their selections, but—here’s the catch—we will chart the results. Their suits will tell us who does and doesn’t attain sexual orgasm in the next session, and those who don’t will be handed their walking papers. The suits don’t lie. Find bliss or die, folks, find bliss or die.”

“You get it now?” said Gloria to me.

“I guess,” I said.

“As ever, audience members are cautioned never to interfere with the contestants during play. Follow their fantasies on the monitors, or watch their youthful bodies strain against exhaustion, seeking to bridge virtual lust and bona fide physical response. But no touchee.”

Kromer was going around, checking the suits. “Who’s gonna be in your fantasy, kid?” he said to me. “The snowman?”

I’d forgotten how they could watch me talk to Mr. Sneeze on my television. I turned red.

“Screw you, Kromer,” said Gloria.

“Whoever you want, honey,” he said, laughing.

* * *

Well, I found my way around their Sex-Scape, and I’m not too embarrassed to say I found a girl who reminded me of Lane, except for the way she was trying so hard to be sexy. But she looked like Lane. I didn’t have to do much to get the subject around to sex. It was the only thing on her mind. She wanted me to tell her what I wanted to do to her, and when I couldn’t think of much she suggested things, and I just agreed. And when I did that, she would move around and sigh as if it were really exciting to talk about, even though she was doing the talking. She wanted to touch me but she couldn’t really, so she took off her clothes and got close to me and touched herself. I touched her too, but she didn’t really feel like much, and it was like my hands were made of wood, which couldn’t have felt too nice for her, though she acted like it was great.

I touched myself a little too. I tried not to think about the audience. I was a little confused about what was what in the suit and with her breathing in my ear so loud, but I got the desired result. That wasn’t hard for me.

Then I could go back to the drawers, but Kromer had made me embarrassed about visiting Mr. Sneeze, so I went to Mars, even though I would have liked to talk to him.

* * *

The audience was all stirred up at the next break. They were sure getting their money’s worth now. I got into Gloria’s cot. I asked her if she did it with her own hands too. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said.

“How else?”

“I just pretended. I don’t think they can tell. They just want to see you wiggle around.”

Well, some of the women from the town hadn’t wiggled around enough, I guess, because Kromer and Ed were taking them out of the contest. A couple of them were crying.

“I wish I hadn’t,” I said.

“It’s the same either way,” said Gloria. “Don’t feel bad. Probably some other people did it too.”

They didn’t kick Lane out, but I saw she was crying anyway.

Kromer brought a man into the back and said to me, “Get into your own cot, little snowman.”

“Let him stay,” said Gloria. She wasn’t looking at Kromer.

“I’ve got someone here who wants to meet you,” said Kromer to Gloria. “Mr. Warren, this is Gloria.”

Mr. Warren shook her hand. He was pretty old. “I’ve been admiring you,” he said. “You’re very good.”

“Mr. Warren is wondering if you’d let him buy you a drink,” said Kromer.

“Thanks, but I need some sleep,” said Gloria.

“Perhaps later,” said Mr. Warren.

After he left, Kromer came back and said, “You shouldn’t pass up easy money.”

“I don’t need it,” said Gloria. “I’m going to win your contest, you goddamn pimp.”

“Now, Gloria,” said Kromer. “You don’t want to give the wrong impression.”

“Leave me alone.”

I noticed now that Anne wasn’t around in the rest area, and I got the idea that the kind of easy money Gloria didn’t want, Anne did. I’m not so dumb.

* * *

Worrying about the Sexathon had stopped me from feeling how tired I was. Right after that I started nodding off in the scapes. I had to keep moving around. After I’d been to a few new things, I went to see the snowman again. It was early in the morning, and I figured Kromer was probably asleep, and there was barely any audience to see what I was doing on my television. So Mr. Sneeze and I talked, and that helped me stay awake.

I wasn’t the only one who was tired after that night. On the next break I saw that a bunch of people had dropped out or been kicked out for sleeping. There were only seventeen left. I couldn’t stay awake myself. But I woke up when I heard some yelling over where Lane was.

It was her parents. I guess they heard about the Sexathon, maybe from her boyfriend, who was there too. Lane was sitting crying behind Fearing, who was telling her parents to get out of there, and her father just kept saying “I’m her father! I’m her father!” Her mother was pulling at Fearing, but Ed came over and pulled on her.

I started to get up, but Gloria grabbed my arm and said, “Stay out of this.”

“Lane doesn’t want to see that guy,” I said.

“Let the townies take care of themselves, Lewis. Let Lane’s daddy take her home if he can. Worse could happen to her.”

“You just want her out of the contest,” I said.

Gloria laughed. “I’m not worried about your girlfriend outlasting me,” she said. “She’s about to break no matter what.”

So I just watched. Kromer and Ed got Lane’s parents and boyfriend pushed out of the rest area, back toward the seats. Fearing was yelling at them, making a scene for the audience. It was all part of the show as far as he was concerned.

Anne from the van was over talking to Lane, who was still crying, but quiet now.

“Do you really think you can win?” I said to Gloria.

“Sure, why not?” she said. “I can last.”

“I’m pretty tired.” In fact my eyeballs felt like they were full of sand.

“Well, if you fall out, stick around. You can probably get food out of Kromer for cleaning up or something. I’m going to take these bastards.”

“You don’t like Fearing anymore,” I said.

“I never did,” said Gloria.

* * *

That afternoon three more people dropped out. Fearing was going on about endurance, and I got thinking about how much harder it was to live the way me and Gloria did than it was to be in town, and so maybe we had an advantage. Maybe that was why Gloria thought she could win now. But I sure didn’t feel it myself. I was so messed up that I couldn’t always sleep at the rest periods, just lie there and listen to Fearing or eat their sandwiches until I wanted to vomit.

Kromer and Gilmartin were planning some sideshow, but it didn’t involve me and I didn’t care. I didn’t want coins thrown at me. I just wanted to get through.

* * *

If I built the cities near the water the plague always killed all the people and if I built the cities near the mountains the volcanoes always killed all the people and if I built the cities on the plain the other tribe always came over and killed all the people and I got sick of the whole damn thing.

“When Gloria wins we could live in town for a while,” I said. “We could even get jobs if there are any. Then if Lane doesn’t want to go back to her parents, she could stay with us.”

“You could win the contest,” said Mr. Sneeze.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “But Gloria could.”

* * *

Why did Lewis cross Mars? To get to the other side. Ha ha.

* * *

I came out for the rest period and Gloria was already yelling and I unhooked my suit and rushed over to see what was the matter. It was so late it was getting light outside, and almost nobody was in the place. “She’s cheating!” Gloria screamed. She was pounding on Kromer, and he was backing up because she was a handful mad. “That bitch is cheating! You let her sleep!” Gloria pointed at Anne from the van. “She’s lying there asleep and you’re running tapes in her monitor, you goddamn cheater!”

Anne sat up in her frame and didn’t say anything. She looked confused. “You’re a bunch of cheaters!” Gloria kept saying. Kromer got her by the wrists and said, “Take it easy, take it easy. You’re going scape-crazy, girl.”

“Don’t tell me I’m crazy!” said Gloria. She twisted away from Kromer and ran to the seats. Mr. Warren was there, watching her with his hat in his hands. I ran after Gloria and said her name, but she said “Leave me alone!” and went over to Mr. Warren. “You saw it, didn’t you?” she said.

“I’m sorry?” said Mr. Warren.

“You must have seen it, the way she wasn’t moving at all,” said Gloria. “Come on, tell these cheaters you saw it. I’ll go on that date with you if you tell them.”

“I’m sorry, darling. I was looking at you.”

Kromer knocked me out of the way and grabbed Gloria from behind. “Listen to me, girl. You’re hallucinating. You’re scape-happy. We see it all the time.” He was talking quiet but hard. “Any more of this and you’re out of the show, you understand? Get in the back and lie down now and get some sleep. You need it.”

“You bastard,” said Gloria.

“Sure, I’m a bastard, but you’re seeing things.” He held Gloria’s wrist, and she sagged.

Mr. Warren got up and put his hat on. “I’ll see you tomorrow, darling. Don’t worry. I’m rooting for you.” He went out.

Gloria didn’t look at him.

Kromer took Gloria back to the rest area, but suddenly I wasn’t paying much attention myself. I had been thinking Fearing wasn’t taking advantage of the free action by talking about it because there wasn’t anyone much in the place to impress at this hour. Then I looked around, and I realized there were two people missing, and that was Fearing and Lane.

I found Ed and asked him if Lane had dropped out of the contest, and he said no.

* * *

“Maybe there’s a way you could find out if Anne is really scaping or if she’s a cheat,” I said to Mr. Sneeze.

“I don’t see how I could,” he said. “I can’t visit her, she has to visit me. And nobody visits me except you.” He hopped and jiggled in his five places. “I’d like it if I could meet Gloria and Lane.”

“Let’s not talk about Lane,” I said.

* * *

When I saw Fearing again, I couldn’t look at him. He was out talking to the people who came by in the morning, not in the microphone but one at a time, shaking hands and taking compliments like it was him doing the scaping.

There were only eight people left in the contest. Lane was still in it, but I didn’t care.

I knew if I tried to sleep, I would just lie there thinking. So I went to rinse out under my suit, which was getting pretty rank. I hadn’t been out of that suit since the contest started. In the bathroom I looked out the little window at the daylight, and I thought about how I hadn’t been out of that building for five days either, no matter how much I’d gone to Mars and elsewhere.

I went back in and saw Gloria asleep, and I thought all of a sudden that I should try to win.

But maybe that was just the idea coming over me that Gloria wasn’t going to.

* * *

I didn’t notice it right away, because I went to other places first. Mr. Sneeze had made me promise I’d always have something new to tell him about, so I always opened a few drawers. I went to a tank game, but it was boring. Then I found a place called the American History Blood and Wax Museum and I stopped President Lincoln from getting murdered a couple of times. I tried to stop President Kennedy from getting murdered, but if I stopped it one way, it always happened a different way. I don’t know why.

So then I was going to tell Mr. Sneeze about it, and that’s when I found out. I went into his drawer and touched the right numbers, but what I got wasn’t the usual five pictures of the snowman. It was pieces of him, but chopped up and stretched into thin white strips, around the edge of the black space, like a band of white light.

I said, “Mr. Sneeze?”

There wasn’t any voice.

I went out and came back in, but it was the same. He couldn’t talk. The band of white strips got narrower and wider, like it was trying to move or talk. It looked a bit like a hand waving open and shut. But if he was still there, he couldn’t talk.

I would have taken my mask off then anyway, but the heat of my face and my tears forced me to.

I saw Fearing up front talking, and I started for him without even getting my suit unclipped, so I tore up a few of my wires. I didn’t care. I knew I was out now. I went right out and tackled Fearing from behind. He wasn’t so big, anyway. Only his voice was big. I got him down on the floor.

“You killed him,” I said, and I punched him as hard as I could, but you know Kromer and Gilmartin were there holding my arms before I could hit him more than once. I just screamed at Fearing, “You killed him, you killed him.”

Fearing was smiling at me and wiping his mouth. “Your snowman malfunctioned, kid.”

“That’s a lie!”

“You were boring us to death with that snowman, you little punk. Give it a rest, for chrissake.”

I kept kicking out, even though they had me pulled away from him. “I’ll kill you!” I said.

“Right,” said Fearing. “Throw him out of here.”

He never stopped smiling. Everything suited his plans, that was what I hated.

Kromer the big ape and Gilmartin pulled me outside into the sunlight, and it was like a knife in my eyes. I couldn’t believe how bright it was. They tossed me down in the street, and when I got up, Kromer punched me, hard.

Then Gloria came outside. I don’t know how she found out, if she heard me screaming or if Ed woke her. Anyway she gave Kromer a pretty good punch in the side and said “Leave him alone!”

Kromer was surprised, and he moaned and I got away from him. Gloria punched him again. Then she turned around and gave Gilmartin a kick in the nuts and he went down. I’ll always remember, in spite of what happened next, that she gave those guys a couple they’d be feeling for a day or two.

* * *

The gang who beat the crap out of us were a mix of the militia and some other guys from the town, including Lane’s boyfriend. Pretty funny that he’d take out his frustration on us, but that just shows you how good Fearing had that whole town wrapped around his finger.

Outside of town we found an old house that we could hide in and get some sleep. I slept longer than Gloria. When I woke up, she was on the front steps rubbing a spoon back and forth on the pavement to make a sharp point, even though I could see it hurt her arm to do it.

“Well, we did get fed for a couple of days,” I said.

Gloria didn’t say anything.

“Let’s go up to San Francisco,” I said. “There’s a lot of lonely women there.”

I was making a joke of course.

Gloria looked at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that maybe I can get us in for once.”

Gloria didn’t laugh, but I knew she would later.






Five Fucks

1.

“I feel different from other people. Really different. Yet whenever I have a conversation with a new person, it turns into a discussion of things we have in common. Work, places, feelings. Whatever. It’s the way people talk, I know, I share the blame, I do it too. But I want to stop and shout no, it’s not like that, it’s not the same for me. I feel different.”

“I understand what you mean.”

“That’s not the right response.”

“I mean, what the fuck are you talking about?”

“Right.” Laughter.

She lit a cigarette while E. went on.

“The notion is like a linguistic virus. It makes any conversation go all pallid and reassuring. ‘Oh, I know, it’s like that for me too.’ But the virus isn’t content just to eat conversations, it wants to destroy lives. It wants you to fall in love.”

“There are worse things.”

“Not for me.”

“Famine, war, floods.”

“Those never happened to me. Love did. Love is the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

“That’s fatuous.”

“What’s the worst thing that ever happened to you?”

She was silent for a full minute.

“But there, that’s the first fatuous thing I’ve said. Asking you to consider my situation by consulting your experience. You see? The virus is loose again. I don’t want you to agree that our lives are the same. They aren’t. I just want you to listen to what I say seriously, to believe me.”

“I believe you.”

“Don’t say it in that tone of voice. All breathy.”

“Fuck you.” She laughed again.

“Do you want another drink?”

“In a minute.” She slurped at what was left in her glass, then said, “You know what’s funny?”

“What?”

“Other people do feel the way you do, that they’re apart from everyone else. It’s the same as the way every time you fall in love, it feels like something new, even though you do the exact same things over again. Feeling unique is what we all have in common, it’s the thing that’s always the same.”

“No, I’m different. And falling in love is different for me each time. Different things happen. Bad things.”

“But you’re still the same as you were before the first time. You just feel different.”

“No, I’ve changed. I’m much worse.”

“You’re not bad.”

“You should have seen me before. Do you want another drink?”

The laminated place mat on the table between them showed pictures of exotic drinks. “This one,” she said. “A zombie.” It was purple.

“You don’t want that.”

“Yes I do. I love zombies.”

“No you don’t. You’ve never had one. Anyway, this place makes a terrible zombie.” He ordered two more margaritas.

“You’re such an expert.”

“Only on zombies.”

“On zombies and love is bad.”

“You’re making fun of me. I thought you promised to take me seriously, believe me.”

“I was lying. People always lie when they flirt.”

“We’re not flirting.”

“Then what are we doing?”

“We’re just drinking, drinking and talking. And I’m trying to warn you.”

“And you’re staring.”

“You’re beautiful. Oh God.”

“That reminds me of one. What’s the worst thing about being an atheist?”

“I give up.”

“No one to talk to when you come.”

2.

Morning light seeped through the macramé curtain and freckled the rug. Motes seemed to boil from its surface. For a moment she thought the rug was somehow on the ceiling; then his cat ran across it, yowling at her. The cat looked starved. She was lying on her stomach in his loft bed, head over the side. He was gone. She lay tangled in the humid sheets, feeling her own body.

Lover, she thought.

She could barely remember.

She found her clothes, then went and rinsed her face in the kitchen sink. A film of shaved hairs lined the porcelain bowl. She swirled it out with hot water, watched as the slow drain gulped it away. The drain sighed.

The table was covered with unopened mail. On the back of an envelope was a note: I don’t want to see you again. Sorry. The door locks. She read it twice, considering each word, working it out like another language. The cat crept into the kitchen. She dropped the envelope.

She put her hand down, and the cat rubbed against it. Why was it so thin? It didn’t look old. The fact of the note was still sinking in. She remembered the night only in flashes, visceral strobe. With her fingers she combed the tangles out of her hair. She stood up, and the cat dashed away. She went out into the hall, undecided, but the weighted door latched behind her.

Fuck him.

The problem was of course that she wanted to.

It was raining. She treated herself to a cab on Eighth Avenue. In the back seat she closed her eyes. The potholes felt like mines, and the cab squeaked like rusty bedsprings. It was Sunday. Coffee, corn muffin, newspaper; she’d insulate herself with them, make a buffer between the night and the new day.

But there was something wrong with the doorman at her building.

“You’re back!” he said.

* * *

She was led incredulous to her apartment full of dead houseplants and unopened mail, her answering machine full of calls from friends, clients, the police. There was a layer of dust on the answering machine. Her address book and laptop disks were gone; clues, the doorman explained.

“Clues to what?”

“Clues to your case. To what happened to you. Everyone was worried.”

“Well, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine.”

“Everyone had theories. The whole building.”

“I understand.”

“The man in charge is a good man, Miss Rush. The building feels a great confidence in him.”

“Good.”

“I’m supposed to call him if something happens, like someone trying to get into your place, or you coming back. Do you want me to call?”

“Let me call.”

The card he handed her was bent and worn from traveling in his pocket. Cornell Pupkiss, Missing Persons. And a phone number. She reached out her hand; there was dust on the telephone too. “Please go,” she said.

“Is there anything you need?”

“No.” She thought of E.’s cat, for some reason.

“You can’t tell me at least what happened?”

“No.”

She remembered E.’s hands and mouth on her—a week ago? An hour?

* * *

Cornell Pupkiss was tall and drab and stolid, like a man built on the model of a tower of suitcases. He wore a hat and a trench coat, and shoes that were filigreed with a thousand tiny scratches, as though they’d been beset by phonograph needles. He seemed to absorb and deaden light.

On the telephone he had insisted on seeing her. He’d handed her the disks and the address book at the door. Now he stood just inside the door and smiled gently at her.

“I wanted to see you in the flesh,” he said. “I’ve come to know you from photographs and people’s descriptions. When I come to know a person in that manner I like to see them in the flesh if I can. It makes me feel I’ve completed my job, a rare enough illusion in my line.”

There was nothing bright or animated in the way he spoke. His voice was like furniture with the varnish carefully sanded off. “But I haven’t really completed my job until I understand what happened,” he went on. “Whether a crime was committed. Whether you’re in some sort of trouble with which I can help.”

She shook her head.

“Where were you?” he said.

“I was with a man.”

“I see. For almost two weeks?”

“Yes.”

She was still holding the address book. He raised his large hand in its direction, without uncurling a finger to point. “We called every man you know.”

“This—this was someone I just met. Are these questions necessary, Mr. Pupkiss?”

“If the time was spent voluntarily, no.” His lips tensed, his whole expression deepened, like gravy jelling. “I’m sorry, Miss Rush.”

Pupkiss in his solidity touched her somehow. Reassured her. If he went away, she saw now, she’d be alone with the questions. She wanted him to stay a little longer and voice the questions for her.

But now he was gently sarcastic. “You’re answerable to no one, of course. I only suggest that in the future you might spare the concern of your neighbors, and the effort of my department—a single phone call would be sufficient.”

“I didn’t realize how much time had passed,” she said. He couldn’t know how truthful that was.

“I’ve heard it can be like that,” he said, surprisingly bitter. “But it’s not criminal to neglect the feelings of others, just adolescent.”

You don’t understand, she nearly cried out. But she saw that he would view it as one or the other, a menace or a self-indulgence. If she convinced him of her distress, he’d want to protect her.

She couldn’t let harm come to E. She wanted to comprehend what had happened, but Pupkiss was too blunt to be her investigatory tool.

Reflecting in this way, she said, “The things that happen to people don’t always fit into such easy categories as that.”

“I agree,” he said, surprising her again. “But in my job it’s best to keep from bogging down in ontology. Missing Persons is an extremely large and various category. Many people are lost in relatively simple ways, and those are generally the ones I can help. Good day, Miss Rush.”

“Good day.” She didn’t object as he moved to the door. Suddenly she was eager to be free of this ponderous man, his leaden integrity. She wanted to be left alone to remember the night before, to think of the one who’d devoured her and left her reeling. That was what mattered.

E. had somehow caused two weeks to pass in one feverish night, but Pupkiss threatened to make the following morning feel like two weeks.

He shut the door behind him so carefully that there was only a little huff of displaced air and a tiny click as the bolt engaged.

* * *

“It’s me,” she said into the intercom.

There was only static. She pressed the button again. “Let me come up.”

He didn’t answer, but the buzzer at the door sounded. She went into the hall and upstairs to his door.

“It’s open,” he said.

E. was seated at the table, holding a drink. The cat was curled up on the pile of envelopes. The apartment was dark. Still, she saw what she hadn’t before: he lived terribly, in rooms that were wrecked and provisional. The plaster was cracked everywhere. Cigarette stubs were bunched in the baseboard corners where, having still smoldered, they’d tanned the linoleum. The place smelled sour, in a way that made her think of the sourness she’d washed from her body in her own bath an hour before.

He tilted his head up but didn’t meet her gaze. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“You shouldn’t.”

His voice was ragged, his expression had a crushed quality. His hand on the glass was tensed like a claw. But even diminished and bitter, he seemed to her effervescent, made of light.

“We—something happened when we made love,” she said. The words came tenderly. “We lost time.”

“I warned you. Now leave.”

“My life,” she said, uncertain what she meant.

“Yes, it’s yours,” he shot back. “Take it and go.”

“If I gave you two weeks, it seems the least you can do is look me in the eye,” she said.

He did it, but his mouth trembled as though he were guilty or afraid. His face was beautiful to her.

“I want to know you,” she said.

“I can’t let that happen. You see why.” He tipped his glass back and emptied it, grimacing.

“This is what always happens to you?”

“I can’t answer your questions.”

“If that happens, I don’t care.” She moved to him and put her hands in his hair.

He reached up and held them there.

3.

A woman has come into my life. I hardly know how to speak of it.

I was in the station, enduring the hectoring of Dell Armickle, the commander of the Vice Squad. He is insufferable, a toad from hell. He follows the doughnut cart through the offices each afternoon, pinching the buttocks of the Jamaican woman who peddles the doughnuts and that concentrated urine that others call coffee. This day he stopped at my desk to gibe at the headlines in my morning paper. “ ‘Union Boss Stung in Fat Farm Sex Ring’—ha! Made you look, didn’t I?”

“What?”

“Pupkiss, you’re only pretending to be thick. How much you got hidden away in that Swedish bank account by now?”

“Sorry?” His gambits were incomprehensible.

“Whatsis?” he said, poking at my doughnut, ignoring his own blather better than I could ever hope to. “Cinnamon?”

“Whole wheat,” I said.

Then she appeared. She somehow floated in without causing any fuss, and stood at the head of my desk. She was pale and hollow-eyed and beautiful, like Renée Falconetti in Dreyer’s Jeanne d’Arc.

“Officer Pupkiss,” she said. Is it only in the light of what followed that I recall her speaking my name as though she knew me? At least she spoke it with certainty, not questioning whether she’d found her goal.

I’d never seen her before, though I can only prove it by tautology: I knew at that moment I was seeing a face I would never forget.

Armickle bugged his eyes and nostrils at me, imitating both clown and beast. “Speak to the lady, Cornell,” he said, managing to impart to the syllables of my given name a childish ribaldry.

“I’m Pupkiss,” I said awkwardly.

“I’d like to talk to you,” she said. She looked only at me, as though Armickle didn’t exist.

“I can take a hint,” said Armickle. “Have fun, you two.” He hurried after the doughnut cart.

“You work in Missing Persons,” she said.

“No,” I said. “Petty Violations.”

“Before, you used to work in Missing Persons—”

“Never. They’re a floor above us. I’ll walk you to the elevator if you’d like.”

“No.” She shook her head impatiently. “Forget it. I want to talk to you. What are Petty Violations?”

“It’s an umbrella term. But I’d sooner address your concerns than try your patience with my job description.”

“Yes. Could we go somewhere?”

* * *

I led her to a booth in the coffee shop downstairs. I ordered a doughnut, to replace the one I’d left behind on my desk. She drank coffee, holding the cup with both hands to warm them. I found myself wanting to feed her, build her a nest.

“Cops really do like doughnuts,” she said, smiling weakly.

“Or toruses,” I said.

“Sorry? You mean the astrological symbol?”

“No, the geometric shape. A torus. A doughnut is in the shape of one. Like a life preserver, or a tire, or certain space stations. It’s a little joke of mine: cops don’t like doughnuts, they like toruses.”

She looked at me oddly. I cursed myself for bringing it up. “Shouldn’t the plural be tori?” she said.

I winced. “I’m sure you’re right. Never mind. I don’t mean to take up your time with my little japes.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” she said, poignant again.

“Nevertheless. You wished to speak to me.”

“You knew me once,” she said.

I did my best to appear sympathetic, but I was baffled.

“Something happened to the world. Everything changed. Everyone that I know has disappeared.”

“As an evocation of subjective truth—” I began.

“No. I’m talking about something real. I used to have friends.”

“I’ve had few, myself.”

“Listen to me. All the people I know have disappeared. My family, my friends, everyone I used to work with. They’ve all been replaced by strangers who don’t know me. I have nowhere to go. I’ve been awake for two days, looking for my life. I’m exhausted. You’re the only person that looks the same as before, and has the same name. The Missing Persons man, ironically.”

“I’m not the Missing Persons man,” I said.

“Cornell Pupkiss. I could never forget a name like that.”

“It’s been a burden.”

“You don’t remember coming to my apartment? You said you’d been looking for me. I was gone for two weeks.”

I struggled against temptation. I could extend my time in her company by playing along, indulging the misunderstanding. In other words, by betraying what I knew to be the truth: that I had nothing at all to do with her unusual situation.

“No,” I said. “I don’t remember.”

Her expression hardened. “Why should you?” she said bitterly.

“Your question’s rhetorical,” I said. “Permit me a rhetorical reply. That I don’t know you from some earlier encounter, we can both regret. However, I know you now. And I’d be pleased to have you consider me an ally.”

“Thank you.”

“How did you find me?”

“I called the station and asked if you still worked there.”

“And there’s no one else from your previous life?”

“No one—except him.”

Ah.

“Tell me,” I said.

* * *

She’d met the man she called E. in a bar, how long ago she couldn’t explain. She described him as irresistible. I formed an impression of a skunk, a rat. She said he worked no deliberate charm on her, on the contrary seemed panicked when the mood between them grew intimate and full of promise. I envisioned a scoundrel with an act, a crafted diffidence that allured, a backpedaling attack.

He’d taken her home, of course.

“And?” I said.

“We fucked,” she said. “It was good, I think. But I have trouble remembering.”

The words stung. The one in particular. I tried not to be a child, swallowed my discomfort away. “You were drunk,” I suggested.

“No. I mean, yes, but it was more than that. We weren’t clumsy like drunks. We went into some kind of trance.”

“He drugged you.”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“What happened—it wasn’t something he wanted.”

“And what did happen?”

“Two weeks disappeared from my life overnight. When I got home I found I’d been considered missing. My friends and family had been searching for me. You’d been called in.”

“I thought your friends and family had vanished themselves. That no one knew you.”

“No. That was the second time.”

“Second time?”

“The second time we fucked.” Then she seemed to remember something, and dug in her pocket. “Here.” She handed me a scuffed business card: CORNELL PUPKISS, MISSING PERSONS.

* * *

“I can’t believe you live this way. It’s like a prison.” She referred to the seamless rows of book spines that faced her in each of my few rooms, including the bedroom where we now stood. “Is it all criminology?”

“I’m not a policeman in some cellular sense,” I said, and then realized the pun. “I mean, not intrinsically. They’re novels, first editions.”

“Let me guess: mysteries.”

“I detest mysteries. I would never bring one into my home.”

“Well, you have, in me.”

I blushed, I think, from head to toe. “That’s different,” I stammered. “Human lives exist to be experienced, or possibly endured, but not solved. They resemble any other novel more than they do mysteries. Westerns, even. It’s that lie the mystery tells that I detest.”

“Your reading is an antidote to the simplifications of your profession, then.”

“I suppose. Let me show you where the clean towels are kept.”

I handed her fresh towels and linen, and took for myself a set of sheets to cover the living room sofa.

She saw that I was preparing the sofa and said, “The bed’s big enough.”

I didn’t turn, but I felt the blood rush to the back of my neck as though specifically to meet her gaze. “It’s four in the afternoon,” I said. “I won’t be going to bed for hours. Besides, I snore.”

“Whatever,” she said. “Looks uncomfortable, though. What’s Barbara Pym? She sounds like a mystery writer, one of those stuffy English ones.”

The moment passed, the blush faded from my scalp. I wondered later, though, whether this had been some crucial missed opportunity. A chance at the deeper intervention that was called for.

“Read it,” I said, relieved at the change of subject. “Just be careful of the dust jacket.”

“I may learn something, huh?” She took the book and climbed in between the covers.

“I hope you’ll be entertained.”

“And she doesn’t snore, I guess. That was a joke, Mr. Pupkiss.”

“So recorded. Sleep well. I have to return to the station. I’ll lock the door.”

“Back to Little Offenses?”

“Petty Violations.”

“Oh, right.” I could hear her voice fading. As I stood and watched, she fell soundly asleep. I took the Pym from her hands and replaced it on the shelf.

* * *

I wasn’t going to the station. Using the information she’d given me, I went to find the tavern E. supposedly frequented.

I found him there, asleep in a booth, head resting on his folded arms. He looked terrible, his hair a thatch, drool leaking into his sweater arm, his eyes swollen like a fevered child’s, just the picture of raffish haplessness a woman would find magnetic. Unmistakably the seedy vermin I’d projected and the idol of Miss Rush’s nightmare.

I went to the bar, ordered an Irish coffee, and considered. Briefly indulging a fantasy of personal power, I rebuked myself for coming here and making him real, when before he had only been an absurd story, a neurotic symptom. Then I took out the card she’d given me and laid it on the bar top. Cornell Pupkiss, Missing Persons. No, I myself was the symptom. It is seldom as easy in practice as in principle to acknowledge one’s own bystander status in incomprehensible matters.

I took my coffee to his booth and sat across from him. He roused and looked up at me.

“Rise and shine, buddy boy,” I said, a little stiffly. I’ve never thrilled to the role of bad cop.

“What’s the matter?”

“Your unshaven chin is scratching the table surface.”

“Sorry.” He rubbed his eyes.

“Got nowhere to go?”

“What are you, the house dick?”

“I’m in the employ of any taxpayer,” I said. “The bartender happens to be one.”

“He’s never complained to me.”

“Things change.”

“You can say that again.”

We stared at each other. I supposed he was nearly my age, though he was more boyishly pretty than I’d been even as an actual boy. I hated him for that, but I pitied him for the part I saw that was precociously old and bitter.

I thought of Miss Rush asleep in my bed. She’d been worn and disarrayed by their two encounters, but she didn’t yet look this way. I wanted to keep her from it.

“Let me give you some advice,” I said, as gruffly as I could manage. “Solve your problems.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Don’t get stuck in a rut.” I was aware of the lameness of my words only as they emerged, too late to stop.

“Don’t worry, I never do.”

“Very well then,” I said, somehow unnerved. “This interview is concluded.” If he’d shown any sign of budging, I might have leaned back in the booth, crossed my arms authoritatively, and stared him out the door. Since he remained planted in his seat, I stood up, feeling that my last spoken words needed reinforcement.

He laid his head back into the cradle of his arms, first sliding the laminated place mat underneath. “This will protect the table surface,” he said.

“That’s good, practical thinking,” I heard myself say as I left the booth.

It wasn’t the confrontation I’d been seeking.

On the way home I shopped for breakfast, bought orange juice, milk, bagels, fresh coffee beans. I took it upstairs and unpacked it as quietly as I could in the kitchen, then removed my shoes and crept in to have a look at Miss Rush. She was peaceably asleep. I closed the door and prepared my bed on the sofa. I read a few pages of the Penguin softcover edition of Muriel Spark’s The Bachelors before dropping off.

Before dawn, the sky like blued steel, the city silent, I was woken by a sound in the apartment, at the front door. I put on my robe and went into the kitchen. The front door was unlocked, my key in the deadbolt. I went back through the apartment; Miss Rush was gone.

I write this at dawn. I am very frightened.

4.

In an alley which ran behind a lively commercial street there sat a pair of the large trash receptacles commonly known as Dumpsters. In them accumulated the waste produced by the shops whose rear entrances shared the alley—a framer’s, a soup kitchen, an antique clothing store, a doughnut bakery, and a photocopyist’s establishment—and by the offices above those storefronts. On this street and in this alley, each day had its seasons: spring, when complaining morning shifts opened the shops, students and workers rushed to destinations, coffee sloshing in paper cups, and in the alley sanitation contractors emptied containers and sorted recyclables and waste like bees pollinating garbage-truck flowers; summer, the ripened afternoons, when the workday slackened, shoppers stole long lunches from their employers, the cafés filled with students with highlighter pens, and the indigent beckoned for the change that jingled in incautious pockets, while in the alley new riches piled up; autumn, the cooling evenings, when half the shops closed and the street was given over to prowlers and pacers, those who lingered in bookstores and dined alone in Chinese restaurants, and the indigent plundered the fatted Dumpsters for half-eaten paper-bag lunches, batches of botched doughnuts, wearable cardboard matting, unmatched socks, and burnable wood scraps; and winter, the selfish night, when even the cafés battened down iron gates through which night-watchman fluorescents palely flickered, the indigent built their overnight camps in doorways, under side-street hedges, or in wrecked cars, and the street itself was an abandoned stage.

On the morning in question the sun shone brightly, yet the air was bitingly cold. Birds twittered resentfully. When the sanitation crew arrived to wheel the two Dumpsters out to be hydraulically lifted into their screeching, whining truck, they were met with cries of protest from within.

The men lifted the metal tops of the Dumpsters and discovered that an indigent person had lodged in each of them, a lady in one, a gentleman in the other.

“Geddoudadare,” snarled the eldest sanitation engineer, a man with features like a spilled plate of stew.

The indigent lady rose from within the heap of refuse and stood blinking in the bright morning sun. She was an astonishing sight, a ruin. The colors of her skin and hair and clothes had all surrendered to gray; an archaeologist might have ventured an opinion as to their previous hue. She could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty years old, but speculation was absurd; her age had been taken from her and replaced with a timeless condition, a state. Her eyes were pitiable; horrified and horrifying; witnesses, victims, accusers.

“Where am I?” she said softly.

“Isedgeddoudadare,” barked the garbage operative.

The indigent gentleman then raised himself from the other Dumpster. He was in every sense her match; to describe him would be to tax the reader’s patience for things worn, drab, desolate, crestfallen, unfortunate, etc. He turned his head at the trashman’s exhortation and saw his mate.

“What’s the—” he began, then stopped.

“You,” said the indigent lady, lifting an accusing finger at him from amid her rags. “You did this to me.”

“No,” he said. “No.”

“Yes!” she screamed.

“C’mon,” said the burly sanitateur. He and his second began pushing the nearer container, which bore the lady, toward his truck.

She cursed at them and climbed out, with some difficulty. They only laughed at her and pushed the cart out to the street. The indigent man scrambled out of his Dumpster and brushed at his clothes, as though they could thereby be distinguished from the material in which he’d lain.

The lady flew at him, furious. “Look at us! Look what you did to me!” She whirled her limbs at him, trailing banners of rag.

He backed from her, and bumped into one of the garbagemen, who said, “Hey!”

“It’s not my fault,” said the indigent man.

“Yugoddagedoudahere!” said the stew-faced worker.

“What do you mean it’s not your fault?” she shrieked.

Windows were sliding open in the offices above them. “Quiet down there,” came a voice.

“It wouldn’t happen without you,” he said.

At that moment a policeman rounded the corner. He was a large man named Officer McPupkiss who even in the morning sun conveyed an aspect of night. His policeman’s uniform was impeccably fitted, his brass polished, but his shoe tops were exceptionally scuffed and dull. His presence stilled the combatants.

“What’s the trouble?” he said.

They began talking all at once; the pair of indigents, the refuse handlers, and the disgruntled office worker leaning out of his window.

“Please,” said McPupkiss, in a quiet voice which was nonetheless heard by all.

“He ruined my life!” said the indigent lady raggedly.

“Ah, yes. Shall we discuss it elsewhere?” He’d already grasped the situation. He held out his arms, almost as if he wanted to embrace the two tatterdemalions, and nodded at the disposal experts, who silently resumed their labors. The indigents followed McPupkiss out of the alley.

“He ruined my life,” she said again when they were on the sidewalk.

“She ruined mine,” answered the gentleman.

“I wish I could believe it was all so neat,” said McPupkiss. “A life is simply ruined; credit for the destruction goes here or here. In my own experience things are more ambiguous.”

“This is one of the exceptions,” said the lady. “It’s strange but not ambiguous. He fucked me over.”

“She was warned,” he said. “She made it happen.”

“The two of you form a pretty picture,” said McPupkiss. “You ought to be working together to improve your situation; instead you’re obsessed with blame.”

“We can’t work together,” she said. “Anytime we come together we create a disaster.”

“Fine, go your separate ways,” said the officer. “I’ve always thought ‘We got ourselves into this mess and we can get ourselves out of it’ was a laughable attitude. Many things are irreversible, and what matters is moving on. For example, a car can’t reverse its progress over a cliff; it has to be abandoned by those who survive the fall, if any do.”

But by the end of this speech the gray figures had fallen to blows and were no longer listening. They clutched one another like exhausted boxers, hissing and slapping, each trying to topple the other. McPupkiss chided himself for wasting his breath, grabbed them both by the back of their scruffy collars, and began smiting their hindquarters with his dingy shoes until they ran down the block and out of sight together, united again, McPupkiss thought, as they were so clearly meant to be.

5.

The village of Pupkinstein lay nestled in a valley surrounded by steep woods. The villagers were a contented people except for the fear of the two monsters that lived in the woods and came into the village to fight their battles. Everyone knew that the village had been rebuilt many times after being half destroyed by the fighting of the monsters. No one living could remember the last of these battles, but that only intensified the suspicion that the next time would surely be soon.

Finally the citizens of Pupkinstein gathered in the town square to discuss the threat of the two monsters, and debate proposals for the prevention of their battles.

A group of builders said, “Let us build a wall around the perimeter of the village, with a single gate that could be fortified by volunteer soldiers.”

A group of priests began laughing, and one of them said, “Don’t you know that the monsters have wings? They’ll flap twice and be over your wall in no time.”

Since none of the builders had ever seen the monsters, they had no reply.

Then the priests spoke up and said, “We should set up temples that can be filled with offerings: food, wine, burning candles, knitted scarves, and the like. The monsters will be appeased.”

Now the builders laughed, saying, “These are monsters, not jealous gods. They don’t care for our appeasements. They only want to crush each other, and we’re in the way.”

The priests had no answer, since their holy scriptures contained no accounts of the monsters’ habits.

Then the mayor of Pupkinstein, a large, somber man, said, “We should build our own monster here in the middle of the square, a scarecrow so huge and threatening that the monsters will see it and at once be frightened back into hiding.”

This plan satisfied the builders, with their love of construction, and the priests, with their fondness for symbols. So the very next morning the citizens of Pupkinstein set about constructing a gigantic figure in the square. They began by demolishing their fountain. In its place they marked out the soles of two gigantic shoes, and the builders sank foundations for the towering legs that would extend from them. Then the carpenters built frames, and the seamstresses sewed canvases, and in less than a week the two shoes were complete, and the beginnings of ankles besides. Without being aware of it, the citizens had begun to model their monster on the mayor, who was always present as a model, whereas no one had ever seen the two monsters.

The following night it rained. Tarpaulins were thrown over the half-constructed ankles that rose from the shoes. The mayor and the villagers retired to an alehouse to toast their labors and be sheltered from the rain. But just as the proprietor was pouring their ale, someone said, “Listen!”

Between the crash of thunder and the crackle of lightning there came a hideous bellowing from the woods at either end of the valley.

“They’re coming!” the citizens said. “Too soon—our monster’s not finished!”

“How bitter,” said one man. “We’ve had a generation of peace in which to build, and yet we only started a few days ago.”

“We’ll always know that we tried,” said the mayor philosophically.

“Perhaps the shoes will be enough to frighten them,” said the proprietor, who had always been regarded as a fool.

No one answered him. Fearing for their lives, the villagers ran to their homes and barricaded themselves behind shutters and doors, hid their children in attics and potato cellars, and snuffed out candles and lanterns that might lead an attacker to their doors. No one dared even look at the naked, miserable things that came out of the woods and into the square; no one, that is, except the mayor. He stood in the shadow of one of the enormous shoes, rain beating on his umbrella, only dimly sensing that he was watching another world being fucked away.

6.

I live in a shadowless pale-blue sea.

I am a bright pink crablike thing, some child artist’s idea of an invertebrate, so badly drawn as to be laughable.

Nevertheless, I have feelings.

More than feelings. I have a mission, an obsession.

I am building a wall.

Every day I move a grain of sand. The watercolor sea washes over my back, but I protect my accumulation. I fasten each grain to the wall with my comic-book feces. (Stink lines hover above my shit, also flies that look like bow ties, though I am supposed to be underwater.)

He is on the other side. My nemesis. Someday my wall will divide the ocean, someday it will reach the surface, or the top of the page, and be called a reef. He will be on the other side. He will not be able to get to me.

My ridiculous body moves only sideways, but it is enough.

I will divide the watercolor ocean, I will make it two. We must have a world for each of us.

I move a grain. When I come to my wall, paradoxically, I am nearest him. His little pink body, practically glowing. He is watching me, watching me build.

There was a time when he tried to help, when every day for a week he added a grain to my wall. I spent every day that week removing his grain, expelling it from the wall, and no progress was made until he stopped. He understands now. My wall must be my own. We can be together in nothing. Let him build his own wall. So he watches.

My wall will take me ten thousand years to complete. I live only for the day that it is complete.

The Pupfish floats by.

The Pupfish is a fish with the features of a mournful hound dog and a policeman’s cap. The Pupfish is the only creature in the sea apart from me and my pink enemy.

The Pupfish, I know, would like to scoop me up in its oversize jaws and take me away. The Pupfish thinks it can solve my problem.

But no matter how far the Pupfish took me, I would still be in the same ocean with him. That cannot be. There must be two oceans. So I am building a wall.

I move a grain.

I rest.

I will be free.






Sleepy People

He was no danger to her. Judith Map felt that immediately. He lay on the porch, one arm flung out across her doormat, obscuring the word WELCOME. She’d come home late from work. The street was silent, apart from crickets chirping and a far-off siren. She could see his chest rise and fall calmly. She turned her key in the door and stepped past him.

Inside, she switched on the porch light and looked at him through the glass pane at the top of the door. He wore jeans and work boots, and a T-shirt that read QUICK’S LITTLE ALASKA. It was the name of the bar at the corner where her street met San Pablo Avenue, three blocks away. It was called Little Alaska because of the air-conditioning.

A car pulled into a drive up the street, headlights flaring over the porch where he lay. Another of her neighbors coming home. The street led nowhere, and the only cars that went past were cars that belonged to houses there. Nobody on her street walked except Judith. But the man on the porch must have walked, or been carried. From the bar, she guessed.

She opened the door and lifted his arms and shoulders from underneath and dragged him across the threshold. His head lolled. The carpet at the entry bunched under his back, so that she had to nudge it away with her toe. She grunted, heard her own rough breath. His was still calm. She draped his arms over his stomach and stepped out onto the porch. No one was watching. She shut the door.

She dragged him a little farther into the room, to the space between the sofa and the coffee table. She felt a little trickle of sweat under her arms. It was enough, she’d moved him enough. She went to the kitchen and filled a glass with water. When she went back in to look at him, she was struck by the beauty of his features at rest. She felt she understood him. Though she didn’t understand how he had gotten to her porch.

She’d heard about the sleepy people, but she’d never met one before.

She climbed over the back of the sofa, sat with her legs crossed, and peered down at him. Her heart was beating fast. She wasn’t frightened. She wondered if she should bring him a blanket, then remembered that the sleepy people conserved energy, kept themselves warm. He’d been on the porch, after all. Though really this was the kind of night where it was as warm outdoors as in. A perfectly calm night, as if it had settled itself around his sleeping body. She was the only thing agitated, her breath unsteady. But she wasn’t frightened.

Should she move him back to the porch? He might have wanted to be there. He fit nicely between the couch and the coffee table, though. She climbed over the back again and went to her bedroom door. From that vantage he was completely out of sight. What if someone were looking for him? It would be someone from the bar, from Little Alaska. They might have left him here just because they couldn’t carry him anymore, intending to come back. Certainly her neighbors wouldn’t leave a sleepy man on her porch. But the people in the bar, the militia, never left the bar. She tangled again in the mystery of his arrival on her porch.

It didn’t matter. She was suddenly exhausted. She pictured herself stretched out on the sofa, alongside him but perched above. It was absurd, she decided, and thrust it aside. She went into the bedroom and locked the door quickly. That too was absurd; she might as well have left him on the porch. It was as though she wanted to abdicate the house to him and reduce her own space to the single room.

She unlocked the door, left it ajar. She could see the back of the sofa from her bed. She could hear him breathe.

* * *

She didn’t dream but woke thinking of him. She got out of bed to check. He was still there. His arm was threaded through the legs of the coffee table. She pictured him flinging his arms, gesticulating in the night. Otherwise he lay there exactly as she’d left him. She went to the kitchen and made herself coffee.

When she was ready for work, she lifted his shoulders again and dragged him around the other side of the sofa and back out to the porch. She didn’t want to lock him inside. What else she wanted wasn’t clear, but she shouldn’t lock him inside. Her back grew strong from moving him daily, she imagined reading in an eighteenth-century novel. His boots clunked, one after another, over the doorjamb. She propped his head and shoulders slightly, just because it seemed more right for daytime. Anyone could see him from the street.

There were only two other people left in her office, Tom and Eva. There had been six people working there when she started, two years before. It was telephone work. They were collecting information. The information was highly specific: the price of carpets and hardware, the cost of garbage collection and plumbing repair. The rent board had hired them to study the legitimacy of an appeal by the commission of landlords for a cost-related increase in fixed rents. She conducted phone interviews with suppliers, repairmen, and landlords picked at random. They weren’t necessarily the landlords who’d requested the increase, and they didn’t always understand the questions she asked.

Halfway through the morning she called Eva’s cubicle instead of the next number on her list.

“A sleepy man came to my house,” she said.

“Sleeping?” said Eva.

“He’s sleeping, yes. But sleepy, also. One of the sleepy people.”

“Do you have any houseplants?” said Eva, whispering.

“Yes.”

“They make plants grow,” said Eva. “If you put them in the same room. Also sharpen razor blades.”

“Really?”

“That’s all I know. I better go, I’ve got a call.”

“Thanks,” said Judith.

“Sure. I think you have to put the plants pretty close to them.”

“Okay.”

She went back to work. She knew that Eva and Tom spoke on the phone between their cubicles all the time. Tom and Eva were in love, she guessed. They never spoke in front of her.

She walked home a little early. He was still there, propped beside the door where she’d left him. She realized she’d been holding her breath. The evening sun cast the whole porch in a yellow glaze, and the sleepy man seemed like a diver figurine resting at the bottom of a golden aquarium. She almost didn’t want to intrude. But she went past him, let herself in, dropped her keys on the sofa. There was half a casserole in the refrigerator; she moved it to the oven.

She poured herself a glass of wine to go with the leftovers and sat drinking and just nibbling, poking at the food. Through the window the porch framed a sunset that glowed and died like an ember. The street was very quiet. He was still outside, his head just below the window frame.

A dog barked. It was night. She thought of how it wasn’t safe to leave him out all night. There were the people that roamed, making trouble, the dinosaurs. They sometimes found this street, though it led nowhere particular, though it was just one of so many residential streets. She’d heard them, and seen her neighbors’ torn-up lawns, wrecked mailboxes. A sleepy person would be a natural target for the dinosaurs.

Every sleepy person should have someone to take care of them, she thought. That seemed simple enough.

She went out and lifted his shoulders and dragged him inside. This time she got him up onto the sofa, first sitting him against it, then hoisting him up like a baby into a car seat, finally swinging his legs up so that he turned and sank against the pillows. She closed the curtains and got her wineglass and brought it over and sat with him, perching her buttocks on the lip of cushion left free. The margin wasn’t enough, and she slid down to the floor between the sofa and the coffee table. She’d taken his place.

She emptied her glass and put it on the coffee table. Outside, the dog barked again.

She turned in the little coffin-like space and was faced with his middle. His Little Alaska T-shirt had bunched up where she’d gripped him under his shoulders. His stomach was almost black with hair. It whorled in a devilish V in and out of his navel and into his jeans. She was very close, having turned there. She propped herself with her elbows on the coffee table. He wasn’t fat, but the jeans were tight on his hips, and there was a pinkish imprint of seam where they pinched his flesh. His fly was fastened with steel buttons. She undid the first. She could smell him a little. Her mouth tasted like wine.

The buttons had worn out their buttonholes. She only had to nudge them apart. His penis was beating slightly, like it had a little heart of its own. She covered it with her hand, then put her lips to her knuckles. His hair tickled her nose. Under her hand his penis was twitching, growing in little throbs. His chest rose and fell as steadily as before.

She pushed the backing cushions off the sofa to make room to fit her knee, and moved his arms up above his head, so that he resembled some sculpture she’d seen, a saint or slave carved in marble. But with stubble. Saint Stubble of Little Alaska, she thought. His erection was taut against his stomach now, the dewy pink head nestled in his black hair.

She slipped out of her underwear and clambered on top, then reached down and placed him with her hand. She was very wet. He sighed. She imagined that he was pretending to be asleep. But he wasn’t, really. She moved slowly, keeping him inside. The backs of her thighs were a little cold.

She brought herself to orgasm, bracing her other hand against his collarbone, not hurrying. She pitched forward. He grunted gently. Outside the dog was barking. She slid to the side and then, knees a bit tangled in her stockings and skirt, to the floor below him again.

She daubed at them both with her underwear and buttoned him up. She stood and pulled her skirt up, and it was as if nothing had happened, except her smeared underwear was on the floor and she felt a coolness and a trickling on the inside of her thighs. She ran a bath. Then she went out to him again, arranged his T-shirt so it covered his stomach, and fit his arms back at his sides.

Something was wrong. The more she restored him, the deader he looked, as if she were a mortician. She moved him with difficulty to the easy chair, which was an improvement. It seemed to put more of an end to the affair. Then, a little guiltily, as though it should have been the first thing she’d done on coming home, she gathered the houseplants. There were four of them, a fern, a spider plant, a tall thing that was some kind of succulent, with fat, fleshy plumes, and a small fist-like cactus with white wisps of hair instead of spines. She arrayed them near his chair.

He slept on. She got into the bath.

* * *

When she got home from work the next day, the plants already seemed bigger, and the fern, the most flexible of the four, was definitely bent toward him, as if in the direction of sunlight. His position was changed too, his head tipped forward, chin on his chest, and his arms were folded. It gave him a decisive, even obstinate look. She put her things on the sofa and went into the kitchen.

After dinner she put on her coat again and went out onto the porch. The street was quiet. It was a cold night. It looked safe. She closed the door.

Perhaps the people in the bar would know something about the sleepy man.

* * *

Quick’s Little Alaska was a perfect cube, like a children’s block that had been disguised with scribbles of neon and daubs of graffiti and surrounded with Dumpsters and parked or abandoned cars so it could pass as a building. The cars on San Pablo Avenue raced by, oblivious. Judith herself didn’t know anyone with a car anymore. Eva and Tom walked all the way downtown to work, like she did. Judith suspected the people inside Quick’s, the militia, hadn’t driven their cars, if they had cars, for a long time. The cars around the bar didn’t look like they’d been started in a while. They all had cat footprints on the windshields and hoods.

It was chilly inside, as advertised. Everyone at the bar turned when she stepped through the door. Farther inside, at the cluster of tables, nobody seemed particularly interested. She recognized some of the faces; others were new. She took a deep breath and went to the bar.

The music playing was slurred and slow, a voice and a trumpet winding down like an uncranked engine.

The man working the bar was one she remembered from the last time she’d come in, years ago. He was the son of Quick, the owner. His hair was red, like his father’s. He moved over to where she stood and cleared away an empty bottle. He obviously remembered her too. “What can I do you for, Judith?” he said. “Looking for someone?”

“Not exactly,” she said. She knew that Quick’s son meant someone in particular: John, who had been Judith’s husband once. John was sitting in the back of the bar, at one of the tables. He was part of the militia now. He was a general. Judith tried not to look his way.

“Do you sell T-shirts?” she said.

In answer Quick’s son reached underneath the bar and pulled out a shirt identical to the one the sleepy man wore.

“Yes, that’s it,” she said.

“You want one?”

“No. There’s a man—he had one. I was wondering if you knew him.”

Quick’s son didn’t answer, but the man beside her at the bar turned and said, “Where’d you see him?”

He had a beard and was wearing a sweater with leather patches and the kind of hat she imagined men wore on fishing boats.

“He was sleeping on my porch,” she said.

The bearded man raised his eyebrow and said, “Give the lady a drink, Red.”

“She didn’t order anything,” said Quick’s son.

“I don’t need anything,” Judith said. “Do you know the man, the one who was sleeping?”

The bearded man raised a finger and said, “Lieutenant?”

A woman a seat away from him rested her elbow on the bar and peered at him and Judith over the top of her half-glasses.

“Lady’s looking for Danny-boy,” said the bearded man.

“I’m not looking for him,” Judith said quickly. “I wanted to know if he came from here.” Danny-boy, she thought. If that was his name, if they meant the same person.

“Sure, sure,” said the older woman. “We understand what you mean. Danny-boy giving you trouble?”

“No,” said Judith. “So, he was here? He lived in the bar?”

“He’s Absent without Leave,” said the bearded man. “It sounds like you have information concerning his whereabouts.” He took a large finishing swallow of his drink. “Another like that, Red,” he said to Quick’s son, who was leaning on his side of the bar. “And don’t listen in on privileged communication.”

“Okay, okay,” said Quick’s son.

“Danny-boy’s not in any trouble, is he?” said the older woman, removing her half-glasses. They were strung around her neck by a red cord and rested crookedly in her cleavage.

“No,” said Judith again, a little confused. If anything, she was getting him into trouble by coming here.

“Sounds like he’s found himself a woman,” said the bearded man.

“Sergeant, we don’t presume anything around here,” said the older woman, the lieutenant. “We operate on the basis of verifiable fact.”

Quick’s son was still leaning in from his side of the bar, listening. They’d attracted another listener, too, a man with a cane but no limp. He had hawklike eyes and a gigantic nose. He stepped over and hung his cane on the bar.

“One of our scouts has been contacted, Admiral,” said the woman, moving her eyebrows significantly.

The admiral turned and looked sharply at Judith, then reached out and pinched her chin. Judith jerked her head away. “Excellent disguise,” said the man.

“Not her,” said the lieutenant. “She’s a civilian volunteer.”

“Scout, that’s a good one,” said the sergeant. “Danny-boy couldn’t scout the inside of his eyelids.”

Judith didn’t like agreeing with the abrasive sergeant, but she did want them to understand. “He’s sleepy,” she said.

“Who isn’t?” said the admiral. “I’m interested in his findings, not his feelings.” He turned and scowled across the bar. “Scotch, Quick.”

Quick’s son hurried to his bottles. Two other members of the militia joined them from the tables at the back of the room. A young woman in overalls with a crew cut, and John, who had long ago been Judith’s husband. “Hello, Judith,” John said.

“General Map,” said the admiral. “Hail.”

“You joining our merry band?” John said to Judith, ignoring the admiral.

“I was just—I just had a question,” said Judith.

“She’s playing Betsy Crocker to a Benedict Arnold,” said the sergeant sneeringly.

“Don’t you mean Betsy Ross?” said the lieutenant.

Quick’s son put a whiskey on the bar in front of the admiral, then opened two bottles of beer and handed them to the woman in overalls, who passed one to John. Quick’s son still hadn’t refilled the sergeant’s glass, Judith noticed.

“Danny-boy?” said John to the lieutenant. She nodded sagely.

“He’s taken up position on a porch,” said the admiral, and then added, “As per my orders,” and shot a fierce look at the sergeant.

Judith opened her mouth to say that he wasn’t actually on the porch anymore, that he’d been moved inside. But she didn’t speak.

“So what’s the problem?” said John, his eyes on Judith.

“Communication is poor-to-nonexistent,” said the admiral, with a hard look in his eyes.

“Snoring, however, is highly satisfactory,” japed the sergeant.

“Admiral, why don’t you buy the young lady a drink?” said the lieutenant. “I hate to see her empty-handed.”

“It’s fine,” said Judith.

“Make it a round for the house,” said the sergeant. “That’s the only way I’ll ever get a drink around here.”

“We’ll reestablish communication when we need to,” said John to the admiral. “For the time being let’s leave Danny-boy where he is. Deep in mufti.”

The woman in overalls suddenly laughed.

“In mufti?” said the sergeant, puzzled.

“A round for the house,” said John. “I’m buying.”

“Mighty white of you, General,” said the lieutenant. But John was already headed back to his table.

“Mighty white of you, General,” echoed the sergeant in a mocking whine.

“Young lady, I wonder if perhaps you would accompany me to a booth?” said the admiral to Judith.

“No thank you,” she said. “I have to go.”

* * *

In another day the cactus had grown extra knobs on the side that faced him. Almost like tumors, she thought. The needle-fur over the new growth was downy, like a baby’s first hair. It was overweighted on that side now, and nearly tipping its pot. She turned it so the new growth faced away from him.

The other three had proliferated too. The spider plant had cast new trailers over his ankle, and the fern and the succulent were both turned toward him, and thicker and shinier on his side. He was like King Arthur, she thought. The land, the crops, grew when he was well and died when he was sick. Or was it the other way? King Midas, maybe that was more right. Golden touch. She wanted him to have a title or rank, like the others from the bar. Danny-boy didn’t seem enough.

Porch King. Arthur Midas, Porch King. Maybe she should move him out to the porch again.

Instead she moved the plants all a little farther away, then stood back and looked. She was embarrassed for him, somehow, in a cozy chair surrounded by the eager foliage. It was too feminine, not really kingly at all, let alone military. She thought of the famous painting of the midwestern farmer parting the cattails to find the nude sleeping there. He was still as inappropriate, as unexpected, as that. The plants seemed to make it worse.

If she took him and the plants out together to the porch, they would be camouflage, not decoration. But it was too cold; the fern would die. And she wanted him inside. So she took them away to their original spots in the house. They’d basked enough, and what was happening to the cactus didn’t necessarily seem so healthy anyway. Denuded of the plants, he looked dead again, but she had an idea.

In the closet was her television, on a rolling metal stand. She didn’t watch it anymore. It had gone from all news about militias forming and dinosaurs to replaying old shows that weren’t about anything at all. She rolled it out of the closet to a spot in front of his chair and plugged it in, set the volume low, and stepped behind it to watch him. Perfect. He was transformed, restored. The flickering glow seemed to animate his features. It reminded her of when she found him, that first day, on the porch.

She went to the closet and took out a large cardboard mailing tube. It was still marked with stamps and stickers. She put one end in his lap and pointed the other across his shoulder, and arranged his arms around it as though it were a rifle. She tipped his head forward a bit so he seemed more attentive. If the dinosaurs looked in her window, they would see him keeping watch, waiting. Though it was hard to see it really as a rifle; they would think he was holding a bazooka, a flame thrower. Or a cardboard tube.

Finished, she knelt and let her head rest against his knee briefly. His breathing was soft and steady, as always. He was a good sleeper, she thought. He was getting good sleep. She touched his thigh. It felt nice. But that part of their relationship had to wait, she decided. He shouldn’t be undressed now, she shouldn’t be thinking of that.

* * *

“He made the plants grow.”

She’d just learned that in one shop seventy-watt lightbulbs were selling for two dollars and fifty cents apiece, while in another shop, a few blocks away from the first, they cost almost ten dollars. Then she’d called Eva.

“They all do that, I told you.”

“Do you—have you known a sleepy person?”

“Well . . .” Eva giggled.

Out of the corner of her eye Judith saw Tom go from his cubicle to the door of Eva’s. “Just a sec,” said Eva.

Judith could make out their talk, though Eva must have had her hand over the mouthpiece. “Who’s on the phone?” said Tom.

“It’s Judith. We’re talking.”

“Hurry up, I want to go to lunch.”

Eva came back on the line. “I have to go,” she said.

When she got home, Judith saw that the new growths on the cactus had sagged, like little deflated balloons. The hair on them was thin and disordered. She brought the cactus back into the living room and put it on the floor at his feet, in front of the television.

That night from her bedroom, as she was drifting off to the sound of the voices on the television, she heard him pad to the bathroom and pee. The sound of his urine falling into the little pool went on forever, and the tone rose, as if he were filling the bowl completely. Finally it stopped, and there came the sound of the faucet, then a slapping and slurping noise that she decided meant he was drinking from his cupped hands. He left the bathroom without flushing the toilet.

In the morning she saw he’d gotten to his chair and retaken the tube into his arms, though he was holding it more like a pillow than a rifle, hugging it to his chest, his grizzled cheek resting against it. A little stream of drool was soaked into the cardboard. She restored the tube to rifle position, then turned the television off for the day.

The cactus had already reinflated nicely.

At work she found that her phone couldn’t be used to call the other cubicles anymore.

* * *

They arrived while she was brushing her teeth before bed. She was in a robe. It was a warm night. His television was on now, a reassuring monotone of chatter. They broke the front window with a rock from the yard. When she came out of the bathroom to look, someone had a foot through the broken window, tangling in the blind, and someone else was pounding on the front door. She opened it, and they came at her.

It was a group of dinosaurs, five of them, three male and two female. They looked young, younger than dinosaurs looked in the news. She wondered if any of them were even twenty. The first two through the door grabbed her by the arms. One pulled her wet toothbrush from her hand and threw it under the table. The last stepped in and closed the door.

“Drop it!” one of them yelled. His hair was fluffed into an enormous Afro, and he wore a pumpkin-colored satin jacket with a fluted waist and sleeves. He poked a small knife toward the sleepy man and said again, “Drop it.” Another dinosaur, a teenage girl, dashed forward and jerked the cardboard tube out of the sleepy man’s arms, releasing it to clatter to the floor beside his chair.

“He’s asleep,” said Judith.

Keeping the knife at waist level, the dinosaur with the Afro squinted at the sleepy man. “Sure he is,” he said. “Be rough with her. We’ll see how he likes that.”

“What?” said the teenage girl.

“Be rough with her,” said the one with the Afro. “Don’t make me tell you twice.”

They threw Judith back against the sofa. Her robe was flung open, revealing her body to them. She wore panties, nothing else. She was conscious of her appendectomy scar. The teenage girl took the knife and perched at the other end, on the arm of the sofa. “Sit still,” she said.

“Search for stuff,” said the dinosaur with the Afro to the others.

“What stuff?” said one of the other dinosaurs.

“Shut up,” said the dinosaur with the Afro. “You know what I mean.”

The dinosaurs began tearing up the house, two in the bedroom, two in the kitchen. They cleared cabinets with a sweeping arm, dumped every drawer and container on the floor, then tipped each piece of furniture onto its front, away from the wall. It didn’t seem to Judith that they were really searching for anything, more like a ritual destruction. Even for that it was halfhearted.

The dinosaur with the Afro came out of her bedroom with both hands full of stuffing. They’d slashed her bed. He tossed the handfuls, and the stuffing scattered in clumps over Judith and the sofa. She pulled her robe closed.

“We’ve been watching you,” he said, sneering.

Judith didn’t say anything. The other dinosaurs came out and stood gathered there in front of her.

“We watch everyone,” the dinosaur said after a moment, as though he’d decided he didn’t want her to feel special after all.

“On this street?” said Judith. She wasn’t sure she understood what he meant.

“We’ve never been here before. You’d know if we’d been here, believe me.” The other dinosaurs laughed. One of them was poking at the sleepy man, checking his pockets and under the cushions of his chair.

“What did you see?” she asked him.

“You live like robots,” he said. “Don’t ask me any more questions.”

One of the dinosaurs stepped up and pulled her hair and poked her gently in the eye. “Sorry,” he said. Judith covered her eye with her hand. Another of the dinosaurs tuned the television to a station playing music, and turned the volume up so loud that the throb of the bass line was like an elephant’s footsteps muffled in static.

“Hold her,” said the dinosaur with the Afro. The girl on the sofa and the boy who’d poked Judith took her arms now and pinned her back against the cushions.

“What are you doing?” said Judith, frightened.

“Quiet.” The one giving the orders pulled a roll of duct tape from his jacket. Judith thought: $12.99. He ripped a short patch of tape from the roll and pasted it across her mouth and, inadvertently, her nose. She could breathe through only one nostril. Suddenly all of her attention was devoted to the need to continue breathing.

The leader pulled open her robe and tore away her panties. They were old and ripped easily. He hurled the rent garment at the sleepy man, and it spread like a butterfly across his stomach and the arm of his chair. “Wake him up,” said the leader. “Make him watch.”

The sleepy man’s head was to one side, his jaw slack. His right arm was still curled up beside his shoulder where it had held the cardboard tube. Judith wondered if they could sense the peacefulness that came from him. She saw in the corner of her vision that someone had knocked over the cactus, and it lay beside its pot in a sprawl of pebbles and dirt. She struggled, but her arms were pinned back.

“Wake him up,” said the leader again. He unfastened his belt and knelt between Judith’s legs on the sofa. He didn’t have an erection.

Judith tried to say “He’s asleep,” but couldn’t make a sound. The effort drained her of air, so she had to focus on breathing again. Her entire head felt hot with blood, and her body felt cold and numb. The dinosaur’s hand was on her chest, pressing her down as she tried to breathe. She imagined that her head was bright red and her body white and empty, sagging like the deflated growths of the cactus. She couldn’t feel her body, just her bright hot head and the burning hand of the dinosaur against her chest.

“Wake him.”

She saw that one of the dinosaurs, the eye poker, was slapping at the sleepy man now. Another was behind him, lifting the back of his chair, then jolting it down on the floor. She could barely hear the sounds over the noise of the television.

“Fuck, man.”

“Is he dead?”

“Dead to the world.”

He’s only sleeping, thought Judith.

The leader made a disgusted sound and awkwardly got himself free of the sofa and the tangle of Judith’s legs and robe. Judith felt his handprint fade from her chest. He went to the sleepy man and lifted his right eyelid, carefully, like a doctor. The other dinosaurs all watched. Then he buckled his belt and buttoned his pants. The television still blared, but it was the only sound. The girl released Judith’s arm. Judith tugged the duct tape away from her nose. One of the dinosaurs that had been trying to wake the sleepy man was in the kitchen now, eating something. Another was in the bathroom, brushing her teeth with Judith’s toothbrush. Judith pulled her robe closed.

The leader picked up the mailing tube and broke it easily over his knee. The halves didn’t separate, but remained bound by a flexible curl of cardboard. The dinosaur who’d been in the kitchen emerged, chewing, and holding a big piece of bread. The leader slapped it out of his hand, and it landed on the sleepy man’s lap, with the panties.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said.

“Can I take a shower?” said the tooth-brushing one from the bathroom.

Judith tore the patch of tape clear of her mouth. “It’s okay,” she said.

“Shut up,” said the leader, pointing at her, but his heart definitely wasn’t in it.

* * *

Judith cleaned up the mess and put everything that wasn’t broken back in its place. She repotted the cactus, which didn’t seem any the worse for wear, and put it on the kitchen windowsill where it had been before. Let the new growth take care of itself one way or the other, she thought. She didn’t really need a bigger cactus.

Then she moved the sleepy man from upright in the chair to supine on the sofa. She realized now how much better that was, how much less pretentious. She considered putting him out on the porch, but that seemed a little extreme. What happened wasn’t his fault. The television went back into the closet: she didn’t know who she thought she was fooling with that one. She missed falling asleep to the sound of his breathing anyway.

* * *

The next morning she was alone in the office, wondering what had happened to Tom and Eva, and whether she would always be alone here now, when she thought to check a calendar and discovered it was Saturday. She wasn’t supposed to be at work.

* * *

The militia came the following day. It had been raining through the night, and the air smelled washed. The sky was gray. They massed on her porch, admiral, lieutenant, sergeant, general, and others. They all wore baseball caps or hunting hats. Quick’s son was along, carrying a pair of sagging duffel bags. Perhaps he’d been deputized, Judith thought. If that was the word for it. They knocked on her door, and when she came out, it was the admiral who addressed her. He carried a walking stick, and he gestured with the end of it.

“They raped you, didn’t they?” he said.

“Not really,” she said.

“Brave girl,” said the admiral, shaking his head. Then he raised his stick and turned to the others. “They must be stopped,” he declared.

“I don’t think they’re around,” Judith said. “They went away.”

“We’ll find them,” said the admiral.

“They feel us breathing down their necks,” said the sergeant, chuckling.

Judith had heard of this, of militias going mobile all of a sudden.

“We’ve come for Danny-boy,” said the lieutenant. There was a note of sympathy in her voice, but Judith couldn’t read her eyes, which were shaded with a green acetate insert behind her glasses.

“He’s asleep,” said Judith.

“R and R is over,” said the sergeant.

“Besides, his mission’s accomplished,” said the admiral. “This position’s no longer useful—it’s behind us.”

How did you know it was in front of you before? Judith wondered. But the sergeant and Quick’s son were already past her and inside. They went to the sofa and took the sleepy man by his arms, the sergeant saying, “Now is the time for all good men—”

John, Judith’s former husband, stood a little behind the others, on the porch steps. The younger woman in the overalls stood with him. Judith looked at him. Suppressing a smile, he held out his hands and said, “It’s true, Judith. A good scout has to stay ahead.”

“I don’t think he came here to scout,” she said.

The sergeant and Quick’s son had him up and walking, sort of. His head was drooped forward, and Judith could see that if they let go, he’d crumple. Yet he was planting one foot after another, moving forward. She felt a little proud, oddly enough. They got him through the door and across the porch, where John and the younger woman helped him down the steps and held him while Quick’s son retook his duffel bags. No one but Quick’s son had to carry any luggage, which testified to his low status within the militia. If he could even be said to be a part of it, Judith corrected. The sleepy man might only be a scout, but he was obviously crucial to them.

The admiral poked the end of his walking stick at the mat in front of her door. “What’s this?”

The sergeant turned his head. “It says welcome,” he said.

“That’s hardly advisable,” said the admiral.

The sergeant lifted the mat. “Might make a heck of a chest protector,” he said, sizing it across his stomach. “May I?”

“Go ahead,” said Judith.

The sergeant tucked the edge of the mat into his belt, so it projected like a section of cone from his waist, terminating at chin level. “Hey hey!” he said, beaming.

“We’re off, then,” said the lieutenant, moving aside to let the admiral use the steps. She clasped Judith’s hand in both of hers. “For everything, thanks.” Judith nodded, and the lieutenant turned away.

John and the younger woman had walked the sleepy man out to the curb. The rest of the militia trickled across the yard and bunched around them. Several of them put a hand out to help support the sleepy man, and they began to advance along the pavement. The sleepy man looked conspicuous among them without a hat, Judith thought. She hoped they’d find him one.

She stood and watched them from the porch. Soon they were at the end of the block, just a little black knot headed into the mist. She couldn’t make out the sleepy man, couldn’t distinguish any of them. God help him, she thought, then corrected it to, God help them. But that wasn’t right either. God bless them? God bless us all? Just before they were completely out of sight she narrowed it to a curt God bless, as though someone had only sneezed.






The Spray

The apartment was burgled and the police came. Four of them and a dog. The three youngest were like boys. They wore buzzing squawking radios on their belts. The oldest was in charge and the young ones did what he told them. The dog sat. They asked what was taken and we said we weren’t sure—the television and the fax machine, at least. One of them was writing, taking down what we said. He had a tic, an eye that kept blinking. “What else?” the oldest policeman said. We didn’t know what else. That’s when they brought it out, a small unmarked canister, and began spraying around the house. First they put a mask over the mouth and nose of the dog. None of them wore a mask. They didn’t offer us any protection. Just the dog. “Stand back,” they said. They sprayed in a circle toward the edges of the room. We stood clustered with the policemen. “What’s that?” we said. “Spray,” said the oldest policeman. “Makes lost things visible.”

The spray settled like a small rain through the house and afterward, glowing in various spots, were the things the burglar had taken. It was a salmon-colored glow. On the table was a salmon-colored image of a box, a jewelry box that Addie’s mother had given us. There were a salmon-colored glowing television and a fax machine in place of the missing ones. On the shelves the spray showed a Walkman and a camera and a pair of cuff links, salmon-colored and luminous. In the bedroom was Addie’s vibrator, glowing like a fuel rod. We all walked around the apartment, looking for things. The eye-tic policeman wrote down the names of the items that appeared. Addie called the vibrator a massager. The dog in the mask, eyes watering. I couldn’t smell the spray. “How long does it last?” we said.

“About a day,” said the policeman who’d done the spraying, not the oldest. “You know you c-can’t use this stuff anymore, even though you c-can see it,” he said. “It’s gone.”

“Try and touch it,” said the oldest policeman. He pointed at the glowing jewelry box.

We did, and it wasn’t there. Our hands passed through the visible missing objects.

They asked us about our neighbors. We told them we trusted everyone in the building. They looked at the fire escape. The dog sneezed. They took some pictures. The burglars had come through the window. Addie put a book on the bedside table on top of the glowing vibrator. It showed through, like it was projected onto the book. We asked if they wanted to dust for fingerprints. The older policeman shook his head. “They wore gloves,” he said. “How do you know?” we said. “Rubber gloves leave residue, powder,” he said. “That’s what makes the dog sneeze.” “Oh.” They took more pictures. “Did you want something to drink?” The older one said no. One of the younger policeman said, “I’m allergic, just like the d-dog,” and the other policemen laughed. Addie had a drink, a martini. The policemen shook our hands, and then they went away. We’d been given a case number. The box and the cuff links and the rest still glowed. Then Addie saw that the policemen had left the spray.

She took the canister and said, “There was something wrong with those policemen.”

“Do you mean how young they seemed?”

“No, I think they always look young. You just don’t notice on the street. Outdoors you see the uniforms, but in the house you can see how they’re just barely old enough to vote.”

“What are you going to do with that?” I said.

She handled it. “Nothing. Didn’t you think there was something strange about those policemen, though?”

“Do you mean the one with the lisp?”

“He didn’t have a lisp, he had a twitchy eye.”

“Well, there was one with an eye thing, but the one who stuttered—is that what you mean by strange?” Addie kept turning the canister over in her hands. “Why don’t you let me take that,” I said.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I guess I don’t know what I mean. Just something about them. Maybe there were too many of them. Do you think they develop the pictures themselves, Aaron? Do they have a darkroom in the police station?”

I said, “Probably.” She said, “Do you think the missing things show up in the photographs—the things the spray reveals?”

“Let’s just keep it and see if they come back.”

“I wish you would put it on the table, then.”

“Let’s find a place to hide it.”

“They’re probably doing some kind of inventory right now, at the police station. They’ll probably be back for it any minute.”

“So if we hide it—”

“If we hide it we look guiltier than if you just put it on the table.”

“We didn’t steal anything. Our house was broken into. They left it here.”

“I wish you would put it on the table.”

“I wonder if the police do their inventory by spraying around the police station to see what’s missing?”

“So if we have their spray—”

“They’ll never know what happened!” She shrieked with laughter. I laughed too. I moved next to her on the couch, and we rolled and laughed like monkeys in a zoo. Still laughing, I put my hand on the spray canister. “Gimme,” I said.

“Let go.” Her laughter faded as she pulled at the can. The ends of several hairs were stuck to her tongue. I pulled on the can. And she pulled. We both pulled harder.

“Gimme,” I said. I let go of the can and tickled her. “Gimme gimme gimme.”

She grimaced and twisted away from me. “Not funny,” she said.

“The police don’t have their SPRAY!” I said, and kept tickling her.

“Not funny not funny.” Slapping my hands away, she stood up.

“Okay. You’re right, it’s not funny. Put it on the table.”

“Let’s return it like you said.”

“I’m too tired. Let’s just hide it. We can return it tomorrow.”

“Okay, I’ll hide it. Cover your eyes.”

“Not hide-and-seek. We have to agree on a place. A locked place.”

“What’s the big deal? Let’s just leave it on the table.” She put it on the table, beside the salmon-colored glowing box. “Maybe somebody will break in and take it. Maybe the police will break in.”

“You’re a little mixed up, I’d say.” I moved closer to the table.

“I’m just tired.” She pretended to yawn. “What a day.”

“I don’t miss the stuff that was taken,” I said.

“You don’t?”

“I hate television and faxes. I hate this little jewelry box.”

“See if you’re still saying that tomorrow, when you can’t see them anymore.”

“I only care about you, you, you.” I grabbed the canister of spray. She grabbed it too. “Let go,” she said.

“You’re all I love, you’re all that matters to me,” I said.

We wrestled for the can again. We fell onto the couch together.

“Let’s just put it down on the table,” said Addie. “Okay.” “Let go.” “You first.” “No, at the same time.” We put it on the table.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking,” she said.

“I don’t know, probably.”

“What are you thinking.”

“What you’re thinking.”

“I’m not thinking anything.”

“Then I’m not either.”

“Liar.”

“It probably doesn’t work that way,” I said. “The police wouldn’t have a thing like that. It isn’t the same thing.”

“So why not try.”

“Don’t.”

“You said it wouldn’t work.”

“Just don’t. It’s toxic. You saw them cover the dog’s mouth.”

“They didn’t cover themselves. Anyway, I asked them about that when you were in the other room. They said it was so you wouldn’t see the stuff the dog ate that fell out of its mouth. Because the dog is a very sloppy eater. So the spray would show what it had been eating recently, around the mouth. It’s disgusting, they said.”

“Now you’re the liar.”

“Let’s just see.”

I jumped up. “If you spray me I’ll spray you,” I shouted. The spray hit me as I moved across the room. The wet mist fell behind me, like a parachute collapsing in the spot where I’d been, but enough got on me. An image of Lucinda formed, glowing and salmon-colored.

Lucinda was naked. Her hair was short, like when we were together. Her head lay on my shoulder, her arms were around my neck, and her body was across my front. My shirt and jacket. Her breasts were mashed against me, but I couldn’t feel them. Her knee was across my legs. I jumped backward but she came with me, radiant and insubstantial. I turned my head to see her face. Her expression was peaceful, but her little salmon-colored eyelids were half open.

“Ha!” said Addie. “I told you it would work.”

“GIVE ME THAT!” I lunged for the spray. Addie ducked. I grabbed her arm and pulled her with me onto the couch. Me and Addie and Lucinda were all there together, Lucinda placidly naked. As Addie and I wrestled for the spray we plunged through Lucinda’s glowing body, her luminous arms and legs.

I got my hands on the spray canister. We both had our hands on it. Four hands covering the one can. Then it went off. One of us pressed the nozzle, I don’t know who. It wasn’t Lucinda, anyway.

As the spray settled over us Charles became visible, poised over Addie. He was naked, like Lucinda. His glowing shoulders and legs and ass were covered with glowing salmon hair, like the halo around a lightbulb. His mouth was open. His face was blurred, like he was a picture someone had taken while he was moving his face, saying something.

“There you go,” I said. “You got what you wanted.”

“I didn’t want anything,” said Addie.

We put the spray on the table.

“How long did the police say it would last?” I said. I tried not to look at Lucinda. She was right beside my head.

“About twenty-four hours. What time is it?”

“It’s late. I’m tired. The police didn’t say twenty-four hours. About a day, they said.”

“That’s twenty-four hours.”

“Probably they meant it’s gone the next day.”

“I don’t think so.”

I looked at the television. I looked at the cuff links. I looked at Charles’s ass. “Probably the sunlight makes it wear off,” I said.

“Maybe.”

“Probably you can’t see it in the dark, in complete darkness. Let’s go to bed.”

We went into the bedroom. All four of us. I took off my shoes and socks. “Probably it’s just attached to our clothes. If I take off my clothes and leave them in the other room—”

“Try it.”

I took off my pants and jacket. Lucinda was attached to me, not the clothes. Her bare salmon knee was across my bare legs. I started to take off my shirt. Addie looked at me. Lucinda’s face was on my bare shoulder.

“Put your clothes back on,” said Addie.

I put them back on. Addie left her clothes on. We lay on top of the covers in our clothes. Lucinda and Charles were on top of us. I didn’t know where to put my hands. I wondered how Addie felt about Charles’s blurred face, his open mouth. I was glad Lucinda wasn’t blurred. “Turn off the light,” I said. “We won’t be able to see them in the dark.”

Addie turned off the light. The room was dark. Charles and Lucinda glowed salmon above us. Glowing in the blackness with the vibrator on the side table and the luminous dial of my watch.

“Just close your eyes,” I said to Addie.

“You close yours first,” she said.






Access Fantasy

There was a start-up about a half mile ahead the day before, a fever of distant engines and horns honking as others signaled their excitement—a chance to move!—and so he’d spent the day jammed behind the wheel, living in his Apartment on Tape, waiting for that chance, listening under the drone of distant helicopters to hear the start-up make its way downtown. But the wave of revving engines stalled before reaching his street. He never even saw a car move, just heard them. In fact he couldn’t remember seeing a car move recently. Perhaps the start-up was only a panic begun by someone warming their motor, reviving their battery. That night he’d dreamed another start-up, or perhaps it was real, a far-off flare that died before he’d even ground the sleep out of his eyes, though in the rustle of his waking thoughts it was a perfect thing, coordinated, a dance of cars shifting through the free-flowing streets. Dream or not, either way, didn’t matter. He fell back asleep. What woke him in the morning was the family in the Pacer up ahead cooking breakfast. They had a stove on the roof of their car and the dad was grilling something they’d bought from the flatbed shepherd two blocks away, a sheepsteak or something. It smelled good. Everything about the family in the Pacer made him too conscious of his wants. The family’s daughter—she was beautiful—had been working as Advertising, pushing up against and through the One-Way Permeable Barrier on behalf of some vast faceless corporation. That being the only way through the One-Way Permeable Barrier, of course. So the family, her ma and pa, were flush, had dough, and vendors knew to seek them out, hawking groceries. Whereas checking his pockets he didn’t have more than a couple of dollars. There was a coffee-and-doughnuts man threading his way through the traffic even now but coffee was beyond his means. He needed money. Rumors had it Welfare Helicopters had been sighted south of East One Thousand, One Hundred and Ninety-Fourth Street, and a lot of people had left their cars, drifted down that way, looking for easy cash. Which was one reason the start-up died, it occurred to him—too many empty cars. Along with the cars that wouldn’t start anymore, like the old lady in the Impala beside him, the dodderer. She’d given up, spent most days dozing in the back seat. Her nephew from a few blocks away came over and tinkered with her engine now and again but it wasn’t helping. It just meant the nephew wasn’t at his wheel for the start-up, another dead spot, another reason not to bother waiting to move. Probably he thought now he should have walked downtown himself in search of welfare money drifting down from the sky. The state helicopters weren’t coming around this neighborhood much lately. Alas. The air was crowded with commercial hovercraft instead, recruiters, Advertising robots rounding up the girl from the Pacer and others like her, off to the world on the other side of the One-Way Permeable Barrier, however briefly. The world of apartments, real ones. Though it was morning he went back to his latest Apartment on Tape, which was a four-bedroom two-bath co-op on East One Thousand, Two Hundred and Fifteenth Street, just a few blocks away but another world of course, remote from his life on the street, sealed off from it by the One-Way Permeable Barrier. He preferred the early part of the tape, before any of the furnishings arrived, so he rewound to that part and put the tape on slow and lived in the rooms as hard as he could, ignoring the glare of sun through his windshield that dulled his view of the dashboard television, ignoring the activities of the family in the Pacer up ahead as they clambered in and out of the hatchback, ignoring the clamor of his own pangs. The realtor’s voice was annoying, it was a squawking, parroty voice, so he kept the volume down as always and lived in the rooms silently, letting his mind sweep in and haunt the empty spaces, the rooms unfolding in slow motion for the realtor’s camera. While the camera lingered in the bathroom he felt under his seat for his bottle and unzipped and peed, timed so it matched to the close-up of the automatic flushing of the toilet on his television. Then the camera and his attention wandered out into the hall. That’s when he noticed it, the shadow. Just for a moment. He rewound to see it again. On the far wall of the hallway, framed perfectly for an instant in the lens, was the silhouette of a struggle, a man with his hands on the neck of another, smaller. A woman. Shaking her by the neck for that instant, before the image vanished. Like a pantomime of murder, a Punch-and-Judy show hidden in the Apartment on Tape. But real, it had to be real. Why hadn’t he noticed before? He’d watched this tape dozens of times. He rewound again. Just barely, but still. Unmistakable, however brief. The savagery of it was awful. If only he could watch it frame by frame—slow motion was disastrously fast now. Who was the killer? The landlord? The realtor? Why? Was the victim the previous tenant? Questions, he had questions. He felt himself begin to buzz with them, come alive. Slow motion didn’t seem particularly slow precisely because his attention had quickened. Yes, a job of detection was just what he needed to roust himself out of the current slump, burn off the torpor of too many days locked in the jam at the same damn intersection—why hadn’t he gone downtown at that last turnoff, months ago? Well, anyway. He watched it again, memorized the shadow, the silhouette, imagined blurred features in the slurry of video fuzz, memorized the features, what the hell. Like a police sketch, work from his own prescient hallucinations. Again. It grew sharper every time. He’d scrape a hole in this patch of tape, he knew, if he rewound too many times. Better to have the tape, the evidence, all there was at this point. He popped the video, threw it in a satchel with notebook, eyeglasses. Extra socks. Outside, locked the car, tipped an imaginary hat at the old lady, headed east by foot on West One Thousand, Two Hundred and Eighth Street. He had to duck uptown two blocks to avoid a flotilla of Sanitation hovertrucks spraying foamy water to wash cars sealed up tight against this artificial rain but also soaking poor jerks asleep, drenching interiors, the rotted upholstery and split spongy dashboards, extinguishing rooftop bonfires, destroying box gardens, soap bubbles poisoning the feeble sprouts. Children screamed and giggled, the streets ran with water, sluicing shit here and there into drains, more often along under the tires to the unfortunate neighboring blocks, everyone moaning and lifting their feet clear. Just moving it around, that’s all. Around the next corner he ran into a crowd gathered staring at a couple of young teenage girls from inside, from the apartments, the other side of the barrier. They’d come out of the apartment building on rollerblades to sightsee, to slum on the streets. Sealed in a murky bubble of One-Way Permeable Barrier they were like apparitions, dim ghosts, though you could hear them giggle as they skated through the hushed, reverent crowd. Like a sighting of gods, these teenage girls from inside. No one bothered to spare-change them or bother them in any way because of the barrier. The girls of course were oblivious behind their twilight veil, like night things come into the day, though for them probably it was the people in cars and around the cars that appeared dim, unreachable. He shouldered his way through the dumbstruck crowd, and once past this obstacle he found his man, locked into traffic like all the rest, right where he’d last seen him. The Apartments on Tape dealer, his connection, sunbathing in a deck chair on the roof of his Sentra, eating a sandwich. The back seat was stacked with realtors’ tapes, apartment porn, and on the passenger seat two video decks for dubbing. His car in a sliver of morning sun that shone across the middle of the block, benefit of a chink in the canyon of towers that surrounded them. The dealer’s neighbors were on their car roofs as well, stretching in the sun, drying clothes. “Hello there, remember me? That looks good what you’re eating, anyway, I want to talk to you about this tape.” “No refunds,” said the dealer, not even looking down. “No, that’s not it, I saw something, can we watch it together?” “No need, since there’s no refunds, and I’m hardly interested—” “Listen, this is a police matter, I think—” “You’re police then, is that what you’re saying?” still not looking down. “No no, I fancy myself a private detective, though not to say I work outside the law, more adjacent, then turn it over to them if it serves justice, there’s so often corruption—” “So turn it over,” the dealer said. “Well if you could just have a look I’d value your opinion. Sort of pick your brain,” thinking flattery or threats, should have chosen one approach with this guy, stuck with it. The dealer said, “Sorry, day off,” still not turning his head, chewing off another corner of sandwich. Something from inside the sandwich fell, a chunk of something, fish maybe, onto the roof of the car. “The thing is I think I saw a murder, on the tape, in the apartment.” “That’s highly unlikely.” “I know, but that’s what I saw.” “Murder, huh?” The dealer didn’t sound at all impressed. “Bloody body parts, that sort of thing?” “No, don’t be absurd, just a shadow, just a trace.” “Hmmm.” “You never would have noticed in passing. Hey, come to think of it, you don’t have an extra sandwich do you?” “No, I don’t. So would you describe this shadow as sort of a flicker then, like a malfunction?” “No, absolutely not. It’s part of the tape.” “Not your monitor on the fritz?” “No”—he was getting angry now—“a person, a shadow strangling another shadow.” The chunk of sandwich filling on the car roof was sizzling slightly, changing color already in the sun. The dealer said, “Shadows, hmmm. Probably a gimmick, subliminal special effects or something.” “What? What reason would a realtor have for adding special effects for God’s sake to an apartment tape?” “Maybe they think it adds some kind of allure, some thrill of menace that makes their apartments stand out from the crowd.” “I doubt very much—” “Maybe they’ve become aware of the black market in tapes lately, that’s the word on the street in fact, and so they’re trying to send a little message. They don’t like us ogling their apartments, even vicariously.” “You can’t ogle vicariously, I think. Sounds wrong. Anyway, that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever—” “Or maybe I’m in on it, maybe I’m the killer, have you considered that?” “Now you’re making fun of me.” “Why? If you can solve crimes on the other side of the barrier, why can’t I commit them?” The dealer laughed, hyena-like. “Now seriously,” he continued, “if you want to exchange for one without a murder I’ll give you a credit toward the next, half what you paid—” “No thanks. I’ll hold on to it.” Discouraged, hungry, but he couldn’t really bother being angry. What help did he expect from the dealer anyway? This was a larger matter, above the head of a mere middleman. “Good luck, Sherlock,” the dealer was saying. “Spread word freely, by the way, don’t hold back. Can’t hurt my sales any. People like murder, only it might be good if there was skin instead of only shadow, a tit say.” “Yes, very good then, appreciate your help. Carry on.” The dealer saluted. He saluted back, started off through the traffic, stomach growling, ignoring it, intent. A killer was at large. Weaving past kids terrorizing an entire block of cars with an elaborate tag game, cornering around the newly washed neighborhood now wringing itself out, muddy streams between the cars and crying babies ignoring vendors with items he couldn’t afford and a flatbed farmer offering live kittens for pets or food and a pathetic miniature start-up, three cars idiotically nosing rocking jerking back and forth trying to rearrange themselves pointlessly, one of them now sideways wheels on the curb and nobody else even taking the bait he made his way back to his car and key in the lock noticed the girl from the Pacer standing in her red dress on the hood of the car gazing skyward, waiting for the Advertising people to take her away. Looking just incidentally like a million bucks. Her kid brother was away, maybe part of the gang playing tag, and her parents were inside the car doing housework: Dad scraping the grill out the window, Mom airing clothes repacking bundles so he went over, suddenly inspired. “Margaret, isn’t it?” She nodded, smiled. “Yes, good, well you remember me from next door, I’m looking for a day or two’s work and do you think they’ll take me along?” She said, “You never know, they just take you or they don’t.” Smiling graciously even if a little confused, neighbors so long and they’d never spoken. “But you always—” he began pointing out. She said, “Oh once they’ve started taking you then—” Awkwardly, they were both awkward for a moment not saying what they both knew or at least he did, that she was an attractive young girl and likely that made a huge difference in whether they wanted you. “Well you wouldn’t mind if I tried?” he said and she said, “No, no,” relieved almost, then added, “I can point you out, I can suggest to them—” Now he was embarrassed and said hurriedly, “That’s so good of you, thanks, and where should I wait, not here with you at your folks’ car, I guess—” “Why not, climb up.” Dad looked out the door up at them and she waved him off, “It’s okay, you know him from next door he’s going to work, we’re going to try to get him a job Advertising.” “Okay, sweetheart, just checking on you.” Then she grabbed his arm, said, “Look.” The Advertising hovercraft she’d been watching for landed on the curb a half block ahead, near the giant hideous sculpture at an office building main entrance, lately sealed. Dad said, “Get going you guys, and good luck,” and she said, “C’mon.” Such neighborliness was a surprise since he’d always felt shut out by the family in the Pacer but obviously it was in his head. And Margaret, a cloud of good feeling seemed to cover her. No wonder they wanted her for Advertising. “Hurry,” she said and took his hand and they hopped down and pushed their way around the cars and through the chaos of children and barking dogs and vendors trying to work the crowd of wannabes these landings always provoked, to join the confused throng at the entrance. He held on to his satchel with the video and his socks, making sure it didn’t get picked in this crowd. She bounced there trying to make herself visible until one of the two robots at the door noticed her and pointed. They stepped up. “Inside,” said the robot. They were ugly little robots with their braincases undisguised and terrible attitudes. He disliked them instantly. “I brought someone new,” she said, pulling him by the hand, thrusting him into view. “Yes, sir, I’d like to enlist—” he started, grinning madly, wanting to make a good impression. The robot looked him over and made its rapid-fire assessment, nodded. “Get inside,” it said. “Lucky,” she whispered, and they stepped into the hovercraft. Four others were there—two men, two women, all young. And another woman stumbled in behind them, and the door sealed, and they were off. Nasty little robots scurrying into the cockpit, making things ready. “Now what?” he said and she put her finger to her lips and shushed him, but sweetly, leaning into him as if to say they were in this together. He wanted to tell her what he was after but the robots might hear. Would they care? Yes, no, he couldn’t know. Such ugly, fascistic little robots. Nazi robots, that’s what they were. He hated placing himself in their hands. But once he was Advertising he would be through the barrier, he’d be able to investigate. Probably he should keep his assignment to himself, though. He didn’t want to get her into trouble. The hovercraft shuddered, groaned, then lifted and through the window he could see the cars growing smaller, his neighborhood, his life, the way the traffic was so bad for hundreds of miles of street and why did he think a start-up would change anything? Was there a place where cars really drove anymore? Well, anyway. The robots were coming around with the Advertising Patches and everyone leaned their heads forward obediently, no first-timers like himself apparently. He did the same. A robot fastened a patch behind his right ear, a moment of stinging skin, nothing more. Hard to believe the patch was enough to interfere with the function of the One-Way Permeable Barrier, that he would now be vivid and tangible and effective to those on the other side. “I don’t feel any different,” he whispered. “You won’t,” she said, “not until there’s people. Then you’ll be compelled to Advertise. You won’t be able to help it.” “For what, though?” “You never know, coffee, diamonds, condoms, vacations, you just never know.” “Where—” “They’ll drop us off at the Undermall, then we’re on our own.” “Will we be able to stick together?” The question was out before he could wonder if it was presuming too much, but she said, “Sure, as long as our products aren’t too incompatible, but we’ll know soon. Anyway, just follow me.” She really had a warmth, a glow. Incompatible products? Well, he’d find out what that meant. The hovercraft bumped down on the roof of a building, and with grim efficiency the ugly Nazi robots had the door open and were marching the conscripts out to a rooftop elevator. He wanted to reach out and smack their little exposed-braincase heads together. But he had to keep his cool, stay undercover. He trotted across the roof toward the elevator after her, between the rows of officious gesticulating robots, like they were going to a concentration camp. The last robot at the door of the elevator handed them each an envelope before they stepped in. He took his and moved into the corner with Margaret, they were really packing them in but he couldn’t complain actually being jostled with her and she didn’t seem to be trying to avoid it. He poked into the envelope. It was full of bills, singles mostly. The money was tattered and filthy, bills that had been taken out of circulation on the other side of the barrier. Garbage money, that’s what it was. The others had already pocketed theirs, business as usual apparently. “Why do they pay us now?” he whispered. She said, “We just find our way out at the end, when the patch runs out, so this way they don’t have to deal with us again,” and he said, “What if we just took off with the money?” “You could I guess, but I’ve never seen anyone do it since you’d never get to come back and anyway the patch makes you really want to Advertise, you’ll see.” Her voice was reassuring, like she really wanted him not to worry and he felt rotten not telling her about his investigation, his agenda. He put the envelope into his satchel with the tape and socks. The elevator sealed and whooshed them down through the building, into the Undermall, then the doors opened and they unpacked from the elevator, spewed out into a gigantic lobby, all glass and polished steel with music playing softly and escalators going down and up in every direction, escalators with steps of burnished wood that looked good enough to eat, looked like roast chicken. He was still so hungry. Margaret took his hand again. “Let’s go,” she said. As the others dispersed she led him toward one of the escalators and they descended. The corridor below branched to shops with recessed entrances, windows dark and smoky, quiet pulsing music fading from each door, also food smells here and there causing his saliva to flow, and holographic signs angling into view as they passed: FERN SLAW, ROETHKE AND SONS, HOLLOW APPEAL, BROKEN SMUDGEDALPHABET, BURGER KING, PLASTIC DEVILS, OSTRICH LAKE,SMARTINGALE’S, RED HARVEST, CATCH OF THE DAY, MUTUAL OF FOMALHAUT, THNEEDS, etcetera. She led him on, confidently, obviously at home. Why not, this was what she did with her days. Then without warning, a couple appeared from around a corner, and he felt himself begin to Advertise. “How do you do today?” he said, sidling up to the gentleman of the couple, even as he saw Margaret begin to do the same thing to the lady. The gentleman nodded at him, walked on. But met his eye. He was tangible, he could be heard. It was a shock. “Thirsty?” he heard himself say. “How long’s it been since you had a nice refreshing beer?” “Don’t like beer,” said the gentleman. “Can’t say why, just never have.” “Then you’ve obviously never tried a Very Old Money Lager,” he heard himself say, still astonished. The barrier was pierced and he was conversing, he was perceptible. He’d be able to conduct interrogations, be able to search out clues. Meanwhile he heard Margaret saying, “Don’t demean your signature with a second-rate writing implement. Once you’ve tried the Eiger fountain pen you’ll never want to go back to those henlike scratchings and scrawlings,” and the woman seemed interested and so Margaret went on, “Our Empyrean Sterling Silver Collection features one-of-a-kind hand-etched casings—” In fact the man seemed captivated too. He turned, ignoring the beer pitch, and gave Margaret his attention. “Our brewers handpick the hops and malt”—he was unable to stop though he’d obviously lost his mark—“and every single batch of fire-brewed Very Old Money Lager is individually tasted . . .” Following the couple through the corridor, they bumped into another Advertising woman who’d been on the hovercraft, and she began singing, “Vis-it the moon, it’s nev-er too soon,” dancing sinuously and batting her eyes, distracting them all from fountain pens and beer for the moment and then the five of them swept into the larger space of the Undermall and suddenly there were dozens of people who needed to be told about the beer. “Thirsty? Hello, hi there, thirsty? Excuse me, thirsty? Yes? Craving satisfaction, sparkle, bite? No? Yes? Have you tried Very Old Money? What makes it different, you ask—oh, hello, thirsty?” and also dozens of people working as Advertising, a gabble of pitches—stern, admonitory: “Have you considered the perils of being without success insurance?”; flippant, arbitrary: “You never know you’re out with the Black Underwear Crowd, not until you get one of them home!”; jingly, singsong: “We’ve got children, we’ve all got children, you can have children too—” and as they scattered and darted along the endless marble floors of the Undermall he was afraid he’d lose her, but there was Margaret, earnestly discussing pens with a thoughtful older couple and he struggled over toward her, hawking beer—“Thirsty? Oof, sorry, uh, thirsty?” The crowd thinned as customers ducked into shops and stole away down corridors back to their apartments, bullied by the slew of Advertising except for the few like this older couple who seemed gratified by the attention, he actually had to wait as they listened and took down some information from her about the Eiger fountain pen while he stood far enough away to keep from barking at them about the beer. Then once the older couple wandered off he took Margaret’s hand this time, why not, she’d done it, and drew her down a corridor away from the crowds, hoping to keep from engaging with any more customers, and also in the right direction if he had his bearings. He thought he did. He led her into the shadow of a doorway, a shop called Fingertoes that wasn’t doing much business. “Listen, I’ve got to tell you something, I haven’t been completely truthful, I mean, I haven’t lied, but there’s something—” She looked at him, hopeful, confused, but generous in her interpretation, he could tell, what a pure and sweet disposition, maybe her dad wasn’t such a bad guy after all if he’d raised a plum like this. “I’m a detective, I mean, what does that mean, really, but the thing is there’s been a murder and I’m trying to look into it—” and then he plunged in and told all, the Apartment on Tape, pulling it out of his satchel to show her, the shadow, the strangling, his conversation with the dealer and then his brainstorm to slip inside the citadel, slip past the One-Way Permeable Barrier that would of course have kept his questions or accusations from even being audible to those on this side, and so he’d manipulated her generosity to get aboard the hovercraft. “Forgive me,” he said. Her eyes widened, her voice grew hushed, reverent. “Of course, but what do you want to do? Find the police?” “You’re not angry at me?” “No, no. It’s a brave thing you’re doing.” “Thank you.” They drew closer. He could almost kiss her, just in happiness, solidarity, no further meaning or if there was it was just on top of the powerful solidarity feeling, just an extra, a windfall. “But what do you think is best, the police?” she whispered. “No, I have in mind a visit to the apartment, we’re only a couple of blocks away, in this direction I believe, but do you think we can get upstairs?” They fell silent then because a man swerved out of Fingertoes with a little paper tray of greasy fried things, looked like fingers or toes in fact and smelled terrific, he couldn’t believe how hungry he was. “Thirsty?” he said hopelessly and the man popping one into his mouth said, “You called it, brother, I’m dying for a beer.” “Why just any beer when you could enjoy a Very Old Money—” and he had to go on about it, being driven nuts by the smell, while Margaret waited. The moment the grease-eater realized they were Advertising and broke free, toward the open spaces of the Undermall, he and Margaret broke in the other direction, down the corridor. “This way,” said Margaret, turning them toward the elevator, “the next level down you can go for blocks, it’s the way out eventually too.” “Yes, but can we get back upstairs?” “The elevators work for us until the patches run out, I think,” and so they went down below the Undermall to the underground corridors, long echoey halls of tile, not so glamorous as upstairs, not nice at all really, the lengths apartment people went to never have to step out onto the street and see car people being really appalling sometimes. The tunnels were marked with street signs, names of other Undermalls, here and there an exit. They had to Advertise only once before reaching East One Thousand, Two Hundred and Fifteenth Street, to a group of teenage boys smoking a joint in the corridor who laughed and asked Margaret questions she couldn’t answer like are they mightier or less mighty than the sword and do they work for pigs. They ran into another person Advertising, a man moving furtively who when he recognized Margaret was plainly relieved. “He’s got a girlfriend,” she explained, somewhat enigmatically. So those Advertising could, did—what? Interact. But caught up in the chase now, he didn’t ask more, just counted the blocks, feeling the thrill of approaching his Apartment On Tape’s real address. They went up in the elevator, which was lavish again, wood paneled and perfumed and mirrored and musical. An expensive building. Apartment 16D. So he pressed the button for the sixteenth floor, holding his breath, hardly believing it when they rose above the public floors. But they did. He gripped her hand. The elevator stopped on the sixth floor and a robot got on. Another of the creepily efficient braincase-showing kind. At first the robot ignored them but then on the fifteenth floor a woman got on and Margaret said, “The most personal thing about you is your signature, don’t you think?” and he said, “Thirsty?” and the robot turned and stared up at them. The doors closed and they rode up to the sixteenth floor, and the three of them got out, he and Margaret and the robot, leaving the woman behind. The hallway was splendid, with plush carpeting and brass light fixtures, empty apart from the three of them. “What are you doing up here?” said the robot. “And what’s in that bag?” Clutching his satchel, he said, “Nothing, just my stuff.” “Why is it any of your business?” said Margaret, surprisingly defiant. “We’ve been asked to give an extended presentation at a customer’s private home,” he said, wanting quickly to cover Margaret’s outburst, give the robot something else to focus on. “Then I’ll escort you,” said the robot. “You really don’t have to do that,” he said. “Don’t come along and screw up our pitch, we’ll sue you,” Margaret added bizarrely. Learning of the investigation had an odd effect on her, always a risk working with amateurs, he supposed. But also it was these robots, the way they were designed with rotten personalities or no personalities they really aroused revulsion in people, it was an instinctual thing and not just him, he noted with satisfaction. He squeezed her hand and said, “Our sponsors would be displeased, it’s true.” “This matter requires clearance,” said the robot, trying to get in front of them as they walked, and they had to skip to stay ahead of it. “Please stand to one side and wait for clearance,” but they kept going down the carpeted hallway, his fingers crossed that it was the right direction for 16D. “Halt,” said the robot, a flashing red light on its forehead beginning to blink neurotically, and then they were at the door, and he rapped with his knuckles, thinking, hardly going incognito here, but better learn what we can. “Stand to one side,” said the robot again. “Shut up,” said Margaret. As the robot clamped a steely hand on each of their arms, jerking them back away from the door, its treads grinding on the carpet for traction, probably leaving ugly marks too, the door swung open. “Hello?” The man in the doorway was unshaven and slack-haired, wearing a robe and blinking at them as though he’d only turned on his light to answer the door. “They claim to have an appointment with you, sir,” said the robot. The man only stood and stared. “It’s very important, we have to talk to you urgently,” he said, trying to pull free of the robot’s chilly grip, then added, regretfully, “about beer.” He felt a swoon at looking through the doorway, realizing he was seeing into his Apartment on Tape, the rooms etched into his dreamy brain now before him. He tried to see more but the light was gloomy. “And fountain pens,” said Margaret, obviously trying to hold herself back but compelled to chip in something. “I apologize, sir, I tried to detain them to obtain clearance—” said the robot. Detain, obtain, what rotten syntax, he thought, the people who program these robots certainly aren’t poets. The man just stood and blinked and looked them over, the three of them struggling subtly, he and Margaret trying to pull free of the robot, which was still blinking red and grinding at the carpet. “Cooperate,” squawked the robot. The man in the robe squinted at them, finally smiled. “Please,” said Margaret. “Fountain pens, eh?” the man in the robe said at last. “Yes,” said Margaret desperately, and he heard himself add, “And beer—” “Yes, of course,” mumbled the man in the robe. “How silly of me. Come in.” “Sir, for your safety—” “They’re fine,” said the man to the robot. “I’m expecting them. Let them in.” The robot released its grip. The man in the robe turned and shuffled inside. They followed him, all three of them, into poorly lit rooms disastrously heaped with newspapers, clothes, soiled dishes, empty and half-empty takeout packages, but still unmistakably the rooms from his tape, every turn of his head recalling some camera movement, and there sure enough was the wall that had held the shadow, the momentary stain of murder. The man in the robe turned and said to the robot, “Please wait outside.” “But surely I should chaperone, sir—” “No, that’s fine, just outside the door, I’ll call you in if I need you. Close it on your way out, thanks.” Watching the robot slink back out, he couldn’t help but feel a little thrill of vindication. The man in the robe continued into the kitchen, and gesturing at the table said, “Please, sit, sorry for the mess. Did you say you’d like a beer?” “Well, uh, no, that wasn’t exactly—if you drink beer you ought to make it a Very Old Money Lager for full satisfaction—but I’ve got something else to discuss while you enjoy your delicious, oh, damn it—” “Relax, have a seat. Can I get you something else?” “Food,” he blurted. “Which always goes best with a Very Old Money,” and meanwhile Margaret released his hand and took a seat and started in talking about pens. The man opened his refrigerator, which was as overloaded as the apartment, another image from the tape now corrupted by squalor. “You poor people, stuck with those awful patches and yet I suppose I wouldn’t have the benefit of your company today without them! Ah, well. Here, I wasn’t expecting visitors but would you like some cheese? Can I fix you a glass of water?” The man set out a crumbled hunk of cheddar with a butter knife, crumbs on the dish and so long uncovered the edges were dried a deep, translucent orange. “So, you were just Advertising and you thought you’d pay a house call? How am I so lucky?” “Well, that’s not it exactly—” Margaret took the knife and began paring away the edges of the cheese, carving out a chunk that looked more or less edible, and when she handed it to him he couldn’t resist, but tried talking through the mouthful anyway, desperately trying to negotiate the three priorities of hunger, Advertising, and his investigation: “Would you consider, mmmpphh, excuse me, consider opening a nice tall bottle of Very Old Money and settling in to watch this videotape I brought with me because there’s something I’d like you to see, a question I’ve got about it—” The man in the robe nodded absently, half listening, staring oddly at Margaret, and then said, “By all means let me see your tape—is it about beer? I’d be delighted but no hurry, please relax and enjoy yourselves, I’ll be right out,” and stepped into the living room and began rummaging among his possessions, of which there certainly were plenty. It was a little depressing how full the once glorious apartment had gotten. Margaret cut him another piece of cheese and whispered, “Do you think he knows something?” “I can’t know, he seems so nice, well if not nice then harmless, hapless, but I’ll judge his reaction to the video, watch him closely when the time comes—” grabbing more cheese quickly while he could and then the man in the robe was back. “Hello, friends, enjoying yourselves?” His robe had fallen open and they both stared but maybe it was just an example of his sloppiness. Certainly there was no polite way to mention it. There was something confusing about this man, who now went to the table and took the knife out of Margaret’s hands and held her hand there for a moment and then snapped something—was it a bracelet?—around her wrist. Not a bracelet. Handcuffs. “Hey, wait a minute, that’s no way to enjoy a nice glass of lager!” he heard himself say idiotically cheese falling out of his mouth jumping up as the man clicked Margaret’s other wrist into the cuffs and he had her linked to the back of her chair. He stood to intervene and the man in the robe swept his feet out from under him with a kick and pushed him in the chest and he fell, feet sliding on papers, hand skidding in lumps of cheese, to the floor. “Thirsty!” he shouted, the more excited the more fervent the Advertising, apparently. “No! Beer!” as he struggled to get up. And Margaret was saying something desperate about Eiger fountain pens—“self-refilling cartridge . . .” The man in the robe moved quickly, not lazy and sloppy at all now, and kicked away his satchel with the tape inside and bent over him and reached behind his ear to tear the patch away, another momentary sting. He could only shout “Beer!” once more before the twilight world of the One-Way Permeable Barrier surrounded him, it was everywhere here, even Margaret was on the other side as long as she wore the patch, and he felt his voice sucked away to a scream audible inside the space of his own head but not elsewhere, he knew, not until he was back outside, on the street where he belonged, and why couldn’t he have stayed there? What was he thinking? Anyway it wouldn’t be long now because through the gauze he saw the man in the robe who you’d have to call the man half out of his robe now open the door to let the robot in, then as the naked man grinned at him steel pincers clamped onto his arm and he was dragged out of the room, screaming inaudibly, thrashing to no purpose, leaving Margaret behind. And his tape besides.






Children with Hangovers

The children with hangovers are taking out the garbage. I watch from above as they lurch out of the basement apartment. Their garbage is in brown paper sacks, the kind you have to request to be given anymore at the grocery checkout, and the paper sacks are rotten and soggy, splitting like tomatoes. The children with hangovers stagger out cradling the sacks, hoping to keep them from bursting before reaching the curb. They slump them in a heap in the street, coming away with fingers stained with salad dressing and coffee grounds. Then they turn back to the apartment, squinting groggily in the morning sun. It is early for the children with hangovers.

The man next door stands out on the curb, beside his neatly knotted green plastic garbage bags, scowling at the children with hangovers. I am sure he can hear the bass thrum of their music through his walls, as I can hear it up here on the top floor of the house, pulsing clear through the apartment between. I am sure that, like me, the man next door does not understand how the children with hangovers can keep it up.

The man next door has five flagpoles. He displays three flags at all times, an ordinary flag, a rattlesnake coiled above the words Don’t Tread On Me, and a P.O.W./M.I.A. flag, with crossed sabers on a black field—prisoner of war, missing in action. On the fourth pole he shows a flag for every season, an Easter flag with pink stripes and bunnies for stars, a scary black-and-orange Halloween flag, a Valentine’s flag, a Thanksgiving flag, and so forth. The fifth pole is always bare, ready for some crisis or affiliation not yet born.

The recycling trucks come before the garbage trucks, but no one has left anything for the recycling men, not the man next door, or the children with hangovers, or the man in the apartment between, or me.

The postwoman comes next, and as always she comes up the stoop and pushes a single fat bundle of mail, bound with a rubber band, through the door’s slot. Then, as she has done lately, she goes down the stoop and rings the bell for the basement apartment. Though she’s left all the mail for the house upstairs, she rings the bell of the children with hangovers, and when they come to the door the postwoman goes inside.

Often when I go to sort out the mail I run into the man who lives in the apartment between, just as he is coming from his night shift driving a taxi in the city. He drives all night and early morning and returns to sleep through the late mornings and afternoons and early evenings, and then he awakens again near nightfall. I hear his alarm clock buzz at eight or nine. Then he begins drinking and cursing and readying himself for his shift, which begins after midnight. He continues to drink in the taxicab as well, and by the time he returns in the mornings he is usually looking as bad as the children with hangovers, or worse. When I run into him in the hall I offer him his mail, and then his hands are too full with his bottle and his pistol, which he keeps under his seat while he drives his cab. He asks me to hold his pistol while he looks at the mail I’ve handed him, then finds his keys and unlocks his apartment door. Once his door is opened, he reclaims his pistol and goes inside. The mail for the children with hangovers I bring upstairs into my apartment.

I live in fear of hailing a cab one night in the city and finding that my driver is the man from the apartment between.

I never see the postwoman leave the basement apartment, but she must at some point go and resume her rounds. I just never see her go.

This evening the children with hangovers build a bonfire in the backyard. Perhaps this is why their bags of garbage are so exclusively oily and damp. They have been hoarding their paper and cardboard for the bonfire. The bonfire is many feet around and grows to a quite impressive height. I can see magazines burning, centerfolds, glossy paper the color of flesh wrinkling in the blaze. Soon I see they have begun stacking broken chairs and shelving and other items, plastic and ceramic vessels from their kitchen, onto the fire. The children with hangovers dance laughing in a circle around the fire, with bottles in their hands. They light cigars and smoke as they dance and sing around the fire. The postwoman is there with them in the yard, dancing too. I don’t know whether she’s been in their apartment all day or whether she came back.

I hope she has not burned the mail.

The alarm clock of the man in the apartment between buzzes while I am looking out the back window at the tower of flame, which rises well above the heads of the children with hangovers now.

The mail for the children with hangovers is all collection notices and credit card offers, and I sort through it, making two piles: collection notices, credit card offers. I have two large piles. The only mail the children with hangovers will accept are the free gifts that sometimes arrive, videotapes or CDs or CD-ROMs, which I brings downstairs and leave at their door.

The children with hangovers have never invited me inside.

I think the children with hangovers are fucking the postwoman.

The garbage has not been picked up from the front curb. Today may be an obscure garbage holiday, a patriotic or religious or civic occasion nobody can keep track of, not even the man next door.

The smoke from the bonfire curls through my back windows, so I shut them.

The children with hangovers have begun giving out my phone number when bill collectors call. I handle these calls for them, explaining just as well as I can, trying to spare any misunderstanding.

The collectors rant and fume on the line. I am patient with them, soothing them exactly as one would an infant. This sometimes takes hours, but I’ve decided it’s the least I can do.






The Dystopianist, Thinking of His Rival, Is Interrupted by a Knock at the Door

The Dystopianist destroyed the world again that morning, before making any phone calls or checking his mail, before even breakfast. He destroyed it by cabbages. The Dystopianist’s scribbling fingers pushed notes onto the page: a protagonist, someone, a tousle-haired, well-intentioned geneticist, had designed a new kind of cabbage for use as a safety device—the air-bag cabbage. The air-bag cabbage mimicked those decorative cabbages planted by the sides of roads to spell names of towns, or arranged by color—red, white, and that eerie, iridescent cabbage-indigo—to create American flags. It looked like any other cabbage. But underground was a network of gas-bag roots, vast inflatable roots, filled with pressurized air. So, at the slightest tap, no, more than a tap, or vandals would set them off for fun, right, given a serious blow such as only a cartraveling at thirty miles or more per hour could deliver, the heads of the air bag cabbages would instantly inflate, drawing air from the root system, to cushion the impact of the crash, saving lives, preventing costly property loss. Only—

The Dystopianist pushed away from his desk and squinted through the blinds at the sunsplashed street below. School buses lined his block every morning, like vast tipped orange juice cartons spilling out the human vitamin of youthful lunacy, that chaos of jeering voices and dancing tangled shadows in the long morning light. The Dystopianist was hungry for breakfast. He didn’t know yet how the misguided safety cabbages fucked up the world. He couldn’t say what grievous chain of circumstance led from the innocuous genetic novelty to another crushing totalitarian regime. He didn’t know what light the cabbages shed on the death urge in human societies. He’d work it out, though. That was his job. First Monday of each month the Dystopianist came up with his idea, the green poison fog or dehumanizing fractal download or alienating architectural fad that would open the way to another ruined or oppressed reality. Tuesday he began making his extrapolations, and he had the rest of the month to get it right. Today was Monday, so the cabbages were enough.

The Dystopianist moved into the kitchen, poured a second cup of coffee, and pushed slices of bread into the toaster. The Times Metro section headline spoke of the capture of a celebrated villain, an addict and killer who’d crushed a pedestrian’s skull with a cobblestone. The Dystopianist read his paper while scraping his toast with shreds of ginger marmalade, knife rushing a little surf of butter ahead of the crystalline goo. He read intently to the end of the account, taking pleasure in the story.

The Dystopianist hated bullies. He tried to picture himself standing behind darkened glass, fingering perps in a lineup, couldn’t. He tried to picture himself standing in the glare, head flinched in arrogant dejection, waiting to be fingered, but this was even more impossible. He stared at the photo of the apprehended man, and unexpectedly he found himself thinking vengefully, hatefully, of his rival.

Once the Dystopianist had had the entire Dystopian field to himself. There was just him and the Utopianists. The Dystopianist loved reading the Utopianists’ stories, their dim, hopeful scenarios, which were published in magazines like Expectant and Encouraging. The Dystopianist routinely purchased these newly minted from the newsstands and perverted them the very next day in his own work, plundering the Utopianists’ motifs for dark inspiration. Even the magazines’ garishly sunny illustrated covers were fuel. The Dystopianist stripped them from their spines and pinned them up over his desk, then raised his pen like Death’s sickle and plunged those dreamily ineffectual worlds into ruin.

The Utopianists were older men who’d come into the field from the sciences or from academia: professor this or that, like Dutch burghers from a cigar box. The Dystopianist had appeared in print like a rat among them, a burrowing animal laying turds on their never-to-be-realized blueprints. He liked his role.

Every once in a blue moon the Dystopianist agreed to appear in public alongside the Utopianists, on a panel at a university or conference. They loved to gather, the fools, in fluorescent-lit halls behind tables decorated with sweating pitchers of ice water. They were always eager to praise him in public by calling him one of their own. The Dystopianist ignored them, refusing even the water from their pitchers. He played directly to the audience members who’d come to see him, who shared his low opinion of the Utopianists. The Dystopianist could always spot his readers by their black trench coats, their acne, their greasily teased hair, their earphones, resting around their collars, trailing to Walkmans secreted in coat pockets.

The Dystopianist’s rival was a Utopianist, but he wasn’t like the others.

The Dystopianist had known his rival, the man he privately called the Dire One, since they were children like those streaming through the schoolyard below. Eeny-meeny-miney-moe! they’d chanted together, each trembling in fear of being permanently It, of never casting off their permanent case of cooties. They weren’t quite friends, but the Dystopianist and the Dire One had been bullied together by the older boys, quarantined in their shared nerdishness, forced to pool their resentments. In glum resignation they’d swapped Wacky Packages stickers and algebra homework answers, offered sticks of Juicy Fruit and squares of Now and Later, forging a loser’s deal of consolation.

Then they were separated after junior high school, and the Dystopianist forgot his uneasy schoolmate.

It had been nearly a year now since the Dire Utopianist first arrived in print. The Dystopianist had trundled home with the latest issue of Heartening, expecting the usual laughs, and been blindsided instead by the Dire Utopianist’s first story. The Dystopianist didn’t recognize his rival by name, but he knew him for a rival instantly.

The Dire Utopianist’s trick was to write in a style which was nominally Utopian. His fantasies were nearly as credible as everyday experience, but bathed in a radiance of glory. They glowed with wishfulness. The other Utopianists’ stories were crude candy floss by comparison. The Dire Utopianist’s stories weren’t blunt or ideological. He’d invented an aesthetics of utopia.

Fair enough. If he’d stopped at this burnished, closely observed dream of human life, the Dire Utopianist would be no threat. Sure, heck, let there be one genius among the Utopianists, all the better. It raised the bar. The Dystopianist took the Dire One’s mimetic brilliance as a spur of inspiration: Look closer! Make it real!

But the Dire Utopianist didn’t play fair. He didn’t stop at utopianism, no. He poached on the Dystopianist’s turf, he encroached. By limning a world so subtly transformed, so barely nudged into the ideal, the Dire One’s fictions cast a shadow back onto the everyday. They induced a despair of inadequacy in the real. Turning the last page of one of the Dire Utopianist’s stories, the reader felt a mortal pang at slipping back into his own daily life, which had been proved morbid, crushed, unfair.

This was the Dire One’s pitiless art: his utopias wrote reality itself into the most persuasive dystopia imaginable. At the Dystopianist’s weakest moments he knew his stories were by comparison contrived and crotchety, their darkness forced.

It was six weeks earlier that Vivifying had published the Dire One’s photograph, and the Dystopianist had recognized his childhood acquaintance.

The Dire Utopianist never appeared in public. There was no clamor for him to appear. In fact, he wasn’t even particularly esteemed among the Utopianists, an irony that rankled the Dystopianist. It was as though the Dire One didn’t mind seeing his work buried in the insipid Utopian magazines. He didn’t seem to crave recognition of any kind, let alone the hard-won oppositional stance the Dystopianist treasured. It was almost as though the Dire One’s stories, posted in public, were really private messages of reproach from one man to the other. Sometimes the Dystopianist wondered if he were in fact the only reader the Dire Utopianist had, and the only one he wanted.

The cabbages were hopeless, he saw now.

Gazing out the window over his coffee’s last plume of steam at the humming, pencil-colored school buses, he suddenly understood the gross implausibility: a rapidly inflating cabbage could never have the stopping power to alter the fatal trajectory of a careening steel egg-carton full of young lives. A cabbage might halt a Hyundai, maybe a Volvo. Never a school bus. Anyway, the cabbages as an image had no implications, no reach. They said nothing about mankind. They were, finally, completely stupid and lame. He gulped the last of his coffee angrily.

He had to go deeper, find something resonant, something to crawl beneath the skin of reality and render it monstrous from within. He paced to the sink, began rinsing his coffee mug. A tiny pod of silt had settled at the bottom, and now, under a jet of cold tap water, the grains rose and spread and danced, a model of Chaos. The Dystopianist retraced his seed of inspiration: well-intentioned, bumbling geneticist, good. Good enough. The geneticist needed to stumble onto something better, though.

One day, when the Dystopianist and the Dire Utopianist were in the sixth grade at Intermediate School 293, cowering together in a corner of the schoolyard to duck sports and fights and girls in one deft multipurpose cower, they had arrived at one safe island of mutual interest: comic books, Marvel brand, which anyone who read them understood weren’t comic at all but deadly, breathtakingly serious. Marvel constructed worlds of splendid complexity, full of chilling ancient villains and tormented heroes in richly unfinished storylines. There in the schoolyard, wedged for cover behind the girls’ lunch-hour game of hopscotch, the Dystopianist declared his favorite character: Doctor Doom, antagonist of the Fantastic Four. Doctor Doom wore a forest-green cloak and hood over a metallic, slitted mask and armor. He was a dark king who from his gnarled castle ruled a city of hapless serfs. An imperial, self-righteous monster. The Dire Utopianist murmured his consent. Indeed, Doctor Doom was awesome, an honorable choice. The Dystopianist waited for the Dire Utopianist to declare his favorite.

“Black Bolt,” said the Dire Utopianist.

The Dystopianist was confused. Black Bolt wasn’t a villain or a hero. Black Bolt was part of an outcast band of mutant characters known as The Inhumans, the noblest among them. He was their leader, but he never spoke. His only demonstrated power was flight, but the whole point of Black Bolt was the power he restrained himself from using: speech. The sound of his voice was cataclysmic, an unusable weapon, like an atomic bomb. If Black Bolt ever uttered a syllable, the world would crack in two. Black Bolt was leader in absentia much of the time—he had a tendency to exile himself from the scene, to wander distant mountaintops contemplating—what? His curse? The things he would say if he could safely speak?

It was an unsettling choice there, amid the feral shrieks of the schoolyard. The Dystopianist changed the subject, and never raised the question of Marvel Comics with the Dire Utopianist again. Alone behind the locked door of his bedroom, the Dystopianist studied Black Bolt’s behavior, seeking hints of the character’s appeal to his schoolmate. Perhaps the answer lay in a storyline elsewhere in the Marvel universe, one where Black Bolt shucked off his pensiveness to function as an unrestrained hero or villain. If so, the Dystopianist never found the comic book in question.

Suicide, the Dystopianist concluded now. The geneticist should be studying suicide, seeking to isolate it as a factor in the human genome. The Sylvia Plath Code, that might be the title. The geneticist could be trying to reproduce it in a nonhuman species. Right, good. To breed for suicide in animals, to produce a creature with the impulse to take its own life. That had the relevance the Dystopianist was looking for. What animals? Something poignant and pathetic, something pure. Sheep. The Sylvia Plath Sheep, that was it.

A variant of sheep had been bred for the study of suicide. The Sylvia Plath Sheep had to be kept on close watch, like a prisoner stripped of sharp implements, shoelaces and belt. And the Plath Sheep escapes, right, of course, a Frankenstein creature always escapes, but the twist is that the Plath Sheep is dangerous only to itself. So what? What harm if a single sheep quietly, discreetly offs itself? But the Plath Sheep, scribbling fingers racing now, the Dystopianist was on fire, the Plath Sheep turns out to have the gift of communicating its despair. Like the monkeys on that island, who learned from one another to wash clams, or break them open with coconuts, whatever it was the monkeys had learned, look into it later, the Plath Sheep evoked suicide in other creatures, all up and down the food chain. Not humans, but anything else that crossed its path. Cats, dogs, cows, beetles, clams. Each creature would spread suicide to another, to five or six others, before searching out a promontory from which to plunge to its death. The human species would be powerless to reverse the craze, the epidemic of suicide among the nonhuman species of the planet.

Okay! Right! Let goddamn Black Bolt open his mouth and sing an aria—he couldn’t halt the Plath Sheep in its deadly spiral of despair!

The Dystopianist suddenly had a vision of the Plath Sheep wandering its way into the background of one of the Dire One’s tales. It would go unremarked at first, a bucolic detail. Unwrapping its bleak gift of global animal suicide only after it had been taken entirely for granted, just as the Dire One’s own little nuggets of despair were smuggled innocuously into his Utopias. The Plath Sheep was a bullet of pure dystopian intention. The Dystopianist wanted to fire it in the Dire Utopianist’s direction. Maybe he’d send this story to Encouraging.

Even better, he’d like it if he could send the Plath Sheep itself to the door of the Dire One’s writing room. Here’s your tragic mute Black Bolt, you bastard! Touch its somber muzzle, dry its moist obsidian eyes, runny with sleep-goo. Try to talk it down from the parapet, if you have the courage of your ostensibly rosy convictions. Explain to the Sylvia Plath Sheep why life is worth living. Or, failing that, let the sheep convince you to follow it up to the brink, and go. You and the sheep, pal, take a fall.

There was a knock on the door.

The Dystopianist went to the door and opened it. Standing in the corridor was a sheep. The Dystopianist checked his watch—nine forty-five. He wasn’t sure why it mattered to him what time it was, but it did. He found it reassuring. The day still stretched before him; he’d have plenty of time to resume work after this interruption. He still heard the children’s voices leaking in through the front window from the street below. The children arriving now were late for school. There were always hundreds who were late. He wondered if the sheep had waited with the children for the crossing guard to wave it on. He wondered if the sheep had crossed at the green, or recklessly dared the traffic to kill it.

He’d persuaded himself that the sheep was voiceless. So it was a shock when it spoke. “May I come in?” said the sheep.

“Yeah, sure,” said the Dystopianist, fumbling his words. Should he offer the sheep the couch, or a drink of something? The sheep stepped into the apartment, just far enough to allow the door to be closed behind it, then stood quietly working its nifty little jaw back and forth and blinking. Its eyes were not watery at all.

“So,” said the sheep, nodding at the Dystopianist’s desk, the mass of yellow legal pads, the sharpened pencils bunched in their holder, the typewriter. “This is where the magic happens.” The sheep’s tone was wearily sarcastic.

“It isn’t usually magic,” said the Dystopianist, then immediately regretted the remark.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” said the sheep, apparently unruffled. “You’ve got a few things to answer for.”

“Is that what this is?” said the Dystopianist. “Some kind of reckoning?”

“Reckoning?” The sheep blinked as though confused. “Who said anything about a reckoning?”

“Never mind,” said the Dystopianist. He didn’t want to put words into the sheep’s mouth. Not now. He’d let it represent itself, and try to be patient.

But the sheep didn’t speak, only moved in tiny, faltering steps on the carpet, advancing very slightly into the room. The Dystopianist wondered if the sheep might be scouting for sharp corners on the furniture, for chances to do itself harm by butting with great force against his fixtures.

“Are you—very depressed?” asked the Dystopianist.

The sheep considered the question for a moment. “I’ve had better days, let’s put it that way.”

Finishing the thought, it stared up at him, eyes still dry. The Dystopianist met its gaze, then broke away. A terrible thought occurred to him: the sheep might be expecting him to relieve it of its life.

The silence was ponderous. The Dystopianist considered another possibility. Might his rival have come to him in disguised form?

He cleared his throat before speaking. “You’re not, ah, the Dire One, by any chance?” The Dystopianist was going to be awfully embarrassed if the sheep didn’t know what he was talking about.

The sheep made a solemn, wheezing sound, like Hurrrrhh. Then it said, “I’m dire all right. But I’m hardly the only one.”

“Who?” blurted the Dystopianist.

“Take a look in the mirror, friend.”

“What’s your point?” The Dystopianist was sore now. If the sheep thought he was going to be manipulated into suicide, it had another think coming.

“Just this: How many sheep have to die to assuage your childish resentments?” Now the sheep assumed an odd false tone, bluff like that of a commercial pitchman: “They laughed when I sat down at the Dystopiano! But when I began to play—”

“Very funny.”

“We try, we try. Look, could you at least offer me a dish of water or something? I had to take the stairs—couldn’t reach the button for the elevator.”

Silenced, the Dystopianist hurried into the kitchen and filled a shallow bowl with water from the tap. Then, thinking twice, he poured it back into the sink and replaced it with mineral water from the bottle in the door of his refrigerator. When he set it out, the sheep lapped gratefully, steadily, seeming to the Dystopianist an animal at last.

“Okay.” It licked its lips. “That’s it, Doctor Doom. I’m out of here. Sorry for the intrusion, next time I’ll call. I just wanted, you know—a look at you.”

The Dystopianist couldn’t keep from saying, “You don’t want to die?”

“Not today,” was the sheep’s simple reply. The Dystopianist stepped carefully around the sheep to open the door, and the sheep trotted out. The Dystopianist trailed it into the corridor and summoned the elevator. When the cab arrived and the door opened, the Dystopianist leaned in and punched the button for the lobby.

“Thanks,” said the sheep. “It’s the little things that count.”

The Dystopianist tried to think of a proper farewell but couldn’t before the elevator door shut. The sheep was facing the rear of the elevator cab, another instance of its poor grasp of etiquette.

Still, the sheep’s visit wasn’t the worst the Dystopianist could imagine. It could have attacked him, or tried to gore itself on his kitchen knives. The Dystopianist was still proud of the Plath Sheep, and rather glad to have met it, even if the Plath Sheep wasn’t proud of him. Besides, the entire episode had only cost the Dystopianist an hour or so of his time. He was back at work, eagerly scribbling out implications, extrapolations, another illustrious downfall, well before the yelping children reoccupied the schoolyard at lunchtime.






Super Goat Man

When Super Goat Man moved into the commune on our street, I was ten years old. Though I liked superheroes, I wasn’t familiar with Super Goat Man. His presence didn’t mean anything, particularly, to myself or the other kids in the neighborhood. For us, as we ran and screamed and played secret games on the sidewalk, Super Goat Man was only another of the strange men who sat on stoops in sleeveless undershirts on hot summer days, watching the slow progress of life on the block. The two little fleshy horns on his forehead didn’t make him especially interesting. We weren’t struck by his fall from grace, out of the world of comic book heroes, among which he had been at best a minor star, to land here in Cobble Hill, Brooklyn, in a single room in what was basically a dorm for college dropouts, a hippie group shelter, any more than we were by the tufts of extra hair at his throat and behind his ears. We had eyes only for Spider-Man or Batman in those days, superheroes in two dimensions, in flat colors, on lunchboxes and television screens, with theme songs. Super Goat Man had none of those.

It was our dads who cared. They were unmistakably drawn to the strange figure who’d moved to the block, as though for them he represented some lost possibility in their own lives. My father in particular seemed fascinated with Super Goat Man, though he covered this interest by acting as though it were on my behalf. One day toward the end of that summer he and I walked to Montague Street to visit the comics shop there. This was a tiny storefront filled with long white boxes packed with carefully archived comics, protected by plastic bags and cardboard backing. The boxes contained ancient runs of back issues of titles I’d heard of, as well as thousands of other comics featuring characters I’d never encountered. The shop was presided over by a nervous young pedant with long hair and a beard, a collector type himself, an old man in spirit who distrusted children in his store, as he ought to have. He assisted my father in finding what he sought, deep in the alphabetical archive: a five-issue run of The Remarkable Super Goat Man, from Electric Comics. These were the only comics in which Super Goat Man had appeared. There were just five issues because after five the title had been forever cancelled. My father seemed satisfied with what he’d found. We paid for the five issues and left.

I didn’t know how to explain to my father that Electric wasn’t one of the major comics publishers. The stories the comics contained, when we inspected them together, were both ludicrous and boring. Super Goat Man’s five issues showed him rescuing old ladies from swerving trucks and kittens from lightning-struck trees, and battling dull villains like Vest Man and False Dave. The drawings were amateurish, cut-rate, antiquated. I couldn’t have articulated these judgments then, of course. I only knew I disliked the comics, found them embarrassing, for myself, for Super Goat Man, and for my dad. They languished in my room, unread, and were eventually cleaned up—I mean, thrown out—by my mom.

For the next few years Super Goat Man was less than a minor curiosity to me. I didn’t waste thought on him. The younger men and women who lived in the commune took him for granted, as anyone should, so far as I knew. We kids would see him in their company, moving furniture up the stoop and into the house, discarded dressers and couches and lamps they’d found on the street, or taping up posters on lampposts announcing demonstrations against nuclear power or in favor of daycare centers, or weeding in the commune’s pathetic front yard, which was intended as a vegetable garden but was choked not only with uninvited growth but with discarded ice cream wrappers and soda bottles—the kids on our block used the commune’s yard as a dumping ground. It didn’t occur to me that Super Goat Man was much older, really, than the commune’s other occupants, that in fact they might be closer to my age than to his. However childish their behavior, the hippies all seemed as dull and remote as grownups to me.

It was the summer when I was thirteen that my parents allowed me to accompany them to one of the commune’s potluck dinners. The noise and vibrancy of that house’s sporadic celebrations were impossible to ignore on our street, and I knew my parents had attended a few earlier parties—warily, I imagined. The inhabitants of the commune were always trying to sweep their neighbors into dubious causes, and it might be a mistake to be seduced by frivolity into some sticky association. But my parents liked fun, too. And had too little of it. Their best running jokes concerned the dullness of their friends’ dinner parties. This midsummer evening they brought me along to see inside the life of the scandalous, anomalous house.

The house was already full, many of the guests bearded and jeweled and scruffy, reeking of patchouli and musk, others, like my parents, dressed in their hippest collarless shirts and paisley blouses, wearing their fattest beads and bracelets. The offerings, nearly all casseroles brimming with exotic gray proteins, beans and tofu and eggplant and more I couldn’t name, were lined up on a long side table, mostly ignored. This was a version of cocktail hour, with beer drunk from the bottle and well-rolled marijuana cigarettes. I didn’t see whether my parents indulged in the latter. My mother accepted a glass of orange juice, surely spiked. I meant not to pay them any attention, so I moved for the stairs. There were partyers leaning on the banister at the first landing, and evidence of music playing in upstairs rooms, so I didn’t doubt the whole house was open to wandering.

There was no music coming from the garden-facing room on the second floor, but the door was open and three figures were visible inside, seated on cushions on a mattress on the floor: a young couple, and Super Goat Man. From his bare hairy feet on the mattress, I guessed it was his room I’d entered. The walls were sparse apart from a low bookshelf, on which I spotted, laid crosswise in the row of upright spines, Norman Mailer’s Armies of the Night, Sergei Eisenstein’s Film Form and Film Sense, and Thomas Pynchon’s V. The three titles stuck in my head; I would later attempt to read each of the three at college, succeeding only with the Mailer. Beside the bookcase was a desk heaped with papers, around which a few black-and-white postcards had been thumbtacked to the wall. These looked less like a considered decoration than as if they’d been pinned up impulsively by a sitter at the desk. One of the postcard images I recognized as Charlie Parker, clutching a saxophone with his meaty hands. The jazzman was an idol of my father’s, perhaps a symbol of his vanished youth.

The young man on the mattress was holding a book: Memories, Dreams and Reflections, by Carl Jung. Super Goat Man had evidently just pressed it on him, and had likely been extolling its virtues when I walked into the room.

“Hello,” said the young woman, her voice warm. I must have been staring, from my place in the middle of the room.

“You’re Everett, aren’t you?” said Super Goat Man, before I could speak.

“How’d you know my name?”

“You live on the block,” said Super Goat Man. “I’ve seen you running around.”

“I think we’ll head down, Super Goat Man,” said the young man abruptly, tucking the book under his arm as he got up from the mattress. “Get something to eat before it’s too late.”

“I want to hit the dance floor,” said the young woman.

“See you down there,” said Super Goat Man. With that the young couple were gone.

“You checking out the house?” said Super Goat Man to me once we were alone. “Casing the joint?”

“I’m looking for my friend,” I lied.

“I think some kids are hanging out in the backyard.”

“No, she went upstairs.” I wanted him to think I had a girlfriend.

“Okay, cool,” said Super Goat Man. He smiled. I suppose he was waiting for me to leave, but he didn’t give any sign that I was bothering him by staying.

“Why do you live here?” I asked.

“These are my friends,” he said. “They helped me out when I lost my job.”

“You’re not a superhero anymore, are you?”

Super Goat Man shrugged. “Some people felt I was being too outspoken about the war. Anyway, I wanted to accomplish things on a more local level.”

“Why don’t you have a secret identity?”

“I wasn’t that kind of superhero.”

“But what was your name, before?”

“Ralph Gersten.”

“What did Ralph Gersten do?”

“He was a college teacher, for a couple of years.”

“So why aren’t you Ralph Gersten now?”

“Sometime around when they shot Kennedy I just realized Ralph Gersten wasn’t who I was. He was a part of an old life I was holding on to. So I became Super Goat Man. I’ve come to understand that this is who I am, for better or worse.”

This was a bit much for me to assimilate, so I changed the subject. “Do you smoke pot?”

“Sometimes.”

“Were Mr. and Mrs. Gersten sad when you gave up your secret identity?”

“Who?”

“Your parents.”

Super Goat Man smiled. “They weren’t my real parents. I was adopted.”

Suddenly I was done. “I’m going downstairs, Super Goat Man.”

“Okay, Everett,” he said. “See you down there, probably.”

I didn’t see Super Goat Man again for an hour or so. I made my way downstairs to the commune’s muddy and ill-lit backyard, milling with the other teenagers and children stranded there by the throngs of frolickers—for the party was now overflowing its bounds, and we were free to steal beers from the counter and carry on our own tentative party, our own fumbling flirtations. I had no girlfriend, but I did play spin-the-bottle that night, crouched on the ground beneath a fig tree.

Then, near midnight, I went back inside. The living room was jammed with bodies—dancers on a parquet floor that had been revealed when the vast braided rug had been curled up against the base of the mantel. Colored Christmas lights were bunched in the corner, and some of them blinked to create a gently eerie strobe. I smelled sweat and smoke. Feeling perverse and thrilled by the kisses I’d exchanged in the mud beneath the tree, I meandered into the web of celebrants.

Super Goat Man was there. He was dancing with my mother. She was as I’d never seen her, braceleted wrists crossed above her head, swaying to the reggae—I think it was the soundtrack to The Harder They Come. Super Goat Man was more dressed up than he’d been in his room upstairs. He wore a felt brocade vest and striped pants. He danced in tiny little steps, almost as though losing and regaining his balance, his arms loose at his sides, fingers snapping. Mostly he moved his head to the beat, shaking it back and forth as if saying no-no-no, no-no-no. He shook his head at my mother’s dancing, as if he couldn’t approve the way she was moving but couldn’t quit paying attention either.

My father? He was seated on the rolled-up rug, his back against the mantel, elbows on his knees, dangling with forefinger and thumb a nearly-empty paper cup of red wine. Like me, he was watching my mom and Super Goat Man. It didn’t look as if it bothered him at all.

* * *

My junior year at Corcoran College, in Corcoran, New Hampshire, Super Goat Man was brought in to fill the Walt Whitman Chair in the Humanities. This was 1981, the dawn of Reagan. The chair was required to offer one course; Super Goat Man’s was listed in the catalogue as “Dissidence and Desire: Marginal Heroics in American Life, 1955–1975.” The reading included Franz Fanon, Roland Barthes, and Timothy Leary. It was possibly typical of Corcoran that it would choose that particular moment to recuperate a figure associated with sixties protest, to enshrine what had once been at the vigorous center of the culture in the harmless pantheon of academia. It was Super Goat Man’s first teaching job since the fifties. The commune on our street had shut down at some point in my high school years, and I don’t know where Super Goat Man had been in the intervening time. I certainly hadn’t thought about him since departing for college.

He’d gained a little weight but was otherwise unchanged. I first spotted him moving across the Commons lawn on a September afternoon, one with the scent of fallen and fermenting crab apples on the breeze. It was one of those rare, sweet days on either side of the long New Hampshire winter, when a school year was either falsely fresh before its plunge into bleak December or exhausted and ready to give way to summer. Super Goat Man wore a forest-green corduroy suit and a wide salmon tie, but his feet were still bare. A couple of Corcoran girls trailed alongside him. He had a book open as he walked—perhaps he was reading them a poem.

The college had assigned Super Goat Man one of the dormitory apartments—a suite of rooms built into Sweeney House, one of the student residences. That is to say, he lived on the edge of the vast Commons lawn, and we students felt his watchful presence much as I had on our street in Brooklyn. I didn’t take Super Goat Man’s class, which was full of freshmen and those renegade history and rhetoric majors who’d been seduced by French strains of philosophy and literary theory. I fancied myself a classics scholar then—though I’d soon divert into a major in history—and wasn’t curious about contemporary political theory; nor did I believe Super Goat Man to be a superior teacher. I wasn’t certain that he had nothing to offer the Corcoran students, but whatever he did have to offer it wasn’t summed up by the title of his class.

I did, however, participate in one of the late-night salons in the living room of Sweeney House. Super Goat Man had begun appearing there casually, showing up after a few students had occupied the couches and lit a fire or opened a bottle of red wine. Increasingly his presence was relied upon; soon it was a given that he was the center of an unnamed tradition. Though Corcoran College was then in the throes of a wave of glamorous eighties-style binge parties, and cocaine had begun to infiltrate our sanctum in the New Hampshire woods, as if we were all denizens of Andy Warhol’s Factory, the Sweeney House salons were a throwback to an earlier temperature of college socializing. Bearded art students who disdained dancing in favor of bull sessions, Woolfian-Plathian girls in long antique dresses, and lonely gay virgins of both genders—these were the types who found their way to Sweeney to sit at Super Goat Man’s feet. There were also, from what I observed, a handful of quiet superhero-comic-book fans who revered Super Goat Man in that capacity and were covertly basking in his aura, ashamed to ask the sorts of questions I’d peppered him with in his room in the communal house so long ago.

The evening I sat in, Super Goat Man had dragged his phonograph out from his apartment and set it up in the living room so that he could play Lenny Bruce records for his acolytes. Super Goat Man had five or six of the records. He spoke intermittently, his voice unhurried and reflective, explaining the context of the famous comedian’s arrests and courtroom battles before dropping the needle on a given track. After a while conversation drifted to other subjects. Cross-talk arose, though whenever Super Goat Man began to speak, in his undemonstrative way, all chatter fell deferentially silent. Then Super Goat Man went into his apartment and brought out an Ornette Coleman LP.

“You know a bit about jazz, don’t you, Everett?” It was the first time he’d addressed me directly. I hadn’t known he’d recognized me.

“A thing or two, I guess.”

“Everett’s father was the one who turned me on to Rahsaan Roland Kirk,” Super Goat Man told a teenager I recognized, a bespectacled sophomore who’d impressively talked his way into a classics seminar that was meant for upperclassmen. “I always thought that stuff was too gimmicky, but I’d never really listened.”

I tried to imagine when Super Goat Man and my dad had spent so much time together. It was almost impossible to picture, but Super Goat Man didn’t have any reason to be lying about it. It was one of the first times I was forced to consider the possibility that my parents had social lives—that they had lives.

“Does your father write about jazz?” the sophomore asked me, wide-eyed. I suppose he’d misunderstood Super Goat Man’s remark. There were plenty of famous—or at least interesting—fathers at Corcoran College, but mine wasn’t one of them.

“My father works for New York State,” I said. “Department of Housing and Urban Development. Well, he just lost his job, in fact.”

“He’s a good five-card-stud player, too,” said Super Goat Man. “Cleaned me out a few times, I don’t mind saying.”

“Oh, yeah, my dad’s a real supervillain,” I said with the heaviest sarcasm I could muster. I was embarrassed to think of my father sucking up to Super Goat Man, as he surely had during their long evenings together, whoever had taken the bulk of the chips.

I realized everyone in the room was listening.

Then the squeaky jazz began playing, and Super Goat Man, though seated in one of the dormitory’s ratty armchairs, closed his eyes and began shaking his head as if transported back to the commune’s dance floor, or perhaps to some even earlier time. I studied his face. The tufts around his ears and throat were graying. I puzzled over his actual age. Had Super Goat Man once spent decades frozen in a block of ice, like Captain America? If Ralph Gersten had been a college teacher in the fifties, he was probably older than my dad.

Eight months later the campus was green again. The term was almost finished, all of us nearly freed to summer, when it happened: the incident at the Campanile. A Saturday, late in a balmy night of revels, the Commons lawn full of small groups crossing from dorm to dorm, cruising at the parties that flared like bonfires in the landscape of the campus. Many of us still owed papers, others would have to sit in a final class the following Monday, but the mood was one of expulsive release from our labors. It was nearly three in the morning when Rudy Krugerrand and Seth Brummell, two of the wealthiest and most widely reviled frat boys at Corcoran, scaled the Campanile tower and began bellowing.

I was among those awake and near enough by to be drawn by the commotion into the small crowd at the dark base of the Campanile tower. When I first gazed up at Rudy and Seth, I was confused by what I saw: Were there four figures spotlit against the clock beneath the bells? And where were the campus authorities? It was as though this night had been officially ceded to some bacchanalian imperative.

That spring, a sculpture student had, as his thesis project, decorated the Commons with oversize office supplies—a stapler in the dimensions of a limousine, a log painted as a No. 2 pencil, and a pile of facsimile paper clips, each the height of a human being, fashioned out of plastic piping and silver paint. I suppose the work was derivative of Claes Oldenberg, but the result made an impressive spectacle. It was two of the paper-clip sculptures that Rudy Krugerrand and Seth Brummell had managed to attach to their belts and drag with them out onto the ledge of the Campanile clock, where they stood now, six stories from the ground, cradling the paper clips like mannequin dance partners. Their faces uplit in the floodlights, Rudy and Seth were almost like players in the climax of some gothic silent-film drama, but they didn’t have the poise or imagination to know it. They were only college pranksters, reelingly drunk, Seth with a three-quarters-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s still in his hand, and at first it was hard to make out what they were shouting. We on the ground predictably shouted “Jump!” back at them, knowing they loved themselves too dearly ever to consider it.

Then Rudy Krugerrand’s slurred voice rose above the din—or perhaps it was only that I picked it out of the din for the first time. “Calling Super Goat Man! Calling Super Goat Man!” He shouted this until his voice broke hoarse. “This looks like a job for Super Goat Man! Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

“What’s going on?” I asked a student beside me.

He shrugged. “I guess they’re calling out Super Goat Man. They want to see if he can get them down from the ledge.”

“What do you mean?”

“They want to see him use his powers.”

From the clock tower Seth Brummell sang now, in a mocking falsetto: “Oh, Super Goat Man, where are you?”

A stirring had begun in the crowd, which had grown by now to a hundred or more. A murmuring. Super Goat Man’s name was planted like a seed. Under the guise of concern for Rudy and Seth, but certainly with a shiver of voyeuristic anticipation, some had begun to speak of going to the Sweeney House apartment to see if Super Goat Man could be located. There was a hint of outrage: Why wasn’t he here already? What kind of Super Goat Man was he, anyway?

Now a group of fifteen or twenty broke out and streamed down the hill toward Sweeney House. Others trailed after them, myself included. I hid in this crowd, feeling like an observer, though I suppose I was as complicit as anyone. Were we only curious, or a part of a mob? It seemed, anyway, that we were under the direction of Rudy and Seth.

“That’s right,” mocked Rudy. “Only Super Goat Man can save us now!”

Those who’d led the charge hammered on Super Goat Man’s apartment door for a good few minutes before getting a result. Bold enough to have woken him, they inched backward at the sight of him on his threshold, dressed only in a flowery silk kimono, blinking groggily at the faces arrayed on the hill. Then someone stepped forward, took his arm, and pointed him toward the Campanile. Any conversation was drowned by the sound of sirens, as the campus police belatedly pulled up to the tower. Super Goat Man shook his head sorrowfully, but he began to trek up the hill toward the Campanile. We all fell in around and behind him, emboldened at marching to the beat of a superhero’s step, feeling the pulse of the script it now appeared would be played out, and ignoring the fact that it had been written by Rudy and Seth and Jack Daniel’s. Super Goat Man’s kimono fluttered slightly, not quite a cape. He tightened the sash, then strode, rubbing at his eyes with balled fists.

This success only seemed to enrage Rudy and Seth, who writhed and scorned from atop their perch. “Baaahh, baaahh, Super Goat Man!” they roared. “What’s the matter with your goaty senses? Smoke too much dope tonight? Fuck you, Super Goat Man!” Seth lifted his giant paper clip above his head and shook it like a fake strongman’s prop dumbbell.

The campus police had begun to herd the students away from the base of the tower, but our arriving throng pushed the opposite way. In the confusion, the young policemen seemed utterly helpless, and fell back. Besides, Super Goat Man was at our head, even if he had to be jostled forward by the students at each of his elbows. Straining on tiptoe to see over the heads of the crowd, I followed the progress of the lime-green kimono as Super Goat Man was thrust to the fore, not necessarily by his own efforts. Above, Seth was strumming air guitar chords on his paper clip, then waggling it over our heads like an enormous phallus.

“Bite my crank, Super Goat Man!”

The crowd gasped. At once, Super Goat Man had shed his garb—for mobility, I suppose—and was shimmying, almost scampering, up the face of the tower. His pelt was glossy in the moonlight, but nobody could have mistaken the wide swath of white above his dusky buttocks for sheen. He scurried through the leaf-blobby shade a tree branch cast against the side of the tower, then back into the light. Whether it was the pressure of expectation on a still sleepy mind or possibly a genuine calling to heroics, a hope that he could do some good here, Super Goat Man had taken the bait. His limbs worked miraculously in ascending the tower, yet one could only dread what would come if he reached the idiot boys at the top, who grew more agitated and furious at every inch he achieved. Rudy had lifted his own paper clip, to match Seth, and now he swung it out over us.

The plummet silenced us, if we weren’t silenced already. It was over before we could swallow our words and form a cry to replace them. Six stories is no distance at all, only enough. Rudy’s paper clip had overbalanced him. Super Goat Man had braced three limbs, and reached out with a fourth—some of us saw, others only imagined afterward—but he didn’t come away with Rudy. Super Goat Man caught the paper clip in mid-flight with the prehensile toes of his left foot, and the sculpture was jerked free from Rudy as he fell. That’s how firm was Super Goat Man’s hold on the tower’s third story: it was left for later to speculate whether he might have been able to halt a human body’s fall. Rudy came to earth, shattering at the feet of the policemen there at the tower’s base. Now the nude furry figure could only undertake a sober, methodical descent, paper clip tucked beneath one arm. At the clockface, Seth Brummell was mute, clinging to a post, waiting for the security men who would soon unlock the small door in the tower behind him and angrily yank him to safety.

Rudy Krugerrand survived his fall. His ruined spine cost him the use of his legs, cost him all feeling below some point at his middle. Only a junior, he rather courageously reappeared in a mechanical wheelchair the following September, resumed his studies, resumed drinking too, though his temperament was mellowed, reflective now. He’d be seen at parties dozing in the corner after the dance floor had filled—it took very little beer to knock his dwindled body out. If Rudy had died, or never returned, the incident likely would have been avidly discussed, etched into campus legend. Instead it was covered in a clumsy hush. The coexistence in the same small community of Rudy and Super Goat Man—who’d been offered a seat in the social sciences, and accepted—comprised a kind of odd, insoluble puzzle: Had the hero failed the crisis? Caused it, by some innate provocation? Or was the bogus crisis unworthy, and the outcome its own reward? Who’d shamed whom?

I contemplated this koan, or didn’t, for just another year. My graduate studies took me to the University of California at Irvine, three thousand grateful miles from Corcoran, now Super Goat Man’s province. I didn’t see him, or think of him again, for more than a decade.

* * *

The sweetest student I ever had was an Italian girl named Angela Verucci. Tall, bronze-skinned, with a quizzical, slightly humorless cast, dressed no matter the weather in neat pants suits or skirts with stockings, she wore heavy tortoiseshell glasses frames and kept her blond hair knit in a tight, almost Japanese bun. She had an aura of seriousness and a Mediterranean luster that outshone to near-invisibility the blandly corn-fed and T-shirted students in whose midst she had materialized. Angela Verucci was not so much a girl, really: twenty-four years old, she’d already studied at Oxford before taking the Reeves Fellowship that brought her to America. She spoke immaculate English, and though her accreditation was a mess, truly she was nearly as accomplished a medievalist as I was the day she appeared in my class. This was at Oregon State University, in Eugene, where I’d been given a two-year postdoc after my six years at Irvine. Oregon State was the third stop in Angela Verucci’s American tour—she’d also spent a year at Columbia and, as it happened, a term at Corcoran.

What does a single thirty-year-old history professor do with the sweetest student he’s ever had? He waits until the end of the semester, then he asks her out.

We were married two years later. I was at Rutgers then, on a second postdoc, and hungry for a tenure-track position. My job interviews weren’t exactly unsuccessful: I was never summarily dismissed. Instead I was always called back for second and third visits, always asked to teach a sample class. Afterward, polite notes flew back and forth, candidate and committee reassuring one another of how fine the experience had been, how glad we both were to have met. Only I never got a job.

By the time I got the invitation to interview for a position at Corcoran, the New England pastures of my alma mater didn’t appear such a poor fate. It was the week of Halloween, the weather glorious, so at the very least the day of the interview would be a nice jaunt. We left early, to roam a few New Hampshire back roads, then ate a picnic lunch beside Corcoran Pond before I checked in for an afternoon of meetings.

Corcoran looked implacable, though I knew it was changed. The school had been through financial shake-ups and tenure scandals; those had, in turn, purged most of the administrators and faculty I’d known. But the grounds, the crab-apple trees and white clapboard, were eternal as a country-store calendar. While Angela took a memory tour, heading for her old dorm, I turned up for my scheduled tribunal. There I was debriefed by peers, a couple of them younger than myself. The room was full of the usual tensions: some of these people had an investment in my candidacy, some had bets on other tables. No one was in the least sentimental about my status as alumnus—that was reserved, I supposed, for the dinner tonight, arranged in my honor at the president’s house. After a finishing round of polite handclasps, I was ferried to the president’s office for a private meeting. I figured this was a good sign.

The president asked how I’d liked the interview; we made this and other small talk. She asked about my years at Corcoran, which I painted in rosy tones. Then she said, “Did you know Super Goat Man when you were a student here?”

“Sure,” I said. “I mean, I never took a class with him.”

“He surprised me by asking to join us at the dinner tonight—he usually doesn’t bother with faculty socializing anymore.”

“He’s still here?” I was amazed that Super Goat Man, of all people, had threaded his way through so many personnel shake-ups.

“Yes, though he’s reduced to a kind of honorary presence. He doesn’t actually teach now. I don’t know if he’d be capable of it. But he’s beloved. The students joke that he can be spotted strolling across the Commons lawn twice a semester. And that if you want to get any time with him you can join him on the stroll.”

“He recognized my name?”

“He seemed to, yes. You should prepare yourself. He’s quite infirm.”

“How—how old is he?”

“Measured in years, I don’t know. But there’s been an accelerated aging process. You’ll see.”

Perhaps superheroism was a sort of toxin, like a steroid, one with a punitive cost to the body. I mused on this as I crossed the Commons and headed through the parking lot and downhill to find the bench beside Corcoran Creek, a favorite spot, where Angela had said she’d wait. I saw my wife before she saw me, her feet tucked up on the slats, abandoned shoes beneath, her body curled around a big hardback biography of Rousseau. In the distance, dying October light drew long saddle-shaped curves on the White Mountains of New Hampshire. Suddenly I could picture us here for a long time, and picture it happily.

“How did it go?” she asked when she noticed me.

“Par: two friends, two enemies, one sleeper.”

“And the president?”

“Nice, but she wasn’t giving anything away.”

She closed the book. “You seem distant,” she said. “Memories?”

“Yes.” In fact, I was thinking about Super Goat Man. I’d never before considered the sacrifice he’d made by enunciating his political views so long ago. Fruitlessly, it seemed to me. What had he gained in exchange for his iconic, trapped-in-amber status? Had Super Goat Man really accomplished much outside the parameters of his comics? However unglamorous the chores, didn’t kittens need rescuing from trees? Didn’t Vest Man require periodic defeating? Why jettison Ralph Gersten if in the end all you attained was life as a campus mascot?

I wanted to convey some of this to Angela, but didn’t know where to begin. “When you were here,” I said, “did you know Super Goat Man?”

I saw her stiffen. “Of course. Everybody knew him,” she said.

“He’s still here.” I watched her as I spoke. Her gaze dipped to the ground.

“You saw him?”

“No, but we will at dinner tonight.”

“How . . . unexpected.” Now Angela was the one in fugue.

“Did you study with him?”

“He rarely taught. I attended a few talks.”

“I thought you didn’t like that stuff.”

She shrugged. “I was curious.”

I waited to understand. Crickets had begun a chorus in the grass. The sun ebbed. Soon we’d need to visit our bed-and-breakfast outside campus, to change into fresh shirts for the dinner party. Ordinarily such gatherings were clumsy at best, with grudges incompletely smothered under the surface of the talk, among tenured faculty who knew one another far too well. Something in me now curdled at the prospect of this one. In fact, I’d begun to dread it.

“Everett.” There was something Angela wanted to tell me.

I made a preemptive guess. “Did you have some sort of something with Super Goat Man?” This was how she and I blundered through one another’s past liaisons—we’d never been systematic.

“Just an—affair. Nothing.”

“What’s nothing?”

She shrugged, and flipped her fingers as though dispelling a small fog. “We fooled around a few times. It was stupid.”

I felt the poison of bitterness leach into my bloodstream. “I don’t know why, but I find that totally disgusting.”

“Oh, Everett.” Angela raised her arms, moved to assuage me, knowing as she did my visceral possessiveness, the bolt of jealousy that shot through me when contemplating her real past, anytime it arose. Of course she couldn’t understand my special history with Super Goat Man. How could she if I didn’t? I’d never even mentioned him.

“I was a silly girl.” She spoke gently. “And I didn’t know you yet.”

Unsatisfied, I wished her to declare that the encounter had been abusive, an ethical violation. Not that I had any ground to stand on. Anyway, she was Italian in this, as in all things. It was just an affair.

“Do you want to skip the dinner?”

She scowled. “That’s silly. He wouldn’t even remember. And I don’t care. It’s really nothing, my darling. My love.”

At the president’s house, Super Goat Man was the last to arrive, so I was allowed to fantasize briefly that I’d been spared. The sight, when he did come in, was startling. He’d not only aged but shrunk—I doubted if he was even five feet tall. He was, as ever, barefoot, and wore white muslin pajamas with purple piping. The knees of the pajama bottoms were smudged with mud. As he entered the room, creeping in amid us as we stood with our cocktail glasses, I quickly saw the reason for the smudges: as Super Goat Man’s rickety steps faltered, he dropped briefly to all fours. There, on the ground, he shook himself like a wet dog. Then he rose again, on palsied limbs.

No one took notice of this. The guests, the other faculty, were inured, polite. In this halting manner Super Goat Man made his way past us to the dining room. Apparently he wasn’t capable of mingling, or even necessarily of speech. He went and took a seat at the long table, his bunched face, his squinting eyes and wrinkled horns, nearly at the level of his place setting. We began drifting in behind him, almost guiltily. The president’s husband showed us to our places, which had been carefully designated, though an accommodation was evidently being made for Super Goat Man, who’d plopped down where he liked and wasn’t to be budged. I was at the right hand of the president, and the left of the chair of the hiring committee. Another good sign. Angela sat across from me, Super Goat Man many places away, at the other end of the table.

I actually managed to forget him for the duration of the meal. He was, so far as I could tell, silent at his meal, and the women on either side of him turned to their other partners, or conversed across the width of the table. Toward the end we were served a course of cognac and dessert, and the president’s husband passed around cigars, which he bragged were Cuban. Some of the women fled their chairs to avoid the smoke; other guests rose and mingled again in the corners of the room. It was in this interval of disarrangement that Super Goat Man pushed himself off his chair and made his way to the seat at my left, which the president had vacated. He had to collapse to his knees just once along the way, and he offered no evidence of sacrificed dignity as he rose from the floor.

Angela remained in her seat. Unlike any of the American women, she’d accepted a cigar, and now leaned it into the flame of a lighter proffered by an older professor she’d been entertaining throughout the meal. Her eyes found mine as Super Goat Man approached. Her expression was curious, and not unsympathetic.

Super Goat Man prodded my arm with a finger. I turned and considered him. Black pupils gleamed behind a hedge of eyebrows. His resplendent tufts had thinned and spread—the hair of his face had been redistributed, to form a merciful gauze across his withered features.

“I . . . knew . . . your . . . father.” His voice was mossy, sepulchral.

“Yes,” I said simply, keeping my voice low. No one was paying us any attention, yet, apart from Angela.

“You . . . remember . . . ?”

“Of course.”

“We . . . love . . . jazz . . .”

I wondered whether he meant my father or, somehow, me. I had in fact over the years come around to my father’s love of jazz, though my preference was not so much Ornette Coleman and Rahsaan Roland Kirk as Duke Ellington and Fletcher Henderson.

“. . . poker . . .”

“He cleaned you out,” I reminded him.

“Yezz . . . good times . . . beautiful women . . .” He struggled, swallowed hard, blinked. “All this controversy . . . not worth it . . .”

“My father was never involved in any controversy,” I heard myself say, though I knew Super Goat Man was speaking only of himself, his lost career.

“No . . . absolutely true . . . knew how to live . . .”

Angela had leaned back, pursing her lips to savor the cigar. I might have noticed the room’s gabble of conversation had dampened somewhat—might have noticed it sooner, I mean.

“So . . . many . . . hangovers . . .”

“But you and I have something in common besides my father,” I told Super Goat Man.

“Yezz . . . yezz . . . ?”

“Of course we do,” I began, and though I now understood we had the attention of the entire room, that the novelty of Super Goat Man’s reminiscences had drawn every ear, I found myself unable to quit before I finished the thought. Further, having gained their attention, I allowed my voice to rise to a garrulous, plummy tone, as if starring in dinner theatre. Before the line was half out of my mouth, I knew the words damned my candidacy at Corcoran, but that was a prize I no longer sought. Broader repercussions I could only guess at. My wife’s eyes were on me now, her cigar’s blunt tip flaring. I’d answer to her, later, if she gave me the chance.

It was the worst thing I could think to say. The impulse had formed in the grip of sexual jealousy, of course. But before it crossed my lips I knew my loathing had its origins in an even deeper place, the mind of a child wondering at his father’s own susceptibility to the notion of a hero.

What I said was this: “I once saw you rescue a paper clip.”






Vivian Relf

Paper lanterns with candles inside, their flames capering in imperceptible breezes, marked the steps of the walkway. Shadow and laughter spilled from the house above, while music shorn of all but its pulse made its way like ground fog across the eucalyptus-strewn lawn. Doran and Top and Evie and Miranda drifted up the stairs, into throngs smoking and kissing cheeks and elbowing one another on the porch, and around the open front door. Doran saw the familiar girl there, just inside.

He squinted and smiled, to offer evidence he wasn’t gawking. To convey what he felt: he recognized her. She blinked at him and parted her mouth slightly, then nipped her lower lip. Top and Evie and Miranda pushed inside the kitchen, fighting their way to the drinks surely waiting on a counter or in the refrigerator, but Doran hung back. He pointed a finger at the familiar girl and moved nearer to her. She turned from her friends.

The foyer was lit with strings of red plastic chili peppers. They drooped in waves from the molding, their glow blushing cheeks, foreheads, ears, teeth.

“I know you from somewhere,” he said.

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

“You one of Jorn’s friends?”

“Jorn who?”

“Never mind,” said Doran. “This is supposed to be Jorn’s house, I thought. I don’t know why I even mentioned it, since I don’t know him. Or her.”

“My friends brought me,” said the girl. “I don’t even know whose party this is. I don’t know if they know.”

“My friends brought me too,” said Doran. “Wait, do you waitress at Elision, on Dunmarket?”

“I don’t live here. I must know you from somewhere else.”

“Definitely, you look really familiar.”

They were yelling to be heard in the jostle of bodies inside the door. Doran gestured over their heads, outside. “Do you want to go where we can talk?”

They turned the corner and stopped in a glade just short of the deck, which was as full of revelers as the kitchen and foyer. They nestled in the darkness between pools of light and chatter. The girl had a drink, red wine in a plastic cup. Doran felt a little bare without anything.

“This’ll drive me crazy until I figure it out,” he said. “Where’d you go to college?”

“Sundstrom,” she said.

“I went to Vagary.” Doran swallowed the syllables, knowing it was a confession: I’m one of those Vagary types. “But I used to know a guy who went to Sundstrom. How old are you?”

“Twenty-six.”

“I’m twenty-eight. You would have been there at the same time.” This was hardly a promising avenue. But he persisted. “Gilly Noman, that ring a bell?”

“Sounds like a girl’s name.”

“I know, never mind. Where do you live?”

She mentioned a city, a place he’d never been.

“That’s no help. How long you live there?”

“Since college. Five years, I guess.”

“Where’d you grow up?”

The city she mentioned was another cipher, a destination never remotely considered.

“Your whole life?” Doran racked his brain, but he didn’t know anyone from the place.

“Yeah,” she said, a bit defensively. “What about you?”

“Right here, right around here. Wait, this is ridiculous. You look so familiar.”

“So do you.” She didn’t sound too discouraged.

“Who are your friends here?”

“Ben and Malorie. You know them?”

“No, but do you maybe visit them often?”

“First time.”

“You didn’t, uh, go to Camp Drewsmore, did you?” Doran watched how his feelings about the girl changed, like light through a turned prism, as he tried to fit his bodily certainty of her familiarity into each proposed context. Summer camp, for instance, forced him to consider whether she’d witnessed ballfield humiliations, or kissed one of the older boys who were his idols then, he, in his innocence, not having yet kissed anyone.

“No.”

“Drewsmore-in-the-Mist?”

“Didn’t go to camp.”

“Okay, wait, forget camp, it must be something more recent. What do you do?”

“Until just now I worked on Congressman Goshen’s campaign. We, uh, lost. So I’m sort of between things. What do you do?”

“Totally unrelated in every way. I’m an artist’s assistant. Heard of London Jerkins?”

“No.”

“To describe it briefly, there’s this bright purple zigzag in all his paintings, kind of a signature shape. I paint it.” He mimed the movements, the flourish at the end. “By now I do it better than him. You travel a lot for the congressman thing?”

“Not ever. I basically designed his pamphlets and doorhangers.”

“Ah, our jobs aren’t so different after all.”

“But I don’t have one now.” She aped his zigzag flourish as punctuation.

“Hence you’re crashing parties in distant cities which happen to be where I live.”

“Hey, you didn’t even know if Jorn was a guy or a girl. I at least was introduced, though I didn’t catch his name.”

He put up his hands: no slight intended. “But where do I know you from? I mean, no pressure, but this is mutual, right? You recognize me too.”

“I was sure when you walked in. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Yeah, maybe you look a little less familiar yourself.”

In the grade of woods over the girl’s shoulder Doran sighted two pale copper orbs, flat as coins. Fox? Bunny? Raccoon? He motioned for the girl to turn and see, and at that moment Top approached them from around the corner of the house. Doran’s hand fell, words died on his lips. Tiny hands or feet scrabbled urgently in the underbrush, as though they were repairing a watch. The noise vanished.

Top had his own cup of wine, half empty. Lipstick smudged his cheek. Doran moved to wipe it off, but Top bobbed, ducking Doran’s reach. He glared. “Where’d you go?” he asked Doran, only nodding his chin at the familiar girl.

“We were trying to figure out where we knew each other from,” said Doran. “This is my friend Top. I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Vivian.”

“Vivian, Top. And I’m Doran.”

“Hello, Vivian,” said Top curtly, raising his cup. To Doran: “You coming inside?”

“Sure, in a minute.”

Top raised his eyebrows, said: “Sure. Anyway, we’ll be there. Me and Evie and Miranda.” To Vivian: “Nice to meet you.” He slipped around the corner again.

“Friends waiting for you?” said Vivian.

“Sure, I guess. Yours?”

“It’s not the same. They’re a couple.”

“Letting you mingle, I guess that’s what you mean.”

“Whereas yours are what—dates?”

“Good question. It’s unclear, though. I’d have to admit they’re maybe dates. But only maybe. Vivian what?”

“Relf.”

“Vivian Relf. Totally unfamiliar. I’m Doran Close. In case that triggers any recall.” Doran felt irritable, reluctant to let go of it, possibly humiliated, in need of a drink.

“It doesn’t.”

“Have we pretty much eliminated everything?”

“I can’t think of anything else.”

“We’ve never been in any of the same cities or schools or anything at the same time.” It gave him a queasy, earth-shifty sensation. As though he’d come through the door of the party wrong, on the wrong foot. Planted a foot or flag on the wrong planet: one small step from the foyer, one giant plunge into the abyss.

“Nope, I don’t think so.”

“You’re not on television?”

“Never.”

“So what’s the basis of all this howling familiarity?”

“I don’t know if there really is any basis, and anyway I’m not feeling such howling familiarity anymore.”

“Right, me neither.” This was now a matter of pure vertigo, cliffside terror. He didn’t hold it against Vivian Relf, though. She was his fellow sufferer. It was what they had in common, the sole thing.

“You want to go back to your friends?” she said.

“I guess so.”

“Don’t feel bad.”

“I don’t,” lied Doran.

“Maybe I’ll see you around.”

“Very good then, Less-Than-Familiar Girl. I’ll look forward to that.” Doran offered his hand to shake, mock pompously. He felt garbed in awkwardness.

Vivian Relf accepted his hand, and they shook. She’d grown a little sulky herself, at the last minute.

Doran found Top and Evie and Miranda beyond the kitchen, in a room darkened and lit only by a string of Christmas lights and cleared of all but two enormous speakers, as though for dancing. No one danced; no one inhabited the room apart from the three of them. There was something petulant in choosing to shout over the music, as they were doing.

“Who’s your new friend?” said Miranda.

“Nobody. I thought she was an old friend, actually.”

“Sure you weren’t just attracted to her?”

“No, it was a shock of recognition, of seeing someone completely familiar. The weird thing is she had the same thing with me, I think.” The language available to Doran for describing his cataclysm was cloddish and dead, the words a sequence of corpses laid head to toe.

“Yeah, it’s always mutual.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, nothing.”

“Look around this party,” said Doran. “How many people could you say you’ve never been in a room together with before? That they didn’t actually attend a lower grade in your high school, that you couldn’t trace a link to their lives? That’s what she and I just did. We’re perfect strangers.”

“Maybe you saw her on an airplane.”

Doran had no answer for this. He fell silent.

Later that night he saw her again, across two rooms, through a doorway. The party had grown. She was talking to someone new, a man, not her friends. He felt he still recognized her, but the sensation hung uselessly in a middle distance, suspended, as in amber, in doubt so thick it was a form of certainty. She irked him, that was all he knew.

* * *

It was two years before he saw the familiar girl again, at another party, again in the hills. They recognized one another immediately.

“I know you,” she said, brightening.

“Yes, I know you too, but from where?” The moment he said it he recalled their conversation. “Of course, how could I forget? You’re that girl I don’t know.”

“Oh, yeah.” She seemed to grow immensely sad.

They stood together contemplating the privileges of their special relationship, its utter and proven vacancy.

“It’s like when you start a book and then you realize you read it before,” he said. “You can’t really remember anything ahead, only you know each line as it comes to you.”

“No surprises to be found, you mean?” She pointed at herself.

“Just a weird kind of pre—” He searched for the word he meant. Preformatting? Precognition? Pre-exhaustion?

“More like a stopped car on the highway slowing down traffic,” she said, seemingly uninterested in his ending the unfinished word. “Not a gaudy crash or anything. Just a cop waving you along, saying Nothing to see here.”

“Doran,” he said.

“Vivian.”

“I remember. You visiting your friends again?”

“Yup. And before you ask, I have no idea whose party this is or what I’m doing here.”

“Probably you were looking for me.”

“I’ve got a boyfriend,” she said. The line that was always awkward, in anyone’s language. Then, before he could respond, she added: “I’m only joking.”

“Oh.”

“Just didn’t want you thinking of me as Ben and Malorie’s, oh, sort of party accessory. The extra girl, the floater.”

“No, never the extra girl. The girl I don’t know from anywhere, that’s you.”

“Funny to meet the girl you don’t know, twice,” she said. “When there are probably literally thousands of people you do know or anyway could establish a connection with who you never even meet once.”

“I’m tempted to say small world.”

“Either that or we’re very large people.”

“But maybe we’re evidence of the opposite, I’m thinking now. Large world.”

“We’re not evidence of anything,” said Vivian Relf. She shook his hand again. “Enjoy the party.”

* * *

The next time was on an airplane, a coast-to-coast flight. Doran sat in first class. Vivian Relf trundled past him, headed deep into the tail, carry-on hugged to her chest. She didn’t spot him.

He mused on sending back champagne with the stewardess, as in a cocktail lounge—from the man in 3A. There was probably a really solid reason they didn’t allow that. A hundred solid reasons. He didn’t dwell on Vivian Relf, watched a movie instead. Barbarian hordes were vanquished in waves of slaughter, twenty thousand feet above the plain.

They spoke at the baggage carousel. She didn’t seem overly surprised to see him there.

“As unrelated baggage mysteriously commingles in the dark belly of an airplane only to be redistributed to its proper possessor in the glare of daylight on the whirring metal belt, so you repeatedly graze my awareness in shunting through the dimmed portals of my life,” he said. “Doran Close.”

“Vivian Relf,” she said, shaking his hand. “But I suspect you knew that.”

“Then you’ve gathered that I’m obsessed with you.”

“No, it’s that nobody ever forgets my name. It’s one of those that sticks in your head.”

“Ah.”

She stared at him oddly, waiting. He spotted, beneath her sleeve, the unmistakable laminated wristlet of a hospital stay, imprinted Relf, Vivian, Rm 315.

“I’d propose we share a cab, but friends are waiting to pick me up in the white zone.” He jerked his thumb at the curb.

“The odds are we’re anyway pointed in incompatible directions.”

“Ah, if I’ve learned anything at all in this life, it’s not to monkey with the odds.”

There was a commotion. Some sort of clog at the mouth where baggage was disgorged. An impatient commuter clambered up to straddle the chugging belt. He rolled up suit sleeves and tugged the jammed suitcases out of the chute. The backlog tumbled loose, a miniature avalanche. Doran’s suitcase was among those freed. Vivian Relf still waited, peering into the hole as though at a distant horizon. Doran left her there, feeling giddy.

All that week, between appointments with art collectors and gallerists, he looked for her in the museums and bistros of the vast metropolis, plagued by the ghost of certainty they’d come here, to this far place, this neutral site, apart-but-together, in order to forge some long-delayed truce or compact. The shrouded visages of the locals formed a kind of brick wall, an edifice that met his gaze everywhere: forehead, eyebrows, glasses, grim-drawn lips, cell phones, sandwiches. Against this background she’d have blazed like a sun. But she never appeared.

* * *

Oh Vivian Relf! Oh eclipse, oh pale penumbra of my yearning!

Pink slip, eviction notice, deleted icon, oh!

Stalked in alleys of my absent noons, there’s nobody

knows you better than I!

Translucent voracious Relf-self, I vow here

Never again once to murk you

With pallid tropes of familiarity or recognition

You, pure apparition, onion—

Veil of veils only!

* * *

Doran Close, in his capacity as director of acquisitions in Drawings and Prints, had several times had lunch with Vander Polymus, the editor of Wall Art. He’d heard Polymus mention that he, Polymus, was married. He’d never met the man’s wife, though, and it was a surprise, as he stepped across Polymus’s threshold for the dinner party, bottle of cabernet franc in a scarf of tissue thrust forward in greeting, to discover that the amiable ogre was married to someone he recognized. Not from some previous museum fete or gallery opening, but from another life, another frame of reference, years before. Really, from another postulated version of his life, his sense, once, of who he’d be. He knew her despite the boyishly short haircut, the jarring slash of lipstick and bruises of eyeshadow, the freight of silver bracelets: Vander Polymus was married to Vivian Relf.

Meeting her eyes, Doran unconsciously reached up and brushed his fingertips against his shaved skull.

“Doran, Viv,” said Polymus, grabbing Doran by the shoulder and tugging him inside. “Throw your coat on the bed; I’ll take that. C’mon. Hope you like pernil and bacalao!”

“Hello,” Vivian said, and as Doran relinquished the bottle, she took his hand to shake.

“Vivian Relf,” said Doran.

“Vivian Polymus,” she confirmed.

“Shall we pry open your bottle?” said Vander Polymus. “Is it something special? I’ve got a Rioja I’m itching to sample. You know each other?”

“We met, once,” said Vivian. “Other side of the world.”

Doran wanted to emend her once, but couldn’t find his voice.

“Did you fucking fuck my wife?” chortled Polymus, fingers combing his beard. “You’ll have to tell me all about it, but save it for dinner. There’s people I want you to meet.”

So came the accustomed hurdles: the bottles opened and appreciated; the little dinner party geometries—no, but of course I know your name or If I’m not wrong your gallery represents my dear friend Zeus; the hard and runny cheeses and the bowl of aggravatingly addictive salted nuts; the dawning apprehension that a single woman in the party of eight had been tipped his way by the scheming Polymus and another couple, who’d brought her along—much as, so long ago, Vivian Relf had been shopped at parties by the couple she’d been visiting. Hurdles? Really these were placed low as croquet wickets. Yet they had to be negotiated for a time, deftly, with a smile, before Doran could at last find himself seated. Beside the single woman, of course, but gratefully, as well, across from Polymus’s wife. Vivian Relf.

He raised his glass to her, slightly, wishing to draw her nearer, wishing they could tip their heads together for murmuring.

“I used to think I’d keep running into you forever,” he said.

She only smiled. Her husband intruded from the end of the table, his voice commanding. “What is it with you two?” Improbably, Polymus’s bullying impatience seemed to call it all into mind as one thing, a life’s story. All those years since Doran’s and Vivian’s first meeting, the otherwise forgettable party. Doran wondered if anyone else on the planet had reason to recall that vanished archipelago of fume, conversation, and disco, tonight or ever. The ancient party was like a radio signal dopplering off through outer space, it seemed to him now.

“You fuck him, Viv?” said Polymus. “Inquiring minds want to know.”

“No,” said Vivian Relf-Polymus. “No, but we were probably flirting. This was a long time ago.”

Polymus and his wife had captured the attention of the whole table, with evident mutual pleasure.

“We had this funny thing,” Doran felt compelled to explain. “You remember? We didn’t know anyone in common. You seemed really familiar, but we’d never met before.”

This drew a handful of polite laughs, cued principally by the word funny, and perhaps by Doran’s jocular tone. Beneath it he felt desperate. Vander Polymus only scowled, as for comic effect he might scowl at an awkwardly hung painting, or at a critical notice with which he violently disagreed.

“What I remember is you had these awful friends,” said Vivian. “They didn’t hesitate to show they found me a poor way for you to be spending your time. What was that tall moody boy’s name?”

“Top,” said Doran, only remembering as he blurted it. He hadn’t thought of Top for years, had in fact forgotten Top was present at The Vivian Relf Party.

“Were you breaking up with some girl that night?”

“No,” said Doran. “Nothing like that.” He couldn’t remember.

“If looks could kill.”

Those people mean nothing to me, Doran wished to cry. They barely did at the time. And now, what was it, ten years later? It was Vivian Relf who mattered, couldn’t she see?

“Do you remember the airport?” he asked.

“Ah, the airport,” said Polymus, with a connoisseur’s sarcasm. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Tell us about the airport.”

The table chuckled nervously, all in deference to their host.

“I haven’t the faintest idea what he’s talking about, my love.”

“It’s nothing,” said Doran. “I saw you, ah, at an airport once.” He suddenly wished to diminish it, in present company. He saw now that something precious was being taken from him in full view, a treasure he’d found in his possession only at the instant it was squandered. I wrote a poem to you once, Vivian Relf, he said silently, behind a sip of excellent Rioja. Doran knew it was finer, much more interesting, than the wine he’d brought, the cabernet franc they’d sipped with their appetizers.

He might have known Vivian Relf better than anyone he actually knew, Doran thought now. Or anyway, he’d wanted to. It ought to mean the same thing. His soul creaked in irrelevant despair.

“This is boring,” pronounced Vander Polymus.

The dinner party rose up and swallowed them, as it was meant to.






Interview with the Crab

The door to the crab’s faux-Georgian Tallahassee mansion was opened by a male housekeeper with a trim red mustache, razor-cut orange hair showing white at the temples, and the disapproving air of a Mormon or Scientologist functionary. He was dressed, though, not in Western garb, nor that of a houseboy or cook, but instead in Chinese robes, so he resembled the token occidental opponent in a martial arts film—the type who lurks at the side of the primary Asian villain and is dispatched by the hero penultimately and with great effort, as a kind of respectful nod to the Western viewer. I wondered if he might be the same person I’d negotiated with on the telephone, so protractedly, in seeking my interview with his employer. If so, he said nothing to confirm my suspicion, and spoke only deferentially now that I’d been granted access to the house. The foyer and entrance hallway of the crab’s home were two stories high, with round-topped cathedral windows that flooded midday illumination on the mute, carpeted surfaces of floor and stairway, on the beige walls and tastefully framed black-and-white photographs, many of which, I noted at a glance, contained images of the crab with grinning visitors to the set of his old television program, Crab House Days. The housekeeper closed the door behind me and we stood together, dwarfed in pillars of high light and suffocated, it seemed to me, by the Floridian summer heat and the faint odor of proteinous seashore rot that permeated the unconditioned air of the apparently immaculate house.

“He’ll see you by the pool, Mr. Lethem.”

I wasn’t a fan of Crab House Days during its original run. The sitcom’s five-season heyday as ABC’s leading Wednesday-night comedy program began during my second year of college, the years when I was least likely to care or even know what was on television or on the covers of supermarket magazines—a condition that actually persisted well into my thirties, when I got cable for the first time, largely in order to keep my eye on my favorite baseball team, the Mets. Crab House Days was by then well into its life as a late-night rerun, nobody’s idea of hot news. And the crab’s brief, unsavory resurgence in the form of the late-night cable reality show Crab Sex Dorm was still a few years off then, in the mid-1990s, when I began increasingly to linger, in my channel-surfing, over episodes of the now-classic show. I watched Crab House Days idly at first, but soon I found myself entranced by the melancholic longueurs that would from time to time open up within the antic behaviors of the giant housebound crab and his bawdy, ingenuous human family, the Foorcums.

So many evenings Crab House Days, ostensibly a laugh riot, seemed to end on a wistful note. Pansy Foorcum, the abrasive sexpot daughter who was nonetheless the crab’s only reliable confidante, would ready herself for a date, talking to the crab through the shared wall of their bedrooms as she dressed and applied makeup for a night out, and then go, leaving the crab time and time again to scuttle and fiddle alone in his room. Pansy in many ways played the role of the crustacean’s advocate and mediator among the other members of the Foorcums: Sternwood, the crab’s loutish father, Grania, the crab’s befuddled and mawkish mother, and, of course, the crab’s and Pansy’s youngest sibling, the scene-stealing punk-Libertarian brat Feary Foorcum. Squabbling would cease as all four of the others contemplated Pansy’s departure from the house. The other family members seemed saddened, their energies damped, as though the pleasure in baiting and insulting the giant crab were diminished past any value once Pansy was no longer present to stick up for him. For the crab’s part, his passive-aggressive ripostes and mordant asides were seemingly lost on their actual targets, Sternwood and Grania and Feary; rather, they were meant for Pansy’s ears, and with her departure the crab typically fell into an irate and wounded silence.

Now I allowed myself to be led through the foyer, past a vast, apparently unused dining room, its chairs and table covered with sheets, and through to the back patio. The housekeeper and I stepped through the frame of a sliding glass door. Lawn and gardens extended to high walls of vine-covered brick, fronted with a row of palm trees, and scattered between the house and the limits of the yard were well-tended circular plantings of midget palms and ferns, around an unusually large rectangular pool lipped with a wide margin of peach-colored tile. On the pool’s tile, between three slatted wooden deck chairs and a low matching table, squatted the crab, wide and round as a golf cart, yet no higher than my knee.

His armor’s sheen wasn’t what it had seemed fifteen years before, on television, or even in the low-resolution video of Crab Sex Dorm, a scant three years ago. Perhaps his burnished forest-green and fawn color scheme had always been an illusion created by makeup artists. I didn’t know and couldn’t—wouldn’t—ask. Today his mottling was more irregular, his colors black-to-puce, with nothing of the chestnut shine and richness that had always seemed his badge, his pride, no matter how grim the burden of crabdom in a human realm. Otherwise, though, he seemed unchanged. The crab’s fragmentary arm, famously amputated in a botched Halloween prank attempted, in a rare instance of filial accord, by Sternwood and Feary in the show’s fourth season, still looked as freshly wounded as ever. The static nature of the crab’s injury, and his unwillingness to disguise the rather undelectable gooeyness of the stump, was often given partial credit for the erosion of the show’s ratings by the end of that fourth season.

“Will you and Mr. Lethem be needing anything, sir?”

The crab didn’t speak, only turned slightly, rattling claws on tile. I’d been warned of his recalcitrance, his hot and cold moods.

“Very good, sir.” The housekeeper departed the lawn, leaving me there. No breeze stirred, and apart from my own breathing and the swim of the sun’s pinpoint reflections in the blue of the pool’s surface, we might have been captured in the humid noon as in a block of Lucite.

“May I sit?”

Again, the crab only scuttled. What the housekeeper had taken as a no I took as a yes and found my way to one of the slatted chairs, one facing the crab but not, I hoped, so near as to make him feel intruded upon.

“I don’t use a tape recorder, so I hope you don’t mind my taking notes.”

This drew no response.

“I want you to know, first of all, that I’m a fan. I came to your work quite embarrassingly late, but it’s touched me in ways I’m not sure I can describe. But then you’ve touched so many lives.”

The crab now began to issue a sound like a lizard’s cry, or perhaps it was like the high whine of a distant vacuum cleaner. Without wanting to stare too intently, I searched for signs of a listening attitude among his eye-stalks and feelers.

“I don’t mean to suggest I have any special insights that would surprise or enlighten an artist of your stature. Think of me merely as a humble representative of an audience that hasn’t forgotten you. If anything, the work grows more resonant over the years.”

The sound that signaled the end of the hiss or whine was like a barely detectable yawn. The crab raised one leg, too, as if finger-testing the windless air, or calling an invisible class to order with a single, authoritative gesture—one that also evoked, inevitably, a massive hand flipping the bird to the sky, issuing a fuck-you proclamation to the world at large.

“As the more unimportant local and temporal elements of your show recede into time—I mean, all the dated jokes about long-forgotten current events, and the generic vulgar badinage that is only so typical of network comedy of that era—the singularity of your presence becomes more evident, more timeless and pure. You take part of a continuum of rather desultory figures who stand in symbolic protest against the crassness of the contemporary world, running back through Abe Vigoda and Bob Newhart and Imogene Coca, and pointing all the way, really, to Buster Keaton.”

“I’ve heard that before,” said the crab in his loud, gravelly, immensely familiar voice. It startled me almost out of my chair, but I tried to disguise my reaction. “People used to write that all the time, but it’s a flat-out lie. I wasn’t influenced by Buster Keaton in any way.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Nobody has any idea how hard it was for me, coming up. It’s taken for granted now, kids like you come around. They grew up loving the crab, and they figure everybody always loved the crab, the crab must have been some kind of overnight success. Sure, right, but that overnight lasted ten years, no more, no less. Ten years slugging it out on the circuit, little clubs, appearances at lodge dinners and state fairs, riding in the undercarriage of tour buses. I paid my dues a dozen times over, and I still feel it right here.” The crab reared up, propping on his huge closed claws, and tapped two legs assertively on his lower shell, as if miming a gut-check. “Then you guys come around here talking about Buster fucking Keaton. Like it was some kind of party for me, this fershlugginer career. ‘Hmmm, why, I think I’ll just allude to Buster Keaton, that ought to make the eggheads cream their panties.’ Tell you the truth, I never saw Buster Keaton when I was coming up because I was too busy busting my chops trying to entertain you people. Never saw Buster Keaton until a couple of years ago, and then when I did, I didn’t see anything I thought was all that great.”

“I didn’t mean to suggest that your work was in any way derivative—”

“Keaton ever do a show about a crab living in a human family?”

I was silent.

“I’m asking you because I want to know. You seem familiar with Keaton’s work, so I’m putting the question to you in great sincerity. Anything with a crab?”

“No.”

“Right, that’s what I figured. My material is entirely my own. I came to it the same way maybe your precious Keaton or Vigoda came by their own—pure suffering, forged into something of value to others, like crushing a coal into a diamond, at great cost of effort and personal sacrifice, a process you wouldn’t know too much about since everything to you is just a big pile of slippery postmodern allusions and references with no soul to speak of, not even any notion that it might be missing one, that there might be something to mourn the loss of—a soul, I mean.”

I knew it was not my place to defend myself, here. Not to point out that it was precisely that essence of existential suffering, or soul, if he preferred that term, which had drawn me to his work, made me seek for a description for how such an uncanny and timeless thing had broken out in the vacuous, tinselly environs of network situation comedy. Even in berating me he was inviting me inside, I felt. My task was to selflessly accept that invitation.

“You say your material is entirely your own. That suffering and sacrifice you speak of lies so close to the surface of your humor. How close were the Foorcums to a portrait of your own family?”

“What are you, like the one guy in the United States with no Google?”

“I’m sorry?”

“I’ve said a thousand times if I’ve said it once: I haven’t spoken about, or to, my family in over forty years. What makes you think I’m about to sing for you. What was your name, Lehman?”

“Lethem.”

“Mr. Lethem, with all respect, go fart on a Wheat Thin. What makes you think today’s the day some kid sashays in here and I’m just suddenly in the mood to break my silence for you on a whim, when I wouldn’t even sing for that fucker Larry King? Even if I wanted to, my lawyers wouldn’t let me. Every single person who ever knew me in that shitheel town has tried to sue me at some point, let alone the members of my beloved goddamn family. Rule one: we speak of the Foorcums as the Foorcums alone, or this is O-V-E-R.”

“The Foorcums, then. Are you in touch with Richard Drimpet and Joan Cranewood-Freehan, who played your onscreen parents?”

“These are your questions?” The crab scratched with a single leg against the tile in one direction repeatedly, away from his body, as if trying to strike a match or dislodge something stuck to a foot. His large claws, though, lay totally inert, draped before him. “Drimpet and I were off speaking terms by season three, another item you could’ve peeled off a fan site. Joan used to call me from time to time. She tried to get me to do a guest appearance on that Snowbirds show, kept pestering me to come on. But what am I going to say to a bunch of old ladies in a mobile home, you know? ‘Follow the sun, chickadees! You haven’t got that long to live!’ ”

“Was it difficult between you and Reg Loud? His embodiment of Feary Foorcum was so memorable, but the two of you were pitted against one another continuously throughout the show. And his behavior after the cancellation was rather bitter.” I hoped the crab could follow my leads without having to take offense. Reg Loud had, of course, been jailed for narcotics possession several times after his difficult child stardom found its nadir in the years following Crab House Days. For the crab, I could only assume that the ferocity of the character’s portrayal of his brother, combined with the young actor’s very public woes, resonated deeply with ancient real-life traumas. I was still circling what seemed to me the main, and perhaps tenderest, subject, that of Delia Watertree, who’d played Pansy Foorcum.

“Difficult? The opposite. Sometimes in this crazy fucked-up world of show business you meet someone with a real beating heart, someone who matters to you, who knows what it’s all worth. Rarer than you might think, unfortunately. Reg is the only thing that kept me going on that show as long as I did.”

“I’m surprised to hear you say that. Because his character was usually seen as the crab’s tormentor.”

“I’ve taken my licks. That’s the business, that’s the character. Don’t confuse show business with real life, Lethem. Compared to some licks I’ve taken, that show was all cake and candy and ice cream.”

“He flooded your room with sulfur oxide in an attempt to cause you to molt six months early,” I said.

“Heh heh. Yeah, that was a good one. One hundred percent the kid’s idea, too. Good head on his shoulders. You know, a lot of the best bits came from him and me working together, batting stuff to the writers, free of charge. We’d improv in rehearsals—he was always cutting up, making me pee my pants. Talk about bitter, Loud never got credit for any of that stuff. Head writer walked off with two Emmys. Reg deserved better, much better.”

“It’s an incredible story. Does he know how you feel about it?” I couldn’t recall the last turns in Reg Loud’s quite miserable tabloid spiral, except that five or six years earlier he’d resurfaced in a brief stint as a local morning talk-show disc jockey, spewing right-wing survivalist bilge over the airwaves of some medium-sized midwestern city, Indianapolis or Cedar Rapids.

“Fuck you trying to imply? Of course he does.”

“No offense. I’m glad to hear it.”

“None taken.”

“I wonder if I could get a chance to talk with him for my story. Do you know how I could get in touch with him?”

The crab fell momentarily silent, but cinched the glistening stump of his amputated leg deep under his lower shell, as if he’d now been involuntarily made to recall some particular hurt.

“He wouldn’t care to talk about Crab House Days,” said the crab. “He’s moved on.”

“What about Delia Watertree?”

“That bitch.”

Delia Watertree, launched to fame as the coarse but irresistible Pansy Foorcum, was the only member of the cast who’d ascended to greater heights since the show’s cancellation. The entirety of her subsequent career seemed a kind of long renunciation of the broad and overtly sexual appeal of the Pansy Foorcum character; in her stage and screen roles (she’d never glanced back at television work) she relentlessly played against her natural peaches-and-cream beauty, favoring roles in glasses or bruise makeup or pantsuits or buckskin, playing lawyers, frontier settlers, sexual assault victims, suicidal writers, vanished aviators, and the like. Nevertheless, a measure of Pansy Foorcum’s innocent lustiness thrived almost subliminally within the shell of her prestigious career, confirmed by its apparent absence, as though her audience was rising above prurient thoughts in rewarding her with Oscar and Emmy nominations for her nobler roles. Too, her quiet, reflective mannerisms still recalled the poignancy she’d evoked in spells of gentleness toward her sitcom sibling, the housebound crab.

“She was lovely to your character,” I said, speaking softly now. “A viewer would have thought you and Pansy were full of feeling for one another. You often seemed united against the others—Feary, and your parents. As if you two alone shared a sense of dreamy possibility about what might lie outside the space of the house—beyond the circumscribed sensibility of the Foorcum family.”

“You go on telling yourself what you want to hear,” said the crab. “Meanwhile I’ll bet you watched her like the rest of America’s teenage boys, with one hand in your pants and your tongue pressed to the screen.”

I chose not to point out the impossibility of the physical arrangement he proposed. It occurred to me that it might, in fact, be possible to watch a television screen while lapping at it with one’s antennae. “I remember when you asked her not to go to the prom, since you couldn’t go—”

“Listen. You want the skinny on Delia? That little floozy used to cavort around the set with no underwear on, just to drive me crazy, knowing nobody else could see, knowing I’d never say anything. Believe me, the carpet did not match the drapes. She’d put her foot up on a chair and start re-lacing her high-tops, right in my face, trying to get me to flub lines.”

“That’s astonishing.”

“Believe it. You know what else? At night, after the rest of the cast and crew had gone, she’d bring guys back and do them, sometimes two at a time, real marathon stuff, right in the next room, so I couldn’t get a minute of sleep. What a mouth on her, too, always crying out ‘Make me your little whore’ and telling these guys it was the biggest thing she’d ever seen, how she was so frightened it would hurt her—”

Now I was certain the crab was confused. “But you didn’t really live in that room—” I began. I wondered whether in fact his memory had slipped back to an earlier time, to that other family of which he’d sworn he’d never speak. Perhaps Pansy Foorcum had merged in his mind with an unnamed sister in another house, long ago. The difficulty, of course, was that it was equally likely that in his confusion he’d conflated Crab House Days with Crab Sex Dorm. That short-lived reality show had been notoriously lavish in its use of crab-point-of-view camera placements.

The creature appeared not to hear me. He carried on muttering about Pansy’s sexual theatrics, reproducing what he’d supposedly overheard through the wall, playing both voices aloud as if performing a Punch-and-Judy show—a private litany aired, it seemed to me, for reasons having nothing to do with our interview. At last he reached a pitch and then quit abruptly, his words replaced with the high whining sound he’d treated me to earlier, and then with the distinct yawn. “Keep that in mind next time you see her begging for money for African famine relief,” he concluded. “She’s probably got nothing on under her Florence Nightingale costume, either. That dame gets her jollies from pity.”

I opted to chalk the crab’s freewheeling animus up to show-business envy of the prestige accorded to the sole performer who’d shaken the career curse of leaving the franchise behind. “What’s in the cards for you?” I asked, not wishing to hear more. “Is this a firm retirement? Do you long to reconnect with your audience?”

“I get calls every day, believe you me.” For the first time the crab stirred a claw, his minor rather than major, which still lay unmoving. He ratcheted the smaller pincers wide and turned them toward his face, as if miming a telephone receiver.

“I’m sure you do.”

“I’m telling you, some of the pitches I’ve heard. Crazy stuff. Hoo-wee. I had some rappers out here the other day. Everything nowadays is gangsta, gangsta, gangsta. Those guys are revitalizing show business, if you ask me. But I don’t really see a place for myself in the mix.”

“So, you’ll rest on your laurels,” I suggested.

“What fucking laurels? You see one goddamn laurel around here? If you do, it probably blew over from the next yard. Hah. Sorry, I just hate that word—laurels.”

“I only wondered if you’re content not to practice your art.”

“Listen, I’m keeping busy.” The crab withdrew and shuttered his claw now, seeming to grow reflective.

“I didn’t mean anything—”

“I know you didn’t, kid.”

“You’ve got nothing to prove to anyone,” I said softly.

“Don’t patronize me.”

I fell silent. The crab shifted, sighed, rattled. The day had turned, too, clouds deflecting the high bleaching sun, announcing themselves as gray mountains in the oscillating mirror of the pool.

“Look, Lehman. You want a scoop? I’m hatching a major comeback. You can be the first. I’m saying major major. You understand? When this thing blows, there’ll be no keeping a lid on it, I promise you.”

“A premise for a show?”

“Big show, of sorts.”

“Please.”

“Follow me. I’d tell you to walk this way, only you’ve heard that one before.”

Startlingly, the crab was on the go. He moved awfully fast for a being that had seemed wrought in iron a moment before. Clicking his way off the tilework margin, he slid across the grass, past me, and toward the left side of the house. The lawn dipped to a basement door there, portal to a half-submerged, windowless lower level, a garage or workshop perhaps. I stood, stuffed my pad and ballpoint into my pants pocket, and hurried to join him.

“Go ahead, open the door,” he said.

I tried the handle, which turned easily, and pushed the door inside. The darkness was enough that after the brightness of the day I couldn’t make anything out within. I stepped back, uncertain.

Crab House Days had, of course, made much of the conceit that its title character was trapped in his bedroom, yet I recalled some footage from Crab Sex Dorm where he could transverse human doorways by tipping himself dexterously on one side. The crab did this now, gripping the doorframe neatly with his claws and virtually rolling himself through the doorway. Inside, he dropped back to the unpainted cement floor. I followed, leaving the door open behind me. The basement was cool and conveyed an intense marine smell, like that of an aquarium. Low fluorescent fixtures cast a dim green light from what appeared to be special bulbs, perhaps like those for illuminating a zoo display of creatures unused to direct sunlight. As my eyes accustomed themselves to the dark, I saw that we were surrounded by dozens of immense watery tanks, the murk and silt within them glowing in the greenish light.

Another figure stepped from the rear, startling me. It was Feary Foorcum—or rather, Reg Loud. Loud was cloaked in a white lab coat, and still wore his hair in his signature ragged punk cut. He was also still of a childlike stature, though he’d grown stocky, and his once brattish features were withered and creased with deep lines of cynicism and age. He seemed still too young to be an adult, and far too old to be in his early forties, as a quick calculation suggested he ought to be. But then perhaps he had been playing younger than his real age on Crab House Days, as so many child stars have done.

“Reg, this is Mr. Lehman. He’s come to have a look at my quote-unquote comeback.”

Reg Loud stuck out a warty hand. “Pleased to meet you,” he said in the terribly familiar voice, a sort of parrot’s squawk, with which he’d hectored both his parents and crab for all four seasons, filling their ears with his Libertarian crank views. “You’re one of the first to see the babies.”

“Babies?”

“Have a look.”

I squinted at the nearest of the tanks. They’d been visible all along, but I’d mistaken them for swirls of luminous shadow. Behind the glass swam hundreds upon hundreds of tiny, translucent green-yellow crabs, each perhaps three-quarters of an inch wide. They coursed over one another in a giddy chaos of youthful agitation, like puppies, or sperm.

I moved to the next tank and found more. I was no savant, but a rough guess suggested there might be tens of thousands of the tiny crabs in the damp, humming basement with us there, a slushy riot of life, a throbbing army of creatures.

“Maybe you can help me decide what to call it,” said the crab. “I keep vacillating between Revenge of the Crab and Crab World Domination.”

“I like Crab World Domination,” I said. “It suggests more continuity with your earlier work.”

“That’s a point,” said the crab.

“They’re all him, you understand,” said Reg Loud.

“Sorry?”

“All him,” Loud repeated. “They’re clones.”

“I see. How soon will they be, uh, ready?”

“They won’t attain his mature size for twenty years,” said Reg Loud. “But they’ll be ready for release in three or four.”

“Not so much of a comedy this time,” I mused.

“You could say that,” consented the crab.

“Perhaps more of a disaster movie, or a cable miniseries?”

“Do you know anything about global warming, Mr. Lehman?” said Reg Loud.

“Of course.”

“You say you do, yet do you understand that the ten warmest years in recorded history have occurred since 1983? Seven of them since 1990. Some of us will be better adapted to the coming changes than others.”

“In other words,” said the crab, “this really has nothing at all to do with television.”

“The evolution will not be televised,” chortled Loud. “The mocked shell inherit the earth.”

“Don’t worry, Lehman, we’ll still need historians of television comedy, or rather we’ll need them again in a few dozen centuries, when crabs develop television. Your work won’t be in vain.”

“Are they all comedians like their father?” I asked.

“We’ll see, won’t we?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“Let’s leave them now. Thank you, Reg.”

I took one last glance back at those rows of tanks, which glowed, it seemed to me now, as if lit by cathode ray. I wondered if the radiant morsel-sized clones, who so resembled cartoons or plastic toys, would truly be fit to outlive us, to occupy some brave new world. It was hardly anything I’d mention to the crab, but I had an intuition that his progeny might share his tropism for the human world, that they’d be bereft without us. Perhaps this was my naive projection, an inability to fathom a universe without myself in it. But the crab himself had never known the sea, so far as I understood. He’d been born and raised in a landlocked state, in custody of a solidly middle-class, if not exactly loving, family.

“Close the door,” the crab commanded. He scrabbled up the hump of grass and back to his tile shelf. I wondered whether he ever even so much as dipped himself in the pool. It looked unsullied by any of the secretions I now detected in both dried and fresh traces on the tile and lawn. I followed him back to the poolside, but didn’t retake my chair. I think we both sensed that the interview was nearly at an end.

“You get what you came for, Lehman?”

“Far more, I’d have to say.”

“Well, I’ve got one question for you.”

“Certainly.”

He paused, perhaps sinking into himself again for a moment. I couldn’t keep from thinking that the sight of the blank greenish tide of successors had made him every bit as melancholy as it had me. Before he spoke again, he made another of his strange wheezy yawning sounds and trickled his legs, including the amputated one, along the tiles, quite softly. Each of his claws stirred, too, though they didn’t open.

“I really caused you to think of Keaton or Newhart? Because I just don’t see it.”

I was astonished that it still mattered to him. “It was a stray thought, only intended as a compliment.”

“Those figures are much milder than my character, at least after the first season. I always felt I was more in the line of a classic slow-burn specialist, someone like Edgar Kennedy or William Frawley or Beatrice Arthur.”

“There’s validity in those comparisons,” I admitted. The fact that the crustacean could even supply these names made nonsense of his earlier claims not to have known Keaton’s films, and of his stiff refusal to consider tracing the lineage of influence behind his own work. But I was hardly keen to confront his inconsistencies.

“Listen, nobody but you and me even remembers those names,” he said, hardening again, as if he’d allowed an instant of vanity to bare his defenses. “You need to get yourself a life that’s free of this kind of academic horseshit. If I can move forward without wallowing, it’s the least you can do.”

Had he eschewed wallowing? It was another claim I didn’t care to refute. “I’m grateful for the advice.”

“Mr. Boniface can call you a cab.”

“That’s fine. I’ll wait in front.”

“Lehman?”

“Yes?”

“One thing I ask. I don’t want you to lie about me, you understand? I don’t care what anyone thinks. Every word, every belch and fart, is on the goddamn record. You got this? Tell the truth about me.”

I promised the crab I would try.






Lucky Alan

In the months after I’d auditioned for him, I would run into the legendary theater director Sigismund Blondy at the movies, near-empty Thursday matinees of indifferent first-run films—North Country, Wedding Crashers—in the decaying venues of the Upper East Side, where we both lived: the Crown, the Clearview, the Gemini; big rooms chopped into asymmetric halves or quartered through the balcony. Blondy saw a movie every afternoon, he said, and could provide scrupulous evaluations of any title you’d ever think to mention—largely dismissals, though I do recall his solemn approval of A Sound of Thunder, a time-travel film with a Ben Kingsley performance he’d liked. I’d see Blondy when the lights came up—alone, red scarf and pale elegant coat unfurled on the seat beside him, long legs crossed—unashamed, already hailing me if he spotted me first. Blondy dressed in dun and pastel colors, wore corduroys or a dancer’s Indian pants; in winter he had holes in his knitted gloves, in summer a cheesy Panama hat. He towered, moved softly and suddenly, usually vanished at any risk of being introduced. Soon I’d scan for Blondy whenever I entered a theater, alone or not. Often enough I’d find him. We never sat together.

If this multiplex-haunting practice didn’t square with Blondy’s reputation as the venerated maestro of a certain form of miniaturist spectacle (Krapp’s Last Tape in the elevator of a prewar office building, which moved up and down throughout the performance, with Blondy himself as Krapp, for cramped audiences of five or six at a time), it didn’t matter, since that reputation hardly thrived. I’d auditioned—talked with him, really—for a role in a repertory production of several of Kenneth Koch’s One Thousand Avant-Garde Plays. Dianne Wiest sat with us in the back room of the SoHo Italian restaurant in which the Koch cycle was to be staged, and where this evaluative tête-à-tête took place. She followed our conversation soberly, her unexplained presence typical of Blondy’s Zelig-like infiltration of the city’s culture. Within weeks I’d learned that Blondy’d had a falling-out with the restaurant’s proprietor, stranding the enterprise. I’d waited, expecting some revival of the project, for months. Eventually I assumed I’d been replaced and kept half an eye on the Times for a notice of the thing. But the Koch never surfaced, nor did anything else. Maybe Blondy’s run was over. Or on hiatus in some deep ruminative lag. And then, in the months that followed, he gradually became my moviegoing doppelgänger.

The ritual was made official the first time he invited me out for a glass of red after the movie, as though that were the real point of the afternoon. We’d sit at some Madison or Second Avenue wine bar in the dimming hours, invariably alongside those waiting for their dinner dates, those who made even me feel old. Whether Blondy ever felt old I couldn’t guess. His grandiosity, his U-turn anecdotes, his contempt for the obvious statement, didn’t invite such guesses, only the tribute of gratified awe. I gave it. Blondy was like a skater up his own river, a frozen ribbon the rest of us might have glimpsed through trees, from within a rink where we circled to tinny music. The first time we left a movie theater together, before even finishing a glass, I told him I had quit acting. Blondy’s intimate smile seemed to say, not unsympathetically, that it was all for the best. We rarely talked about the film we’d just seen; instead we discussed great works—the Rothko retrospective, Fassbinder’s Berlin Alexanderplatz, Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet, whatever formed his present obsession. After two or three glasses on an empty belly had made me dizzy—Blondy never showed any effects—we’d part on the sidewalk.

By the time it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Sigismund Blondy in a while, I couldn’t have said how long a while was. Four months? Eight? It seemed to me he’d been in holey-gloves-and-red-scarf mode the last time we’d slipped from a theater to a bar, but that didn’t narrow it down much. We were headed back to scarf weather now. Maybe Blondy had summered somewhere—Provincetown?—and decided not to return, enlisting some local company to mount spectacles in a dockworker’s bar or a bowling alley’s lounge. Sig Blondy, big fish in a small pond? I knew no more consummate New Yorker, so I started to worry.

Neither of the two people whom Blondy and I knew in common had any reason to know that the director and I spent afternoons together, but when I called—the first didn’t have Blondy’s phone number, and the second had one that he thought was the “old number,” then found another he recommended I try—neither was interested enough to ask why I wanted to track him down. Perhaps these days Blondy was less well remembered than I’d assumed. Blondy, likely in his early sixties, always seemed to me terrifyingly vital, but those in their early sixties might suddenly fail. Had I entered, without noticing, some quiet bargain struck among the proud bachelors of Manhattan to get one another’s backs? In my rapidly evolving fantasy, Blondy became pitiable, myself a rescuer. I rang the number. Blondy’s machine was set to pick up on the first ring. It figured he’d be an old-school screener.

“Grahame,” he said, interrupting my message. His tone was munificent, as if congratulating me for having the name I did.

I’d been reaching for words to distill my concern but now scrambled, defensively, for a joke. His relish at having lifted the receiver in the thick of my fumbling seemed akin to his pleasure at our old, ambiguous encounters in theater lobbies, before we’d begun drinking. What I said now was “Don’t you go to the flicks anymore, or are you ashamed to take the senior discount?”

“Oh, I go. Every afternoon. Just not in the old neigh-bore-hood.”

“I miss you,” I blurted.

He explained that he’d moved downtown, to Minetta Street. Hiding in plain sight, he called it. He’d spoken in the past of his devotion to the block of Seventy-eighth Street where for decades he’d held down a rent-stabilized bargain, and of his persistent enchantment with the tribes of dog-walkers and nannies he’d mingled with there, once calling the Upper East Side “the last of the true Manhattan.” But I didn’t get a chance to ask him why he’d abandoned it. “I’ve got some questions I want to ask you,” he said. “When can you get here?”

“Questions?”

“Better than questions, a questionnaire. You’ll see.”

“You want me to come to Minetta Street? Today?”

“Look, Film Forum is doing Mizoguchi—Ugetsu. Ever seen it?” There was something of the director in his bullying and beguiling, but it was in my nature, I suppose, to be directed.

* * *

Ugetsu astonished me. Discussing it after the two-fifteen matinée while we looked on Sixth Avenue for a restaurant with a suitable bar, Blondy said that for years he’d felt that two scenes toward the end of the film were reversed from their ideal order—the only flaw, he’d always thought, in a perfect work of art—but that today, sitting at Film Forum, waiting for it, he couldn’t spot the flaw he’d earlier been so certain of. “What’s pathetic is that I’d presumed to go around all these years sure I knew better than Mizoguchi! It’s as though I had to defend myself against the film’s perfection.” I was awed, as I maybe was supposed to be, at the scrupulousness with which he dwelled on what he cared for. Perhaps I was also awed at the change in our friendship. We’d gone to a movie that Blondy cared about, instead of trash, and for once we’d sat together in the theater, so I could smell Blondy’s faint but unmistakable doggish odor. It felt as though I’d stepped into Blondy’s script, was now simultaneously the featured performer and the sole audience for the most infinitesimal of his productions.

When we’d settled down with two glasses of Syrah, Blondy drew from his pocket several worn photocopies. “Okay, these are the questions I’ve been wanting to ask you,” he said, as if he’d been expecting my call in the first place.

“Okay.”

“They’re from Max Frisch’s Sketchbook 1966–1971. Ready?”

“Sure.”

“We won’t do the whole questionnaire. I’ll pick and choose.”

“Sure, fine.”

“Are you sure you are really interested in the preservation of the human race once you and all the people you know are no longer alive?”

“Sorry?”

“That’s the first question.” He resumed his insinuating theatrical murmur. “Are you sure you are really interested . . .”

I did my best with the question, told Blondy I thought anyone ought to feel a value in the continuity of the species, but he interrupted. “No, you,” he said. “How do you feel?”

“Yes, I’d be sad if there were no people.”

He leaped to the next question. “Whom would you rather never have met?”

My only brush with Harold Pinter had been fiercely disappointing. I began to describe it. Blondy rushed me again.

“Would you like to have perfect memory? Just answer the questions that interest you, Grahame. If you had the power to put into effect things you consider right, would you do so against the wishes of the majority?”

“Look, Sigismund, what is this?”

“Are you convinced by your own self-criticism?”

“Too much, I’m afraid.”

“Are you conscious of being in the wrong in relation to some other person (who need not necessarily be aware of it)? If so, does this make you hate yourself—or the other person?”

His voice was so entrancing that I suspected we were both entranced. He might as well have asked to read me poetry, for all that I was persuaded he wanted my replies. I said, “What about you, Sig? You answer this one.”

He nodded, raised his glass. “And hate myself for it.”

Again, I wondered if I heard the sound of a trap snapping shut. Had I delivered my designated line? Were we perhaps getting to the point?

“Who?” I asked.

“Alan Zwelish,” Blondy said.

* * *

Sigismund Blondy had known Alan Zwelish for several years, in the way of a Manhattan neighbor, repeatedly sighting a compelling face in passing instants as one or the other swerved from the street into the entrances of their buildings, which stood across and askew from each other, or in the same Chase ATM lobby on Seventy-ninth, or in the late-night Korean shop collecting, if you were Zwelish, a pack of cigarettes, or, if you were Blondy, a bottle of ginger beer or a packet of wasabi peanuts. Or, most stirringly, far from the block they shared, at adjacent bookstalls in Union Square on a hot Saturday noon, where they honored the strangeness of detecting each other so far afield with a curt nod. That nod could have been the whole of it. But Blondy didn’t play by the Manhattan-neighbor rules. He was provocative, voluble, grabby. He collected life histories, he’d once bragged to me, of the block’s fleet of dog-walkers, maypoled in leashes on their way to the park, confused to be approached when nearly anyone else would switch pavements to get a berth from roiling terriers. Cooed at strollered babies until lonely Tibetan nannies, the invisible persons of Manhattan, practically swooned in his long arms. Blondy regaled waiters, too; I’d seen him do it.

Anyway, Alan Zwelish, short, muscled, his eyes sparkling with suspicion, sports coats pixied with dandruff, became a fascination. Bearded when Blondy first noticed him, Zwelish shaved within a year or so, revealing features younger and grimmer than Blondy had guessed, a knuckly chin and somewhat sensuous lips. Tenured-professorial in the pretentious facial hair, without it Zwelish was revealed to be no more than thirty-five. His Bogart smoking mannerisms seemed the result of mirror study and, like the renounced beard, an attempt to gain control of the lower portion of his face. Blondy watched this proud, drum-tight personality fidget past him on the street and began projecting; he couldn’t help it: an unfinished degree in journalism, concerned married sisters in New Jersey or Connecticut (but probably New Jersey), weights but no cardio, aggrieved blind dates, Cigar Aficionado and Stereophile, takeout menus, acres of porn. What was positive was this: Zwelish owned his apartment, the basement of a co-oped town house, and made a living consulting on business software—these facts Blondy got out of Alan Zwelish, semi-voluntarily, the first time he introduced himself, on Seventy-eighth Street.

The next time they passed, Zwelish attempted to look the other way, as though offering up this information had been a paying of dues, and he could now revert to nodding acquaintance. No dice, not with Blondy, who launched one of his in-medias-res gambits (the equivalent, maybe, of a Max Frisch questionnaire): The parrots were missing, had Zwelish heard? What? Zwelish hadn’t ever seen the flock of green parrots, rumored to be pets escaped over the years, which congregated in certain trees on York Avenue at Seventy-seventh, around which you could hear a tropical cloud of parrot conversation? These birds were a totem of the neighborhood; it was essential Zwelish see them. But Blondy hadn’t managed to spot them for more than a week. Was Zwelish doing anything urgent at the moment, or would he join Blondy for a walk to search them out? Incredibly—or not, given Blondy’s charismatic sway—Zwelish excused himself for a moment to put his briefcase inside and take a leak, then rejoined Blondy, and they strolled together to York. It was a perfect afternoon, a temperate wind rebounding off the river. They found the parrots easily. (Whether they’d ever been missing at all Zwelish was left to wonder.)

Now the hard little man had been cracked open. As Sigismund Blondy saw him, Zwelish walked in a fiery aura of loneliness, but Blondy had gotten inside the penumbra. Zwelish would grab Blondy on the street and describe family plights: the barely tolerated Passover at his—yes!—sister’s in New Jersey, the difficulty of properly liquidating his father’s gnarled-up assets, which were under his elderly mom’s watch. And brag, essentially. Was Blondy drinking the crap water that came out of the Seventy-eighth Street taps? He should install such-and-such purification system in his sink. Cash sitting in a money-market account was as good as thrown away; Zwelish was in certain arcane tech stocks and had also acquired a Motherwell print. Blondy was invited to an East Hampton guesthouse weekend? That place was hell, trust Zwelish. Zwelish’s high-school buddy had a place in the Berkshires, a better value. Blondy rented? Hopeless! Everything was a competition in which Blondy wouldn’t compete, saying, “Look at who you’re talking to, Alan. I’m like the parrots, just roosting here, decorating the area. I’d rather leave nothing behind but delicious memories.” Bohemian standards Zwelish wouldn’t ratify. “You’re a fool,” he’d say. “Yes,” Blondy agreed, “I’m a fool, exactly.” Zwelish narrowed his eyes. “But you don’t know how dangerous it is to be a fool. Dangerous to yourself and others.” Blondy thought, What others?

Possibly Zwelish meant the women. Sigismund Blondy, like any tall dissolute specimen, had women around him, in roles likely unclarified even to themselves: exes, friends, liaisons. Zwelish witnessed a certain number of the comings and goings of this elegant flock, which culminated in an introduction at a First Avenue Greek diner during morning hours suggestive of an overnight visit, before collaring Blondy alone one day to say, “Okay, Sig, how do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Five different women I’ve seen you with in the past two months.”

“Friends, Alan, those are my friends.”

Zwelish crushed his cigarette under his running shoe, the way he wanted to stub out Blondy’s line of defense. “Don’t bullshit me. I see them lean into you. That’s not friends.”

“When you reach my age, women lean into you for a variety of reasons.”

“I could use some friends like that.”

Blondy felt he’d been offered a significant confidence. Insouciant as he was, he hadn’t ever felt that he could quite ask a man as unattractive as Zwelish how he made do. Before any tenderness broke out between them, however, Zwelish thrust a knife in. “I’ve seen you hitting on those illiterate babysitters, too. The whole block talks about it, you know.”

This prospect tipped Blondy back on his heels for an instant: that he, who prided himself on his panoramic insight into Seventy-eighth Street, could be under the microscope himself. And, using that instant, Zwelish made his escape.

* * *

A bruising friendship, if it was one. And, as with Blondy and me at the movies, many weeks could pass between encounters. Did Blondy only fantasize that Zwelish peered out of his basement window slats, deciding whether or not, on a given afternoon, he wanted to see Blondy? In any case, when they did meet, Zwelish generally seemed to have some willful challenge ready, as if he prepared with flash cards. “Not awake yet?” if he saw Blondy with coffee in the afternoon. “Never awake at all anymore,” Blondy would say, always willing to play the decrepit jester, the has-been, hoping he could un-push Zwelish’s buttons. “Want a job, Blondy? You should write an opera about Donald Trump. He’s what passes for a hero these days!” Blondy didn’t compose operas, but never mind. Still, after Zwelish’s initial remark they’d often fall into the earlier style of more relaxed banter. And Zwelish sometimes let his guard down and complained, obscurely, about “modern urban women.” He’d only gloss over the topic, and Blondy didn’t press at the sore point. Zwelish seemed to know how vulnerable Zwelish wanted to get.

“Can’t you get one of those babysitters to do your laundry for you?” Zwelish said one day when he saw Blondy humping a Santa Clausian bag to the Chinese dry cleaner. Zwelish seemed particularly keen and chipper and rolled up his sleeve to show off a nicotine patch. More bragging. He explained that he’d already stepped down two patch levels, after fifteen years of pack-a-day smoking.

“I never thought of this before,” said Blondy, “but if you wanted to smoke but were having trouble getting started, the patch could really do the trick, couldn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“If you wanted to be a smoker,” Blondy said, explicating the joke. “You could step up instead of down.” Zwelish brought out his silly side; he couldn’t help it. “Once you get to the top level, you tear off that patch and—voilà!—you’d want a cigarette urgently.”

“Fuck you,” Zwelish said, and walked away. His self-improvements were apparently no laughing matter.

Yet Sigismund Blondy, being who he was, found Zwelish all the more precious for his touchiness. The man constituted a test that Blondy, who’d sledded on pure charm through so many controversies, couldn’t pass. He adored Zwelish for causing him, at this late date, to want to do better, try harder, give more.

It was months later that the real opportunity came: Alan Zwelish’s definitive self-renovation, one that Blondy instantly vowed to treat only reverently, beatifically. Zwelish returned from a mysterious trip in possession of an Asian wife. Blondy heard it first from another neighbor (shades of “the whole block knows”), who included a nosy speculation as to whether the union had been made by online advertisement or some other mechanical arrangement, before he saw her for himself. From Vietnam, it was revealed when they met on the street, and tiny enough to make Zwelish look tall. Doris, Zwelish introduced her as, though he later confided that her name was something else, Do Lun or Du Lan. Bright dark eyes and features so precise they seemed tooled. At this first meeting Blondy clasped Zwelish’s hand, took his elbow, gave his warmest congratulations. Almost bent to kiss Doris, but thought better. She was too self-contained and skittish, a cipher. Zwelish pulled her close to him, seeming for once immune to hurt, a being formed only of pride and delight. Blondy was a part of the family, if only because at the moment anyone, even a passing stranger, would have been. Blondy watched them disappear into the basement apartment, Zwelish gallantly rushing past Doris to unlock the gate, and felt a disproportionate happiness, one he suspected he’d have to make an effort to conceal.

Zwelish never attacked Blondy now, his sarcasm apparently totally evaporated, and if Blondy ever experimented with a teasing joke (calling Doris “Mrs. Z”), it seemed to go right over Zwelish’s head. Or under it, as if the man were floating. They’d greet each other heartily, with or without Doris in Zwelish’s tow. It was as though Zwelish had advertised the director to Doris in advance as a sterling friend, a local pillar, and then so invested in the notion that he forgot his old wariness. Doris, when she was along, watched carefully. Her English wasn’t hopeless, once you pierced the gauze of the almost total deference she showed her husband, never speaking without checking his eyes for cues. Who knew what else she was capable of, what life she’d led before, what life she’d expected coming here. Zwelish, who worked increasingly from home, who made fewer consulting trips out of town, kept her attached at the hip.

Soon enough Doris’s pregnancy was noticeable on her scrawny frame. Her posture was too good to hide it past the third month. Zwelish accepted these congratulations, too, but distantly. This was a cold winter, everyone battened into woolen layers and readily excused from dawdling in the open, and Zwelish and his expectant young wife were more and more like figures in a snow globe, viewable but uncontactable from the human realm. They didn’t seem happy or unhappy, just curled into each other, whispering on the street, a totally opaque domestic unit. Blondy couldn’t get a rise or anything else out of Zwelish, and I knew Blondy well enough to feel how this irked him. It explained the reckless choice he made. Likely, given his history with Zwelish already, Blondy knew it was reckless, though he did it wholly in gentleness and out of sheer enthusiasm. One day when Doris was five or six months along and spring had broken out on the street, Blondy ran into her alone as she returned, waddling slightly, from the Korean market. He insisted on carrying her plastic bags to the door of the basement apartment.

This was bad enough, really, since it wasn’t beyond Zwelish’s established range to feel this as a rebuke for not having accompanied Doris to the store. But worse, much worse, at the door Blondy reached under Doris’s sweater and T-shirt, not without asking first, and cupped his palm underneath the globe that burgeoned there. He did it elegantly—nothing but elegance, with a woman especially, was possible for Blondy. Doris wasn’t jarred. Blondy didn’t linger. Just felt it and murmured something about “a miracle,” and something else about “lucky Alan.” Asked “Boy or girl?” and Doris told him: “Boy.”

Zwelish, who’d heard their voices and come to the window, now rushed out, unlocked the gate, and pulled Doris inside. He seemed to have some imprecation caught in his throat, which produced a kind of angry hiccup as he glared up at Blondy. Then, with his wife, he was gone.

Conveniently, Zwelish was alone when he next met Blondy on the street. He lowered his shoulder as they came near each other, and when Blondy said his name, he squared and delivered a sour look. “What do you want from me?” he asked Blondy. “Nothing you wouldn’t want to give” was Blondy’s reply.

“Why’d you call me ‘lucky’?” Zwelish asked.

“What?”

“ ‘Lucky Alan.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Blondy said, exhausted at last.

“Then why don’t you just keep your distance.” Zwelish exited on the line.

Now came the deep valley in their relations, though Blondy somehow never doubted it would eventually be crossed. Weeks or a month could go by without their passing on the street, and words were never spoken. Blondy was busy then, in the effort that included our own first meeting, the Koch plays. The boy was born, and the little triad was sighted on Seventy-eighth Street, always self-reliant and self-contained, always in a hurry. And, finally, Blondy uncovered the existence of the “whole block”; it consisted of an older woman (meaning, I guessed, Blondy’s age) living in Blondy’s own building, whom Blondy mainly identified with a boring dispute over recycling, and who, it turned out, was eagerly running him down to absolutely anyone, from the market Koreans to new tenants; to the dog-walkers she’d interrogate after their talks with Blondy, as if deprogramming them; to, presumably, Zwelish. One of the dog-walkers, the most garrulous and multifariously connected (he walked the Jack Russell and the corgis and the aging dachshund), spilled it all to Blondy at last. And also said that Zwelish himself had once halted on the sidewalk to take part in the latest Blondy-trashing session. That Zwelish had said he’d never trusted Blondy, was “always just playing along,” whatever that meant. As though Blondy’s affection were so pernicious it had to be negotiated with.

In the earlier months of this stalemate, Blondy had spotted Zwelish with or without his new family four or five times, then Doris alone with the boy in a stroller two or three others. Blondy hadn’t noticed to what degree he’d pridefully withdrawn from the daily life of the block (this would have been the period of the great escalation in my multiplex encounters with Blondy, when we most frequently “accidentally” rendezvoused and ended up at wine bars) until the garrulous dog-walker stopped him and delivered the news: Alan Zwelish had died, suddenly, of an inoperable brain tumor, discovered only weeks before it killed him. Doris and the child had inherited whatever he had, and an insurance claim was going to keep them in the apartment across the street. Here was the full horror of a relationship that both relied on chance meetings and was subject to utter estrangement: what you could miss in an interval. In this case, the whole end.

There was only one possible choice at the news. Blondy rushed to the apartment to see Doris. She let him in. Entering Zwelish’s lair for the first time ever, seeing—yes!—the high-end audio equipment and the pile of free weights, as well as the framed Motherwell, and most of all the one-year-old playing in a folding crib littered with the plush toys he suspected were Zwelish’s handpicked tokens of adoration, made Blondy’s heart righteous, as if confirmation of his old guesses proved the claims Zwelish had always refused. Doris sat across from him, rigid in her chair, eyes dry. She offered him nothing, and he didn’t approach her, or the child—this wasn’t a visit, it was a reckoning. He started with the only words to start with, “I’m sorry,” meant as an overture to the explanations he wanted to offer whether Doris cared or understood. But she had a clarification of her own to make, one that threw his motives into irrelevancy.

“I’m glad he’s gone.”

Blondy hadn’t misheard. Her syntax was exact and unmistakable, despite the accent. The sentiment laid bare.

“Why?”

“He never let me go anywhere.” Doris’s tone was angry, the feeling fresh. “We only fighted all day.”

Blondy just nodded, needed no prompting to accept the truth of this account.

“I didn’t love Alan. Now we”—she turned, to make Blondy understand she included the boy—“have this. Much better.”

Blondy began weeping, openly, pouring out stuff he didn’t know was inside, matters of his fear of death generally, as well as rage at Alan Zwelish for having pushed him away and at himself for having let himself be pushed.

“You cry,” Doris said, not cruelly.

* * *

Having been chosen or volunteered to receive the confession from Blondy that Doris Zwelish had preempted, I fastened on the real-estate implications. They seemed to me not inconsiderable, given Blondy’s Seventy-eighth Street rent stabilization. “Your response was to move from the block?”

“I couldn’t confront the recycling lady, to begin with,” Blondy said. “Let alone watch Doris raising the kid before my eyes—what if he came out looking like Alan? The block wasn’t mine anymore. I was like a zombie—they’d be right to shun me after a while. I was embarrassed for myself, but also for Zwelish. Nobody could forget him if I didn’t go.”

“So it was altruistic, moving away?”

“Necessary, Grahame.”

Again I felt a paranoiac certainty that in telling his tale Sigismund Blondy had enlisted me in a theatrical invention—cast me in a role—for the benefit of an unknown audience, perhaps only himself. There was no Alan Zwelish, or Alan Zwelish had never married or died: The whole episode was confabulation. For an instant I wanted to go to the library and dig for an obituary. But then I knew that the story was true. Inventing a smoker who’d quit and then succumbed to cancer was beneath Blondy. No, my feeling of unreality was a sympathetic response, not a clue to a lie: I’d been infected with Blondy’s own fear, that grandiosity had made his human self specious—a zombie. He fled Seventy-eighth Street afraid he’d made it a stage for theatrics. In his nightmares he might have heard this accusation, delivered in the recycling lady’s voice: not that he was molesting nannies but that he treated others as figures in a shadow play.

The moment I suspected this horror I wanted to assuage it, by speaking of his true and inexpressible feelings for Zwelish. “You don’t choose who you love, Sigismund.”

Blondy looked relieved that I was chasing a moral in his fable, rather than staring with him into the black hole of his personality. “I like that,” he mused. “You don’t choose who you love. Or who loves you. That was Alan’s problem.”

“No wonder he was pissed. Whatever he was searching for, nothing could have made him expect you.”

“Ha!”

I’d have done anything for Blondy at that moment, and, correspondingly, I loathed Alan Zwelish, though I knew there was more Zwelish than Blondy in me, which was likely the reason I was seated here. I hated Zwelish for showing Blondy death, just as I’d hate a teenager for informing a five-year-old that Santa Claus was a fake. I hoped Blondy would live to a thousand, for revenge.

“Let us assume that you have never killed another human being. How do you account for it?”

“Sorry?”

“That’s the next question.” Blondy had unfolded his photocopies again. “Or this: Which would you rather do: die or live on as a healthy animal? Which animal?”






The King of Sentences

This was the time when all we could talk about was sentences, sentences—nothing else stirred us. Whatever happened in those days, whatever befell our regard, Clea and I couldn’t rest until it had been converted into what we told ourselves were astonishingly unprecedented and charming sentences: “Esther’s cleavage is something to be noticed” or “You can’t have a contemporary prison without contemporary furniture” or “I envision an art which will make criticism itself seem like a cognitive symptom, one which its sufferers define to themselves as taste but is in fact nothing of the sort” or “I said I want my eggs scrambled not destroyed.” At the explosion of such a sequence from our green young lips, we’d rashly scribble it on the wall of our apartment with a filthy wax pencil, or type it twenty-five times on the same sheet of paper and then photocopy the paper twenty-five times and then slice each page into twenty-five slices on the paper cutter in the photocopy shop and then scatter the resultant six hundred and twenty-five slips of paper throughout the streets of our city, fortunes without cookies.

We worked in bookstores, the only thing to do. Nobody who didn’t—and that included every one of our customers—knew what any of the volumes throbbing along those shelves was worth, not remotely. Nor did the bookstores’ owners. Clea and I were custodians of a treasury of sentences much bigger on the inside than on the outside. Though we mostly handled the books only by their covers (or paged briefly through to ascertain that no dunce had striped the pages yellow or pink with a Hi-Liter), we communed deeply with them, felt certain that only we deserved to abide with them. Any minute we’d read them all cover to cover, it was surely about to happen. Meanwhile, every customer robbed us a little. At the cash registers we spoke sentences tailored to convey our disdain, in terms so subtle it was barely detectable. If our customers blinked a little at the insults we embedded in our thank-yous, we believed they just might be worthy of the marvels their grubby dollars entitled them to bear away.

We disparaged modern and incomplete forms: gormless and garbled jargon, graffiti, advertising, text-messaging. No sentence conveyed by photons or bounced off satellites had ever come home intact. Punctuation! We knew it was holy. Every sentence we cherished was sturdy and biblical in its form, carved somehow by hand-dragged implement or slapped onto sheets by an inky key. For sentences were sculptural, were we the only ones who understood? Sentences were bodies, too, as horny as the flesh-envelopes we wore around the house all day. While erotically enjambed in our loft bed, Clea patrolled my utterances for subject, verb, predicate, as a chef in a five-star kitchen would minister a recipe, ensuring that a soufflé or sourdough would rise. A good brave sentence (“I can hardly bear your heel at my nape without roaring”) might jolly Clea to instant climax. We’d rise from the bed giggling, clutching for glasses of cold water that sat in pools of their own sweat on bedside tables. The sentences had liberated our higher orgasms, nothing to sneeze at. Similarly, we were also sure that sentences of the right quality could end this hideous endless war, if only certain standards were adopted at the higher levels. They never would be. All the media trumpeted the administration’s lousy grammar.

But we were chumps and we knew it. As makers of sentences we were practically fetal, beneath notice, unlaunched, fooling around in our spare time or on somebody else’s dime. Nobody loved our sentences as we loved them, and so they congealed or grew sour on our tongues. We barely glanced at our wall-scribblings for fear of what a few weeks or even hours might expose in our infatuations. Our photocopied fortune slips we’d find in muddy clogs in storm drains, tangled with advertising flyers, unheeded. Our manuscripts? Those were unspeakable secrets, kept not only from the world but from each other. My pages were shameful, occluded everywhere with xxxxxx’s of regret. I scurried to read Clea’s manuscript every time she left the apartment but never confessed that I even knew it existed. Her title was Those Young Rangers Thought Love Was a Scandal Like a Bald White Head. Mine was I Heard the Laughter of the Sidemen from Behind Their Instruments.

Others might hail kings of beer or burgers—we bowed to the King of Sentences. There was just one. We owned his titles in immaculate firsts and tattered reading copies and odd variant editions. It thrilled us to see the pedestrian jacket copy and salacious cover art on his early mass-market paperbacks: to think that he’d once been considered fodder for dime-store carousels! The newest editions of the titles he’d allowed to be reprinted (four early novels had been suppressed from republication) were splendidly austere, their jackets, from the small presses that published him now, bearing text only, no graven images. The progress of his editions on our shelf was like a cartoon of evolution, a slug crawling from the surf to become a mammal, a monkey, and then at last a hairless noble fellow gazing into the future.

The King of Sentences gave no interviews, taught nowhere, condescended to appear at no panels or symposia. His tastes, hobbies, and heartbreaks were unknown, and we extrapolated them from his books at our peril. His digital footprint was pale: people like that didn’t care about people like him. Google, for what it was worth, favored a famous painter of wildlife scenes—beaver dams, heron hideaways—with the same name. The King of Sentences only wrote, beavering away himself on a dam of quintessence, while wholly oblivious of public indifference and of a sales record by now likely descending to rungs occupied by poets. His author photograph, identical on twenty years of jackets and press clippings until it stopped circulating at all, arrested him somewhere in the mid-1960s, turtlenecked, holding a cocktail glass forever. His last cocktail, maybe.

In the same loft where we entangled, Clea and I drove ourselves mad reading the King of Sentences’ books aloud, by candlelight, when we ought to have been sleeping. We’d tear the book from each other’s hands for the pleasure of running his words like gerbils in the habitrails of our own mouths. We’d alternate chapters, pages, paragraphs, finally sentences, at last agree to read him in unison. He could practically hear us as we intoned his words, we’d swear they reached his ears. But not really. Really, we were vowing to ourselves and to each other that we’d make a day trip in search of the King of Sentences, that we’d flush him out, propel ourselves into his company and confidence, buoy him with our love and bind ourselves (and our secret manuscripts, oh yeah!) to his greatness. We each had what the other needed, of this we were positive. Maybe we’d watch him write. Maybe he’d watch us dance, or fuck, who knew? We’d buy him lunch. He was surely mortal enough for lunch. He’d want us at least for lunch.

He lived, we’d learned, north of the city, having drawn from his days as a Greenwich Village flaneur whatever inspiration he’d needed, and departed around the time of that last photograph and cocktail. (We figured that his departure from the narrow town house on Jane Street marked an expiration date on anything west of Second Avenue as an authentic locale.) Minimal detective work pinned him to a P.O. box in Hastings-on-Hudson—how clever and coy he had been to find a place-name that was itself, with the mere insertion of an apostrophe, a sentence, and a faintly lascivious one, too. So it was that we knew he’d summoned us to his hiding place: Clea could play Hudson, and I’d be Hasting.

We sent a postcard warning, addressed to his box. No return address, so he couldn’t refuse. No fancy sentences, fearing his judgment of those. Just fragments: “coming in two weeks,” “get ready,” “can’t wait to meet in person” (as if we’d already met on other planes, for we had). The appointed day came upon us like a sickness, and though each in our privacy might have preferred to stay in bed and sweat it out we couldn’t have looked each other in the eye if we hadn’t staggered out of doors, to the subway, up to Grand Central Terminal. During the short ride we held hands, fever-sweaty at the palms. Exiting Metro-North’s Hastings-on-Hudson station under a thundercloud-clotted sky, we found ourselves the sole travelers not claimed by family members waiting in Subarus or beeping their driver-side doors unlocked as they crossed the parking lot with cell phones clammed to their ears. The train continued on behind us, and the station depopulated as if neutron-bombed.

“This is the town of the King of Sentences.”

“This little town.”

“He could be watching us now, don’t act stupid. With a telescope.”

We blundered along something called Main Street, seeking the post office, until a passerby directed us to Warburton Avenue. Inside the mediocre lobby we staked out a position near the numbered boxes, innocuously pretending to screw up our change-of-address forms so that we had to start over again a dozen times. His box, which we surveilled with peripheral vision only, pulsed with risk and possibility—our own postcard had been handled there, a precursor to this encounter.

Losing patience, we sidled to the main counter. “What time on the average day does the boxholder typically, you know, pick up?”

“Box mail goes up at ten thirty.”

“Right, sure, but mostly when do citizens appear and begin to gather it up, take it to their private homes?”

“Whenever they care to.”

“Sure, right, this is America, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

“Thank you.”

We resumed charades with the chained pen. Two, three, five, eight, eighteen Hastings-on-Hudsonians lumbered in to check their boxes, sort circulars into recycling bins, greet the postmistress, and trade coins for stamps, each of comically tiny denominations. Everyone in this hamlet, it seemed, had just found a sixteen- or twenty-three-cent stamp in a dusty drawer, and had chosen today to supplement it up to viability using car-seat nickels and pennies.

Yet somehow between transactions the postmistress had snuck away for a tattling phone call, or so we surmised from the blinking patrol car that now swept up in front of the P.O. Into the lobby strode a cowboyesque figure, a man, late-fiftyish, wearing a badge in the manner of a star, lean and, when he spoke, laconic. Clea read my mind, saying, “You the sheriff in these parts?”

“Chief of police.”

“Not the sheriff of Hastings-on-Hudson?”

“No, ma’am, there isn’t one. Can I ask what you’re doing here?”

“Waiting.”

“Have you folks got postal business today?”

“No,” I said. “But we’ve got business with someone who might have postal business, if that’s okay.”

“I suppose it might be, sir, but I’m forced to wonder who we’re talking about.”

“The King of Sentences.”

“I see. You wouldn’t happen to be the authors of a certain unsigned and borderline-ominous postcard?”

“Might happen to be, though there was hardly ominous intent.”

“I see. And now you’re waiting, I’m guessing, for the addressee.”

“In the manner of free Americans in a federally controlled public space, yes. We checked with the postmistress.”

“I see. You mind if I wait a bit myself?”

“By definition we can’t.”

Soon enough he appeared. The King of Sentences, unmistakably, though withered like a shrunken-apple fetish of the noble cipher in the photograph. He wore a gray sweatshirt and caramel corduroys with the knees and thighs bald, like a worn radial tire. Absurd black Nikes over gray dress socks. Hair white and scant. Eyes tiny and darting. They darted to the not-sheriff, who nodded minimally. The King nodded back with equal economy.

We collapsed, as planned, to our knees, conveying the beautiful anguish of our subjection to the sole King of Sentences—bowed heads, fingers wriggling as if combing the air for particles of his greatness. A chapter of I Heard the Laughter of the Sidemen from Behind Their Instruments, secreted in the waistband of my underwear, buckled as I knelt there. The King stood inert, if anything sagged slightly. The chief turned and shook his head, a little appalled.

“You okay?” he asked the King.

“Sure. Let me talk to them a minute.”

“Anything you say.” The law went outside, to stand and take a cigarette beside his cruiser. He watched us through the window. We nodded and waved as we scrambled back to our feet.

“Who sent you?” the King said.

“You, you, you,” Clea said. “It was you.”

“We weren’t so much sent as drawn,” I said. “You gave us the gift of your work, and now we’re here, a gift in return.”

“Take us,” Clea said.

“No, thank you,” the King said. His eyes shifted nervously from Clea, settling on me.

“We anointed you the King of Sentences,” I told him. “We’re the ones who did that. Nobody else.” I didn’t want to bully him with news of how scarcely his name circulated, how stale and marked-down the assembly of his hardcovers on used-bookstore shelves.

“I didn’t tell you to come.”

“No, but you are responsible for our presence.”

“Let me be clear. I have nothing for you.”

“Take us home.”

“Not on your life.”

“We came all this way.”

He shrugged. “When’s the next train back?”

The sentences that emerged from his mouth were flayed, generic, like lines from black-and-white movies. I tried not to be disappointed in this stylistic turn. He had something to teach us, always.

“We don’t care. We don’t have tickets. We came for you.”

“I don’t fraternize. This kind of intrusion is the last thing I need.”

“Lunch,” I begged. “Just lunch.”

“I eat only what my housekeeper prepares. A disproportion of sodium could murder me at this point.”

Clea hugged herself with pleasure. I heard her murmur the line, cherishing it privately, “. . . disproportion . . . sodium . . . murder me.” The King craned on his Nike toes, checking that the cop was still outside.

“Forget lunch. An hour of your time.”

“We’re to hover in the post-office lobby for an hour? Doing what, exactly?”

“No, let’s go somewhere,” Clea said. “A hotel room, if you won’t have us in your house.”

“Or the bar,” I said, offering a check on Clea’s presumption. “The bar in the lobby of a hotel, a public setting. For a cocktail.”

The King laughed for the first time, a cackle edged, like a burned cookie, with bitterness. “What largesse. You’d take me to one of our town’s fine hotels. They’re as superb as the restaurants. Motel 6 or Econo Lodge, I believe those are your options.”

“Anywhere,” Clea panted.

The King’s weary gaze again shunted: Clea, myself, the disinterested postmistress, the chief outside, who now ground a butt into the curb with his heel and turned his head to follow the progress of some retreating buttocks. The King’s voice edged down an octave. “Econo Lodge,” he said. “On Lower Brunyon. I’ll find you there in fifteen minutes.”

“We don’t have a vehicle.”

“Too bad.”

“Can we ride with you?”

“No way, José.”

“How do we get there?”

“Figure it out.” The King of Sentences departed the P.O. and skulked around the corner and out of view, presumably to his car. I couldn’t have entirely imagined the extra little kick in his step as he went. The King had been energized, if only slightly, by meeting his subjects. It was a start, I thought.

On the sidewalk we teetered with excitement, blinking in the glare that now filtered through the gnarled clouds. The chief looked us up and down again. We offered charming smiles.

“Can I give you folks a lift back to the station?”

“No, thanks, we’re looking for Lower Brunyon. Care to point us in the right direction?”

“Why Lower Brunyon?”

“The Econo Lodge, if you must know. Is it walking distance?”

“Longish, I’d say. Why not let me escort you?”

“Sure.”

We sat in a cage. The backseat smelled of smoke, perfume, and vomit, raising interesting questions about the definition of police work in Hastings-on-Hudson. The chief took corners smoothly, in the prowling, snaky manner of a driver unconcerned about regulating his speed.

“You two in the regular habit of doing junk like this?”

“What do you mean by ‘junk’?”

“Putting yourselves in the hands of a customer like your friend in there?”

“I’d be junk in his hands any day,” Clea said defiantly.

“Well, he’s old and likely pretty harmless by now,” the chief said. “I saw him the other day in the pharmacy, getting himself one of those inflatable doughnuts for sitting on when you’ve got anal discomfort. I’d say from what I’ve heard those sort of troubles are his just deserts. We’re not dummies around here, you know. When he moved up here from the city, a certain number of stories trailed after him. He’s been a bad boy.”

“He’s the greatest maker of sentences in the United States of America,” I said.

“I’ve had a look,” the chief said. “He’s not bad. I’m just wondering if you ever troubled with the content of his books, as opposed to just the sentences.”

“Sentences are content,” Clea said.

The chief lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Fair enough then, I’ve said my piece. Just understand this—whatever my personal views of either his character or his prose, he’s under my protection surely as any other citizen in this town. Comprende?”

“Does everyone up here speak Spanish? Is this a bilingual metropolis?” Clea said.

“That’s enough out of you, young lady. Here’s the Econo Lodge, and a good day to you both.”

“Thanks, Chief.”

We crept inside the Econo Lodge’s slumbering atrium. A uniformed teenage clerk blinked hello, raised his hand. We ignored him. The King of Sentences hovered beside a counter bearing urns of complimentary coffee labeled “Premium,” “Diesel,” and “Jet Fuel.” The King nodded mutely, beckoned to us with a tilt of his chin. We trailed him down a corridor with a tongue-hued carpet. I worked not to visualize an anal doughnut.

“Inside,” he said.

The King lit only a lamp at the bedside in the windowless room. We crowded in, the room a mere margin to the queen-size bed. The air conditioner rumbled and hummed. The temperature was frigid. The King took the only chair, gestured us to the bed’s edge. We sat.

Clea and I began simultaneously, tangling aloud. “We’re—” I said. Clea said, “You’re the—”

“Let’s not waste time,” the King interrupted. He spoke in an exhausted snarl, all redemptive possibility purged from his voice and manner. Our rendezvous had taken on the starkness of an endgame. “Do you want money?”

“Money?” I said.

“That’s right.” He reached into his shirt pocket and revealed a packet of twenties, obviously prepared in advance. It occurred to me wildly that he’d taken us for blackmailers. Perhaps he was blackmailed routinely, had cash on hand for regular payouts. “How much will it take to make you go away?” He began counting out piles: “Twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, one hundred, twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, two hundred—”

“We don’t want your money!” I nearly shouted. “You’ve given us enough, you’ve given us everything! We’re here to give something back!”

“I suppose I’m meant to be glad to hear it.” He repocketed his money carelessly.

“We’d like you to be glad, yes.”

He only cocked an eyebrow. “What have you got for me?”

I untucked my polo shirt and withdrew my chapter, the pages a mass curled and baked in its secret compression against my belly.

“I knew you looked funny!” Clea cried. I ignored her, handed the pages across to the King. He accepted them, his expression sour.

“For a moment there I thought you were about to undress,” he said.

“Would you like that?” Clea blurted. “Should we undress?”

The King examined us starkly. He placed my chapter ignominiously on the carpet beneath his chair. Perhaps now we were at the crossroads, perhaps we had his attention at last. “Yes,” he said cautiously. “I think that could be . . . advantageous.”

We stripped, racing to be the first bared to his view. I’d lose the race either way, for Clea had rigged the game: She had written a sentence on her stomach in blue marker. The sorcerer lately couldn’t recall whether he was a capable sleeper or an insomniac. Brilliant, I thought bitterly. The King stared. I saw Clea’s pubic hair through the eyes of the King. Clea’s bush was full and crazy. I thought, I will never see it again without seeing the pubic hair at which the King of Sentences once glanced. The King said, “Insomniac, I believe.”

Clea blushed around the sentence, her flesh blazing like neon.

“Hand me your clothes, please.”

We handed the King our clothes. He began immediately rending them, in a weary frenzy of destruction, tearing both of our shirts sleeve from sleeve, shredding Clea’s bra and underwear, slicing at her skirt with his nicotine teeth. He struggled to do any damage to my jeans. I felt I wanted to help him somehow, but stood jellied in my nakedness, doing nothing, not wishing to insult him, to draw attention to his feebleness. It was a mighty enough display, given his age. The hands that had forged the supreme sentences in contemporary American writing were now dismembering the syntax of my underwear.

Soon enough our daily costumes lay in an unseemly ruined pile at our feet. My chapter scattered beneath the clothes and chair legs, forgotten. He hadn’t looked at even one sentence, never would. I knew I would have to forgive him. So I did it right then and there: I forgave him.

The King moved to the door. We stood in our bare feet, wobbling slightly, goose-pimpled, still breathing out clouds of expectation like frost-breath.

“That’s all?” Clea said.

“That’s all, you ask? Yes, that’s all. That’s more than enough.”

“You’re leaving us here.”

“I am.”

He closed the door carefully, not slamming it. Clea and I waited an appropriate interval, then turned and clung to each other in a kind of rapture. Understanding, abruptly and at last, just what it takes to be King. How much, in the end, it actually costs.






Proximity People

People who work at counters and make you wait while they answer the telephone, privileging the customer on the phone over the one right in front of their face, the one who made the trip, got out of bed, appeared in person. People who interrupt the phone call with the person who called first to use call-waiting to take the call from the person who called second. People who get to the counter and make the person waiting at the counter wait while they talk on their cell phone. People who glance at their e-mail when you’re in the room. People who use handheld devices to glance at their e-mails while in your house. People who borrow your computer or handheld device in order to glance at their e-mails. People who answer e-mails from people they do not know with great alacrity and full capitalization and punctuation while replying slowly and with few if any capitals or punctuation marks to the e-mails of their devoted friends. People who unfriend their friends while friending their unfriends. People who do not acknowledge the person. Persons who are not personal.

People who visit parties and ignore their friends, do not dance with the one that brung you. People who have more time, more munificence, more courtesy, for strangers than for their friends. Children who love their uncles and aunts more than their father and mother, their cousins more than their siblings. People who have a picture of Jesus Christ or John F. Kennedy or Abraham Lincoln on their wall, as if Jesus Christ or John F. Kennedy or Abraham Lincoln was their relative. People who use the first names of celebrities. People who shorten the names of or create nicknames for those they don’t know or barely know, in order to seem more familiar, especially in cases where people who are actually familiar with those named would never shorten their name or use a nickname. Rotisserie-baseball fans who never go to a baseball game or follow a “real” team. Married people who develop crushes on waitresses or bank tellers.

Those who speak to the invisible, the remote, those not present, while disfavoring the visible, the proximate, the present. Those concerning themselves with ghosts. Clergy of all types. People who wear pictures in lockets of grandparents they never knew, even as they disdain or neglect living uncles or aunts. People who construct family trees or visit genealogical websites but are brusque and rude to strangers on the subway. Those who adopt animals but not children. Eaters of fish but not pork.

People who concern themselves with the fate of slaves in distant capitals they have never visited and would never visit. People who read the International section before they read the Metro section, or never read the Metro section. People who read eagerly of discoveries of planets orbiting distant stars in unreachable galaxies. Anyone interested in SETI (the search for extra-terrestrial intelligence). People who watch the Oscar telecast but don’t go to movies. People who watch a telecast of celebrations in Times Square at midnight on New Year’s Eve. Lip-synchers. Karaokeists.

People who read stories about imaginary people while real people stand before them unsung and unappreciated. People who read stories and experience real emotions while finding it difficult to feel real emotions when presented with the difficulties of their living friends. Science fiction people. Historical reenactors. Pen pals. Those who fall in love remotely, projecting cherished values onto those distant from them, values that they never identify among those nearest to them. Constructors of time capsules. People who write in journals or diaries never intended to be read during their lifetimes. Anonymous authors. Anonymous donors. People who comment anonymously on the blogs of their friends. People who at parties glance over your shoulder while they speak with you, searching for a better option. Necrophiliacs.

Those studying foreign languages, especially dead languages. Students of Esperanto or Klingon. Those mourning the deaths of royalty. Those who love or hate anyone they’ve never met. Catholics drinking wine and eating wafer. Readers of secondary sources before primary sources. Archaeologists and anthropologists. Those cherishing extinct species. ‘Pay It Forward’ people. Sexaholics. Doctors Without Borders. Mimes who follow people on the street.

People who use time machines to prevent the crucifixion of Jesus Christ or the Kennedy or Lincoln assassinations but would not use time machines to apologize to those they personally disregarded in fourth or fifth grade.

Lawyers for the unborn. Pro-lifers. Autograph hounds. Strangers who interfere in private arguments on the street. Fans. Ventriloquists. Ventriloquists on the radio. People who listen to podcasts while in the presence of others. Ham-radio operators. Stamp collectors, with their glue-tabs and albums, adorers of the tenuous papery whisper of what comes from afar, soaking envelopes to reclaim cancelled stamps, discarding the envelopes, ignoring the addresses, never noticing the names of the original recipients, the persons for whom the letter was intended, cherishing instead the postage.

Above all, writers.






The Dreaming Jaw, The Salivating Ear

I do not think I shall visit my blog anymore. It is not so much the smell that discourages me—gulls have skeletonized the corpse in the entranceway, and the lapping tide has salt-rinsed the floorboards where the intruder’s blood was once caked as thick as fruit-leather—as it is a certain malodor of memory persisting there. The stink of my disappointment being that stink which the sea’s salt can never rinse.

* * *

I study my blog through binoculars from the distance of the boardwalk, but never approach. Gulls wheel over my blog’s entranceway, vultures at my kill, much as they do above the splintery planks of the boardwalk, scavenging the greasy paper sleeves containing, if a gull should be lucky, some remaining tidbits of cakey frankfurter bun, the last dark rejected French fry like a withered witch’s finger. Let anyone imagine I gaze at the horizon. It is a kind of horizon at which I gaze, an inner-made-outer vanishing point, a place where feeling ventures out to make a meeting with language and finds itself savaged.

* * *

I will not forgive The Whom. He would not forgive me.

* * *

I thought I would see justiny at last, but the tiny bird has flown. The question I cannot allow myself to ask: Were they not two, but one? Was The Whom pretending to be justiny? Or was justiny pretending to be The Whom?

* * *

It was him I killed. He is not unnamed. He has a name, even if inadequate, bogus, contrived. The man I killed, The Whom. It was The Whom who tried to enter my blog and it was The Whom I wanted to keep out and The Whom I laid low with a single remorseless thrust with the blunt editorial object I had carried with me hidden on my person and with which, gripped knuckle-tight, I lay in wait inside the entranceway of my blog. It was The Whom I wanted to reduce to gibberish with my disemvoweler, it was him I wished to see undone and unspeeched it was him who poisoned the well and stole the goose it was him who could never would never be silent I tell you it was never other than The Whom.

* * *

A man tried to enter my blog. I killed him at the entrance there. In order to make you understand I would have to go back to the beginning and that is impossible. I am not trying to hide anything, I swear this.

* * *

I could never have protected anyone. I don’t know who or what I was trying to protect. Since the day I killed the unnamed man there has been no one else remotely near the blog, no evidence of justiny, not an extinguished sasparilla candle, not an herbal-cough-drop wrapper. justiny has gone, if he or she ever dwelled here. justiny, I now believe, was as frightened of me as he/she was of that malignant other, the man I killed. And will I go unpunished? I have come to believe so. My blog is a site on no map, is sanctioned in no precinct, patrolled by no militia. Its occupants have only ever constituted its sole authority. The three of us, if it ever was three. Or two. Now gone.

* * *

A man tried to enter my blog last night. I killed him in the entranceway with a blow to the head. I felt in the impact as I heaved my cudgel and met with his grunting pumpkin-thick skull that he was dead, and I discarded the brain-oiled implement in the darkness there and ran upstairs and hid in a far high corner of my blog in bereavement and horror not so much at what I had done to the man I killed, to that rotting gourd full of evil, but at what I had done to myself and to my solitary majestic kingdom here, to my elegant elaborate and irreplaceable redoubt now beshitted in revenger’s shame. But it was done. He is silent now. I will need to pass his body there in the entranceway if I am to leave, the mouth-stilled black form slumped in the dark joint of wall and floorboard with its dumb black legs blocking the threshold. I am not afraid.

* * *

I wait in the dark huddled like an animal now, but it is an animal I have come here to meet, an animal I am seeking to purge and correct, and to do so I have had to turn myself into an animal too. The time for tender thoughts is adjourned.

HA JAW IF YOU COULD SEE WHAT I SAW

WHEN I GLANCE IN YOUR VICINITY

YOU’D FUCK OFF TO INFINITY

YOUR EVERLOVIN’ WHOM

* * *

What is going on here jaw I am so scared and freaked out this isn’t funny any more why is the whom doing what he is doing and is he even who he says he is???? There r times when I cant trust anyone or anything even myself justiny

* * *

I’ve secreted myself in one of the upper rooms. I hold in my hand an implement, an editor’s tool, the exact weight and shape of my indignation at the doings of The Whom. My blog must not be spoiled. I will defend it, I will defend it with my life. I need look no further for a cause than dear little justiny, of whom I see no sign. I suspect the poor creature has pocketed her- or himself in a cupboard somewhere, nibbling on stale crackers or fingernails with teeth chattering in fear of The Whom’s depredations, to reemerge only when the foulness has been purged. The quarters of my blog must be made safe for those who’ve come for solace here.

* * *

O jaw u should of seen it when u weren’t around he was dominating this place just screwing with everyones minds pretending he was u and sayin if im the jaw u r my bubble gum u r my popcorn u r the gunk in my back molars and u ought to wait im gonna floss u out eccchhhh gross jaw hes such a lowbrow cant u do sumthing signed desperately yrs justiny

* * *

More ruined rooms, unbearable even to specify in this log—so many of them now, chambers of my soul forever sealed against the night.

* * *

I built too near the sea. The salt air corrodes the inlaid rosewood veneer. And at the moon’s perigee the tide licks my door. On some nights I sit in the parlor of my sad savaged blog and think it was only a dress rehearsal, a dry run. That I will build another blog elsewhere and make its seams tighter, armor it and therefore myself better for the world. But to abandon this one now would be to betray justiny. I say this to myself even as I hear the waves crashing nearer than I ever wished them to, the waves that are like a pulse of hatred beating in my forebrain.

MISS JAW I FIND YOU

ELEPHANTINE IN ALL REGARDS

WHY NOT JUST BUMBLE OFF TO THE BONEYARD

THE HONORABLE WHOM

* * *

We coexist, invisible to one another, an uneasy blind roundelay within the forgiving architecture of my blog. Here, I find evidence of justiny’s self-effacing encampments: squeezed-out tea bag neatly wrapped in a paper napkin, glass bearing a wilted daisy, scattering of dandruff, faint odor of lemon verbena or chamomile. There, I wander dismayed into rooms Whomed: overturned or demolished in derision, furnishings all glued upside down on the ceiling as in sophomore japery, library volumes with their pages torn or twisted from their spines, a turd curled in an ashtray. Once, I found a parlor cleared of all its treasures and bric-a-brac, which had been replaced with paper slips, fluttering on the floor like fortune-cookie fortunes, each bearing the name of one of the vanished items: wicker love seat, brass birdcage, croquet set, and so forth. I conduct my rounds in mournful diligence, reordering what can be reordered, sealing off quadrants when I must. At certain times I persuade myself an admirable stasis is attained: my blog abides, adapts, is made worldly by its users. At other moments I feel we three stalk one another: prey and predator that have each come under my roof, my own role unknown as yet. It is then I think I hear the blog ticking like a bomb.

* * *

O jaw dont ever leave us again like that u scared me so bad im shaking all over the place cant u see you’ve got responsive abilities now especially 2 me yr number 1 fan justiny

* * *

I decided I ought to take a week away from my blog, to absent myself from the site of creation, therefore to allow the inhabitants dwelling there to regulate themselves. It is an egalitarian space I have made, with its own social ecologies, and it would right itself, I was certain. When I returned I found someone had set ablaze the guest book, as well as the burnished ebony Bible stand on which the guest book had stood. The blaze singed the plaster scrollwork ceiling, soot and ash from the pyre forming a kind of rude tombstone or epitaph to itself, like the remains of a Klansman’s torched cross or the horrendous skeleton of a lynching tree. I hadn’t the heart to repair the damage to it and instead sealed the alcove where the guest book and Bible stand had been placed, and now though the blog has innumerable rooms and no one would miss one little nook or alcove, I feel it as a missing limb, a deletion imposed on me by forces malign, a first mortal blow.

MISS JAW YOU GOT A LOTTA ADMIRERS

BUT FOR MY MONEY YOU JUMPED THE SHARK

BEFORE THERE WAS A SHARK TO JUMP

GO BLINK IN A BLIZZARD

AND MAKE LOVE TO A LIZARD

THE WHOM

* * *

Dear jaw be strong you cant let the haters get you down yr blog is a very fine blog with two cats in the yard now everything is easy cuz of u also try imagining a place where its always safe and warm come in you said ill give you shelter from the storm xo justiny

* * *

A descreator, a desecraptor, a desacritter—why such difficlutties spelling the word?—has violated the hallowed corridors of my sanctum. I found his words slathered in dripping red bold graffitist’s capitals unscrubbable across the raw terra-cotta tile:

MISS JAW

WORMS SUCK EYEHOLES

YOU SUCK GUMBALLS

THE WHOM

I’ll content myself imagining such a soul writhing under its own torments, and not give the defamer even the honor of my rebuke. He’ll have moved on, I assure myself of this. Shambled off to pick on something his own low size. Still, I see his little haiku as if neon-imprinted on my eyelids’ interior when I shut my eyes to sleep.

* * *

Someday the world will build a highway with an overpass leading to a cloverleaf feeding to an off-ramp to a parking area that will be full of tourist buses full of visitors hungering in anticipation, there to join the multitudes tramping hour after hour clutching snack-bar goodies as they marvel through the corridors of my blog, then to reboard amid the waves of satisfied oglers clutching geegaws, key chains and can openers and T-shirts from the gift shop adjacent to the restrooms near the parking lot of my blog, but until that day comes I hear the steady pulse and recoil of the sea and see the moonlight through the skylight and reflected off the polished banisters and I know that if it is only justiny, whether she or he is alone or stands for secret lurking others now or in the future, I have made it and it is good.

* * *

A first appreciation has come. A tentative thing, a shred of sensibility, something that tiptoed in on little cat feet and graced me with praise. A he or she, I can’t tell from the byline: justiny. I wuvvv your blog, justiny said in a note, a seashell-pink crayon scribble on a fragile curl of tissue, the equivalent of a whisper, a thing I found stuck to my boot as I made my proprietary rounds, polishing brass railings and marble doorknobs and suchlike, and which I might so easily have failed to notice. I had a moment’s impulse to whisper back: My blog loves you too, justiny, in its way. But I think my blog’s love is more cosmic or Buddhist, more impassive and impersonal, than to need always to answer. My blog is for all ears that might listen, and who knows how many that might be? justiny happens to have piped up. (Barely.)

* * *

Though I promise myself I’ll be patient, I find myself visiting my blog ten or twelve times a day, tracing with my echoing footsteps the boundaries of its magnificence, wondering when I’ll know—or if I’ll know—when another sensibility has sensed its noble call, the siren or lighthouse of my mind beckoning to theirs, and come to the doorway of my blog, entered and roamed and learned that they are not alone out here on the fringe of the real but that others have come before them and blogged so that they might feel less lonely. But I myself am not lonely. It is enough to have my blog.

* * *

I Sing My Blog Electric!

I made my blog in the shape of a tesseract.

I made a blog and it is good.

A small blog, of clay and wattles made. Nine bean rows will I have there, a hive for the honeybee, and I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow, and I will hear the ocean water lapping with low sounds around the pilings, while I stand in the foyer of my blog, within the exoskeleton of its architecture, feeling myself to be its deep heart’s core.

My blog is as big and small as my desiring.

I tried counting my blog’s rooms and found myself retracing my steps.

It has many doors and yet there is only one way to enter it.

I tried painting my blog in oils and ran out of canvas.

I shall follow mine blog wherever mine blog shall lead.

I offer this, my blog, to the world, but I do not require the world to need it or accept it, for it is my very very own blog.

* * *

I made my blog strong, I made it with my hands, fitted the joists and the beams and the floorboards neat, planed the crooked surfaces, sanded the knots where there were knots and varnished the sanded knots until a blind man couldn’t tell you their location. It was a fine labor of many days and it stands, my blog, by the salty beseeching sea, a stone’s throw from where the searching tidal claws at their highest point mark the sand. My blog is an outpost on forever.

* * *

I have had a lovely inspiration: a blog at the ocean’s edge, a blog-by-the-sea. I think I shall call it The Dreaming Jaw, The Salivating Ear!






Procedure in Plain Air

Later, after the men in jumpsuits had driven up and begun digging the hole, Stevick would remember that the guy on the bench beside him had been gazing puzzledly into the cone of his large coffee and had tried to interest him in the question of whether the café’s brew aftertasted of soap or not. This day was gray, with heavy portents of rain. Not the best for sitting on the coffee shop’s bench, but the interior of the café had become insufferable in all ways to Stevick: the shop’s ambience and fancy name, its well-programmed iPod and fake-industrial chairs and tables and counters succeeding too completely, the room seething with overdressed-disheveled types, nerve-rackedly Web surfing or doing the real-world equivalent with eye orbits through the room, every last one of whom made him feel mossy, corroded, replaced. Add to that the danger of running into his ex, Charlotte, and he never even glanced within in hope of a seat—he didn’t want one. Just black, to go. He was an outdoor-bencher, he’d take his chances with the others here, backs to the shop’s window, and if rain drove them off he’d have it to himself. Nor did he care to consider whether the coffee tasted of soap or not. He was getting his morning thrill on, his eye-opener, and this place, besides being on the right corner of the right block for him to stumble in, made a fine, joltingly strong concoction strictly from the addict’s point of view. It could taste of lysergic acid or oysters for all he cared. Maybe every cup of coffee he’d ever drunk had tasted of soap, so he couldn’t discern soap from coffee—who knew?

Stevick, meant to be job hunting, wasn’t. Too generous severance had blurred his motivation in the months when it would have mattered. Now, season slanting to Memorial Day, the flag of Manhattan’s office life was at half-mast until September. So Stevick was propped like a morning crow on that bench when the truck arrived. His front-row seat recalled to him memories of childhood puppet shows, of gazing up at the slotted stage from which Punch and Judy and their like protruded. The soapy-coffee theorist was curled over some device, brow knit, thumbs-deep in a text-message campaign, making Stevick the only witness to the disembarkment of the truck’s occupants.

They parked, apparently heedlessly, in the space in front of a hydrant, but without coming nearer than three feet to the curb. Cars slowed to pass. Stevick doubted that a garbage truck could have made it through. Surely a temporary placement, a compromise, then. The vehicle was an ungainly bolted-iron thing, resembling some reconfigured laundry or diaper truck, not massive like those used for transport of money but solid enough in its way. Two men in jumpsuits popped out of the cab, and within a minute had orange traffic cones up to claim the territory that extended a few feet behind the truck, as well as between it and the curb. One contemplated the hydrant and then wryly topped it with a cone, which perched there like a dunce cap. It made an effective preemption of any indigenous neighborhood protest, an easy trump: the men in jumpsuits seemed to have some official function, even if their truck was unmarked.

The tools with which the two men dug the hole were notably quiet and efficient. After first marking a square of asphalt with yellow spray paint, using a band saw of daunting size and intensity they carved the blacktop along the lines of drying paint. At this point, Stevick’s might still have been the only eyes attending. Perhaps these activities had drawn distracted, unsustained glances from a passing postal worker or nanny. Certainly nobody emerged into the chill morning from the café’s interior, where those not obliviously earbudded were likely hunkered in routine annoyance against the saw’s zip, much as they’d be for a passing siren or the clunk of a truck’s axle in a pothole—nothing off the ordinary urban-decibel scale. The soap complainer had wandered away when Stevick wasn’t looking.

The jackhammers, though, drew complaint. Several exasperated café denizens packed their laptops and muttered in the loose direction of the truck and its jumpsuited operatives as they fled the scene, like birds flitting to another treetop, and no more courageous. One of the café’s counterpersons, a chubby guy in an apron, seeing business spooked, made a more forthright protest, even shaking his fist. But the small dimension of the task blunted his protest: by the time the jumpsuited pair had ignored the counterperson for a minute or two, minute smiles perhaps rippling their lips—or was this an effect of the device’s vibration?—they were shifting the jackhammer back into the truck in favor of shovels and picks, with which they deftly cleared the hole of shattered black chunks. Stevick nodded consolation to the counterperson, who had, after all, poured his soapy coffee forty-five minutes ago. What remained of it was cold.

* * *

The excavation was complete by the time Stevick wandered by half an hour later, having picked up his dry cleaning from the Korean and used his own bathroom before circling back to the café. Rain still threatened, hadn’t arrived. Stevick couldn’t say why he was enthralled by the activities that had commenced with the truck’s arrival; some intimation, he supposed in retrospect, though it wasn’t uncommon for him to buzz the café two or three times in a procrastinating morning. The hole was steep and accurate, hewing to the spray-painted plan still visible in two corners where the lines of paint, meeting, had pooled and blurred: an inverted phone booth of emptied dirt and rubble. Three fat fitted planks lay stacked beside the hole, sized to make a rough cover, Stevick guessed. The hole’s former contents had been heaped precariously at the curb—the hydrant wasn’t likely to be back in commission too soon, at this rate. The orange cone remained, like an ill-fitted condom stuck on its head. The truck, however, was gone.

And then it was back, jerking to a halt at the curb before him, as if responsive to Stevick’s own presence, to his attentions; however absurd this notion might be, Stevick had conceived it. With an unhurried persistence, the jumpsuited men emerged again and opened the van’s rear, then stepped inside to wrangle out what at first might have seemed another object but then revealed itself to be a man, a human captive. The man was dressed in the same uniform, as though recently demoted from their company. But his skin, Stevick noted wearily, as if this fact beckoned to outrage he ought to feel rising within him but didn’t, was darker than theirs. His head shaved, where their hair was intact; his two- or three-day beard rough, where theirs were, in one case, trimmed into a goatee and, in the other, shaved clean. So the jumpsuits, rather than suggesting equivalence between the three, framed difference. A cruddy cloth gagged the captive’s mouth; another bound his wrists in front of him. His eyes didn’t trouble to plead as his captors led him to the fresh hole and lowered him within, taking care not to scuff his elbows on the crumbled lip. They’d measured well: the captive nestled just underneath the three fat boards when these were fitted over his head. One of the jumpsuited operatives stood atop the boards, testing their firmness with apparent satisfaction, while the other quickly loaded the cones into the back of the truck. Now, at last, the rain began to fall.

“How—?” Stevick began, then faltered, unsure of his question. “How long are you going to leave him in there?”

The two could barely be bothered to hesitate, in their hurry for the shelter of the truck’s cab. “We’re on installation and delivery,” the clean-shaven one said as he assumed the driver’s seat. “Pickup’s another department.”

“Are we talking hours or days or weeks?” Stevick said, locating, perhaps belatedly, some faint civic courage, a notion that he’d absorbed certain duties as a local witness to the open-air procedure, perhaps by default, but no less legitimately for that. Besides, others inside the café might be watching through the window. His question was perhaps a feeble one, but for anyone observing, the fact that he’d stood up from the bench and begun some sort of stalling interrogation could be seen as crucial, either in a deeper intervention to be conducted by more effective or informed members of the community or in some later accounting of Stevick’s comportment and behavior.

“I really didn’t look at the schedule in this case,” the driver said. “But they’re rarely installed for more than three or four days in a single location.”

“Anything longer wouldn’t be seen as humane, I suppose?”

“More like these measures simply aren’t effective beyond a certain point. Listen, we’ve got to go.”

“Those boards are in no way tight enough to keep the rain from falling on him,” Stevick pointed out. By placing their hole so near the hydrant, they’d prevented a parked car from giving shelter to the hole. On the other hand, perhaps they’d spared the hole’s inhabitant something terrifying in being doubly pinned by the low ceiling of a vehicle’s undercarriage. Probably Stevick was guilty of overthinking: it was impossible to find a parking space in this neighborhood, so they’d settled on the obvious solution.

“That’s generous of you to notice, citizen,” the driver said. He gestured to the occupant of the passenger seat, the goateed man, who’d been sitting with his arms crossed and rolling his eyes, miming impatience. Now this silent partner produced something from the floor of the truck’s cab: a compact black umbrella—the inexpensive double-hinged kind you might purchase at a shoe-repair shop, having ducked in during a gale. He handed it to the driver, who passed it through the open window to Stevick. “This is why we’re grateful you came along when you did,” the driver said, nodding to indicate the hole. “Don’t be afraid to stand on top—it’ll easily support your weight.”

With that they were gone, and for the last time. Stevick never saw them again; the driver hadn’t been misleading him when he alluded to the narrow specialization of their tasks. Now there was only the hole, its occupant, and Stevick, with his own duties. For, when freed by the truck’s departure he turned to face the café, no one in fact was regarding him from the window, now streaked with rain and curtained by a dripping overhang. Stevick opened the umbrella. The hole was silent. Stevick could easily have gone home, but instead he stepped over, tested the soundness of the footing on top—there was little doubt, he’d watched them work—and sheltered both himself and the sturdy boards from the rain as well as he could beneath the feeble rigging of black cloth and wire.

In a lull the aproned counterman stepped outside the café’s doors for a cigarette break. He nodded curtly at Stevick, exhaled smoke rising into the rain. “So you’re in charge now, huh?” he said.

“I didn’t want to leave him completely alone.” There had been no sound, barely a detectable motion from the hole beneath his feet, where the captive now sat braced, knees wedged in dirt. “I wouldn’t say I’m in charge in any wider sense,” Stevick continued. “I’m something of a stopgap or placeholder, really.”

“I more than understand,” the café employee said. “We’re in a similar situation. Just a gig between real jobs, that’s what I keep telling myself.” He tossed his fuming butt into the gutter, quite near. “There’s a million stories like yours and mine.”

“That’s not what I was getting at,” Stevick began, but, uninterested, the counterman had returned inside. The café’s population had never completely recovered from the jackhammer exodus; that, combined with the rain, kept Stevick’s vigil a lonely one. He preferred it, actually. The usual early-afternoon dog-walkers passed by, hunched in tented plastic ponchos, their smaller dogs, the terriers and dachshunds, sheathed in sleeveless plaid coats, but Stevick had always regarded the walkers as ships on a distant sea, some passing flotilla. Even on days of bright sunshine, they were too occupied with canine herding and the management of plastic-bagged turds to engage in the human life of the street. Though few other humans acknowledged him, Stevick liked to believe that he was still a participant in this mainstream. Whether his relation to the man beneath the boards qualified as a human transaction was another question.

* * *

Toward evening, the rain tailed, though not enough so that Stevick lowered the umbrella. The café’s clientele turned over; the tables were set for dinner, decorated with lit candles, menus in place; the staff even switched off the WiFi in order to chase out the most tenacious of the afternoon Googlers. Others of Stevick’s neighbors, the professionally dressed, beleaguered rush-hour subwayers, slavers in financial offices, trudged past the corner with their own umbrellas. Though Stevick always thought of them as upright sheep, some were surprisingly bold in their muttering.

“What did you say?” Stevick shouted back.

“You heard me, friend. You’re lowering property values for the rest of us.”

“Not in my backyard, eh?” Stevick said. “Boy, when something like this arrives in your midst you learn pretty fast who’s who in this neighborhood, you yuppie.” Stevick spoiled for a fight, feeling now all the insurgent defiance he ought to have summoned for the diggers of the hole. But what was done, was done. Defense of what should never have been in the first place had become Stevick’s province.

“You artists need to grow up and learn the difference between an installation piece and a hole in the ground,” the man sneered. Surely Stevick’s age or younger, yet dressed like Stevick’s grandfather, he added, “Slack-ass.”

Stevick was incensed. “There’s a man in this hole!”

“Don’t bore me with your disgusting personal situation!”

“It’s not a personal situation, you fucker!”

“Roll up and die, grubbie!”

“Yaaaaarrrr!” They charged with umbrellas outheld, Stevick feeling he’d abandoned his station but unable to stem the urge to gore the man on the sidewalk and see him plead for mercy in the rain. Yet the two men essentially missed, failed to engage, the broad opened umbrellas merely grazing in a rubbery wet shudder as they passed. The single thrust having apparently exhausted his neighbor as much as it did Stevick, the man regathered his briefcase tightly beneath his elbow. “I need to go pay the nanny,” he murmured as he slunk off. Stevick retreated to his task.

It was night, and inside the café the menus at several of the tables had been taken up, wine poured, little plates delivered, by the time another specialist made contact with Stevick. He wasn’t, as Stevick might have hoped, a sentry arriving to relieve Stevick of a duty that, now that he contemplated it, he had to admit was self-assigned. Rather, the jumpsuited man, a sturdy, almost fat one this time, with heavy, black-rimmed eyeglasses and a Yankees cap shielding him from the rain, appeared to be some kind of inspector, charged with insuring the rightness of the site and recording in cryptic shorthand, with a ballpoint pen on a clipboarded sheet, certain impressions. The man double-parked his car, the blinking hazard lights of which gave clear evidence of the passing nature of his visit, and suggested to Stevick a long itinerary of random checks still ahead of him. He then politely asked Stevick for assistance in drawing aside the cover of planks. Stevick, in turn, extended the umbrella to help protect the operative’s clipboard while he wrote.

The captive, Stevick noted with relief, didn’t appear any more—or less—uncomfortable than when he’d first been lowered into his hole. He stood, as if to acknowledge the inspector’s attentions, but didn’t glance upward, possibly not wishing to incur rebuke, or perhaps he had merely grown incurious about what were, for him, routine operations. When the inspector went back to his car and returned bearing a wax-paper cup with a straw and a pair of plastic-wrapped sandwiches, Stevick understood that he intended to feed the man in the hole, and saw also that the captive had at some point spat the dirty cloth from his mouth, so that it now encircled his throat like a necklace. Probably it had never been secure to begin with, and the captive had not wished to embarrass the men who’d dug the hole by flaunting their ineffectual knotting skills. The inspector lowered both the cup with the straw and half a sandwich to within range of the captive’s mouth, and the man in the hole quietly and efficiently fed and drank. Stevick considered the fact that the captive could have cried out at any point and had chosen not to. Perhaps he’d learned that it led only to more punishment, if punishment was the right word. Stevick had begun to realize that he ascribed a certain strength, a gravity and authenticity, to the man in the hole, or perhaps to the hole itself, with which he wished to be associated, as in the sense of a shared undertaking. The passerby with whom he’d crossed umbrellas had been, in a manner, right: this was a kind of personal situation.

Stevick helped the inspector replace the wooden planks over the hole, then gratefully accepted the gift of the second wrapped sandwich, which turned out to contain pleasantly peppery chicken salad, albeit on soggy white bread. Stevick had been hungrier than he realized. Before departing, the inspector went back to his car one last time, returning now with an olive-green duffel, which he chucked gently to the edge of the hole, just beside Stevick.

“What’s that?”

“Standard issue,” the inspector explained obscurely. “It’ll be there when you need it.” He offered Stevick a quick salute and was off.

* * *

It was only after the café had closed for the night, the chairs overturned on the tables, that the rain ceased completely, leaving Stevick with the question of whether his shift here ought to conclude. He shook out and shuttered the umbrella, and had just reached for the enigmatic duffel when he was greeted by the sound of his own name in the familiar voice of his ex, Charlotte. It was perhaps inevitable that she’d pass by if he camped out here all day. In another lifetime, which was what even yesterday seemed to be after this present occurrence, he might have been guilty of doing exactly that. As it happened, he’d overlooked completely the possibility of her wandering past. Charlotte was dressed and scented for a night on the town, clacking in her heels toward the subway entrance, most likely to undertake her usual carousel of Stevick’s former favorite bars in the company of his lately-out-of-touch friends.

“Well, now, look at you,” she joshed. “Keeping busy, as usual.”

Stevick guiltily withdrew his hand from the duffel bag and stood alert to indicate his vigilance, though now, rain cleared, umbrella folded, it was hardly evident what his duties were. He’d always had to straighten his posture in Charlotte’s presence, her height and perfect carriage a kind of warning or rebuke to him, and now he found himself wishing that she’d step off the curb, down to his level. The three planks that covered the hole were too expertly flush to the asphalt to be any help to him.

“There’s a man in this hole, Charlotte.” It was the second time he’d tried to even the field by stating this absolute truth, almost as if he needed to hear it himself to believe it, though he’d been presiding there all day. He wanted acknowledgment of his effort, but first he had to establish the basic situation.

“Sure,” Charlotte said. “I’ve heard of this sort of thing.”

“I guess I’d heard of it, too, though it’s different to have it right in front of you. Still, I guess it has to be somewhere.”

“True enough,” Charlotte said. “I just hadn’t pictured you getting involved. But by your logic, I suppose, someone had to step forward.”

Stevick couldn’t really improve on this sentiment, so he let it stand.

“So, what’s in the bag?” Nothing was lost on Charlotte, he had to give her that.

“More sandwiches, I suspect,” Stevick said, surprising himself with the guess. Should they be called rations, or provisions? It depended on who was eating them, he supposed. “They’re not bad, if you like chicken salad. Take one, if you’re hungry.”

Charlotte had by this time poked inside the bag, assuming her usual privileges in regard to Stevick’s boundaries, and pulled out a plastic-wrapped jumpsuit, identical, except for its virgin state, to those worn by the operatives and by the captive below. There appeared to be four or five of these stacked within the small duffel.

“You’re hired!” Charlotte exclaimed. “You’ve been promoted from a temp position to staff.”

Stevick found himself pleasingly able to ignore her goading. In many ways, Charlotte, like much else, was receding from view. The new conditions made irony a luxury. Was he meant to hoard the jumpsuits for his own use or to recruit other operatives from the neighborhood? Or, for that matter, were they intended for future incarcerees? Stevick considered the possibility that he’d eventually be fitted for a hole himself. The beauty of the uniform was that it settled nothing.

“Do you want to see him?” he asked Charlotte, and immediately regretted a question that seemed inappropriate, even somewhat craven on his part. He knew only after he’d said it that he would never again let himself use the man in the hole as a token or a bargaining chip. He was a person!

Charlotte’s cavalier reply felt predestined. “No, thank you,” she said. “I should go, I’m running late. But it’s really good to see you doing so well, Stevick.” Her voice was like a pat on a baby’s downy skull.

The hint of tenderness cloaking Charlotte’s dismissal disgusted Stevick. Talk about your passing connections! Stevick felt closer after a single day to the man in the hole, though they’d exchanged not a word. As he watched Charlotte make her way up the street, Stevick experienced only relief that she’d refused his suggestion. To pry up the planks when he had nothing to offer was a small indignity he had spared the captive below. The last thing Stevick wished to do, after all, was annoy him with inessentials. Success in an endeavor like this one lay in the details. Stevick was certain he was going to do a good job.






The Empty Room

Earliest memory: father tripping on strewn toys, hopping with toe outraged, mother’s rolling eyes. For my father had toys himself. He once brought a traffic light home to our apartment on the thirty-somethingth floor of the tower on Columbus Avenue. The light, its taxi yellow gone matte from pendulum-years above some polluted intersection and crackled like a Ming vase’s glaze where bolts had been overtightened and then eased, sat to one side of the coffee table it was meant to replace as soon as my father found an appropriate top. In fact, the traffic light would follow us up the Hudson to Darby, to the house with the empty room. There it never escaped the garage.

Another memory: my playmate Max’s parents had borrowed, from mine, a spare set of china plates. I spent a lot of time visiting with Max and, when he let us inside his room, Max’s older brother. So I was present the afternoon my father destroyed the china set. Max’s family lived in a duplex, the basement and parlor floor of a brownstone, a palace of abundance . . . Max and his brother had separate rooms and a backyard. All this would pale beside the spaciousness of our Darby farmhouse. That was the point.

The return of the china had become a running joke between our two families, or at least for Max’s parents. They kept trying to give it back, my father kept explaining that we really had no use for the second set; he claimed that it had been a gift, not a loan. In this my father struck them as facetious, when he was actually not only sincere but losing patience.

This day my father had swung by on his way home from Penn Station to pick me up. His work was taking him to Albany more often. While they stood in the kitchen, Max’s father took him by surprise, placing the stack of scrupulously cleaned china into my father’s free hands.

“You really don’t want them?” my father confirmed, in his dry way.

“No, please,” said Max’s father.

“Well, then, we’ll just do this,” declared my father, opening his hands. The plates dropped and exploded, slivers finding every corner of the kitchen and the living room carpet beyond. There, memory halts. Max and I were reduced to pen pals when my family moved.

The New York State Department of Housing and Urban Development was my father’s employer, and we went upstate to be closer to his work. The move, though, was sold to my sister and me as a kind of bodily impulse on my family’s part, like that of salmon spawning, to reject the hectic, compromising city in favor of a place where we could live. I was old enough to fantasize about the teenagerish collections of who knows what I’d cunningly display in a bedroom of my own, and how I would exclude Charlotte and her friends, and then how, later, with great ostentation, I would allow them to enter.

The movers poured our belongings into the new home. Its hugeness, the endless closets, the fact of the barn and garage: these performed a magic trick on our stuff. My father’s accumulations dwindled as if viewed through the wrong end of a telescope. Charlotte and I ran through the house in a fever, counting the doors, including closets, attics, cellar. We lost count at sixty. We then chose our rooms. One room was appointed a den, another a guest room. My father singled out a room downstairs, formerly the doctor’s consulting office (my parents had purchased this house from the estate of a retired country optometrist), with one door and one window, otherwise a simple rectangle outlined with plain molding, and declared it the future site of the empty room. The room was empty now. So it would stay.

“What’s it for?” asked his eleven-year-old son.

“Anything we want it to be,” my father said.

“Can we play there?” asked his eight-year-old daughter.

“As long as you take your toys out with you when you’re finished, yes.”

He explained by means of a series of exclusions. I asked whether we could go inside and close the door. “There are no rules,” he said. “But—” I began. “Except that it stay empty,” he interrupted. “Can I eat in there?” I asked, a few days later. “There’s nothing you can’t do in there,” my father said, mysteriously. “Our family eats together at the table,” said my mother. Charlotte asked if it was my father’s room. “It doesn’t belong to any of us,” he said. “It’s just a part of the house. In the same way that Arfy lives with us but doesn’t belong to us.” On moving upstate we’d gained a puppy, to prove we had a backyard. “Is it Arfy’s room?” asked Charlotte, perhaps misunderstanding. “Arfy, too, is free to use the empty room,” said my father. “If Arfy poops in there, who has to clean it up?” I asked. We all glanced at my mother.

Then came a ritual cycle of first occupations, Barbies and G.I. Joes soberly scattered and collected under my father’s gaze. My mother ignored it. One Saturday morning she slept in, and my father led us in to sit cross-legged for a breakfast picnic on the smooth, cold floorboards, our Pop-Tarts raised above our heads to keep them from Arfy’s nipping bounds.

These episodes were grim and perfunctory. Mostly the empty room sat empty.

At summer’s end Charlotte and I started at Darby’s sprawling public school, an isolated compound encompassing a terrifying twelve grades. When we brought a new friend home, the room was glossed as a symptom of our in-progress expansion into the vast house, or as a “famous” oddness of my father’s charm. Within a year, the empty room was a social asset, like my father’s collection of comedy LPs or his back issues of Playboy, like my mother’s attractiveness and her willingness to provide fresh-baked blondies during wintry Gilligan’s Island and I Dream of Jeannie marathons. The empty room counted among the “cool” things imported from my urban existence, no matter that it was the symbolic opposite of that vanished life.

My father created a sign-in sheet at the empty room’s door. My mother spent her afternoons managing it. This was the first thing she complained of when my father slogged in for dinner. If he arrived in time to personally hound kids from the room—always checking to make certain we’d faithfully emptied the space of baseball cards, Archie anthologies, Slim Jim wrappers, what have you—he’d honor us with an arched eyebrow and one of his verbal captions: “Multifarious Doings, I Presume” or “Goings-on, Unspecified, Ensued.” Once, cigarette smoke was detected, the residue of a spontaneous radical act by my friend Mike’s annoying friend Buzz, the empty room now the default hangout for a clan of Darby High boys I hadn’t even particularly wanted to impress. My mother flushed us out, Mike and Buzz to their homes and me to my “real” room. When my father returned, she sent him in for a sniffing tour.

“This fails to pass muster at any number of levels,” he began. “The empty room is like a living organ in our family’s house.” My father’s interpretive monologues were getting arcane. We tuned him out before he’d finished articulating nuances of some new policy. “The lung could be seen to be the empty room of the human body, not mere negative space. By filling and emptying with the stuff of the world it stands as the most aspirational organ, in a literal sense.” Charlotte, who had hoped to see me dramatically punished, quit the scene in an arm-flapping show of vexation. My mother wandered off.

Under the Reagan cuts, Hugh Carey’s administration reluctantly disassembled HUD. In the months before my father was fired, my mother colonized the empty room, setting out on her great delayed project of transcribing the oral histories of our grandmother and seven great-aunts, whom she’d tape-recorded for her thesis in anthropology at Hunter. Charlotte and I ceded the room readily. We’d situated our lives elsewhere, mostly in the cars of our friends, or in the booths or parking lot of Darby’s doughnut shop. My mother, wearing large headphones and operating her special tape player by treadle, labored on her project with an air of private fury like that of a sweatshop seamstress. But she never failed to remove her desk after each time she worked.

Months before I left for college, my father quit driving to Albany every day. He’d been haunting the “corridors of power,” in his words—more specifically the lunch counter of Allworthy’s, the greasy spoon where the department had lunched and where some of his old colleagues now convened, mourning careers they’d taken for granted. Judging by the haul amassing in the attic rooms and garage, and the gilt-framed Hudson River School knockoffs cluttering the walls of the living room, he’d begun scouring the capital’s dusty junk shops.

He brought little inside the empty room itself. A Penguin Graham Greene, a saucer stacked with five or six Oreos, a vintage transistor radio with a miraculous knack for receiving Bob Murphy and Lindsey Nelson’s Mets broadcasts all the way from New York, albeit wreathed in crispy static. For a brief, angry spell it was my parents who reactivated the sign-in system, vying over the clipboard at the door, my father’s original hand-ruled grid now a grainy blur in umpteenth-generation photocopies. When his claim on the room ultimately trumped my mother’s, she set up an office in the guest room upstairs.

I registered this in passing. After I left for freshman orientation I made short work of whichever parent answered the phone, then asked them to pass the receiver Charlotte’s way. The extra length of cord my mother had installed meant that the wall-mounted kitchen phone could be stretched, barely, to slide under the closed door of the empty room. I heard Arfy whining and scratching at the door.

“It isn’t the fact that he’s always in here,” she said. “Or that half the time she’s upstairs in her pedal-operated time machine. It isn’t even that they never speak a word to each other. It’s that every time either one tries to tell me what to do they start with ‘your mother and I feel’ or ‘your father and I want you to understand’ or some other stupid fucking bullshit that makes me want to puke.”

I convinced them to pack Charlotte off on a Trailways bus to visit me during fall break, claiming we’d be treated to Thanksgiving dinner at a Northampton hotel by my girlfriend Deanna’s family. In fact, Deanna and Charlotte and I spent that week scuffling around the vacant dorm corridors, eating fast food and ramen, listening to R.E.M.’s Murmur and smoking marijuana morning, noon, and night. Deanna was the first person I’d met who smoked marijuana like it was cigarettes; she was the first person I’d met who did a lot of things. I’d been certain she and Charlotte would get along. I felt my first pang of jealousy at the bus station, just moments after Charlotte pulled her duffel from the undercarriage.

“So you’re the fun one,” said Deanna, putting her hand into Charlotte’s hair and mussing it upward into a tangle. “No wonder your brother likes me.”

“I can think of a bunch of reasons he’d like you.”

“You wanna let me do something about that hair?” Deanna mimed scissors. Charlotte widened her eyes.

On Thanksgiving Day the three of us took psilocybin mushrooms and sprawled on a dirty, marijuana seed–infested section of carpet in the middle of Deanna’s floor. Occupying Deanna’s dorm room for the drug trip, while the rest of the universe, so far as we knew, enacted a normative Rockwellian Thanksgiving, recalled my father’s notions of the suspension of ordinary life within the bounds of the empty room. But Charlotte and I didn’t speak of this. For dinner we’d bought cans of Chef Boyardee ravioli, just for the squalor, but felt no particular appetite. At four in the morning our flaming synapses crumbled in flames and we sagged on the carpet into catlike slumber.

Charlotte failed to hide her tears at the bus station. For a few weeks more, before the fatal New Year’s visit, I could flatter myself that my parents’ world was a place both immutable and dull, a snow globe I’d been lucky enough to escape, and which remained Charlotte’s misfortune to endure. I was the one engaged in chrysalid transformations. These made early December seem as remote from September, when I’d first met Deanna, as Darby’s mileage from the moon. What right did my parents have to do anything but stand stock-still for my barely attentive scorn?

When I called to say I’d be spending Christmas with Deanna (we would visit New York this time) my mother sobbed. The women of my family were on a crying jag. “Well, you can’t have Charlotte this time,” my mother said, astonishing me. I heard my sister in the background, saying, “Let me talk, Zoe.” Charlotte had begun calling them by their first names around the time our father got fired. I still said Mom and Dad.

“You have to come back,” said Charlotte. Her voice was cold. “No,” I heard her say, with the mouthpiece covered. “No, he can’t have the phone, I don’t care. Tell him to come out if he wants the phone.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Rupert wants to talk to you.” My mother’s birdlike cheeping evaporated from the background.

“What’s taking him so long?”

“He’s getting dressed.”

My father got on the line. “Okay, college boy, I’ve been deputized to insist you give us a gander at this lady of yours. I’ve heard good things, but I’d like to see the new paradigm assert itself under my own roof.” His flippant mode was even more ponderous than his ponderous mode. I promised we’d arrive in time for New Year’s Eve. My sister called from the parking lot of Darby Donuts the next day, to tell me: Rupert had implemented a new policy of shedding clothes at the empty room’s threshold. Zoe had detected a corroded dribble down the clapboard outside the empty room’s window: urine.

I’d called from New York on Christmas Day, then treated my parents to radio silence. They believed we’d be traveling up from New York City, but Deanna and I had closed ourselves again in the quieted dorms, needing nothing but our versatile bodies. When the last day of December brought a snowstorm, we set out hitchhiking on Route 9 at one in the afternoon—early enough, we thought. But rides grew scarce in the whiteout, and the sky was dark by three thirty, our feet frozen from trudging with our rucksacks out of the centers of villages, seeking an acceptable spot to begin thumbing again. To get warm we quit for a while in Pittsfield and spent the last of Deanna’s parents’ money on dinner, open-faced roast beef sandwiches au jus, at a place called Dewey’s. I couldn’t know if my parents understood how long ago I’d run through the funds for my daily needs at college.

Deanna and I began working the diner’s parking lot, petitioning drivers there to spare us the open road. Within an hour, though it felt much longer, we found a merciful soul, a middle-aged man in a bow tie and hunter’s cap, to drive us into Darby, three across in his pickup’s cab, our bags, already drenched, bungeed in the back. Shame sealed our lips, the journey home a surreal plunge through a cyclone of white, sound-tracked by radio hymns.

Neither Deanna nor I wore a watch, but the Samaritan’s dashboard said it was twenty before twelve as we disembarked. Was this a plan? No, it never was. Some unplans are destined to be remembered as if they were conspiracies. My father must, at the sight of the headlights in our driveway, have rushed from the empty room and begun dressing in the hallway. He stood in the corridor buttoning his cuffs when Deanna and I stomped out of the mudroom, through the kitchen door.

“Happy New Year, revelers!” said my father. Arfy clung to my leg.

“Where’s Charlotte?” I asked.

My mother perched on the staircase. “When you didn’t show up she called some friends,” she said. Then, “How do you do, I’m the mother.” Deanna went far enough up the stairs to take my mother’s hand and bow. I said, “Well, we did show up!” trying to meet my father’s exuberant tone, and failing.

“Your sneakers are soaked,” my mother said. This was true of both of us; Deanna plumped down beside her rucksack to pry them off, though she had difficulty even undoing the laces. “Actually, everything’s soaked,” I said. Our jeans hadn’t dried despite the Samaritan’s blasts of engine fumes. “You feel like throwing this crap in the dryer?”

My parents fell silent. “Let me show you the world-famous empty room,” I said, and, before my father could speak, added, “No clothes allowed.” Deanna shrugged and began peeling away her outer layers. My girlfriend was a specialist in rising to occasions.

“It’s almost midnight,” my father whined.

“Will you bring us some blankets and pillows and stuff?” My father lifted a cookie from a desultory plate that had been set out, possibly many hours ago, and began gnawing. He could as well have chewed his shirtsleeve or arm.

Was my mother a conspirator, too? All I know is she executed my commands (for they really were commands) with robotic precision. She delivered pillows, copious smoothly folded sheets, and the guest bed’s duvet to the door of the empty room. By this point Deanna and I were concealed naked behind it, having widened the gap only a few inches in order to toss our undergarments onto the pile. Midnight came and went unremarked on either side of that barrier. “Candles,” I answered, when, as I opened the door to gather in offerings, my mother asked whether there was anything more we needed.

“Your parents seem pretty great,” Deanna said with superb neutrality, as she lit the first of the joints she’d rolled. We’d switched off the empty room’s ugly overhead, and outside the snow, dribbling down through a windless sky, glowed like blue cotton candy in the penumbra of the driveway’s single bulb. We fucked twice, quietly but concealing nothing, Deanna’s three outcries rising through the ceiling and floorboards above, Arfy curling meekly onto a pillow in the corner once it was clear no attention was available for her.

Afterward I crept out. My mother and father had retreated upstairs. Deanna and I used the bathroom and then I collected some Tupperware for future such occasions. I also gathered food, including a Saran Wrapped platter I found in the fridge, full of triangular sandwiches: chicken salad, cream cheese and cucumber, crustless and heavily salt-and-peppered, just the way we liked them. I moved the den’s stereo into the empty room, too. It wasn’t good, but good enough for Deanna’s homemade cassettes.

Charlotte came tapping at our window, clued in by our tread marks in the snow or the flickering candlelight. Wrapping myself in a sheet, I raised the sash. Arfy keened delight, nosing at the opened window, and Charlotte waved off whatever friend had delivered her home. Headlights swerved into the night.

“What time is it, anyway?” I asked her.

Charlotte shrugged. “Four, five, beats me. Is that pee-pee?” She meant the yellow fling pattern staining the snow behind her. I nodded. “Sick,” she said approvingly.

“Climb in.”

The empty room, being a tabula rasa, bore aspects of total corruptibility, a potential we’d in childish obedience overlooked until now. Our poses, cross-legged in sheets around the plate of triangular sandwiches, the ashtray, and the flickering candle, which illuminated the tumble of pillows and duvet like a pink-pale mountain range, evoked perhaps a Native American or Haitian voodoo ritual site. Nothing of this scene would have signified much in a dorm room. Here: revolution.

“What’s that?” asked Charlotte.

Deanna understood the question. “They’re called Echo and the Bunnymen. This is ‘The Killing Moon.’ It’s pretty much their best song.”

“You got Mom’s sandwiches? That’s crazy.” Charlotte accepted the joint from Deanna’s hand. Arfy clambered into her lap.

“It’s safe out there, if you want something from your room.”

“You guys want to fool around, huh? Dream on, unless you want to put up some kind of tent out of these sheets. Because no way am I leaving here before you.”

“You don’t have to leave,” said Deanna. “We already fooled around.”

My sister raised her hand. “Enough about that.”

“They’re upstairs,” I said.

“Well, congratulations on a unique accomplishment,” said Charlotte, with sardonic emphasis derived from my father’s manner, however much she’d have hated to believe it. “They haven’t been upstairs at the same time in a year.”

“If we keep the music playing I doubt you have to worry about them coming down.”

“What are you suggesting?”

I gestured at the empty room, a vacuum laboratory.

“Haven’t you ever wondered,” I asked my sister then, “how much stuff we could fit in here, if we tried?”






The Porn Critic

Kromer couldn’t operate hedonism but these days it operated him, in the way that a pinned cylinder operates a player piano. What he knew came mostly from books: Anaïs Nin, William S. Burroughs, The Hite Report, stuff gleaned as a teenager from his parents’ shelves. Yet in his current circle of Manhattan friends, who were mostly graduate students and legal proofreaders, Kromer played the role of satyr. The more he protested that it was only a single heroin-laced cigarette that had happened to be placed in his hand, or that his so-called threesome had consisted of scarcely more than heavy petting and a brush with sleep apnea, the more they looked to Kromer as their saint of degeneracy.

Kromer’s reputation had its origin in the parties he was dragged to by a former schoolmate: a raven-haired, baggy-eyed heiress named Greta. Though these parties were invariably disappointing, Greta invariably closed them down. When a host was reduced to switching off lights and hinting that the sofa wasn’t available, Greta took Kromer on her finishing rounds, often in the rain. Kromer worked nights, so the hours didn’t bother him, and he had nothing else to do. Greta’s legacy, a large trust fund she wasn’t permitted to touch until her thirtieth birthday, drove her mad with the determination to die squalorously before she became wealthy. “Hell, I’ve been in three kinds of threesome,” she once told Kromer, her lips tremulous and her eyes fixed on some dreamy distance, in a way that made her look as if she were on the brink of tears or insane laughter, but in fact indicated that she hadn’t slept for two or three days. “With two boys, with two girls, and with a couple. The only kind I can’t ever be in is the kind I’d really like—three men.”

Greta was, in her desultory way, the real thing. The difficulty was an uncooperative world, slouching through a new propriety under Clinton. Everyone else Greta knew had been molesting their trust funds since prep school. That was the problem—they were responsible to their money, while Greta waged war on hers. Her only privilege was the use of her father’s “man,” a do-anything emissary and delivery person, who always picked up the phone and, astonishingly, would deliver Corner Bistro hamburgers fresh and hot to any downtown dive bar, usually one occupied primarily by pre-op transsexuals, where Greta and Kromer might be hanging out. Greta sometimes needed to borrow the fifty cents to make the call. Kromer, once he’d learned the trick, urged Greta to use this service often, as it would generally put an evening out of its misery, bringing on the sleep Greta badly needed but resisted. Kromer assumed this deliveryman or fixer was really a butler, but the one time he referred to him as Jeeves, Greta seemed not to get it.

From Greta’s many aspiring transsexual acquaintances Kromer remained terrified of accepting even a blow job. None of them could have guessed what aura they’d transferred to Kromer. The process was mysterious. A book nerd, a clerk, Kromer sat failing even to drink very much among young Blacks in stuffed brassieres who the following day would be late for beauty school or, in some cases, Intro Soc or Psych at Queens College. Their special language —“shemale,” “pre-op”—made them a nerd species, too, Kromer understood. Yet, the next day, attending afternoon breakfasts with his wondering cohort of Ph.D. candidates and proofreaders, Kromer played the part of Rasputin or Gurdjieff, expected to launch foul seductions or even abductions. Perhaps this was a matter of sheer physiology—the suggestion of something ominous in the depth of Kromer’s eye sockets. Happy to have handsome eyes, he nonetheless looked more villainous than he felt.

Renee and Luna, in History at the Graduate Center—Kromer’s names for them were Beautiful Renee and Invisible Luna—practiced the buddy system, never letting themselves be caught alone with him. Kromer learned this fact from their bolder colleague Sarah, who was willing to meet Kromer unaccompanied in Union Square, at least by daylight. The afternoon was bright, pigeons combing mud baked by winter, a scarf keeping Sarah’s mouth hidden. Kromer had been speculating that Sarah might want him herself, when she mentioned Renee and Luna’s policy.

“They shouldn’t be afraid of me.”

“They’re not afraid. They’re dizzy and repulsed. They want to be able to compare notes.”

Notes? Kromer was a hinge between worlds, a glimpser. All he had to offer them was his own notes, not the world itself. This situation he couldn’t make understood.

Nor could Kromer confess that it was Renee, all-but-dissertation on contemporaneous Western representations of the Boxer Rebellion, whom he loved. Renee Liu, who wore turtlenecks and resembled a whippet, her nose a beacon of melancholy, who furrowed her brow and laughed in suspicion of anything Kromer said that was halfway sincere, whose older sister had been at college with Kromer and Greta, and whose tiny Chinese parents Kromer had once therefore seen picking up Renee’s sister and her belongings at her dorm.

Kromer had no idea whether Renee knew this, or whether her sister had told her terrible stories about Kromer’s college years. But he couldn’t interrogate Sarah on the subject, for fear that she might be injured by being overlooked in favor of Renee. What Kromer wanted to injure was the image of himself as debauchery’s emissary. He said nothing. They fled the frozen park for a coffee shop, where Kromer suggested hot chocolate, adding, he hoped, a brushstroke of harmlessness.

* * *

Was it Greta and her pre-ops, or the depth of Kromer’s eye sockets? Kromer knew it was also his job, what he was a clerk at. The shop was called Sex Machines. There Kromer retailed chunky purple phalluses, vials of space-age lubricant, silver balls and beads for insertion, latex dolphins with oscillating beaks. The shop’s owner was a maven of Second Avenue, a hedgehog-like, grubby genius of street-level commerce. The possessor of a block of storefronts, his specialty lay in preempting hipster entrepreneurship with his own fake-indigenous coffee shops, video-rental emporiums, and, finally, the erotic boutique.

Sex Machines’ interior and stock had been painstakingly derived from that of a famous San Francisco shop, founded by a sex-positive lesbian collective. In lieu of such a collective, the owner had installed Kromer, transferred from the video-rental outlet, as both manager and night man. Night hours were what counted in this instance. A wizard salesman, Kromer switched on and demonstrated the range of speeds on any number of devices with a shame-dissolving forthrightness. At those moments, he thought of himself as a Conceptual Lesbian, a term he’d invented and never spoken aloud, nor advanced into any coherent definition. Kromer was fairly certain he’d never experienced an erection within the bounds of the shop.

Four things. Pre-ops, eye sockets, Sex Machines, and the state of Kromer’s apartment. Few had been inside, but word evidently got around. Kromer’s boss, whose video store featured “staff picks” shelves with extensive written remarks, had insisted that Sex Machines produce their own version of the San Francisco collective’s newsletter, a hallmark of that store’s unfurtive friendliness. In the newsletter, pornographic movies were extensively categorized according to predilections and interests, and rated on several indices: number of key scenes, story or its desirable absence, diversity of performer types, et cetera. It seemed that this was the way to sell porn to bored marrieds, a market Kromer’s employer characterized as “Moby Dick.”

Kromer, outed once in conversation as a novice writer, was deputized as the editor of Sex Machines’ newsletter, as well as its sole contributor and reviewer of new materials. His apartment was a maze of stacked porn. The volume was staggering. The disarranged piles melded into a wallpaper of ludicrous fonts and slashes of pink, brown, and orange flesh; though the job was chiefly a matter of inventorying characteristics, tabulating spurts and lashings, Kromer couldn’t get through the tapes fast enough. As invisible to him as familiar bookshelves would be to another, the accumulation tended to make a powerful impression on visitors. This Kromer ought to keep in mind, yet didn’t.

* * *

It should have been foremost, especially on that in-like-a-lamb evening in March, a month or so after his stroll with Sarah, when Kromer improbably pried Renee and Luna loose from a dull celebration held at a pub just a few blocks from his building (some underdog had passed his orals, on second attempt). Kromer had brought Greta along, and it was she who actually accomplished the trick, keening for Kromer to lead her back to his apartment, where she knew he had a fresh bag of good pot. “Do you want to get high?” Greta, inserting herself beside Kromer, posed this question flatly to Renee and Luna, whom she’d only just met. Greta’s dress, mascara, and mannerisms in this company made her appear a woman garbed as a bat or a cat at a party where no one else was costumed. She was an instinctive corrupter and seducer, guilty of everything ever imputed to Kromer. Yet he’d never have carried off the extraction himself.

The walk couldn’t have been improved, Luna falling in beside Greta, Renee lagging behind with Kromer, the air nearly balmy. Kromer peppered Renee with teasing questions, even dared express surprise at learning of her sister.

“We must have been at school together. If I tried, I’d remember her.”

“Think of me but better looking. She was a model. Now she’s a model’s agent.”

“Really?”

“Not the famous kind. In catalogs for winter gear, under hot lights. She told me you could lose ten pounds in one session, just mopping sweat.”

“Like a starting pitcher, I’ve heard.” He threw a pretend forkball.

“Completely demeaning work.”

“I’m sure,” he said, ignoring the ominous word, failing at that moment to worry about his association with the demeaning work of removing clothes under hot lights rather than piling them on. “You could be one.”

This drew her furrowed laugh. “Look at this profile. I’m a pig, I’m a dog.”

He held up an L of finger and thumb, making the shape of her regal or mournful nose, something he’d practiced alone, imagining fitting his hand to its length. “I’d cast it in gold.” The line came from somewhere, surely, but wasn’t practiced in the least. It startled not only Kromer but Renee, too, enough to spare him the laugh.

“I’ve been wanting to find a way to split you from Luna for so long I can’t say,” he told her. “This little distance of pavement is all I’ve managed.”

Renee watched her feet, and Luna’s and Greta’s, ahead. “There’s always the telephone.”

“I’d heard you two had a party line—was I misinformed?” He hoped the joke wasn’t too antique for her. Their knuckles brushed. Not quite fingers entangling. No one said ouch.

But the walk, that brief elbow of Houston and Ludlow, was done. Their appointment with his baggie of pot commanded they exit the sweet night, in favor of the radiator thud and hiss of his walk-up. The super hadn’t yet adjusted the heat to the season, so Kromer balanced blazing pipes with yawning windows. Air so plush at sidewalk level would be like ice coursing through his fourth-story windows. He’d apologize for luring them into a sauna riven with blasts of cool, nothing else.

* * *

Did Renee glance at the tapes on the bracket shelves, and the tapes stacked in uneven piles on the floorboards beneath the shelves, and the tapes on the shelf above the closet’s hangers, where Kromer put all their coats? Possibly. Kromer caught Invisible Luna’s glances at them. Yet it was Renee’s mood of containment that Kromer should have taken as a sign. She fell silent, her limbs surrendering their animation. If only the blocks of Ludlow had each been a mile long. Greta sat cross-legged on Kromer’s couch and rolled joints with the crafty intensity and patter of a stage magician, so practiced that she could look away from the trick to meet her audience’s eyes.

“Is all this yours?” Luna said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Kromer seized the opportunity with relief. The tapes had first to be mentioned, so as to be dismissed. “I find it pretty incredible myself,” he said. “My mansion of smut has many doors.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Luna said.

Kromer cut the jokes, opting for efficiency. He described the formulaic nature of the reviews, how he’d become adept enough to write one after slogging fifteen or twenty minutes into a given feature, and the logistical annoyance of the VHS cartons stacking up. “You’d never think they could need so much of it, until you see them in the shop, ravenous for new releases. As if watching the same one twice would be the shameful act.” The pronoun they was what he meant to put across, a verbal quarantine on the unseen behaviors dividing customer from clerk.

For a few minutes, the subject went underground. The joint circled the room. Kromer was content to see that as it visited under Renee’s elegant nose she sipped deeply, eyes closed. He couldn’t have predicted that it would be a fuse on a stick of dynamite, a spark sizzling its way to Renee’s lips. Or that she’d go off like Yosemite Sam. Kromer was just dropping the needle onto a Cowboy Junkies LP when Renee screeched, “I feel like I’m sitting inside a copy of Guernica!”

“Sorry?” Kromer said.

“I can’t let my eyes rest anywhere,” Renee said. “It’s like a meat shop—carnage everywhere.”

Greta’s eyes widened, which put them at half-mast. “More like Francis Bacon,” she murmured. Greta had been an art-history major at college. “Actually, if you squint, it’s like we’re in a Bosch painting.”

“The Garden of Earthly Delights,” Kromer said. It seemed a calming phrase to utter, akin to saying the words The Peaceable Kingdom or Everything That Rises Must Converge, or like the narcotic tone of the LP, which presently purred, “Heavenly wine and roses seem to whisper to me when you smile . . .”

“My gender-studies professor did a book of life histories of sex workers,” Renee said. “But it’d take a thousand years to debrief this Aladdin’s cave of contorted bodies.” Renee’s expression was mangled, like her words.

“If these walls could talk, they’d moan,” Greta said.

“I think they might be screaming at me,” Renee said.

“Not everything is . . . the same as everything else.” Kromer recognized that his generalized protest against equivalences wasn’t going to cut much ice. As it happened, a bookshelf at Sex Machines featured Renee’s professor’s book. This fact Kromer didn’t feel obliged to mention.

Renee bolted upright, putting Kromer on alert for a police raid, or a blouse aflame from a loose ember. Instead she darted at the edifice of porn, coming away with three tapes. These she tossed into Kromer’s lap, poisoned potatoes. “Tell us what’s so different.”

Where could he possibly begin? Kromer flashed on the tapes’ contents, helplessly. Actually, Renee had done well, for a random stab. Two of these three had some redeeming imaginative elements. He lifted the topmost, Bare Miss Apprehension. “These—I mean, Bare Miss Adventure and all the sequels—they’re really just star vehicles for Jocelyn Jeethers. A picaresque structure, but charming. People like them, I mean. There’s a good focus on female autonomy—” Kromer stumbled on the nearness of this word to “anatomy.”

“Autonomy of what?” Renee said.

“Autonomy . . . of pleasure, I guess.” He felt himself whirling down his own motormouthed drain. “Whereas this—” Having shunted the first tape aside, the next, Anal Requiem 4: The Assmaid’s Tale, lay exposed in his lap. He passed over the terms low end and bottom barrel before settling on declaring it “Junk.”

“That’s your whole review, O mighty critic?” Luna said. No one threw him a lifeline here.

“Well, I tallied up the number of certain acts, which is all you’re really dealing with in this case.” He flipped it away. “This, on the other hand, is pretty interesting.” The film, called Social Hormones, Kromer had stayed with to the end. “The Sward brothers are renowned for their commitment to establishing character arcs and narrative causality, and production values generally—you can actually watch their stuff more or less like a movie, if not a great one.” He heard himself quoting from his own newsletter entry. “I mean, there’s a certain ceiling on the quality of the acting.” It struck him, too late, that he was attempting to demonstrate that he wasn’t a man from the moon by detailing the moon’s topology, cataloging its hollows.

“Let’s watch it!” Greta said.

“Or not,” Renee said. She looked ill. All glanced involuntarily at Kromer’s large black television, stacked with the VCR on its rolling cart. “Is it just me,” Renee continued, “or are the walls getting closer?”

The suggestion’s power was tremendous. Kromer, though eager for a subject on which to agree with Renee, thought better of saying he’d noticed it, too. “I really should clear some of this out—”

“You could just brick up the windows,” Luna mused. “It’s like a Gothic nightmare, what’s it called—The Prisoner of the Rue Morgue?”

“By Edgar Allan Porn!” Greta shrieked.

Renee jolted from her chair a second time, now veering to the room’s shrinking center, avoiding the looming shelves. She pitched, bent double, attempting a vomity dash for Kromer’s bathroom. She nearly made it. The vision she’d offered earlier —that she in any way resembled a dog—now came into view, though Kromer felt anything but unsympathetic. She brushed him off, after he’d gained a brief, delicious sensation of her long knobbed spine beneath his fingers, and staggered to the toilet to finish her heaves. Kromer’s special literacy in porn was, it now seemed, something worse than a complete dead loss on the human scoreboard. It was positively toxic, able to compel vomit from gorgeous women. He thought with relief how, on her knees, at least, Renee would be spared any view of the VHS tapes stacked on the porcelain tank.

Kromer labored at the floorboards with wadded paper towel and citrus solvent, wishing to spare her, too, the shame of her own stinky action painting. He glanced over to see Luna and Greta side by side on the couch, charting his efforts with amusement, Greta’s short fingers meandering on Luna’s thigh. Behind him, the apartment door slammed.

* * *

The permanent mystery was how much you seemed to know before you knew anything at all. Or maybe the permanent mystery was how stupid you could be and yet how you clung to evidence that your stupidity knew things you didn’t. Kromer, just for instance, had named her Invisible Luna without grasping that it was he, Kromer, who was invisible to Luna. She was, he saw now, a pining, tentative lesbian, in love with her best friend.

Kromer’s Conceptual Lesbianism was equipped with no gaydar. He’d kept Luna blurred in his periphery not only as a defense against how little he signified, but also for fear of understanding his small role: arousing but creepy, Kromer could keep Renee in a state of prurient susceptibility, yet repulsed by men. For Kromer and Luna had shared the same quarry, she who’d puked and vamoosed. Kromer’s pointless reputation had once again run his tender hopes into the dust. As for Luna’s hopes, who knew? Kromer had overplayed his role, or his apartment had.

Likely neither had stood a chance with Renee. Of such stuff booby prizes are made. Invisible Luna’s breasts, fully visible now in the streetlight glow leaking in through Kromer’s bedroom windows, were lovely to touch. Kromer was left alone with them while Luna submitted herself to Greta’s actions, lower down. The air was mingled sweat and smoke and vomit, the hour unknown. Needle bumping to the label, at groove’s end again. It was all good, it was fine, it was okay, though Kromer had missed dinner and felt hungry. For hours he’d been rising from the futon to change the record, knowing he was the inessential factor, never certain he’d be welcomed back when he returned. But the prospect of the exotic thing you’d recall forever, the alluring taint of a sophistication you’d never quite scrub off, kept Kromer’s small place open for him, so long as he knew better than to remove his pants. Now he felt too lazy to change the record.

Kromer was, as usual, only a conduit, a proprietor. He might as well have been at the counter of Sex Machines, his life a site where others came to meet their own forbidden yearnings. Whether that left room enough for Kromer’s yearnings remained unclear. In the meantime, Kromer was the kind of good egg who’d do his best to make certain Luna never learned what kind of threesome Greta truly wished for. No one would ever understand the little sensitivities that went into making Kromer’s brand of sleazeball.

Eventually Luna was gratified, exhausting herself on the horizon of her own possibilities. At that point she gathered up underwear and reassembled herself, with a certain horror in her eyes, then followed Renee’s path and fled the apartment, leaving Kromer and Greta alone together on the futon. It was the sort of foggy finish they’d given to plenty of evenings, though never before minus Greta’s outfit and parts of Kromer’s. Greta, enemy of sleep, rolled another joint. Kromer put on another record, got back into bed. Greta unbuttoned his jeans.

“It’s okay,” Kromer said. Maybe this was what he and Greta had in common. As opposed to oblivious solid citizens like Luna, Greta was another good-egg sleazeball. She was probably worried that Kromer hadn’t gotten a release of his own.

“No,” Greta said, trashing his theory. “I want a dick in me now.”

Not Kromer’s in particular; this was just Greta’s characteristic honesty. Kromer felt he had a bargaining position, for once. “I demand Barney Greengrass. A whole smoked-fish plate, with plenty of bagels. Sable and sturgeon, and chopped liver, too. Call your dad’s guy.”

“They’re not open—it’s the middle of the night.”

“They’ll be open in an hour or two.” He stilled her hand with his own. “Call the guy first, set it up. Coffee and orange juice, the whole thing.”

Greta sighed, then picked up Kromer’s phone and did as he’d asked. Then she took off his pants. Kromer thought, Now I’ve added prostitution to my roll call of glamorous crimes. I fucked for sturgeon. But no, that would be playing the game by the rules of others, those fooled by his dark eyes and the rest. Kromer knew better than ever his wearisome sacred truth, which no one, perhaps not even Greta, could see: he was innocent.






Guy Bleeding All Over Skype

He was a guy who was very much a big deal to see, in a kind of you-don’t-see-him-very-often way, as well as in a then-when-you-do-he’s-on-Skype kind of way. By reputation, not a guy who’d been leaving his house very often of late. Behind him was a marble mantelpiece with two flowerpots framing a mirror. In the mirror we could catch sight of the top of the back of his head, but the angle wasn’t such that we could see more, say the table or desk where his computer sat, which would have set up a possible infinite regress of him, back of head, front of face visible in small Skype window, plus his view in the larger window of us all arrayed at the conference table (we’d have been pretty hard to make out in particular, really). No dice. He crowded the frame, at an angle downtilted so we got about twenty-five percent forehead and brushed-back hairline and crown above and around which we only caught glimpses of mantel and flowerpots and mirror, the rest of his features, of course, crowded, receding in perspective below, and then, busy in a small margin, his face, his hands, which entered the frame to worry at a small, round bandage or plaster on the point of his chin, no big deal at the outset. We were certainly not fixated on it at the outset, not with the truly and importantly big deal implicit in getting him onto the conference call to begin with. Who ever speaks up in a room like ours packed with colleagues to say to a face on Skype, hey, you’re a little proximate, wanna ease back a tad? If he was too big, let him be too big—he was big. We were small and could see ourselves there: small, arrayed, awaiting. He wasn’t calling to have his approach to sitting in front of his computer adjusted by us. We were listeners.

It was maybe five minutes into what he was saying that the circular bandage or plastic kind of seemed to come off with his rubbing and worrying at it, likely the fault of his enthused declamation that his hands couldn’t keep still from their nervous action of scaling and itching around the perimeter of the thing—also that he couldn’t stop to notice. He sort of brushed it aside completely with the next reach-in from the bottom frame of the shot, and that was when the welling blood I guess first got smeared sideways a little. You could have taken it in the weird lighting and bad resolution for a black smear of interference, a breakdown in the image smoothing, but the earlier presence of the bandage or plaster cued us to the fact it was blood right away. Cued me, at least. I can’t actually speak for anyone else there at that table. It’s not like we were comparing notes. Maybe at that very first moment one of us might have been able to interject something, but we were hamstrung by our own numbers. Who’d want to be the one to pipe up in a room like that, plus anyway maybe he’d catch it himself with the aid of the little window showing him his own image nested inside of ours (though he’d hardly used that feedback to adjust his distance from the camera, had he?). Maybe, anyway, it wouldn’t get any worse, though the fast rate at which the blood had first welled up could have put a rest to any hopes along those lines. It got a whole lot worse.

They say every one of us touches his or her face an average of seven times per minute or something like that, and I guess this must have some basis, because it wasn’t long before he’d gone in again, and again after that. Of course some cool trickle must have alerted him at a semiconscious level, but he was also completely caught up in his presentation, he was a guy who came out of a sales background to begin with and had now been in more of a development line for a while, had dropped from public view for a secret developmental period, during which apparently a certain sales imperative had been bottled up behind his covert man-of-mystery persona, and now that he had our ears he was pitching his only fractionally disclosable new product with everything he had. A talker who rarely got to talk anymore; my impression, for what it is worth. What stood out, apart from the spread of the blood, was a certain tic in his otherwise fairly brilliant presentation where he’d come to a perfectly apt word, omniscient, say, or compliance, or ambient, and then he’d pause and frame it, as though he wasn’t certain he hadn’t invented the word himself. “The product has a certain omniscient—omniscient, is that even a word?” Or, “Ambient—is that even a word?” As though in his years of woodshedding secretly to develop the new line he’d forgotten which parts of the world he’d left behind were and weren’t projections of his own brain. So there was that tic—“Ubiquity, is that even a word?”—that, and the blood now smearing everywhere, daubs on his forehead and on the tip of his nose, as he quite unfortunately under the circumstances turned out to be one of those persons who enact thoughtful reflection by stroking the forehead or tugging on the nose’s tip. Several of his fingers, for those moments they entered the frame, seemed like a kindergartner’s finger-painting implements by now, I mean, bloodied to that extent. None of us said anything. We’d gone from thinking it was no big deal to admiring him for toughing it out—here’s the sort of thing, we thought for an instant, that separates guys like this guy from guys like us who sit wondering if it’s even a breach of protocol to reach for the bottles of water they’ve placed before them around the conference table—to realizing that something should have been said quite a while before. His fingers were likely getting tacky with blood. The best hope would be for it to dry somewhat and alert him with its adhesion to some dry surface, but instead he went back again and again to the well of his chin and soon had slickly painted himself to the point of resembling one of those crazy guys you see in the stands at a football game. God help you, ending up in a seat beside guys like that. It was at this point that he seemed to become self-conscious of something—not what he should have been, I guess, or he’d likely have said something, but instead he maybe had an impulse to modulate his distance from the camera at last, and so reached out, the blood-black fingers growing abruptly huge and blurred as when in underwater photography a shark’s nose investigates a diver’s lens, and then we found the whole screen obliterated in what I can only suppose was a single fingerprint. The guy bleeding all over Skype just went on talking.






Pending Vegan

Paul Espeseth, who was no longer taking the antidepressant Celexa, braced himself for a cataclysm at SeaWorld. He wondered only what form cataclysm would take. Espeseth had tried to veto this trip, making his case to his wife with a paraphrase of a cable-television exposé of the ocean theme park, one that neither he nor his wife had seen. Instead, his wife had performed judo on his argument, saying, “The girls should see these things they love before they vanish from the earth entirely.”

So here he was. The first step, it seemed, involved flamingos. After he had hustled his four-year-old twins through the turnstiles and past the souvenirs, the stuffed-animal versions of the species they’d come to confront in fleshly actuality, his family followed the park’s contours and were met with the birds. Their red-black cipher heads bobbed on pink, tight-feathered stalks, floating above the heads of a crowd of fresh entrants.

“Wait your turn, girls,” his wife said. Yet, seeing that no turns were being taken, Espeseth led Chloe and Deirdre by the hands and together they jostled forward into the mob to find a vantage on the birds. His wife stayed back, tending the double stroller draped with their junk. Closer, Espeseth saw that the birds were trapped on an island, a neat-mowed mound of grass ringed with a small fence and signs saying “Please Do Not Feed.”

“Can you see them?” he stage-whispered down at the girls, as if the exotic birds were something wild spotted in the distance, a flock that could bolt and depart. In reality, they’d had some crucial feather clipped, rendering them flightless, the equivalent of crippling an opponent in a fight by slicing his Achilles tendon. The birds had no prospect of retreat from the barrage of screaming families pushing their youngest near enough for a cell-phone pic.

“I’m scared,” Deirdre said.

“They’re scared, too,” he told her. As am I. The flamingos were the first thing for which nothing could have prepared him. Having already watched with his girls a hundred YouTube videos of orcas, having already scissored magazine pictures of orcas and cuddled his children to sleep in beds full of stuffed orcas, Paul Espeseth had hardened his soul in readiness for orcas—their muscular poignancy, their mute drama, the chance that they might in full view and to a soundtrack of inspirational music disarticulate one of their neoprene-suited trainers at the elbow or the neck. But the designers of the park had outsmarted him, softened him up with flamingos, like a casual round of cigarette burns to the rib cage preceding a waterboarding.

The girls found their boldness and pushed up to the front, then relented, and were supplanted in turn by other eager, deprived children, presenting their faces in what he imagined was for the birds a wave of florid psychosis. In the context of their species, these flamingos were like space voyagers, those who’d return with tales beyond telling. Except that they’d never return. You might as well have immersed the birds in a bathysphere and introduced them to the orcas, or dosed their food with lysergic acid.

“Let’s go,” he said, tugging the twins away. Their morsel hands had begun to sweat in his, or he’d begun to sweat onto them. “There’s a lot . . . else.”

“Orca show!” both girls yelped. It was what they’d come for.

“The show starts at eleven,” he told them. “We’ve got a little time. And there’s stuff on the way. Sharks.” He’d gathered the implications of the map at a glance: short of parachuting in, you couldn’t get to Shamu Stadium without first passing other enticements. He steered for sharks and giant tortoises, if only as a gambit for skirting the Sesame Street Bay of Play and a roller-coaster called Manta. He had standards. SeaWorld should keep the promise of its name: close encounters with fathoms-deep fauna, not birds, not Elmo, not Princess Leia or Cap’n Crunch. He hardly felt in command of his family’s progress here, as they curved on the pathways. He felt squeezed into grooves of expertly predicted responses and behavior, of expenditures of sweat and hilarity and currency from his wallet and also his soul. He was as helpless as a pinball coursing through a tabletop machine. Not one of those simple and friendly, gently decaying machines he’d known in Minneapolis arcades in the seventies, either, but a raging, pulsing nineties type of pinball machine, half a dozen neon paddles slapping at his brain.

It seemed too much to hope for another Legoland miracle. Two months earlier, Espeseth and his wife and their twin daughters had gone south to visit Legoland. Legoland had been tolerable. Legoland had had variations, textures, edges. It featured some bad zones, including, outstandingly, the bogus municipality called Fun Town, but others were okay, better than okay, like the clutch of restaurants on Castle Hill. There, while the twins got their picture taken with the Queen and jousted on Lego horses riveted to a train track, he’d been able to sneak off to Castle Ice Cream and obtain a double espresso. That had been something. Hidden with his espresso in a shady quadrant of the castle courtyard, he’d silently toasted his daughters as they’d one after the other rounded the rail. Though he supposed he had Legoland to blame: its tolerability had led him too easily into agreeing to SeaWorld, which even on Celexa, he now saw, would have been another prospect entirely.

* * *

Espeseth’s shrink, Irving Renker, had given him a warning about the effects of leaching Celexa from his brain. Espeseth had at the time of the conversation been free of the medicine for just two days. He was quitting under Renker’s guidance, such as it was. “Prepare yourself,” Renker told him. “You might see bums and pickpockets.”

“See in the sense of hallucinate?”

“No,” Renker said. “You won’t hallucinate. I mean see in the sense of notice. You may disproportionately notice bums and pickpockets. Creeps. Perverts. Even amputees.”

Irving Renker was a Jewish New Yorker who’d crawled out of his archetype like a lobster from its shell, still conforming to that shell’s remorseless shape but wandering around fresh, tender, and amazed. Renker advocated physical exercise and could be seen navigating the crests of Santa Barbara’s hills on his bicycle, wearing a helmet and shades as well as an office-ready sweater, blue slacks, and leather-soled shoes. Espeseth had never seen him in the flats, let alone near the beach. He suspected that Renker’s wife did all their grocery shopping. Renker’s office was in an in-law apartment nestled in the scrubby hills behind his home, itself raised on stilts to meet the angle of the terrain. Renker’s front-window drapes were always drawn, thwarting curious eyes. Was there a secret intellectual-Jew hovel there, with book-lined shelves, Sigmundian fetish masks, funky unfumigatable Persian carpets? No way to know. The consultation room was bland: framed abstract watercolors, beige upholstery, brass clock.

Renker’s conversation included, along with the phrases “Keep it simple” and “Don’t overthink,” terms like “black folks,” “Oriental,” “gypped,” and “bum.” Once, as Espeseth reminisced at length about sitting with his three brothers in the front seat of his father’s pickup truck on a fishing expedition, Renker had murmured, “Yes, yes, that’s known as ‘riding Mexican.’ ”

Espeseth never confronted or corrected his shrink. Instead, he’d gently offer examples of appropriate speech, in this case by replying, “Does this mean that the Celexa was, what, making me blind to homeless people? Or more likely to get robbed?”

“It’s a question of emphasis,” Renker said. “You may tend to notice scumbags, to the detriment of those standing to the right and the left of them. I don’t want to suggest you’ll become paranoid, but you may also project scumbaggery onto ordinary people.” That his shrink believed in “ordinary people” was a bad sign if Espeseth dwelled on it; he tried not to. It was what Renker said next that he couldn’t shake off. “In withdrawal from Celexa, some patients have described a kind of atmosphere of rot or corruption or peril creeping around the edges of the everyday world, a thing no one but they can identify. A colleague of mine labeled this ‘grub-in-meat syndrome.’ Better to be prepared than have it sneak up on you.”

Grub-in-meat syndrome?

No one, not shrink Renker, not Espeseth’s wife, certainly not the twins, no human listener outside the containment zone of his skull, knew that Paul Espeseth had renamed himself Pending Vegan. His secret name was a symptom, if it should be considered a symptom, that had overtaken him months before he quit the Celexa. Could it be a side effect? He’d hoped it would abate when he went off the drug. No such luck. Pending Vegan wasn’t completely sorry. His new name was a mortification, yes, but he clung to it, for it also held some promise of an exalted life, one just beyond reach.

How had his researches begun? Espeseth, when that had been his only name, had checked out of Santa Barbara’s public library a popular account of the world’s collapse into unsustainability under the weight of its human population. He’d gone from that to reading several famous polemics against the cruelty of farms and slaughterhouses. Next, a book called Fear of the Animal Planet, which detailed acts of beastly revenge upon human civilization. It was then that Espeseth felt himself becoming Pending Vegan. A knowledge had been born inside him, the development of which only inertia and embarrassment and conformity could slow. Fortunately or unfortunately, Pending Vegan was rich in these delaying properties.

The great obstacle would be in explaining his decision to his daughters. Pending Vegan admired Chloe’s and Deirdre’s negotiation between their native animal-love and the pleasures of meat-eating. It struck him as a hard-won sophistication, something like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s capacity to keep two opposed ideas in mind at the same time. The girls’ early rites of passage seemed to consist mainly of such paradox-absorbing efforts. That, for instance, Mommy and Daddy fought but loved each other. That human beings were miraculous and shyness ought to be overcome, yet also that they should violently distrust the too eager stranger as a probable monster. That an hour of television or the iPad should be judged an intoxicating surfeit, while parents binged on screens at every opportunity. Pending Vegan routinely spent three hours sitting on the couch, watching his football team lose. The Vikings, talisman of his ancestral roots. Yet, unlike the Redskins and the Chiefs, they never had their name and logo criticized as racist. No one felt sorry for white people, which might explain his fascination with Jews, who seemed to have it both ways. Had Irving Renker been eavesdropping on Pending Vegan’s thoughts, he would have chortled. Quit drifting.

Civilizing children was pretty much all about inducing cognitive dissonance. His daughters’ balancing of their desire both to cuddle and to devour mammals was their ticket for entry to the human pageant. If Pending Vegan admitted to them that he now believed it wrong to eat animals—even while he still craved the tang of smoky steaks and salt-greasy bacon—he’d lower himself, in their eyes, to a state of childlike moral absolutism. Or perhaps it would be in his own eyes? He’d been Pending now for six months. Some otherworldly future inquisitor, most likely a pearly-gates sentinel with the head of a piglet or a calf, would hold him accountable for this delay, a thing comparable to the period when the Allies had learned of the existence of the death camps yet checked their moral outrage against military-tactical considerations. Nothing had changed in his eating habits or other behaviors. He hadn’t distributed pamphlets or obtained a bumper sticker. Nothing had changed, except that he had awarded himself a secret name.

Boiling in shame, he led his family into the shark-observation area, trudging onto a moving walkway behind other families and their strollers. Another piece of coercive architecture, the passage tunneled beneath the sharks’ tanks, illuminating the creatures from below, the better to consider their white bellies and jack-o’-lantern grimaces. It struck him now that the park’s design was somehow alimentary. You were being engulfed, digested, shit out.

“I’m scared,” Deirdre said.

“But I’m not,” Chloe said.

Pending Vegan didn’t presume to speak for the sharks. He pointed instead at the glimmer ahead, as the moving walkway ground them out of the darkness.

“Daddy?” Chloe said.

“Yes?”

“Are dolphins and killer whales really people’s pets that went back into the sea?”

“Not pets,” Pending Vegan said. “Wild animals. Like pigs.” He shuddered at the proliferating confusion: the girls knew pigs as farm animals. Just that morning he’d been surreptitiously reading a blog named The Call of the Feral. The castes of the subjugated: Pet, Domesticated, Feral, Wild . . .

“Why can’t we have a pet?” Chloe asked.

Pending Vegan’s wife turned to him. He avoided her eyes, but felt them anyway.

“Your father doesn’t like pets,” his wife said.

“Almost time for the eleven o’clock show!” he said, desperate to change the subject. And so they slugged out of the shark gallery’s gullet into daylight.

All of SeaWorld was squirming.

Grub-in-meat syndrome, the suggestion that Renker had unhelpfully planted, was itself a grub squirming in the meat of Pending Vegan’s mind.

* * *

They’d had a Jack Russell terrier, a neutered two-year-old male named Maurice that they’d adopted from a shelter, a total freaking maniac whom his wife had adored and he—well, Pending Vegan had also adored the dog, though it had been like living with a puzzle he couldn’t solve. Maurice moved at bewildering speeds, leaped vertically like an illegal firework, demanded everything, and invaded all their most intimate spaces. And then—and this, the reason that any mention of pets on the part of the girls chastened him, and the reason that his wife’s gaze froze his blood—when Pending Vegan had seen the dog’s behavior around his pregnant wife, he’d banished Maurice from their lives. The dog had been too attentive, too obsessed with her pregnancy, curling itself along her stomach at night as if hatching the twins with its own heat. Maurice had begun snapping at Pending Vegan when he approached his own marital bed. In the third trimester, he’d taken the dog back to the shelter, and though this was barely forgivable, perhaps not forgivable at all, after the babies came Maurice was never mentioned again.

The girls had no way of knowing they’d been womb-cuddled by Maurice, unless their mother one day told them. Chloe and Deirdre instead stanched their mammalian craving with Pixar creatures. Driving here, they’d been attention-glued to video screens mounted on the backs of their parents’ headrests. This spared them the sameness of I-5, its repetitious suburban exits, noise-barrier walls, and dead yellowed hills. Near San Diego, a road sign showed a silhouette of a fleeing Mexican family, like moose or deer, not to be hit in their illegal flight across the freeway’s five lanes. Pending Vegan felt blessed to be excused from explaining it.

Family life, a cataclysm of solitudes.

As a boy he’d endured backseat travel without the help of movies. Instead he’d directed his gaze out the family station wagon’s windows, past a zillion miles of the Chippewa National Forest, the U.P., and southern portions of Ontario and Manitoba. As a ten-year-old, in his ecology phase, he’d invented a time-killing game known, like his new name, only to himself. In this fantasy, Espeseth’s parents’ car featured a long invisible knife, like the wing of a plane, which could extend or retract from the side of the station wagon according to his mental instructions. He and his parents were only pretending to be nobodies, the sole Protestant family from the suburb nicknamed St. Jewish Park. In truth, they were emissaries from another world, sent to reclaim the landscape from the intrusions of the human species. He alone was orchestrating the blade, which shot out to lop off each electrical pole and road sign, and retracted to spare as many trees as possible in the effort. Houses, and other cars, it sliced through mercilessly. His fantasy even included an alibi-providing element of delay, which explained both his not getting to see the glorious destruction he’d wreaked and why no human authority was able to locate and neutralize the mysterious force that tore through his surroundings: the sliced objects fell apart five minutes after his family’s car passed by. By this method, the earth would be returned to the flora and fauna.

Lately the image of the invisible blade had returned to Pending Vegan. It would come at the sight of some architectural abomination, or a roadside blighted with billboards. SeaWorld, however, was impervious to the fantasy. Had he begun slicing up this labyrinth of discord, he’d merely murder the creatures trapped within it. By the logic of his childhood fantasy, the blade would free the tortoises and the sharks and the porpoises from their tanks, to pour out and die gasping in sunlight on the concrete walkways.

Once inside Shamu Stadium, contra Renker, Pending Vegan noticed no bums and pickpockets. In Shamu Stadium he noticed furloughed military. The soldiers between rotations, out for a day trip with their families, their unfamiliar young children and stoical neglected wives, to see the killer whales. They were knowable by their short haircuts and bicep tattoos, by the wary swivel of their thickened necks. In their upright stolidity it was as though various civilian bodies had all been poured into the same unforgiving mold. Ethnicities reduced to traces in the soldiers were more tangible in the wives and children—in Renkerian terms, mostly “black folks,” Mexicans, and “Orientals.” Maybe even a scattering of “Gypsies”? How to know? Simplify, simplify.

Perhaps it was the servicemen who would provide the calamity that Pending Vegan’s nervous system shrieked for. He envisioned helicopter footage, yellow tape, SWAT teams milling beside inconsolable families. The stadium was a Mayan temple, one waiting for some sacrifice in the blue pool below. Yet trapped here with five thousand others, Pending Vegan felt for the moment stilled in his crisis. If his voyage through SeaWorld’s tubes and tunnels was a sort of peristalsis, he’d reached its multichambered stomach.

And, after the insipid triumphalist overture of music and video and prancing androgynous spandex, when the orcas finally entered the arena and began their leaping, SeaWorld was overwritten by their absolute and devastating presence. By their act of stitching two realms together, sky and water, merely for the delight of a stadium full of children—children who, in response, leaped, too, and vibrated in their seats, and gurgled incoherently, practically speaking in tongues. Other kids, older and more intrepid than his own, raced down to the plastic barrier to be splashed, to stand with their arms flapping. The killer whales, with their Emmett Kelly eyes, were God’s glorious lethal clowns. Their plush muscular bodies were the most unashamed things Pending Vegan had ever seen. Like panda bears redesigned by Albert Speer. Always with the Holocaust references, Renker once said. Why don’t you leave that to us?

The twins sat between him and his wife, holding hands, their eyes wide, their incorruptible appetites overwhelmed.

“Deirdre’s scared,” Chloe said.

“No, I’m not,” Deirdre said. She spoke dreamily, not taking her eyes from the pool. Pending Vegan ached to enclose the girls in some kind of protective partition extending from his damaged soul. But the girls were not enclosable, as the stadium was not enclosable, as the world was not. They were all open to the sky, to whatever rays leaked down through the flayed atmosphere. The girls were open to the sky and to killer whales leaping through their undefended hearts. And, anyhow, Pending Vegan had no protective partition extending from his soul. Such a thing was as imaginary as the retractable blade extending from his parents’ station wagon.

What would the killer whales mean to the girls when they eventually learned the facts of the case? The injuries of the world stacked up everywhere, patiently waiting for his daughters’ attention. One day they’d find all the documentaries and websites on their own. You may be prone to notice your children, Renker should have warned him.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the twins, a mystery: Pending Vegan’s wife. She with whom he’d once practically merged. Then, as if he’d bumped into her and knocked off two pieces, the twins had appeared. In the past year, she’d become opaque, as though deliberately to spare him. Her human outline now contained what Pending Vegan had named, in conversation with Renker, “the Cloud of Unknowing.” She’d ushered him into the Celexa odyssey and abided with him through it, but what now? Was her long-deferred judgment about to fall?

Emerging from Shamu Stadium, Pending Vegan felt he could withstand his wife’s judgment, as he could withstand SeaWorld, as SeaWorld could withstand itself. Neither the veterans nor the orcas nor he had wigged out and chomped or bayoneted anyone. If the orca show was the climax, the test, oughtn’t they depart? He yearned for the petty solaces of the motel, his family sorted onto twin doubles, with room-service club sandwiches, more pay-per-view Disney.

“So,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Find the parking lot?”

“These are all-day tickets,” his wife said. “Rebecca’s mom told us not to miss out on the pet show.”

“I’m hungry,” he said.

“The pet show, the pet show!” the girls chanted.

“There’s food here,” his wife said crisply. “And we drove here and paid for all-day entry. The girls have waited months.” This time Pending Vegan’s wife found his eyes before he could avert, and he was enveloped in the Cloud of Unknowing.

* * *

The next pet show began at one, so they parked their stroller in a shady spot and Pending Vegan went looking for something edible. He found a pizzeria, but the wait for a table was impossible, and he couldn’t imagine pushing into its dark interior even to order something to take away. Outside the restaurant, however, a man grilled turkey legs at a stand. The drumsticks looked oddly primal—this wasn’t Medieval Times, after all!—but the odor of the seared meat set Pending Vegan to slavering.

See food, eat food.

Sea World, Eat World.

The instant he made the purchase he regretted it. The drumsticks were meat waste, discarded by some factory farm in preference for the breast product. SeaWorld might as well be selling horse hooves or pickled cow eyeballs. Still, he walked it back to the stroller, feeling like Fred Flintstone. Under his wife’s incredulous gaze he tore shreds off the huge cartilaginous drumstick to feed to the girls, like a mother bird to nested fledglings. The crackling greasy skin came off whole and, once removed, was too revolting to do anything with other than discard. The girls washed the meat down with orange juice. Paper napkins stuck and tore on their faces and fingers.

With fifteen minutes still to spare, they diverted to the bat-ray petting tank. As with the flamingos, Pending Vegan had to jostle the twins to the front for their chance to immerse their hands in the shallow, waist-high tank and let the blunt, rubbery rays slip beneath them. The girls gasped at the sensation. This might be what it would feel like to touch a killer whale. Here might be the true connection at last, the thing they’d really come for, and for a moment again the barriers all vanished for Pending Vegan, the turkey eyeballs forgotten, the piped-in music turned to something transporting, as if from the distant spheres.

For some reason the tank full of eloquent rays also housed a horny, knuckle-faced sturgeon. A sign warned those petting the rays not to try to touch the sturgeon. Pending Vegan, in his rapture, tried to touch it. The fish’s furrowed brow seemed to want his consolation. The sturgeon in response snapped its jaws up at him where he stood amid so many merry children, his own and others. Pending Vegan jerked backward in fear. The sturgeon continued on its course, grub within the meat of the ray tank.

“Did you see that?” he asked his daughters and anyone else who might bear witness.

“See what?” Chloe said.

“The sturgeon! It practically barked at me!”

“Daddy,” Chloe said affectionately.

* * *

The pet show had a stadium of its own, a smaller arena, basically a set of bleachers mounted before a stage featuring ladders, windows, obstacle courses, and giant plastic sculptures of a milk bottle and a bright-red sneaker. Unlike the seats in Shamu Stadium, those here were sparsely filled, and Pending Vegan and his wife and children found places in the third row. After only a moment the show began. In a sort of pre-credit sequence, a stream of dogs and house cats coursed out of various trapdoors over the Astroturf stage, followed by a pig, an ostrich, and a string of ducklings, to the tune of “Who Let the Dogs Out?” The dogs jumped on a seesaw and flipped miniature plastic burgers at a fake stove. The cats climbed a rope. The twins were enthralled. One of the dogs pulled a lever to release a rolled-up banner that read, in nails-on-chalkboard font, the show’s title: “Pets Rule!”

“That’s a classic example of Hitler’s Big Lie technique right there, wouldn’t you say?” Pending Vegan said.

“What is?” his wife said.

“ ‘Pets Rule!’ They don’t. They just . . . don’t. I hate it here.”

“Sh-h-h.”

“We’re complicit with a well-recognized nightmare.”

“I’ve never seen any criticism of the pet show.”

That’s because everyone’s too busy scrubbing their brains of aesthetic and moral calamity, he wished to say. After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Instead he said, “That sturgeon back there almost took my finger off.”

“Too late, I think.”

“What, for the fish to eat my finger?”

“No, I mean too late for you and the fish to get on 60 Minutes, since this place already had its media moment.”

An emcee in a baseball costume and a headset microphone emerged and began introducing the pet show. Some failed actor, Pending Vegan supposed. His headshot having landed on SeaWorld’s human-resources desk, the kid was fated to deliver this obnoxious script five times daily. He described the Pet Olympics, in which the trained dogs would compete, then gave the star performers’ names as each appeared, beckoning to the children in the crowd to clap and squeal at each shameless antic. “All our dogs are rescue animals,” he explained. “They train for up to three years before making their debut in ‘Pets Rule!,’ and you’re very lucky, because we have a ‘Pets Rule!’ rookie debuting today, a great little guy named Bingo. When I bring him on, I want you to appreciate that he’s going in front of a crowd for the first time, so I hope you’ll give Bingo your love, give him your warmest reception—”

Bingo was a Jack Russell terrier. He seemed, at first, ready for prime time, flipping over twice, then operating with his jaw a bright-red wrench on an outsize fire hydrant, resulting in a burst of water that sprayed over a bystander piglet and into the faces of the first-row spectators, who screamed in pleasure. He stood on his hind legs, grinning widely, to gobble a discreet reward from the palm of the emcee. Then the new dog bounded from the stage, scrambled over the first two rows of seats, and into Pending Vegan’s arms. There Bingo began frantically licking and nibbling Pending Vegan’s chin and lips, with tiny sharp nips mixed in behind the swirling tongue.

“Bingo!” the emcee called from the stage. The wet piglet wandered off erratically, but chortling music continued to pour from the speakers, lending an atmosphere of hilarity. The dog now applied itself furiously to Pending Vegan’s nostrils. Whether this was part of the show or not, Pending Vegan was undecided. Chloe and Deirdre responded with delight, reaching to fondle the dog that pressed their father back in his seat. His wife touched the dog, too, and Pending Vegan felt her arm graze his stomach, for the first time in months. Others in their row shrank slightly away.

It was their former animal, rescued once and abandoned, rescued a second time and trained, now restored to them. Bingo was Maurice, Pending Vegan understood. Like him, the dog had two names. It had recognized Pending Vegan immediately and leaped from the stage to apologize for having abandoned their family, the man and the woman and the twin girls who were now on the outside of the wife’s body instead of the inside, where Maurice had last known them. The dog had come to honor the alpha in his former pack. With his animal cunning Maurice perceived that Pending Vegan was off the drug now. Unless that was insane. It was insane. The ostrich had ducked from behind a curtain and goose-stepped to the lip of the stage, obviously off cue. The pet show was in tatters. An ostrich was not a pet. Pending Vegan’s crimes had a life of their own, yet the dog would, in its automatic way, offer absolution, especially given hands smeared with turkey juice. Pending Vegan’s crimes screamed to the infinite horizon. Quit globalizing, said the Irving Renker in Pending Vegan’s head, as the terrier’s frantic tongue drilled into the webbing between his fingers.






Elevator Pitches

It’s a meet-cute: they get into the same self-driving car at exactly the same time. They’ve noticed each other before. Like You’ve Got Mail with no mail, just raw instinctive loathing. They’re stuck there. This kind of car has no windows, the inside is nearly featureless, nothing but a panel with buttons so you can request your destination. Then there’s nothing more to do but wait and either acknowledge the person beside you, or not.

* * *

Horror movie, called The Emperor’s New Flesh. Half the people in the world get flesh-eating bacteria, but it isn’t considered polite to mention it.

* * *

College roommates at Harvard, one from L.A., the other from New York City. One, the son of a famous artist, grew up in an atmosphere of underground celebrity. The other is from money, his father’s a rich financier. Things don’t go well. By the third week of the semester, the hipster kid has created a barrier of broken shards of glass on the carpet between the two sides of the room. You can take it from there.

* * *

She’s conservative sexually, but promiscuous. Don’t touch that, don’t put it there, I don’t dig variations. But do it, do it again and again, do it hard, and then get lost. You’re just one of many, my friend. Him? He’s a solid citizen, a happy camper, and he stays the course with her, rides all the crazy changes. Until, one day, he doesn’t.

* * *

This is a dystopia, but also a post-apocalypse. The dystopia survived the apocalypse, nobody can get their head around it—too bad! You can do post-apocalypse things, survivalist stuff, rationing, killing, new tribalism, but you can also go the dystopia route, struggle against the decadent lords and masters, smash the seductive machine that’s controlling your head. Just because you’re crazy doesn’t mean you’re not also stupid, and neither precludes the possibility that you’ve got your boot on the neck of someone even worse off.

* * *

An abject postwar apartment building. The windows are aluminum-frame, the brickwork alternating yellow and ash-gray, the air-conditioners built in beneath the windows—as standardized as a Nazi or Soviet apartment block, really. None of the details are attractive—nobody likes the building—but it’s New York City, hey, you’re lucky to find an apartment at all.

* * *

A game show, called You’re Eating a Steak! Vegetarians answer questions about cuts of meat. At the end, the contestant with the worst score eats a steak.

* * *

He’s dead, she’s dead, everybody’s dead. But that’s just the beginning.

* * *

Fourteen years into their extramarital affair, children from both families grown up and gone off to college, they’re as unhappy as an old married couple. It’s become a sexless secret affair, with all its own baggage by now—for each of them, like being in two bad marriages! But they can’t end it. So the cheaters go to secret couples therapy to try to break it off. A comedy.

* * *

A bunch of people who work in the same building find one another mildly amusing, but not deeply interesting.

* * *

A couple, two genius rock musicians, who can communicate effectively only through guitar solos. Nothing else—texts, e-mails, actual conversation, all fall flat. Sexually, she’s indifferent to him. We’d call it “Shred.”

* * *

Workplace comedy meets reality show meets game show. We follow a number of different people on their way to their real-life workplaces. Scrupulous attention to their morning routines, the bitter struggles no one speaks of, get the kids off to school, the dog walked, survive the commute, the subway ever less congenial, the abject gobbled bagel—these early sequences have the grit of a Frederick Wiseman doc. But, when they arrive, they find their offices colonized by a roving game show called You Fired Me! A garish plastic set has been hurriedly constructed in the middle of the common area, the coffee-machine or copier room, whatever. Obnoxious, seventies-style crass game-show host, big hair, big style, doesn’t really have your best interests in mind. He sticks a microphone in their faces, asks their names. The workers we’ve been following then compete in a game show, answering questions about the relevance of their daily activities to the bottom line. The winner fires the loser.

* * *

Slower than ever, grinding of gears, weird whining sounds. One of these days, they’ll fix it, sure. Or it’ll plummet, pray you’re not aboard. You could be like the frog in the pan of water slowly coming to a boil, never complaining, never noticing how bad it’s got. Or make that two frogs, each pretending they’re alone.

* * *

It’s called Objection! Lawyers from an enlightened future arrive in time machines, to sue us for being assholes. The judge is played by Sandra Bernhard.

* * *

An elevator appears where there never was an elevator before. The doors never open. Some people start a religion based on what might be inside the elevator. Others just take the stairs.

* * *

Sure, the old clown-car routine, we’ve seen it a million times, but get this: we do it from the perspective of the clowns this time. From inside the car. It’s swollen with clowns—this is a ragged-ass, sweaty gaggle, they’ve been working together for years, nothing funny about it at all, just get the fuck out and make the people happy already. Only here’s the twist: the door won’t open.

* * *

You and me, stuck in here, going down.






The Afterlife

1.

R., a sculptor, rode a shuttle bus to the afterlife. He had no baggage. That the destination was the afterlife was understood, a given. This fact R. couldn’t have explained. He didn’t have to. None of the others on the bus—it was loosely packed, perhaps a third of the seats full—challenged R.’s certainty. They knew as well.

The facility was large. At a glance, all he had time for, R. failed to see its limits. Wide glass doors slid open, and R. and his fellow passengers moved inside as if swept, yet willingly. Once they were within, the whole matter of the bus seemed irretrievably distant. (Had a movie been playing on an overhead screen? Had R. slept? What caused him to pay so little notice to the scene outside the windows, the journey that had led him here, to the afterlife?) In fact, as R. and the others milled about, he soon lost sight of the doors by which he’d entered.

The central room, if it could be called a room, was almost unimaginably vast. Atrium? That was a word R. knew. This wasn’t an atrium, nor was it a hangar. The ceiling, though high, wasn’t so high as that, or arched. Instead it was a flat, bland grid, translucent panels concealing the source of light.

Despite the size, R. was almost immediately aware of the presence of side rooms. Continuing to be swept by the general imperative of motion that had guided their entry, he and the others from the bus—which, he’d begun to feel certain, was only the most recent—dispersed and explored. There was room enough. R. turned a corner into one of the side areas, one relatively unoccupied. Windowless and featureless, in other situations it would have been a large room. It was small only in contrast to the larger area at R.’s back. There were at the start only three or four others here, others who, like R., kept moving, circulating across the endless floor, in some cases exchanging words. There seemed to be no prohibition on speech.

2.

R.’s efforts for the past decade or more (the work his gallerist had advertised as his “signature”) consisted of a green-gray oatmeal surface applied over a variety of acutely angled abstract forms. These were sized to stand on the floor, at a height of three or four feet, unthreatening, enigmatic bodies in public space. The surface was pebbly and matte, neither exactly fleshlike nor vegetal. It was approachable, natural in affect, though actually consisting of polymers and resin. The shapes were derived from elements of functional objects—computer stands, electrical outlets, dish racks, etc.—displaced from their context and so enlarged as to become unrecognizable. Sculpture was everywhere; it only took his eye to know it, and a few gestures to render it and coat it in the green-gray oatmeal concoction. His eye was good. His work sold in bunches.

In this place, as anywhere, R.’s eye scouted for uncommonly funky or graceful design features—banisters or handles, sconces or vents, junctures where piping met ceiling or floor. He indexed these wherever he went, and turned the best he found into new sculptures. Here, there were none.

3.

R. began to wonder whether he’d find anyone he knew. Even as he registered the thought, he understood that this was a preoccupation among many of those roaming the floor. In fact, he saw now that it was this imperative that dictated the general movement, the characteristic circular milling. All present had seized on it by instinct, the urge to sort through the faces of others, in search of recognition. R. was party to this. More bodies had moved into the side room, perhaps feeling a kind of reverse claustrophobia, a terror of the vastness of the main space.

He grasped instantly that there was no reason to deny strangers acknowledgment. Or more than acknowledgment—brief, friendly greeting. Yet the hurly-burly militated against doing more. One was driven. There might always be a person one knew from before, if one only kept looking. Under such circumstances, even the briefest acquaintance would signify enormously.

A teenager, grinning, reached down and touched the knees of R.’s pants. The gesture was obscure, not necessarily unfriendly. In any case, the teen mingled into the bodies and was lost. The crowd, loose at the outset, seemed to be growing denser. Was this happening only in the side room he’d entered? Perhaps it had grown crowded with those like R., who’d felt curious to see what it held. It appeared as though at its far end, the side room opened to another enormous indoor space, one perhaps as without boundary as the one that R. had just left. Yet the density of bodies in the current room made the attempt to cross unappealing. So R. turned back toward the large room from which he’d come, seeking free space.

Though things had grown generally more crowded, it was looser there, yes. He felt a little animation at this discovery, and a thrill—for the first time? Again?—at the extent of this space, and all the possible encounters contained within it. The smaller room, he saw now, had been a mistake, a waste of time. He resumed energetically milling. The point was to relish the freedom here, to refuse constraint. And among these numbers R. felt certain he’d find, if not actual acquaintances, then those like himself—his tribe, his type, his people.

“I hear—”

“Monsters are us—”

“How long does this go on?”

“Apropos of nothing—”

“Everything happens at parties.”

“Does remembering make you sad?”

“I said to her, if the future of sex is bald men with ponytails, I want no part of it.”

“—songs sung by ghosts—”

“They quit stocking the minibar—”

“Tell me about the time someone gave you money for something crazy.”

“What happens to your shit when you’re gone?”

“—vicarious holiday weekend—”

“I need a date.”

“—perfectly good empty apartment in Bed-Stuy—”

“Funny? Or stupid? Or in bad taste?”

The moment R. attuned to speech, it rose and swirled around him. The fragments jostled his ears like the bodies jostling in this space. If he could have written the words down, they’d make epic mediocre poetry, or perhaps lyrics for a post-punk band. Here, now, on the floor, was a man who appeared to be doing just that, writing on a scroll-like piece of paper, but when R. knelt beside him he saw that the page was blank, and what he’d taken for a scribbling pen was only a moving finger. The man had a beard and glasses—he at least resembled a poet. Having gained the man’s attention by joining him on the floor, forming a little haven in the sea of motion, R. thought to salvage the encounter.

“It doesn’t add up to very much, does it?” R. said, with a shrug and a smile.

“It doesn’t add up to anything at all!” the man said. “Not unless you saw the sequel.”

“The sequel?”

“Avengers: Endgame!”

4.

R. understood, barely. The fathomless movie, its fathomless sequel, panoplies of superhuman characters dying and being reborn. A passion, for those who cared. R. didn’t, or hadn’t.

“I’m afraid I missed my chance—”

“Of course. You’re like me, you haven’t a clue! I need someone much younger.”

Did the man really mean younger? Perhaps, R. thought, he only meant someone who’d arrived at this place more recently than him. Or had they all arrived here at once? R. couldn’t know. Such thoughts only confused him. What he found sad was the drab common denominator, the franchise film. R. would have liked to discuss something more exalted with the distinguished-looking man. Real cinema, like Welles Orthman’s The Munificent Unpersons, say. Or the choreography of Katrina Rausch. That unforgettable long-ago evening at the Boerum Arts Museum, before Trina Mausch had died. But now this all seemed wrong, the signifiers jumbled, receding into irrelevancy. Knowing the plot of Revengers: Spendblame might be the only social capital broad enough to signify here. Even that might be laughably parochial. Yet R. found himself wishing not to disappoint.

“Come, there must be someone.” He offered a hand, drew the man to his feet, back into the game. “Someone must know.”

The density of bodies had increased even since R. knelt. Now the obstacle to communication was less the rapidity with which others moved than the cumbersome nearness of those to whom one spoke. Still, R. worked on the man’s behalf.

“Have you—did you happen to see—” R. found that he arrested no one’s attention whatsoever. He tried leading instead with the hook, calling to the ceiling, rather than to anyone in particular, “Avoiders: Shamegame—anyone know how it turns out?”

No reply came, only the rich incomprehensible babble and murmur of other voices, other priorities. When R. turned fully around, he saw that he’d lost the bearded man in the movement of bodies. It wasn’t important, after all. He’d wished only to help, but it was a thing that couldn’t be helped.

A middle-aged woman in a sari addressed him. In indirect reply to his query? He wasn’t certain.

“I’m sorry?” he said, cupping his hand to his ear. “Could you . . . I missed—”

She smiled, seeming to relish the scrap of continuity, an actual exchange. “I was just saying how hard this must be for Westerners like yourself.”

“Oh,” R. said. “Yes. Thank you. I mean—”

She was gone before he could ask her to define her terms: What was “this,” really? Then again, didn’t R. know what it was? Had his certainty wavered? Yet what, precisely, had the woman in the sari assumed about him? R. was distracted from his quibbles by a sudden awareness, as if a suppressed frequency in his range of hearing had been nudged open by her suggestion: so many of the surrounding voices were speaking languages other than English. He’d been filtering. R. felt shame at his own assumptions, the limits in his own terms of inquiry.

Ahead, in the great stream of bodies, R. now spotted a kind of island, an area left vacant. He inferred it, as one moving through a landscape might infer the presence of a distant lake or beach from a break in the tree line. What formed this airspace? Why should there be some zone that others here avoided? R. felt compelled toward it. He longed for the elbow room. It really had grown impossible to move without making contact with those edging him on every side, despite how all were invested in the imperative of constant motion.

R. moved for the open space.

5.

The trench was long and wide, the sides banked and smooth. It sloped to water, perhaps to a depth of four feet at the bottom, no more. A handful of people had chosen—or at least R. preferred to think they’d chosen—to slide down. They now cavorted and splashed there, though it was hardly wide enough at the bottom to qualify as a swimming pool.

There was no guardrail. R. teetered briefly at the edge, trying to see. Were those at the bottom truly happy, or were they frantic?

“Can they get out again?” R. asked the person beside him just then, who was too near to distinguish exactly.

“We’d have to help them.” The speaker’s tone was not uncompassionate.

“How?”

“Form some kind of human ladder,” the person mused, then squeezed off under a hedge of bodies, duckwalking to make an escape. The suggestion was adept, R. saw, though this level of organization seemed unlikely.

The waders had the pool to themselves, at least, for now. R., untempted, pushed away.

R. rode into the swirl, which had become almost like a human gear system. He found himself jostled upward, taken off his feet for an instant. His view of the plain of milling heads was instructive: the watery trenches were interspersed regularly throughout the vast concourse. The density of bodies made the gaps unmistakable. Had the floor slid open, at some point, to reveal the pools? Or was it that they’d become noticeable only now?

R. was pushed up against a structure that protruded quite unexpectedly into his path. Nothing so large as the trenches, it had been hidden in bodies until the last second. A kind of bench or table, it stood at elbow height. No—a minibar, a thing he’d heard mentioned earlier. Several bodies clung to it, like a raft.

Here, finally, a thing one might audition as a source for sculpture. Some portion of this bar or pedestal might give formal joy—to R., at least—if he envisioned it isolated from the whole configuration and sealed over with his distinctive green-gray oatmeal polymer. Yet how could he get far enough back to see it in its entirety? Hopeless. Anyhow, now that he bent to examine its join to the floor, the object was flagrantly, remorselessly uninteresting.

He should quit thinking this way.

6.

New people had been continuously arriving; that was the only possible explanation. And R. felt he could judge this fact from their posture, from their murmured inquiries, the frisson of excitement in their tone even as they could locate barely an inch of floor to claim for themselves. You’ll get over it, R. wanted to tell them, but didn’t. He supposed he’d become a kind of veteran of this place, in what felt like little more than an hour. (Time was a ridiculous concept.) Hey, you kids, get off my lawn! he almost joked, but it was hardly funny. He felt both sorry for them and irritated that they could have no idea how easy it had once been to circulate.

At this thought, R. faintly recalled someone, long ago, trying to explain this place to him, the system that prevailed. Of course he’d paid no attention. You don’t care about that kind of stuff until you’re forced to, mostly. And why should he have cared to listen then? It wouldn’t have done any good. No, be where you are. Be there when you get there. And now he was.

7.

So it came at last, the undistinguished thing. R. was certain he’d been warned. The teeming reached its limit, and R. found himself toppled with a mass of others down a smooth bank, into one of the trenches. The only space that remained. R. had had no idea how near to one he’d been, the instant before. It had become impossible to see beyond the heads and shoulders massing so tightly. There was no one to blame but—R. managed to arrest this thought. No one to blame. It was so obvious. None raised any real protest, despite their bodies struggling pointlessly, a residue of instinct. No, the roar of voices seemed mainly to emanate from above, from those just discovering their nearness to the trench, just losing their foothold at the rim. Down here, among the fallen, it was strangely quiet.

The bodies close—he’d grown accustomed to that. R. found it almost consoling. When the water reached him, though, he felt puzzled by the physics: Could the weight and the mass have displaced the shallow pool upward through the crevices? Or had more water been piped in now?

Maybe so. Then again, maybe not important to understand.

8.

R. woke again on the bus. He gathered himself just as they pulled up again, outside the place, the situation he’d so easily recognized, even the first time—curbside entrance, sliding doors, etc.—and allowed himself to be swept, with his cohort, into the afterlife.






The Crooked House

The week he met the man who claimed to have exited the house by falling downward into a desert valley, Mull decided to give up coffee.

Mull had lost regular access to the community cafeteria and its coffee supply. The corridor leading to it had disappeared in one of the building’s periodic shifts. But he could still see into the cafeteria. The window of his dormitory room opened onto the scene from high above, offering a bird’s-eye view. When Mull cracked the window, he could smell the rising steam of the coffee brewing.

Mull, after laboring through the now elusive corridor, had rarely found others in the cafeteria. Just coffee in the twenty-pot urn. Once or twice the supply had been down to dregs. Those times, Mull had brewed a fresh urn himself from supplies stacked there. Others probably did the same, though he’d never caught them at it. The scene was hardly scintillating to watch, once one adjusted to the surveillance-camera perspective.

Still, he glanced through the window. Should the woman for whom Mull searched appear in the cafeteria, he could try again to relocate the corridor. He might even risk a plunge through the window, aiming himself at an empty area of floor. Coffee alone, however, wasn’t worth it. Long before, Mull had concluded that accepting the loss of inessential things was an elemental lesson that his present life, his life since entering the tesseractic house, had to teach him. Coffee was just the latest sacrifice.

* * *

The last time he’d been in the corridor, it was almost completely blocked. Occupants of the San Pedro overpass had located a new one-way hatch into the house and begun shoving their possessions through: filthy bedding, shopping bags stuffed with clothing and keepsakes, photograph albums, nonworking electronics, baby strollers full not of children but of children’s toys, and unrecognizable other stuff, bundled with twine or extension cords or jammed into cardboard cartons loosely flapped shut. Mull had picked his way through the debris, fearful of accidentally treading on a sleeping body.

These days, he frequented the atrium. It was there that he met the man who spoke of the desert window. The atrium had food, though no coffee. Some volunteers had dragged a steam table in from the kitchen, and most days it was loaded with hot food. If not, piles of sandwiches. No one oversaw the serving, or kept track of what was taken. Meals merely waited for takers. Some might load a shopping cart with sandwiches to distribute elsewhere, but no one had ever carted away the steam table itself. The food continued to be supplied, for now.

The atrium, which in the original plan had voiced both the grandiose and the bureaucratic aspects of the building, was ruined. Its central purpose, as a portal from the outside, had been lost in the first collapse. Little remained of its original splendor. The celebrated “night sky” ceiling, depicting the astrological figures, had fallen, its tiles collected as souvenirs or trodden into grit on the vast floor.

Nevertheless, the atrium’s ruins served as the clearest echo of the architect’s vision. Was this why residents treated it with reverence? No one slept there. Conversation was scarce and hushed. Here, in contrast to the dormitories, the atmosphere was churchlike. Mull also regarded it as a crossroads, where he could scan for familiar faces and perhaps find the woman Rose Gutiérrez. Mull still remembered, more days than not, that he was here to keep a promise to find her.

* * *

“Seen you round,” the man said.

A greeting that strangely mimicked a farewell, it left Mull momentarily speechless. When he managed to say, “Oh, hey,” it came out as a croak. His voice—when had he used it last? He cleared his throat and tried again. “You mean inside?” he asked the man. “Or before?”

Mull had been sitting against a wall in the atrium, slurping at broth with one of the inadequate plastic spoons that were the sole utensil provided. Others nearby, whether eating or only resting, kept their distance. The hippieish drifter, on the other hand, plopped down beside Mull now, even as he made his enigmatic reply: “Oh, I seen you both places.”

At first Mull had taken the lanky man for eighteen or nineteen, but no. His face was sun-lined, though he was pale, not tanned. He might be in his forties, around Mull’s age. Mull hurriedly calculated: crazy, hostile, or both? A newcomer to the house? Or a longtime resident, perhaps even one of those who had entered before the first collapse?

Mull hedged his own reply. “Have we met?”

“Didn’t say that. I just recognized a fellow wanderer first time I laid eyes on you.”

“Through a window?”

The man laughed. “There’s a lot of those. I been known to look.”

So far as Mull knew, there were no views into his dormitory. “I used to get coffee every day at that cafeteria, that one with the mural of the cruise ship—”

“Sure, yeah, I know it.”

“Maybe you saw me there.”

“Maybe.”

“Or through a window,” Mull suggested again. “I can see into that cafeteria from above, myself.”

“You like down-facing windows, I got a good one. You like the desert?”

“The desert?”

“Yeah. I’ll show you. I went through it once. Maybe you’ll want to try.”

* * *

The window over the cafeteria wasn’t the only high vantage Mull had encountered. Another window he’d discovered appeared to dangle perilously a quarter mile or so above the glamorously tangled intersection of the Santa Monica and San Diego Freeways. This view was vertiginous. Most seemed to shun it, and the room that contained it.

When he peered at the freeways, Mull found the activities below mysteriously reduced, a subject of study to file away for another time. It wasn’t that there were no cars, but there were fewer, and during whole intervals of bright daylight, no cars appeared at all. Once Mull had seen a group of walkers on the freeway, a cluster of eight or nine, centered in the empty lanes, moving together northward, toward the old post office or beyond, out of sight.

But these windows were the exception. The preponderance of the house’s windows or doorways looked into different parts of the house. Others appeared to gaze upward from deep wells or pits in the earth. It seemed to Mull that these windows told a truth. Yes, the four-dimensional collapse contained enigmas. Likely the house still unfolded itself spatially with each aftershock. Yet the structure hadn’t been able to defy the simple law of gravity. It had reorganized its geometry downward. Since the start of the earthquakes, Mull and the population of the formerly unsheltered had been essentially living underground.

* * *

It was only a short distance from the atrium to the drifter’s desert window, which lay hidden behind a maintenance door, at the back of a room full of breaker boxes and wiring panels. The frame wasn’t large, though wide enough to clamber through. The view was panoramic. Yellow scrub to a horizon of sand, sky-petitioning Joshua trees, molten-appearing rock formations. Had Mull never visited the desert east of Los Angeles, he could have mistaken it for Mars.

“You really went through.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“How did you get back?” Mull asked.

“I hitchhiked back, from J-Tree. It ain’t that far.”

“Why did you return?”

The man shrugged. “Nothing else to do.”

“How did you get back inside?” Mull was interested, generally, to know which entrances were in use. The one he’d used had closed. Yet still new faces appeared. The numbers grew.

“I came through the train tunnel, under Union Station.” This reply took a moment. Was the man uninterested? Or unremembering?

“Have the trains quit running?”

“Maybe.”

The drifter’s tale of escape and return tested Mull’s credulity. For one thing, the height of the desert window looked to Mull too dangerous to risk bridging with a leap. And there was no sign of shelter below. No road out of that blasting sunlight. One wouldn’t have to break one’s legs in the fall to die of thirst, such distance from help. Even a turned ankle could be fatal.

The man’s account was too vague. Had he observed nothing during his sojourn outside the house? Mull had yet to meet anyone who’d persuasively gone outside and returned; the matter of the present state of the wider city was, for Mull, an open one. Perhaps there was no city to return to now, not as he’d known it.

In any case, Mull had put aside the question of whether he could exit the house if he wished. All windows and doors worked in one direction only. For instance, when Mull crawled over the debris and tried the hatch in the now disappeared corridor, it had led to another point deep inside the house. This was typical.

Mull had no idea whether he could still transit outside. His own entry point had grown remote as the house unfolded itself through the series of earthquake collapses. Would his car still be parked on the other side of the door through which he’d entered, at the bottom of the public stairs where Reservoir Street descended to Glendale Boulevard? It might have been stripped for parts by now. Even beyond his uncertainty about the condition of the city outside, Mull’s sense of time had been damaged by his residence in the house.

Mull excused himself from the window. The vision of the desert was entrancing but nauseating. So different from the life he’d learned inside. The drifter said nothing. Mull, as he left, attempted to memorize the turns that led to this place, another possible subject of his study.

* * *

Environmental analysis. That had been Mull’s field, when the earthquakes began and the house first fell. He could barely recall now what it was supposed to entail. He’d studied the Los Angeles River, the secret system of concrete channels, as often dry as carrying a trickle of moisture, that went ignored by most Angelenos. The fenced zones zigzagging alongside the freeways were home to wildlife—lizards and frogs, swimming rats, weird herons—and unsheltered humans, with their tents, their carts, their fires. Mull had liked to think he was “working” on that intractable problem. But in comparison with the intervention of the church volunteers, the food banks, and the charity medical clinics, anything Mull had to offer was paltry, theoretical. He reported to no one. No office of the city waited for his results.

Few students had ever affiliated with Mull, choosing him as an adviser, say, or to supervise their thesis work. His classes were a requirement for an architecture major; otherwise they’d have been empty. The handful of disciples Mull attracted tended to be those with roots in the wider city, sometimes older students. Others were transfers from the community colleges and living alone or with their families rather than in the dorms. Often the type to wander from college, into trades or the military, or off the radar entirely. Mull had felt more than once that if he were faithful to his ambivalence, he’d have followed them out of the institution, set up a life by the river.

Mull had been spending more time at the river, testing himself for exile, before the earthquakes. He’d leased an in-law house from a friend, ostensibly a writing studio. It backed onto a wide embankment, accessible through a rent in the fencing. The river’s concrete was streaked with white trails of bird shit, liquid ejections stretched by velocity into a kind of hieroglyphic language, if only Mull could read it.

At the channel’s edge, where the rain’s surges deposited refuse, one bare tree sheltered a gnarl of sun-bleached junk, stuff pitched through car windows from overpasses. Most days, Mull was alone at this crap oasis, his personal Walden. Few of the tent-dwelling people chose Mull’s embankment. Perhaps that was because of the lack of shade, perhaps because Mull, in his studio, seemed to the tent dwellers to be surveilling the area.

* * *

The time leading to Mull’s decision to enter the house had been marked by a series of catastrophic occurrences. The earthquakes, but not merely the earthquakes. In the contemplative vacuum of his present life those events stacked in memory, as if they’d transpired in a matter of days, or hours. In truth, it had been almost five months from the first earthquake to the moment when Mull committed himself to searching for Rose Gutiérrez.

An example: it was at the third press conference on the subject of the collapse, not the first, that the assassination attempt had occurred. The televised presentations were already threatening to become routine, always the same three men on the stage, flanked by policemen and press secretaries: the slim, dapper mayor; the beleaguered president of the housing authority; the architect Quintus Burnham, with his shock of white hair teased to the ceiling, his black collarless suit, his red-framed glasses, looking as though he belonged on the stage of the Cannes Film Festival. Their incomprehensible maps and charts, attempts to track the rescue efforts, to decipher the shape the structure had taken as it settled and settled again.

Who had been the assassin’s target? The architect took the only bullet, in his spine. Just days before Mull entered the house, Burnham had reappeared on television, a glimpsed form in a wheelchair, hair still coiffed. Why had Mull been so glued to the news? In his recollection, he’d been watching live the morning that the LAPD perp-walked the would-be assassin: Mull’s onetime student James Gutiérrez.

* * *

As it happened, Mull had once been at a dinner party with Burnham. At a private home, that of an author Mull knew, a glamorous type who’d married the sister of the mayor. Though the author never spoke aloud any suggestion of access or influence, this association by marriage conveyed an air of civic celebrity that he plainly relished.

Burnham seemed to style himself a man of action, in some mid-twentieth-century Hemingway or Picasso sense. His only battles, so far as Mull could tell, had been with aggrieved civic institutions, or with neighbors of his proposed incursions upon sunlight or airspace. The money that flowed everywhere around men like Burnham guaranteed that he vanquished all such opponents.

Another thing Burnham vanquished was dinner parties. At least this one. His monologue began lightly enough, with a disquisition on Los Angeles as the site of a contest between flatness and what he called stepped tessellations. “The richer and crazier you are”—here Mull began instantly to hate him, for this conflation—“the likelier you are to occupy a tessellated planar environment. The simplest example is the standard canyon house. Notched into a ravine, turning a buttressed backside to anyone approaching from below. But the spectacular examples are those private homes the studios rent, at great expense, to play the domiciles of villains in science-fiction movies—”

Mull tuned out. He looked to his table companion at his left for a side conversation. A woman he knew, who’d left academia to serve on the city’s planning commission. She, too, gave signs of impatience with Burnham’s preening. She had to explain it to Mull, who was being a little slow. Burnham had sold the city on his solution to the problem of skid row, the tens of thousands living unsheltered, the tent cities strung along miles of streets. That explained the confluence of guests here. Burnham’s table talk was a rehearsal for the public unveiling of his plan, the tesseractic shelter.

The dinner concluded with Burnham’s toast to the partnership. “Why shouldn’t our refugees from late-stage capitalism participate in the wonders of hypercubic spatiality? You don’t have to understand a house to live in it.”

It struck Mull, at the time, as tendentious. Crypto-scientific nonsense. He left before dessert.

* * *

Lately Mull had been wondering if Burnham had, in a sense, delivered exactly what he’d proposed. The psychic catastrophe of unapproachable canyon houses, windows that functioned as one-way glass, rooms locked in abutment, like coffins. All of these had been the domain exclusively of the canyon dwellers. Burnham had brought such marvels to those finding shelter along the overpasses and riverside embankments. Should he be blamed for the earthquakes? Some claimed that the faults had been triggered by the anchoring of the structure to the bedrock. Yet Los Angeles had been overdue.

In any case, the collapses had turned Burnham’s revolutionary shelter into its own opposite. At its unveiling, the tesseractic house had been a kaleidoscopic tower, impossible to gaze upon except from below. Now it could be seen only by peering into apertures in the ground. Sinkholes, some of which might even be dangerous to approach. In a time of continual earthquakes, the windows into the earth could only inspire fear.

* * *

There’d been more aftershocks the day Mull was in the visiting room at Men’s Central, talking with James Gutiérrez. Entombed in the windowless vault of the jail, Mull took the rumbling for trains passing by on their way to Union Station. None of the prisoners on their telephones seemed to notice it at all. Yet the guards immediately began talking on their radios about earthquakes, and Mull understood.

Gutiérrez had shaved his head. He was heavier and more slow-moving than the hectic and furious kid Mull remembered from his class, as though formed now of denser molecules.

Gutiérrez had been told by his guards that the architect had survived. Mull didn’t choose to ask whether Burnham had been the lone intended target or one target among many.

“Motherfucking house swallowed my mother,” the prisoner said. The words were ferocious, but spoken in a meditative monotone. All anger seemed to have exited the teenager’s body, or blended into the ambient rage of his surroundings.

“They’re alive in there,” Mull offered stupidly. “It’s not like they’re pulling out bodies.”

“What kind of alive?”

Mull had no answer to this.

“Human garbage disposal, I call it. Urban removal.”

Mull recognized the last term, one he’d introduced in his lectures on East St. Louis, Tulsa, Robert Moses, the Housing Act of 1949.

“If I understand the complexities of the house,” Mull said, speaking carefully, “many of the people inside may not know what’s happened out here. They may be living just like they were before the collapse.”

They’d spoken for perhaps fifteen minutes when the second temblor hit. At that, the guards declared the visits finished. An order had come to clear the rooms. Before he racked the receiver, Gutiérrez said, “You find her. Tell her what I did.” This request’s pass-the-salt mildness induced confusion in Mull.

“Your mother?”

“Go in the house. Tell her, Professor Mull.”

The specificity of this address could have been mocking, caustic even, had Mull’s former student not lowered his eyes in—modesty? Shyness? Shame? Perhaps all of these, or none. James Gutiérrez likely knew no other name to call him.

* * *

Mull’s wish to avoid seeing the desert drifter again too soon kept him from the atrium for the next days. He needed to renew his search for the prisoner’s mother, or so he told himself. He’d been puzzling, too, over the replenishment of the food, and other staples, like toilet paper. For that matter, how had the pipes kept water flowing after the collapses, which ought to have ruptured most if not all of the plumbing? Was the house being maintained from the outside? Necessarily so. Yet Mull had never seen a crew, or found evidence of the supply chain for what appeared in the cafeteria. Was the city administration responsible, or had something taken its place? Were the residents of the house beneficiaries of a humane intervention, or rats in a scientist’s maze?

What Mull had begun to observe was that the house seemed to bend him toward three or four destinations, as though determined to thwart his wider mapping effort. Near though it was to the atrium, he never would have found the service closet in which the desert window was hidden. The doors Mull chose tended to dump him into familiar corridors, those that terminated in his dormitory wing, or led back to the atrium. It was as if some subroutine had executed a misguided directive to spare him effort or confusion, to shrink his residency’s scale. Could the house be adapting itself in this way to each occupant?

Moving alone through the rooms, he moved as though through a prism, reflections of the same exhausted territories. Eventually he’d find himself alone in his dormitory room, facing his bed.

The answer was to pick another body and follow it on its route. By that means, Mull could break the spell. He began trailing others along the corridors at a discreet distance, the length of a room or two, yet close enough to keep them within his sight.

In this way Mull found himself led to further wings of the collapsed house. He located, among other things, a gymnasium, complete with a pool, which he’d never known existed. When he blundered into the cavernous facility, he found it populated by older women.

“This isn’t for you,” one informed him before he could apologize.

“Do you know someone named Rose Gutiérrez?” Plashing echoes swallowed his words.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“Will you tell her I need to speak with her?” Mull was seized with the certainty that the prisoner’s mother was one of the bodies arrayed on the far side of the enormous pool, or immersed in the lanes.

“Please go.”

* * *

After every bout of following, Mull fell into a narcotic sleep. He’d wake hungry and reduced, seeking solace in routine, in reliable sites for feeding and washing. In this state, it nauseated him to contemplate the complexities of the house. He could barely stomach his usual routes, or afford glimpses through crooked, paradoxical thresholds. It felt as though the house had punished the attempts to widen his orbit.

But tracking was now an addiction. He returned to the atrium only to find unknown persons to follow out of it. On his fourth morning of doing so, he observed that the figure ahead of him seemed also to be tracking another.

He’d selected a man who’d visited the atrium alone. Young, dressed in long shorts and Air Jordans, he wore a small backpack but was otherwise unencumbered—no cart, no bags of Tupperware to ferry away supplies. He’d browsed the steam table in a cursory way and then headed back through the corridor.

Mull was quickly drawn into unfamiliar portions of the house, or ones formerly familiar, now rendered strange. He trailed the man through a room of built-in library carrels, never outfitted with the intended computer terminals, which Mull recognized from his earliest days. In some settling action after one of the earthquakes, the room had lodged sideways, and sleepers, after first smashing out the interior dividers, employed the carrels as a series of bunks.

In the next corridor Mull spotted the other man, far ahead. Another voyager through rooms, shadowed by the man Mull himself was shadowing.

The distant figure slipped around corners before Mull could discern much. He was older than the man in shorts between them, and dressed less like one of the unsheltered who’d moved into the house at the start. Like Mull, he wore the default costume of the average white man, which Mull had chosen, half-consciously, for its invisibility.

Mull couldn’t see far enough ahead. The man in shorts blocked his view. He struggled with the urge to dash forward. He didn’t want to draw attention, raise an alarm in his own target. Yet should he warn the man beyond, that figure cutting out of view again and again? Was that man in danger?

Attending to this double chase, Mull failed at first to register the alteration in the rooms. They’d become familiar in some different sense, not from his residency but from his visit to Men’s Central, to see the prisoner James Gutiérrez. They’d entered the jail, somehow, with its dun-colored cement-block walls, its linoleum floor, its green-painted metal sliding barriers—hard to call them doors. The collapsing underground structure had melded with the jail, or the jail had tunnelled itself into the tesseractic house. They’d been on either side of the disused train yards to begin with, less than a mile apart, Mull supposed. He shouldn’t be so surprised that they’d met.

Now he looked up again, not wishing to fall behind. It seemed all the more essential that he keep sight not only of the man he’d chosen to follow but of that other, vanishing ahead.

When he spotted them again, racing along a row of holding cells, the man between had closed on his quarry.

All at once, Mull saw that it wasn’t that the far man was dressed like Mull, or that he resembled him. He was Mull himself. Mull had chased and been chased. Been ahead and behind, both. The house had worked as a refracting lens.

Two others came from within the open-gated cells, to join in the capture. At that, Mull was no longer behind, watching. He was in their hands.

* * *

Though the cell they placed him in was open, it was nevertheless a cell. The drifter who’d shown him the desert window had joined the men who held Mull there, and regarded him again with the same snickering familiarity.

“Told you I seen you.”

The words unexpectedly stung. Among the illusions they’d stripped from Mull was his belief in his invisibility. But this hardly mattered now. Mull needed to understand the relation between the structures.

“Did the building fall into the jail?” he asked them. “Or did the prisoners . . . escape?”

“We’re all prisoners,” said the man Mull had been following, the man who had been following him.

“One building all along?”

“You need me to say it?” the man said. “One building all along.”

“Talk to a kid named Gutiérrez,” Mull said. “He’ll explain.”

“Gutiérrez isn’t a kid, no more than me,” the man said. Mull had to grant the case. That Mull was thirty years older didn’t make them kids.

“He sent me searching for his mother.”

“Everybody’s searching for someone,” the drifter said. “We got a lot of explanations, too.”

“Gutiérrez takes care of his mom,” another man said. “He don’t need you searching no more.”

“He sent you to do this?” Mull asked. They were keeping him pinned, needlessly, yet nothing in their attitudes or postures felt gratuitous. Mull sensed instead their clarity of intention.

Only the drifter was giddy. “Everybody’s sent, or else they’re sending!” he quipped.

“Are you going to lock me in here?” Mull asked.

“We lost the keys,” the man Mull had followed said. “We don’t like to put people deeper in. We like to put them deeper out.”

“Deeper out,” the drifter said, shaking his head. “Damn, I like that.” As if on a signal, Mull’s captors had him on his feet, were frog-marching him through the open gate of the cell. Then, true to their word, they pushed him screaming through the desert window.

The plunge wasn’t as far as he’d feared. Mull ended on all fours atop a soft knoll, his left arm sunk to the elbow into some creature’s burrow. Here, from the ground, he saw what he couldn’t from the window: a sand-strewn asphalt roadway, lined by the twisted, mocking trees. Beyond them, desert stones, those wind-carved orange bodies sleeping beneath the unreachable bridge of the sky. Nothing prevented Mull from setting out west, toward the house. He supposed he could find his way back inside.






Narrowing Valley

WIDE LOAD / “MR. BLUE SKY”

The characters ride into the story aboard a 1976 Winnebago Minnie Winnie, one driven breakneck across broiling asphalt, overspilling its lane on both sides. Though the story’s characters are themselves oblivious, the story acknowledges that it is being written on stolen Tongva land—indeed, the same Tongva land toward which the recreational vehicle now barrels. The story gives respect and reverence to those who came before it, which ought to be absolutely everyone, even you, reader, since the story does not yet and may never exist. Yet here it seems to come—the story, and the recreational vehicle—the Winnebago like a breadbox rumbling westward on fat half-melted tires, a monster’s breadbox with its bragging orange stripe, side-view mirrors flying-buttressed a full foot from its cab to make it minimally navigable. The story already occupies too much space, demands too much attention. What the fuck, watch where you’re going! Who’s driving that thing? A dad in mirrored aviator shades? Why, of course. He’s R. Crumb’s Whiteman, he’s Albert Brooks in Lost in America, he’s the Exhausted Normative Protagonist—our movie’s leading man, there’s no way to avoid him. Or maybe there is. Maybe one of his kids or his long-suffering wife can provide us with a marginally improved point of view, a parallax position from which to operate. Some fucking oxygen here, though it may be that all the oxygen is recirculated within the tightly sealed Winnebago. They all breathe the same air, surely. At least we can’t hear the music that’s playing inside: Electric Light Orchestra’s Greatest Hits, on eight-track tape.

THE STORY’S WRITER / “TURN TO STONE”

The alternative is equally unpromising: that we raise up a literary selfie stick and catch a glimpse of the story’s writer. We might choose to cast him as the protagonist in a drama of the story’s becoming (or, more likely, of the story’s failure to launch, burdened as it is with debts and doubts, with qualms and queasy self-loathing). Of course, and it goes without saying, the story’s writer is also male and white—another exemplar of the Exhausted Normative. And the project of literary self-consciousness is hardly novel (a pun, there), since it has been indulged in by so many of the writer’s immediate and distant influences, from Kurt Vonnegut and Philip K. Dick to Jorge Luis Borges and Laurence Sterne. This model of self-consciousness has lately been renovated, refurbished, under the name “autofiction,” yet even so it may once again be an expiring mode. Sure, it offers itself as an exit from the interstate of narrative—the kind of storytelling that doesn’t trouble over the existence of the author, just barrels ever forward, claiming the turf of your attention. But perhaps it has proved to be an exit that is closed for repairs, or has simply shut down because no one wishes to go where it leads anymore.

Among those who may wish to avoid self-consciousness: the writer of this story. The writer wants to fight to stay on the interstate of storytelling! He wants to get somewhere! He wants to be aboard the Winnebago!

If so, this is no way to go about it.

FURTHER DISCLAIMERS / “CAN’T GET IT OUT OF MY HEAD”

The story acknowledges borrowing the language of its acknowledgment of its occupation of stolen Tongva land from the Web site of a collective of spirit healers, who will go unnamed in this acknowledgment, for they may not wish to be associated. The story admits that it also depends for its existence on an occupation of the text of R. A. Lafferty’s “Narrow Valley,” a text that the story’s author first encountered in the anthology Other Dimensions, edited by Robert Silverberg in 1973. The story takes place six years later, in 1979, the year of Three Mile Island, of the Iranian hostage crisis, of the imminence of the Reagan era. The feeling that the Reagan era was coming is a migraine prodrome, a hangover suffered before a decades-long binge on Militarism, Bogus Optimism, and Imperial Fantasy that hasn’t abated yet. Since, really, what is the twenty-first century except the endless unspooling of the implications of the Reagan era? But the writer digresses. The clown Emmett Kelly died in 1979, as did John Wayne and Jack Soo and Sid Vicious. Natasha Lyonne and Chris Hayes and Pink were born in 1979. The story now acknowledges consulting Wikipedia’s “1979 in the United States” page. But who is R. A. Lafferty? A writer of science fiction and Westerns, Lafferty lived most of his life in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He died at eighty-seven in 2002. He was a Catholic. What’s “Narrow Valley”? A short story that is both a science-fiction story and a Western story, as well as a kind of tall tale or parable, typical of Lafferty’s eccentric style. In it a white family attempts to homestead on acreage originally given in a land allotment by the U.S. government to a Pawnee Indian named Clarence Big-Saddle, and handed down to his son, Clarence Little-Saddle.

The land appears, from some vantage points, to be a broad and fertile valley, with an alluring topography. However, when the white family attempts to enter the valley, it reveals itself to be a spatial anomaly—a strip of ground between two fences that is too small to enter. Or, more strangely, when outsiders, such as the white family, insist on entering it, it shrinks and flattens them to fit. Lafferty’s story, originally published in 1966, still has much to recommend it: a delightful insouciance; admirable ethics (even if expressed in twentieth-century terms); surrealist humor; a winking self-awareness that affiliates it with more labored forms of literary metafiction yet lacks the overt self-consciousness with which the present story is hobbled. The present story now acknowledges that by basing itself on a specific earlier science-fiction story, it is also indebted, paradoxically, to another: “The Nine Billion Names of God,” by Carter Scholz, which was based on “The Nine Billion Names of God,” by Arthur C. Clarke, and which has amused and obsessed the writer of the present story for decades. The story now acknowledges its utter colonization by its own procedure of serially confessing its sources. The story, which initially believed itself to be operating on a blank page, moving into a horizon of possibility, is dismayed by the likelihood that it has wandered instead into a sucking undertow of bungled authorial good intentions, the pathetic desire to write a story that will acknowledge its colonial crimes and historical debts. The Winnebago, moving with such innocent optimism across deserted Western spaces, may be blundering into a valley of palimpsest. The story is belated.

COLLAPSING FRONTIER / “STRANGE MAGIC”

The man and wife and kids in the Winnebago are moving west. The story moves west with them. All stories around here move west. An exhausting procedure, but necessary. Frederick Jackson Turner made this inevitable with his “frontier thesis.” Turner’s thesis declares that white people placed their boot prints on the American continent in the name of American democracy. The thesis rationalized their push west as a noble effort to occupy land that was as good as waiting for them, like a medium waiting for the artistry of their realization. It claimed that the land lay as ready as a blank page, one on which new meaning could be sprinkled as easily as tapping at alphabetic keys, as the writer finds himself doing right now. This story has attempted to launch itself on a presumption of innocence: it shouldn’t need to push another story off the page in order to be written, should it? It isn’t required that the story murder another story! Intertextuality isn’t colonization! Reference isn’t smallpox! The Winnebago rumbles through open space, not an obstacle in sight. The father has purchased some desert land, sight unseen—acreage described to him by the Realtor as “virgin.” He and his family are driving there to claim it. Will they build there? Will they only camp on it? They haven’t decided. We have to pretend this might work out, even though we know it doesn’t, whether we have read Lafferty’s version or not. There are two names for this operation: Suspension of Disbelief and Bad Faith.

AN INDIAN / “SHOWDOWN”

The story is headed into crisis, because the white family must—as in Lafferty’s original—meet an Indian. A Native American. An Indigenous North American person. The difficulty in producing even a stable term (“These terms have come in and out of favor over the years, and different tribes, not to mention different people, have different preferences . . . A good rule of thumb for outsiders: Ask the Native people you’re talking to what they prefer.” —David Treuer, “The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee”) shows how unlikely it is that the story’s writer will be capable of manifesting such a character, or such a scene, on the page. Should we presume it was simpler for Lafferty? He would at least not have hesitated to call the character an Indian. As a securely twentieth-century human, one who had lived almost his whole life in Oklahoma, Lafferty imparted to characters such as Clarence Little-Saddle an air of fond and easeful familiarity. He employed Clarence Little-Saddle in the cause of “punching up” at the presumptions of the white characters, their avarice and delusions, as well as at the garbled scientific pontification of the characters who are called in as experts to examine the paradox of the mysteriously narrow valley.

It will not be so simple for this story’s writer. In his dismay he recalls some astounding advice—a “craft tip”—he absorbed from a talk by the French author Emmanuel Carrère. Carrère had spoken of the difficulty of depicting characters from the legendary past (in his case, a biblical figure of early Christianity) as if they were human. He said that he’d taken his guidance from early-Renaissance paintings in which the multitude of faces in religious scenes are obviously painted from life—from the fact, that is, that they are clearly portraits of specific people the painter had access to (including, sometimes, self-portraits). Carrère explained that this observation had led him to believe that it would be possible for him to make a literary portrait of someone inaccessible to him only if he decided that it would actually be a likeness of someone from life—and that nearly anyone would do.

The story’s writer has seized on this advice in an attempt to rescue his enterprise. If he wishes to avoid caricature or sentimentality in his depiction of the Native person who will intervene in his story, and teach the white family its deserved lesson, he must make that character a portrait of a specific human. He must avoid the generic figure of the benevolent trickster (or “magic Indian”) who serves as the projected conscience in so many well-intentioned white narratives, from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest to Dead Man. In this undertaking, he has landed, perhaps perversely, on a recollection of an encounter of his own, with a man named Max Gros-Louis.

MAX GROS-LOUIS / “TELEPHONE LINE”

From Wikipedia:

Magella Gros-Louis OC [Order of Canada] OQ [Order of Quebec] (6 August 1931–14 November 2020), known as Max Gros-Louis or Oné Onti, was a Canadian politician and businessman in Quebec. For many years, he was Grand Chief of the Huron-Wendat First Nation . . . Gros-Louis initially made a living by hunting, fishing and trapping . . . He later opened a small shop “Le Huron” where he sold snowshoes, moccasins and other First Nation crafts, and also managed a dance company. In the course of his business he travelled widely to other indigenous communities and this led to his involvement in politics.

The story’s writer met Max Gros-Louis when he was twelve years old, on an anomalous family trip, with his mother and his mother’s boyfriend, to Quebec, in midwinter. The boy had never previously been out of the United States. His mother’s boyfriend at the time was a younger man, a New York City schoolteacher, but one with a surprising amount of money, perhaps from a family source, and he had swept the boy and his siblings along on an impulsive voyage to French Canada. What the boy remembers of the trip, aside from the encounter with Max Gros-Louis, is French onion soup, buying a French version of a Spider-Man comic book, morning croissants in the Château Frontenac, and warming his frostbitten toes under the radiator at that same hotel after a trudge through slush-crusted streets.

The story’s writer had never met a Native tribal chief before, nor has he since. This is a matter not of avoidance but of happenstance. The story’s writer came of age in New York, and has spent his life primarily in cities. He’s known Native Americans! (“Some of my best friends are,” etc.) The first were the elderly Mohawk women surviving in basement apartments in his childhood neighborhood, widows of the last of the men who built skyscrapers in Manhattan. (These skywalkers and their wives were also from French Canada, though he didn’t know that at the time.) He met others, over time, though rarely those who’d been raised on tribal lands, or who’d participated directly in tribal communities. In the life of his family, who were both hippies and Quakers, Native people were also symbolically charged, tragic emblems of some better and nobler existence. That this was a discourse that mixed much that was good with much that was bad he’d understand later. But certainly it was affectionate, and intended to be respectful. The writer’s father had copied out lines from “Black Elk Speaks” into the writer’s high-school yearbook, for instance. Another example: as a child the writer had practically memorized an LP by a Native folksinger named Floyd Westerman, called Custer Died for Your Sins. Some of the writer’s midwestern relatives liked to claim a small portion of their lineage as Native. That this was a common fantasy he’d also understand later.

His encounter with Max Gros-Louis, though, was a singular one. The writer’s mother and her boyfriend had sought it out, a variation in their Quebec tourism, the majority of which had been in exercise of the fantasy that they’d actually travelled to Paris (croissants, onion soup, etc.). They’d gone to where the city met the reservation to find Max Gros-Louis’s business, a shop called the Centre d’Artisanat Le Huron. They’d encouraged the boy to speak with Max Gros-Louis—to meet the chief, who’d dressed for his role in fringed leather and a headband. The boy had come away with the impression of someone kind, and formidable, and quite tall—but also of someone who felt an amused tolerance toward those who’d come to meet him.

The boy and his family didn’t buy much, as he recalls. No moccasins, no headdress, no artwork. In this they likely represented a disappointment. The boy, however, did purchase a postcard. He was a postcard collector in those days.

It is when the boy becomes the story’s writer, nearly fifty years later, that he recognizes that in a semiconscious way he has always associated Max Gros-Louis with the figure in Lafferty’s story, Clarence Little-Saddle, the recipient and rebuffer of the white family’s attempt to occupy the narrow valley. It is also only when the story’s writer conceives this plan to rewrite Lafferty, and connects this to his memory of Max Gros-Louis, that he troubles to Google Max Gros-Louis’s name and discovers, from his obituaries, that the Huron-Wendat chief was alive until 2020, and that he was elected and served as the tribal chief in three separate periods across five decades, and that he was regarded as one of the truly great leaders in the First Nations cause in Canada’s history.

Had the story’s writer imagined that Max Gros-Louis was some kind of trickster or charlatan, a pretend chief who was really a seller of tourist merchandise? No. Yet, in his astonishment at what he learns from the obituaries, the story’s writer realizes that he had imagined that Max Gros-Louis was frozen in time—that Max Gros-Louis was a kind of private dream nudging at his awareness. In this, the writer is too typical of himself. That he feels that the past lives in him, and that it stirs him, doesn’t mean that the past actually exists inside him. The past, too, is a narrow valley, one refusing occupation. Or no. That’s wrong. The past is huge, and real, but you are small. To reënter the valley of the past is, properly, to grow tiny, and to vanish.

WHAT ABOUT THE WINNEBAGO? / “MR. BLUE SKY” (REPRISE)

The Winnebago believes it is moving, but in fact it is parked. The family believes they are rumbling steadily west across the landscape, in pursuit of the valley, the open space, the tabula rasa, but they are mistaken. Such beliefs are belated, lapsed, overdue, like a book checked out from a library and then lost for decades; the story has moved indoors, the frontier has become one of recursion, quotation, paraphrase, allegory. To be specific, the frontier is now an “electronic frontier.” The Winnebago is parked in front of a casino, deep in a tribal nation’s territory. The family members are shrunken, though they do not suffer from the vertigo that ought to accompany their shrinking; they remain unaware of their tininess, their insignificance. They are inside the casino, together, playing a gambling game that is a video game, designed to separate them from their money. The game is called Win-and-They-Go! The action consists of attempting to place homesteads on every hundred acres of open territory, a frantic effort destined, as in all gambling devices, to tease and entice with sporadic success and to bring in the end total failure and defeat. The soundtrack of the game consists of songs licensed from the band E.L.O.; the design of the “frontier,” across which the family navigates, and which repeats like the backdrop in a Flintstones cartoon, consists of cacti, distant canyon bluffs, abandoned gold mines, wood-paneled station wagons, and crafty winking trickster Indians selling merchandise at trading posts. All of this is rendered in a nostalgic seventies-cartoon style, but the story, it is now apparent, takes place not in 1979 but in the present. The past, even so recent a past as 1979, a time in which a paraphrase of Lafferty’s story could still conceivably be written, is unsustainable. The machine is sucking money from the family’s coffers. It’s O.K., they have a lot of it. The story dollies out now to leave the family there, in the windowless bowels of the casino, to rise up and observe the Winnebago in the parking lot, amid so many other unwieldy vacation vehicles also stilled there. The story climbs ever higher to a wide pan of the surrounding desert, then higher, to find the horizon. The story acknowledges its collapse at this vanishing point, which is not a frontier of any type or variety. The story acknowledges its relief at being over even as it acknowledges the possibility that it never managed to begin. Game over. Thanks for playing.






To Visit the City of the Dead

AN AFTERNOON IN CEMENTERIO DE LA CHACARITA

The strange thing about the city of the dead, my companion was telling me, is that there is only one way into it—well, there’s really two ways, if you want to be exact, but there’s only one way to do it on your own power. Through the front gate, that is. We were walking through the gate and as he said this I was distracted by the statuary, by the crypts which situated like row houses in a wealthy neighborhood, Dutch-style town houses, and by the cobblestone streets, which had street signs and rain gutters and lampposts and long orderly sightlines, like those down the avenues of Paris, which radiate from the Arc de Triomphe. So it truly is a city of the dead, I exclaimed, and then my companion explained that it really wasn’t anything too impressive, not compared to the cemetery reserved for the rich, the one most of the guidebooks to the city would suggest we really ought to be visiting, though it wasn’t so vast and intricate, it wasn’t, as this was, truly a city of the dead, and so in that sense I was right—only not right to be impressed by this gingerbread-fortress neighborhood of false upper-middle-class splendor, like a block of Edith Wharton’s Manhattan, which if I liked such things I’d really be much more taken with the cemetery reserved for the rich. No, I shouldn’t be impressed yet, this was only the facade, in a sense, the Potemkin village, an extension of the gate itself, the face that the city of the dead showed to the city of the living, which surrounded it on all sides yet was only admitted entrance here, and so it was that the gate was something like climbing through the mouth of a grinning mask, like a funhouse carnival attraction, and being swallowed into the temporary illusions there. No, if you wanted to voyage in the city of the dead you must pass through its pretensions, which really are terribly inferior to the pretensions of the cemetery reserved for the rich, which for example held the tomb of the general, the cemetery that every other visitor to the city was surely visiting right at this moment, leaving us nearly alone here as we passed through both the high gates and the inferior statuary and the cobblestones and street signs, past the much-ignored tomb of the much-forgotten labor organizer who dared to oppose the general and then later became the general’s companion, much to the confusion of the followers of both men, or at least it seemed to me in my companion’s account, as I followed his rapid steps into what he assured me was the true city of the dead, into which was only one entrance, the one we had just used. I had no time to glance backward.

And when I thought I had at last arrived in the city of the dead it was among the endless tracts of overturned grass and fresh clods of earth, into which were inserted thin white wooden crosses everywhere delicately painted with the names of the departed and the dates of their stay in the city of the living, crosses rarely ornamented with more, in plots into which tiny bouquets of fresh or wilted flowers and small cameo photographs on tiny stalks had been planted to stand upright in the irregular, disrupted ground. Each of these tiny graves was personal, so exquisitely private and intimate that it felt like an impropriety to glance at them and perhaps even to remark on them in any way to my companion, who stood to one side in the shade of a small twisted tree, drinking from the can of beer he’d drawn from the pocket of his sweatshirt. When he’d pulled the tab, it made a small chuff sound that rose like a rude little mosquito in the glade-like silence of the scene. My companion had purchased the can of beer on our way to the city of the dead, diverting our taxicab driver to one of the small stores everywhere labelled “kiosko,” in which men sat framed in small box windows surrounded by tiny plastic devices and by candies and magazines and advertisements for cold drinks like that which my companion enjoyed beneath the tree’s shade. The day was hot. He’d drawn himself apart from me, perhaps in a spirit of discretion, or perhaps it was disgust, as I began to regard the scene in greater detail. These private plots marked the passage of those known only by those who knew them, remembered only by those who remembered them, and, perhaps most essentially, only present in the city of the dead for a certain duration, a fixed financial duration, if I understood it correctly. These names were doomed to suffer an unforgivable second descent into anonymity, I understood, now I saw the rows and piles of uprooted crosses, with dates only slightly less recent than those still planted in the earth. This neighborhood, despite its first apparent placidity and discretion, was a scene of breakneck turnover, of constant burrowing activity, where diggers engaged in a daily action as remorseless as that of sheriffs with eviction notices; I recalled the clichés of Victorian melodrama—“you must pay the rent!” “I can’t pay the rent!” It was a scene of rooming houses or fleabag motels, of temporary occupations. Perhaps it was something like an airport lounge, a holding area where time seems to be stopped, yet the exact persons occupying the stopped scene are changing as rapidly as a slideshow, just passing through, except instead of boarding a flight they would exchange their passes for entry to another, more remote airport lounge, in an infinite regress of such lounges, each of them farther from anywhere where an airplane had ever once taken off. The word that had occurred to me, turnover, was too exact for my taste. I saw this precinct all at once as if in a Walt Disney nature film, like The Living Desert, in which the apparently inert nature of the desert scene is revealed by the trick of sped-up photography to consist of a cycle of bloom and rot and frantic activity with a velocity like that of a beehive. My companion was finishing his beer. As I rejoined him and we began to walk again, through vast tracts of such anonymous crosses, our conversation was only glancing, not direct, and though I sought to feel that now at last I had visited the city of the dead, he refused, in his way, to confirm this.

There’s so much of this, I said. A tremendous amount.

More than you can know, he said. More than you imagine.

I imagine quite a lot, I said.

It’s more than that, he said.

But I had not yet, it seemed, entirely arrived at my destination in the city of the dead, at least not until I followed my companion around the next lanes and we came upon the rows and rows of aboveground storage units, stone boxes like a vast filing cabinet designed to dwarf and intimidate the human spirit, a scene from the inhuman offices evoked in a story by Kafka. And behind each of these flat stone-fronted compartments, many of which were, like the earthen graves, decorated with sprigs of wilted flowers or cameo portraits of the living faces of those contained within, were simple wooden boxes barely larger than a couple of shoeboxes, into which were crammed a human skeleton. The reason I could know this was that robbers had been at work, sporadically, and for every ten or twenty stone fronts that were intact, one was smashed, the interior revealed. The bones that had been left behind were, invariably, the femurs and feet; often, as well, the arms. What had been taken, in every case, was the skull. Someone harvested these dead, in an action less rhythmic than that of the evictions from underground. This instead seemed a kind of seizure, in both senses—a robbery, and a fit, a convulsive occurrence. I found my own speculations unbearable. In the acreage of stone cabinets, there must have been hundreds or thousands of such seizures—could the neighborhood surrounding the city of the dead consist of nothing but impoverished, starving medical students or heavy metal devotees or necrophiliacs? Or was this something both less and more specific, a kind of unenunciated collective impulse, a revenge upon the dead by the living? My companion said nothing, but pointed as we put the tombs behind our backs, at a small sign ornamenting a spigot that rose from the ground, above a drain. The sign, when translated, read PLEASE DO NOT USE THIS FOUNTAIN TO WASH THE DEAD. It was a plea, I suppose, that one should have the decency only to wash stolen skulls at home, as was considered proper. In an unruly jurisdiction, here was a simple one.

I knew for certain that I had walked in the city of the dead only when I began to leave it, but in order to do that, I had to uncover what lay beneath my feet. My companion and I wandered, or perhaps I was led, to an opening in the ground, which as I grew nearer to it revealed itself to be a wide aperture, a deep-walled crevasse like that revealing an underground system that needs venting to the open air, like a bunker of underground engines or pipes where workmen labor beneath a city, or like the vents above a station of an underground train system, a subway. In fact, when I stood near enough to gaze down into this structure, I discovered it was in fact a subway of the dead. The trains, stilled in the station for the time being, were a more modern and secure version of the stacked square cubicles aboveground, those resembling filing cabinets, those which had been decimated by the skull-pillagers, the revengers upon death. These, by contrast, were immaculate. Less decorated than the aboveground storage cubicles, they remained undesecrated as well. I detected the slight vibration of the engines of the trains as they waited for evening, waited for the closing of the gates of the city of the dead, in order to begin their passage. My companion had told me earlier of how, as a teenager, he’d waited with his friends until the gates closed so that they could dare themselves to spend a night there, smoking and drinking and hiding behind the tombs, and now he explained that it was during one of these vandalistic evenings that he’d discovered the movement of the subway of the dead. Here it was that I understood that what made it something other than a cemetery—no matter the splendor of its rival, the cemetery reserved for the rich, the one with the world-class statuary that put the statuary here to shame, the one with the tomb of the general—no matter, what made this a city of the dead was the presence of the underground train. The subway, the vast eclectic district running beneath all the others like a nervous system in a body, that is the standard of a city, it seemed to me now. And now I understood too that though there is only one way to enter the city of the dead—or only one way to enter it on your feet, that is, of course, to enter through the gate—there was a second way to leave it. Do you want to jump the train? my companion asked. It actually stops near your hotel. I trusted him—he had been a good companion for this journey—and said that I wanted to, yes.






In Mugwump Four

I had no interest in Mugwump Four. I was only going to go there to make one point, which was that not everyone and everything that mattered was in there. For instance, Lucinda wasn’t. Lucinda had no more interest in Mugwump Four than I did, less. My beloved lived in sublime ignorance of the place. This seemed to me the way to live. Mugwump Four didn’t even arouse Lucinda’s curiosity, or irritate her, the way it did me. I don’t know why it did. The life I lived at this time should have been a sufficiency to me. It was. Only, I felt I had something to contribute, an insight into what had triggered the mad, delusional rush into Mugwump Four by our acquaintances. I wanted to help them. I believed I understood the misapprehension that had inflated the aura of the place, made it appear irresistible. It was not.

Much to the contrary, this was at a time in life when the appeal of such places had diminished to a splendid degree. Lucinda and I had obtained a kind of dream residency, on a hilltop village above Florence, called Fiesole. A small villa there had been bequeathed to our care after the death of the great English poet T_____, as it had been part of T_____’s estate. The great poet had been my mentor, I his protégé. At his death, a decade earlier, I had accepted the duties of literary executor. Inheritance of the villa was the unexpected reward. It carried with it only a provision that the property should be donated back to the conservancy of the town of Fiesole, rather than sold, when we had exhausted its usefulness.

The villa was a well-preserved seventeenth-century stone construction, naturally self-cooling, managed by the nearest neighbors, a family of tradespeople who’d lived in their own more modest house for five or six generations. They had adored T_____ and now cared for us as a natural extension of that love. It sat high above the village, much as the village sat above the panorama of steep, winding roads down into the valleys and back into Florence itself. With only a brief walk to a spring to refill our plastic liter bottles, and a slightly longer walk into the village to the market, there were many days when we never started the car. The village had a tiny number of restaurants and a small hotel, but for the most part entertained only day tourists, who bused up from Florence for a glimpse of the ruins. We avoided them easily and heard barely any English spoken except by ourselves.

Each day we sat out on the terrace, in the sweet breezes that made the Italian afternoons tolerable, drinking coffee, working on our laptops. Lucinda was finishing her third novel. I knew it would be her best. I labored at my philosophical treatise, Another Realm Yet, into which I had poured the effort of a lifetime. Though it might be discursive, it also reflected my training in aesthetics begun under T_____, and I planned to dedicate it to him, as tribute and thanks. Our only visitors in this time were the cats who daily slid between our feet, petitioning for food. We kept a supply of single-portion cans of cat food, which we’d pry open and set out in the shade.

I hesitate to call these cats feral, since the word suggests a kind of wariness or ferocity that wasn’t the case. Rather, these cats were collectively domesticated to the town of Fiesole, surely through many generations. They belonged to the villa, and the villa to them, perhaps more than Lucinda and myself. We loved them. That season, before I began my wanderings in Mugwump Four, there was one we especially loved. A cat so yellow it was nearly lemon-colored, it was the boldest in seeking affection, and would flop onto the stones of the terrace and allow Lucinda to stroke the fur of its throat and stomach while it purred and arched. Quite marvelously, this yellow cat was accompanied on its visits by a small tortoise, who would invariably inch from the rock garden onto our terrace, and sun itself while the cat fed. More than once we saw the yellow cat, in her ecstasies of contact, rub her cheek against the ridge of the tortoise’s shell. They seemed to be the best of friends.

Why should Mugwump Four trouble me so? I couldn’t answer this question. The success of the place seemed an insult. It was either relevant or irrelevant to my life’s researches, but I couldn’t decide which. Lucinda would laugh when she glanced at my laptop and saw that I was dabbling around its edges.

“You’re wasting time,” she said. “You’ll never understand it doing that. Take the plunge, if you’re so curious. It won’t kill you.”

“What do you know about it?”

“It didn’t kill me. I went and came back.”

I felt disconcerted. “I didn’t realize you’d ever gone there.”

“Three years ago, when we were apart.”

“Ah.” I stood, and went in through the French doors to the kitchen, and made myself another cappuccino, frothing the foam, shaking on just a dash of cocoa. I didn’t speak again until Lucinda’s attention had returned to her screen, so she had to look up when I did. Was this passive-aggressive on my part? “It’s just that I didn’t think of it as something you’d care for.”

“Mugwump Four isn’t all one thing,” she said. “There were parts I cared for, parts I didn’t. I can’t explain it to you.”

“I’m sure you could if you liked. But the point is, you stopped. Most people don’t.”

She shrugged. “I don’t have an addictive personality. Maybe even the reverse.”

“You never think of going back?”

She spread her hands and smiled, as if to say: Why would I choose to be anywhere but here?

* * *

The confidence that came so easily to Lucinda was for me unattainable. Never mind the assertion, possibly chimerical, that one could possess “an addictive personality,” or its reverse. I was sure it was Lucinda’s ebullience, that joy in the simple pleasures of daily life, which bloomed so easily in her, which had protected her from the snares and labyrinths of Mugwump Four. I’d never known her to be either enthralled or perplexed by illusions. Lucinda tended, instead, to dismiss them. She was subtle, and watchful, but never morbid. I loved her for it.

I knew too well my own argumentative compulsions. I believed I had something to say to the souls who’d given themselves to Mugwump Four, if, once inside, I could make them listen. In light of this, I should remain humble and take every precaution against becoming obsessed.

I had a triple plan, which I shared with Lucinda.

“Write down a question only you would be able to answer,” I told her. “The prompt for a secret only you know. Don’t include the answer, and don’t let me see it. Fold it into a small square, and tape it to the back of my desk drawer.” Though we worked most mornings on the terrace, I had with Lucinda’s blessings laid claim to T_____’s magnificent old scarred oaken desk, a kind of talismanic object for me.

“I don’t have any secrets from you.”

“Something inconsequential. A detail from childhood that you’ve never told anyone.”

I added a note to myself, a piece of nonsense I’d never written down nor mentioned aloud, a pun which had always itched my mind: “Spanielkopita.” I folded it and taped it in that same place, on the back panel of the upper drawer of my desk. Should I become confused in Mugwump Four, as I’d learned was possible, I could look there. The mere evidence of the presence of the notes would make the first test. The nonsense note to myself, a second. The third, Lucinda’s secret, would insulate me from the risk being beguiled by some simulacrum of her—a projection derived from the evidence of my own senses.

“Then you’re going in, at last?”

“Yes.”

“You’re like a knight on a quest. Or an astronaut stepping into the void.”

“Don’t mock me. Yes.”

“I am your tether.”

“Always.”

* * *

My virtual house was negligible, generic. I didn’t work on it at all. I wasn’t seeking to lure others into some narcissistic exoskeletal avatar decorated with my loves and hates, my trophies and souvenirs. Least of all would I drag any representation of Lucinda into this space, brandishing her as if a trinket. It seemed a kind of violence, though so many apparently disagreed. Let my domicile here be cut-and-paste, to mark my indifference. The sky above my house was the color of a “404 results not found” error message.

I sought instead the town square, the crossroads. Let me be the Diogenes or Bartleby of Mugwump Four, to confront them with the essential barrenness of its delights. I put out a shingle with my first offering, for anyone who cared to notice. It was an essay I’d written called “A View Needs a Frame.” An essay, or, in the local parlance, a “broadside.”

From the first I was mesmerized. The wonders of nature were here, presented with such fulsomeness and ingenuity and velocity. No traveler could ever have known them all. Children and animals of all species cavorted in wondrous variety. Some of their tricks I could watch on repeat for what felt like hours. To be in this place was to be in the vortex of the human catastrophe: the appetite for attention and the rage for fame, the terror of boredom, the yearning for some spiritual contemplative stillness forever aroused and then snuffed out in a panic at what it might uncover. I knew this from my research, my peerings-in from the exterior. Yet to occupy this place from within was to feel it as one feels one’s own body.

This was true from the very first encounter in which I involved myself. A young man with a Rasputin beard and gentle eyes stopped and considered my broadside’s headline. “A view needs a frame?”

“Yes!” I said. “I wrote it to show that despite our fascination with infinite possibility, we really yearn to have an aesthetic selection made on our behalf, by another human sensibility of some kind. It’s in the relation between the limit and the expanse, the momentary and the eternal, the individual and collective experience, that meaning is generated—”

“Orgasm!” he cried.

“What?”

“I Orgasmed your broadside.”

“But you haven’t read the essay.”

“Don’t need to! Get it already. Have you tried bathing with a hippopotamus?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Look. Here’s a frame, just like you were saying. Look no further. I’m the ‘sensibility of some kind.’ ” He unfolded a door in the air. Through it I glimpsed an amusing scene, done in black and white, a rotogravure depicting a man in a Victorian-style mustache swimming peacefully along the back of the animal in question, which carried on its face a benign smile almost of the Mona Lisa variety. The man’s clothes were heaped on a low brick wall at the water’s edge. The hippo snorted two tiny pillars of water from its nostrils, like miniature whales’ flumes. Beneath, in antique newsprint font, were the words “Bathing with a Hippopotamus.”

“People tend to dig it,” said the bearded man. He held the door open, invitingly. It seemed harmless enough. I went inside.

The water was a fine temperature, and the hide of the animal pleasingly velvety and smooth. The image was still rendered in black and white, with minute cross-hatching to form the illusion of volume; this included my own arms now where they clutched the hippo’s soft shoulder. Yet I felt the creature breathing under my touch. It rolled, gently, in the waves, then immersed to breathe underwater. With gladness I descended too, and we blew bubbles there together before returning to the surface.

What number of minutes or hours I spent there, in an effervescent joy beside this creature, I can’t know. At one point the sequence appeared to glitch, then return to its starting point, yet in my ecstasy I felt concerned less to examine the seams of the confabulation than to replenish my spirit within its artistry, so absurd and sublime at once.

One day—for now it began to feel that weeks had passed—I noticed that while our sky remained dotted only with the mildest of passing clouds, the walls of our bathing chamber, if one dove deep enough, were dotted with underwater porticos. These made entrances to stone caves. Indeed, light seemed to emanate from the mouths of these caves, and when one swam nearer—as I did now—one discovered bright neon-colored salutations and exhortations. These headlines were the first color I had seen since entering the rotogravure world.


IF YOU LIKE BATHING WITH A HIPPOPOTAMUS YOU’LL GO BERSERK FOR JET-SKIING WITH A PTERODACTYL

CONSIDER AN UPGRADE TO BATHOPOTAMUS.2 NOW WITH ABSTRACT RECURSION AND INTRINSIC ELUCIDATION

CALL YOUR MOTHER



Each of these brought me ever-so-slightly back to myself, but it was when I swam farther and saw TOP FIVE REASONS TO RECONSIDER BATHING WITH A HIPPOPOTAMUS that I reconstituted my purpose here. This was the temper of conversation I should seek: the skeptics and cautionaries within Mugwump Four, those who might be amenable to my arguments. I swam down into the cave entrance lit by this banner.

“Step this way.” It was a young child, a girl, with the ears of a mouse. I obeyed. We descended a circular stair. I saw that I was now wearing a jumpsuit, like some garage mechanic. Yet immaculate as the robes of a saint. The mouse-girl, when I looked up again, wore them as well. She’d grown taller, as tall as me. Her whole face had become that of a mouse, and now she was without gender, though I felt that some residue of “girl” and “child” hung about her.

“What are the top five reasons?” I asked her.

“Number one: It is highly dangerous to bathe near a hippopotamus.” This was intoned as if by the voice of some ancient sage or wizard. “More people are killed each year by hippopotamuses than by vending machines.”

“Wait, that can’t be what you mean to say.”

“I have the statistics right here,” said the tall mouse.

“No, I mean on the level of rhetoric. No one fears vending machines. In making your comparison you should contrast the apparently benign hippo with something that generates irrational and disproportionate fear, like an apex predator—a lion or shark, say.”

“A vending machine is a kind of predator.”

“You may have something there,” I admitted. “At least, I admire the cast of mind that would suggest such a thing.”

“Thank you. For reasons two through five, please upgrade to Mugwump Five.”

“Mugwump Five? I’ve only begun adjusting to Mugwump Four.” This was overstatement if anything was. I’d seen so little of the place. “Adjustment” seemed inconceivable.

“You only need to take my hand,” said the tall mouse.

“Thank you,” I said. I worked to repossess my sense of purpose. “I cherish the offer. I just need to prepare . . .”

“Of course. You’ll want to take a moment to inform your acolytes when you migrate, so they can locate you there in the new place. In Mugwump Five.”

“My acolytes? Oh, yes.” At this I noticed the various digits arrayed in peripheral vision. I still had only 0 acolytes—perhaps this statistic was invisible to the tall mouse?—but “A View Needs a Frame” had been Orgasmed 3,567 times.

“I’ve got work to do,” I told the mouse, who, I noticed now, had a tiny bird perched on the left shoulder of its robes. A canary, black and yellow. The canary groomed fondly at the mouse’s ear, then nudged the crown of its tiny head into the mouse’s whiskers. “I’m working on a new broadside,” I told the mouse and the canary. “The subject is how this era of virtuality and mediation leaves us all starved for the essential somatic life—that’s to say, for the pleasures of the body, of proximity and locality. For simply being with another creature, bathed in affection and wonder.” At that moment I noticed that a small green mantis crawled on the yellow feathers of the canary’s shoulder and nudged its wide-eyed triangular head against one corner of the canary’s beak. “This accounts for the extraordinary profusion of video clips of various animals snuggling with humans, and with species different from their own. The current craze for bathing with hippopotamuses, or should it be hippopotami, for instance—” Further examples were near to hand, but I left this to implication. “The more the protocols and subroutines plunge us into an abyss of estrangement, the more we sentimentalize even the most rudimentary gestures of connection and recognition. Utterances like ‘Laugh Out Loud!’ or the ‘awwwwwww,’ which invariably accompanies evocations of cute animals or babies, are like the decanted residual expressions of the bodies we can no longer locate in real space. I should be writing all this down.”

“Perhaps it’s just you,” said the canary, though I thought I’d addressed the mouse. “Lots of other people thrill to images of glistening machines fucking and fighting in an abstracted rendering that completely eschews the texture of the ‘natural’ or ‘real.’ Have a look, for instance, at Celebrity Rave Exo-Skins, or Orb Void Spandex.”

I shuddered. “It’s a version of the Stockholm syndrome,” I suggested. “Siding with the captor, making a total identification with the antihuman domain.”

“We’ve got it all on offer,” said the mantis, as if in perfect agreement.

“No, but that’s just the point. The whole world isn’t here in Mugwump Four, it just feels that way while you’re immersed. Not everything has been digitized, not even a small percentage, really. Vast realms of human history and culture are completely unrepresented here! We don’t notice what we’re missing, not at the conscious level, but the sacrifice is tragic. We’ve denied ourselves, too, the company of those who can’t afford Mugwump Four, or have been disinclined to try it, or have never even heard of it—we’ve partitioned ourselves from much of our commonality with our human species. Until quite recently I was on the other side of that partition myself!”

“Well, thank Christ, then, that you’ve made it here at last,” said a tardigrade perched on the lower rim of the mantis’s ear. The tardigrade, that nearly subatomically tiny creature who could survive at the bottom of the ocean and in the deep void of space—I had to admit that it was truly miraculous that it was visible to my naked eye—had a most endearingly small cone-shaped snout, which it nuzzled against the mantis’s ear-rim.

“You believe in Christ?” Even as I formed this question, I found myself distracted by the bright throbbing fire of the numeral 1 at my peripheral vision. I glanced to see what it signified. I had gained an acolyte—my first! (The number of Orgasms my first broadside collected continued to rocket into the hundreds of thousands now, the digit counter a racing blur. I had to admit it really was a popular broadside.)

“Ah, just a moment,” I said to the tardigrade, the mantis, the canary, and the mouse. Insatiably curious, I clicked on my acolyte’s moniker, HippoBathLover77.

HippoBathLover77 was a silverback gorilla, unmistakably masculine. “There you are,” he said, in a tone of grim relief, as if he’d been waiting some time.

“Sorry.”

He waved me off, then led me down a corridor, to a low doorway. “Frame,” he said. “Get it? Don’t bump your head.”

“I appreciate the reference,” I said.

“Great broadside, dude.”

“Thank you.”

The domicile was dark and small. Inside, I met the gorilla’s companion animal, as I should by now have expected. It was a capybara, the world’s largest rodent. The gorilla caught me staring. “We mammals got to stick together,” he said. As on cue, the capybara nudged its head into the gorilla’s thigh. The gorilla scratched behind its ear. “All that bird-reptile-insect interspecies stuff? For me, that’s just going a bit too far. Makes me queasy, to be honest.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, wanting to placate him.

“Welcome to the Vale of the Diagnosticians,” said the gorilla. “Which is pretty much just me and this guy.” He patted the capybara’s head. “The vast majority in here aren’t capable of the least bit of critical perspective.”

“That’s true in so many cases.”

“We feel your critiques are right on target,” said the gorilla. “In fact, you probably don’t even grasp the extent of it.”

“Oh, I believe I do.”

“Look around you, take it in, because it won’t be here much longer. Mugwump Four is collapsing.”

“Really?” This wasn’t what I’d expected to hear. “Collapsing? Are you sure?”

“Oh, sure. Totally unsustainable. The sheeple just don’t know it yet. Like Yogi Berra said, nobody comes here anymore, it’s too crowded. I’m surprised you bothered.”

“I thought it was my responsibility to say something. Nearly everyone I know is inside this place, to my dismay.”

“Forget it, don’t waste your time. They’ll never pay any attention.”

“Well, if my first broadside is any example . . .” I didn’t want to appear immodest. “It would seem that many here are starved for an interrogation of this so-called experience, one coming from within.”

“Don’t kid yourself. Check your click-through.”

The gorilla had a point. The Orgasms were now in the seven figures, yet when I delved into my deeper statistics, to discover how many had actually viewed the broadside, the number turned out to be seventeen. Worse, the numbers indicated that only five had read it to the end. I’d attracted two comments. From FRAMESAREFORFASCISTS21, “Sit on a xylophone!” From HippoBathLover77, “Call me.” Apparently, passersby had garlanded the thing with Orgasms indifferently, as a reflex. It was possible they’d never even read to the end of the title.

It now occurred to me to ask, “Why did you pick that particular name—HippoBathLover?”

“Eh, that was a long time ago. Just never got around to changing it.”

“Well, this was just my first broadside,” I said. “I’ve got a great deal to say.”

Now the capybara spoke. “Talk to him about reification.”

“Oh, yeah,” said the gorilla. “There’s that, too.”

“Reification? In what sense?”

“You’re like me, right? You want to see this place fold up under the pressure of its own contradictions, the sooner the better.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “This is a terrible place. I mean, it’s not just that each thing simply follows the last with no sense of proportion or congruence. But the texture, the rendering—it’s all so thin, so paltry, so underfurnished. How preposterous that anyone could mistake it for an entire world!”

“Now, hold your horses,” said the gorilla, sounding defensive. “You get into it what you put out. You’re new. Frankly, it doesn’t look like you put a whole lot of effort into curation.”

“I was eager to leap into the fray.”

“Yeah, well, that leads me to the other thing.”

“Reification,” reminded the capybara.

“Exactly,” agreed the gorilla. “The more you cobble up these essays of yours, critiquing Mugwump Four from within, the more real you make it. Reinvigoration, reinscription, reification—it’s a mug’s game. Every minute of human attention invested in contemplating the nature of this horseshit scenario, even pointing out its faults or instabilities—the greater the attentional investment. Yours and your reader’s.”

“I hadn’t considered.”

“That’s why it’s lucky we found you.”

“What do you advise instead?”

“Scram, vamoose, get out now, while the getting’s good. Go for the upgrade. Mugwump Five is where it’s at.”

“I don’t want the upgrade—”

“All you have to do is high-five the capybara. Pun intended!” Indeed, the capybara had now raised its coarse-haired paw as if in mournful salute. “The rest takes care of itself. Contrary to any rumors going around, your acolytes will transfer instantly—”

“No thank you. My preference is for creating avenues back out. Portals to the real world.”

“Listen, that’s admirable. We all hold the real world in highest regard around here. It’s the inspiration for everything we do.”

I struggled to contain my impatience with this argument, which had begun to seem little more than a sales pitch. “More than inspiration, I’d think. Consider the energy required to cool the servers. One shouldn’t forget that this etheric realm is supported by a vast armature of groaning machines, occupying a terribly literal footprint in a hidden desert quadrant of Utah, guarded by razor wire and armed guards. Just because all this is kept out of sight doesn’t mean it shouldn’t remain in our thoughts.”

“It isn’t out of sight in Mugwump Five. You can break in through subterranean tunnels and explore the whole fortress from the inside, fight the guards, destroy the machine with your bare hands, liberate the slaves. It’s a hugely popular feature!”

“You mean some kind of gamified virtual rendering of the actual server farm? That’s perverse.”

The gorilla shrugged. “Many things are.”

A numeral 2 pulsed, just then, on the horizon. An acolyte. LightAsATether1.

“Will you excuse me?”

“High-five him!” urged the gorilla. The capybara widened its eyes, which were rimmed, I thought, with tears.

“In a moment, I promise.”

* * *

Lucinda placed a warm cup in my hands where I sat, blinking in the morning light, on the terrace. The coffee, the foam atop the coffee, the faint rime of cocoa along the foam, all were perfect. It was an exemplary instance of the exquisite care Lucinda took. The care she took over me, her replenishing capacity for anticipating my needs before I’d expressed them. Had I been slumbering here in my chair? When had I last told her I loved her? The sunlight, filtering through haze, was gorgeous and indeterminate.

“Was there an animal here? Just now?”

“Only the yellow cat,” she said. “It went under your chair, a minute ago.”

“We should feed it.”

“I’ll put out a can,” she said, and turned inside.

I sat and felt the sun beginning to warm my body, and the stones of the terrace beneath my bare feet. I wore my robe, as if I’d indeed been asleep.

“You brought me back,” I said wonderingly, when Lucinda returned to place the open tin of cat food on the stones.

She only smiled.

“You knew how to find me.”

“You weren’t so hard to find,” she said. “I only needed to reach out my hand.”

“You truly are my tether. I cherish you.” Then, struck, as if possessed, I put aside my coffee and dashed in through the French doors, to my desk. To T_____’s desk. Such a beautiful, substantive thing, steeped in time, vehicle for such awesome accumulations of meaning, from the trees that had been chopped down to build it and the craft of those who’d fitted the wood, to my mentor’s poems, his copious masterworks, which had been written there, in fountain pen, in a series of blue notebooks. My own modest efforts, too, my unfinished treatise, stacked there in the most recent draft.

Lucinda stood in the doorway, watching.

I pulled out the drawer. The two folded slips of paper remained taped at the back. I shouldn’t have doubted I’d see them there.

“A riddle, my love!”

“Yes?” she asked.

“One of my own invention: What do you call a phyllo dough pastry that is capable of fetching sticks?”

“I can’t guess,” she said. “What is it?”

I freed my own slip of paper, that one on which I’d scribbled my foolish pun, from the drawer back, and thrust it into her hands. “Read it!”

Lucinda unfolded it, smiled again. It was too much to expect her to laugh.

“Now your secret,” I said. I loosened the second slip from the drawer. “May I read it?”

“That’s up to you.”

“Do you remember what you wrote?”

“I remember.”

“I’ll test you on it.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “How could I fail? Only be certain, my love. One doesn’t always wish to know a secret.”

“I do.”

“Fair enough. Only—come outside.”

The sun had parted the haze. The morning glistened. The yellow cat and its turtle friend fed, heads nudged and bobbing together, from the tin of cat food. I unfolded Lucinda’s slip of paper. It read, AREN’T YOU PLEASED WITH THE UPGRADE?






The Red Sun School of Thoughts

When my father left my mother he moved from our home in the Rockridge neighborhood of Oakland across the bay to San Francisco, to join a commune called the Red Sun School of Thoughts. This was in 1976. I was thirteen.

For several months I knew the commune only by name. My father and I saw one another on curated afternoons, mostly out-of-doors, in Oakland and Berkeley. He’d arrange with my mother to pick me up from seventh grade at Willard, and we’d walk to Telegraph Avenue. There we’d get frankfurters at Top Dog, then visit People’s Park, where we’d help some new acquaintance of his with their garden plot, or go to the Change of Hobbit bookstore to look for the most recent books by his favorites, and mine, Roger Zelazny and Michael Moorcock. If the weather wasn’t good we might see a matinee at the University Theater, which had begun showing revivals my father liked—A Thousand Clowns, Doctor Strangelove, Beat the Devil.

My father had grown suddenly buoyant and raffish. He seemed to wish me to view him as an older brother, whose enthusiasms I should pursue as my own. When I spoke of how I suddenly reviled my schooldays—I hadn’t fully appreciated the eccentric comforts of my school, Malcolm X Elementary, until thrown into the harsh indifference of sixth grade at Willard—his response was to tell me that middle school had been hell for him, too.

This initially caused me to picture my father as a student at Willard, which was confusing. In fact his experience in the late fifties, in suburban Palatine, outside Chicago, could have been nothing like mine. But now he wore bright colors and hair covering his ears, just like the sympathetic male staff at Malcolm X, those I missed now that I was in the hands of the teachers at Willard, who seemed to emanate from a stern, pre-hippie past. Whether my father behaved like a father or an older brother, I missed him too. I needed to know where he went between our visits.

* * *

I’ve avoided writing about the Red Sun School of Thoughts until now. I don’t know why. Those early teenage years have been my treasure and dream. They are when I became who I became, when my self hatched. In many ways I live there still. The Red Sun School? It was like a dream inside the dream. Often I struggle to believe it was real. As with a dream, I hesitate to set it in words, for the risk of falsification.

* * *

The Red Sun School was housed in a deep, ramshackle three-story Victorian on Guerrero, the trim of which had once been painted in the gaudiest possible hues, though these had faded and peeled to give it a quality, at a glance, like a staticky telecast of some old Technicolor film. The house was crammed between two stylized apartment buildings, each with window bays and gingerbread ornamentation of its own. Had the building housing the Red Sun School once occupied a fuller lot? Or was it built to shoulder into the narrow lot, there to pretend that its neighbors didn’t exist? Just a few tiny windows peeked sideways into the narrow airspaces between, their modesty suggesting that there had never been anything to see but those exterior walls that hemmed the Victorian so closely. San Francisco, by comparison to Berkeley and Oakland, which were basically suburban, had a fanciful unreality to its architecture and to the geometry of its streets, its neighborhoods jammed at angles atop one other. Until I went east for college this was my notion of a “real” city, and my association of it with my father and the commune meant I thought cities were places designed by adults who were secretly children, or tripping, if not both.

On my first visit my father led me from door to door to make introductions. As I remember it, though this seems unlikely now, everyone was in their own room, as if prompted for this moment. More likely I have fitted them there in memory, like a child replacing a dollhouse to its defaults between sessions of play.

We began downstairs, where my father occupied the left front on the garden level; this would be my room, too, when I spent the night. The remainder of that floor—the right front, and the double room at the rear—contained a married couple and their baby, a daughter. She might have been one year old, though not yet walking. I couldn’t have been less interested.

I was more attentive to the married couple themselves. They impressed me instantly as divided, more so even than my own parents. The married man was tall, looming even, but with thick tortoiseshell glasses and hair that, though long, was prematurely thinning, and a narrow-shouldered modesty to his bearing that made him seem like a small man stretched. The married woman conveyed the ebullience and warmth of a permanent flower child. An obvious den-mother type, she embraced me instantly, while her husband appeared like a Thanksgiving float, about to bob up to the ceiling from sheer untetheredness.

The baby cried out; our introductions were cut short.

Though my father’s bedroom was technically my station, I would forever spend the least time, in the Red Sun School of Thoughts, on the garden-level floor. Surely I must have slept in my father’s room in that first year, while he still lived there. But I can barely recall doing so.

The parlor floor was the common zone: kitchen, long table for collective meals, and the parlor, which served as living room, meeting area, and passive-aggressive waiting area for the precious single dial telephone. The spaces were divided by sliding French doors, which remained open. The level was vacant at the moment, apart from a tortoiseshell cat who lay curled regally on a beanbag chair. The grandiose parlor with its fancy plaster ceiling had been mutilated by the amateurish carpentering of a high loft out of plywood and two-by-fours, accessible by use of a built-in ladder that was equally splintery, though solid enough. For whatever reason, the stereo and record collection had been exiled to the loft. Perhaps it was to make the act of changing the music in the common area effortful, and very public. Not everyone would want to ascend the ladder.

I soon learned that the large and eclectic collection of LPs had been created by executive fiat by the founder of the Red Sun School. Everyone was to join their records into one common library: Nina Simone, Dylan, Baez, and more mysterious objects no one played, like Moby Grape’s Wow, or Spirit’s Twelve Dreams of Doctor Sardonicus. The stereo and much of the record collection had once belonged to the married couple. Perhaps surrendering it had been a leveling move, as though to compensate for their irregular condition as a nuclear unit. They’d handed over this private property, presumably with gratitude. From each to each, this was the underlying notion, so common it never needed to be mentioned.

That was the first time I’d heard that the Red Sun School of Thoughts had a founder.

The record collection, and the loft, would become important to me later. But for now, my father led me upstairs.

* * *

The five who lived upstairs were all even younger than the married couple, which is to say perhaps as much as twenty years younger than my father. My own presence was evidence of this truth, if it hadn’t been clear before. Yet there persisted, it seemed to me, a will to obscure it. In the social structure of the Red Sun School, all were equals together: apprentices, seekers, comrades, whatever it might best be called. I would be treated, before long, as one among them.

We’d heard her music on the stairs. Perhaps it was that which guided us to her door first. Whatever the purpose of the Victorian’s various rooms, each had now been made a bedroom, even this side room, which might have originally served as a nursery or wardrobe, and which now housed the woman who played the flute. Yet it managed to seem underfurnished and, because of her small size and the building’s high ceilings, enormous around her.

She perched on a stool, head tilted, as she piped some classical song on the tarnished silver instrument. Her long, wavy hair fell as a canopy, obscuring both eyes and drifting upward on small drafts with the rapid motion of her fingers on the flute—as though the canopy were wind-flapped and unable to settle to the ground. Her long, jeans-clad legs braced on the rungs of the stool, her knees akimbo like elbows. Her mattress lay on the floor. Everyone’s did.

“A boy.” She hovered the flute an inch from her mouth. “Hello, boy.”

We exchanged names while my father beamed. Yes, I was a boy. Still, something in her bright address suggested that she recognized our ages, hers and mine, as nearer than hers to my father’s. I felt I’d cheered a sad flute lady. It made my heart beat. We moved on.

Next door, in the second floor’s immense front room, a young man sat at a table amid a sprawl of disassembled camera equipment—things I recognized as lenses and tripods and microphones, other pieces I couldn’t name. He seemed to be taking notes in an open spiral notebook, though when I glanced it contained as many doodles as notes. Or were they narrative frames of comic art, or storyboards for a film? The wide walls were bare apart for an immense, torn poster for Godard’s Weekend: two women wearing headbands, crouching in ferns, one with a shotgun held to the other’s temple. That and, pinned to the bay window’s frame, a Star Trek calendar open to the April page, showing Captain Kirk seated regally flanked by two alien women in sparkling dresses.

“Just what I needed!” The man didn’t sound sarcastic.

“Why’s that?” asked my father.

“He’s the perfect age to play the boy in my movie. Want to be in a movie?”

I had no hesitation.

“Be warned, you’re a member of the complacent middle class. It’s an allegory. I’ll have to get you a real square haircut.”

“That’s okay.”

“I’ll be making the ultimate sacrifice myself.” He tugged at his curly halo and his mustache simultaneously.

“We’re making the rounds,” my father said. “You two can plot it all out at dinner.”

“Shit, it’s my night,” said the film student. “Borscht with potatoes. I better get chopping.” Dinner preparation at the house was on a strict rotation, as was the role of dishwasher. Other, more irregular chores were divided on a chalkboard that hung in the kitchen. Certain tasks fell to self-assignment by temperament or simply waited until someone was too annoyed with the mess. But it was the law of the Red Sun School that everyone had a fixed night to cook or wash up for the entire group.

The last of the second floor’s bedrooms, in the rear, belonged to a ceramicist. A stocky woman in a sleeveless tee and short, spiky hair, she was the first to appear perturbed, indignant even, that my father had presumed to knock on her door. Her occupancy looked less provisional than that of the film student and the flute woman, her room full to its edges with loaded shelves, the floor and walls draped with weavings. The shelves bore vases and bowls, some with their glazes still unfired, their clay raw. These were hand-built from slabs, not spun on a wheel. Her several tabletops dripped with discarded bits of clay and spatters of glaze. I also noticed a large wooden loom, presumably that which had formed the colorful weavings. She wore a thumbprint of glaze on her forehead.

Not hiding her disgruntlement with my father, she too assessed me in useful terms. “Can you carry shit?” Her kiln, I learned, lived in the backyard, accessible directly from her room by the Victorian’s back stairs.

“He’s at your service,” my father declared, a little grandly. I knew this side of him, how he’d lean into contempt.

“I’ll take that in writing.”

Upstairs waited the remaining two members of the commune, both men. Again: Had my father somehow arranged that everyone should be ready for our tour? The upper rooms were ample too, though the ceilings were lower. At the front, I was introduced to the poet, who worked as an assistant veterinarian and acknowledged me with a benign, gently amused air. In the rear, as if in some rhyme with the ceramicist who lived directly below him, was an angrier sort, a dark-bearded Vietnam veteran who, I’d soon learn, though he worked for a local moving company, had been nicknamed Taxi Driver by the film student. My father had taken me to see the Scorsese film two months earlier, a scalding experience, and though the veteran was short and hairy, with broad, Jewish features, I found it impossible after hearing of the nickname not to associate him totally with De Niro’s character.

Seeing my father and me at his door, the Vietnam veteran only glanced up from the book he was reading—Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, which he held with hands as furry as paws—and huffed and frowned.

That night at dinner, I’d discover that trying to make Taxi Driver laugh was the sport of both the film student and the poet—a difficult art. I first saw it accomplished that night at dinner. It was the veteran’s dishwashing night. As he sullenly came around to collect our bowls, purple-ringed with the greasy residue of the beet soup, the film student pointed to his own T-shirt. It bore a large stain he’d collected while cooking the stuff.

“Tale me vat you see,” said the film student, in a comic German accent.

“What?”

“It’s your psych screening, soldier. A borscht-shach blot.”

Taxi Driver grimaced, but he also made a brief wheezing sound.

Others moved to slink off to their rooms, but the married woman called them back with an announcement: my name should appear on the chalkboard. “Let’s get him on the chore list!”

“Maybe we could spare the kid?” suggested the film student. “He’s an overnight guest, not a new inductee.”

The married man raised a finger, perhaps seconding this qualm. But no sound came from his mouth.

“No, no, he’s a member of the family now,” said the flute woman. “The Founder wants everyone represented on the chalkboard.” Her hand floated up, a little spookily, as if to direct our attention to the unseen.

The ceramicist rolled her eyes. “How would the Founder know the difference?” But before anyone could address this conundrum, my father clapped his hand on my shoulder and said, “Yes, it’s good.”

“Don’t give him anything heavy,” said the poet. “He can do my cat-walking night if he wants.” The tortoiseshell cat had been threading among our ankles throughout dinner, but I didn’t see her now. The poet saw my glance under the table. “Don’t worry, I’ll show you the ropes, or the leashes, if you want to be precise about it. She makes it super easy.”

The married woman chalked my name up beside the poet’s, within parentheses.

* * *

Though I was destined to know some better than others, each of these people-in-rooms would become profound to me. Contrary to its name, the Red Sun School of Thoughts was defined by no specific urgent ideology, nor any clearly unified purpose. The humans that inhabited the School seemed to represent some centrifugal survey, not so much of thoughts as of temperatures of human existence. If the common spaces made a meeting point for beings moving on different trajectories, it was necessarily a fraught one, marked by comic misunderstandings and burdened silences. Meanwhile, the individual rooms were like clearings in the woods, oases of contemplation. What was being contemplated? Simply the problem of being.

And one needed a roof over one’s head, after all. Perhaps it was as simple as that.

In the common areas of the parlor floor disparate people sought to make sense within the larger group. Even in gatherings as small as two or three, that puzzle was too complex, at least for me. I preferred to take them one at a time, in their own spaces. Anyway, hanging over the parlor was the mystery of the commune’s name and rationale. Why wouldn’t the Red Sun School’s founder live among them?

I’d have to wait to know. For now, the poet demonstrated how to harness the cat. Then we took her for an evening stroll, to no purpose that I could discern, since the cat box in the parlor bathroom was plainly in regular use. The evening was cool. Our conversation, on those tilted streets, was restricted to the poet’s mild inquiries: What sort of books and music did I like? Once there was gunfire audible on Mission Street, but the passersby on Guerrero seemed unperturbed; they were more struck at seeing a cat walked on a leash. On that visit I spent one night at the Red Sun School, on a rollaway in my father’s room; then it was back to Rockridge and the entrenched miseries of seventh grade.

* * *

The scene was shot in the South End warehouse district, two weeks later. In the end, rather than bothering to cut my hair, they only slicked it back with goo to expose my ears. That, together with the corny 1950s button-up shirt and bow tie, did the trick. We shot in blustery wind, on rooftops at three levels, meant to represent the lower, middle, and upper classes. I occupied the middle rooftop, together with another boy, younger than me, and dressed and coiffed to match. There we were instructed to empty cans of garbage—it was all dry, empty boxes, balled newspaper—onto the heads of the lower classes who were presumed to be standing below, though none of the actors representing these poor were actually present when we shot our scene. We were to empty garbage on their imaginary heads and jeer at them, with brutally contemptuous jeers scripted for us by the film student—he dictated the lines to us directly from one of his notebooks. The other boy and I did this while they filmed us from below, with the garbage falling toward the small crew, who exhorted us, take after take, to sneer more cruelly, to shake out the garbage more aggressively. Then they rearranged the camera and we reenacted this business while they filmed us at our own level, from behind.

Afterward we surrendered our wardrobe items—the other boy and I, who, though cast as brothers, had not spoken more than one or two curt words to one another. Then my father took me to see Logan’s Run, a movie about a gleaming future world where adults were euthanized after age thirty. In that world, every member of the Red Sun School of Thoughts would have been alive except for him.

There was no one among them in the Red Sun School I more wished to be than the film student. But, again, I was returned to my ordinary life with my mother.

* * *

My mother. She was then, unknown to anyone, on the cusp of her long illness, about to commence her slow-motion early dying. I’ve written about her elsewhere, and I can’t do it this time. Instead, I must try to reinhabit the Red Sun School of Thoughts, an un-pried-open memory box. But of course it was my mother’s fadeout, together with my father’s elusiveness, that truly flung me into the arms of the commune.

For the remainder of that year, though, I didn’t spend another night at the Red Sun School. My first visit might have been some false flare, or unkept promise. I appeared there only with my father, and we never left the common areas of the parlor, as if there was something in his garden-level room that he needed to hide from me. He and I rarely stayed for dinner, since as our visits grew more infrequent, they were designed to be special. We’d drop in grandly at the School—I noticed the resentful glares, as well as the fact that my name still appeared on the chalkboard—then go for Chinese or burritos, or make some spectacular drive in my father’s Peugeot to the Cliff House or Sausalito.

It was the following year, when I was suspended from Willard, that I began to visit the Red Sun School on my own. I’d been miserable at Willard in a quiet way before, more bullied than delinquent. But in seventh grade I’d grown tall and sullen, and found a new friend with an impish gift for truancy. Also a gift for inducing troubles in others while skating free of it himself. When we found a complete heroin works in Willard Park—spoon and foil black-rimed with cooked drug, rubber hose for tying off, and a hypodermic with bloody traces—and returned from cutting class to show it off around school, I took the fall. In a gesture both defiant and opportunistic, I declared that I’d never go back.

This resulted in something miraculous beyond my calculations. It was pronounced that I could complete eighth grade by “attending” the Red Sun School of Thoughts. I was told this arrangement had been made in my absence, in some conference between my parents and the Founder, who I’d still not met.

What form of instruction this would involve was patently unclear. I’d commute to Guerrero Street on my own powers, by taking the BART train from the Ashby station to Sixteenth and Mission, five days a week. The voyage across the bay guaranteed a long day; I’d be fed lunch and welcomed at dinner if I wanted to stay.

Only later did I understand that this plan was devised to keep me out of my mother’s hair while she began her treatments, which consisted of both conventional Western medicine and its alternatives, all fruitless. She couldn’t deal with a thirteen-year-old who’d been suspended from school, might be suspended again, and had anyhow claimed a refusal to return. She couldn’t manage the chaotic Berkeley public school bureaucracy; she’d be grateful for the evenings I returned home not needing to be cooked dinner.

As for my father, he’d resumed abdication. If his first impulse on leaving my mother had been to become the older sibling I’d never thought to wish for, now it was as though he’d thought better of it. A father was a vast and mysterious entity; perhaps that was his notion. So, he’d fobbed me onto the rich roster of older siblings that was the Red Sun School. I could take my pick. I could resume guessing as to his whereabouts.

* * *

Those first weeks, the escalator down into BART was like a portal into a benign underworld. I felt the pressure of the bay’s fathoms overhead as the immaculate train cars whistled and thrummed through its depths. I mused on the nature of the BART tunnel. Did it lie along the sea floor, or was it somehow perched, on struts, like a causeway? Or did it float? I could make no picture that was satisfactory.

Then my solitary walk from the Sixteenth Street station to Guerrero and Eighteenth, to the Victorian. There was a special heartbeat of uncertainty I felt at the door of the Red Sun School of Thoughts each time—a giddy, tenuous sensation that, though I was nominally “expected,” I could probably turn from that threshold and vanish, without anyone noticing. Yet finally it was my eagerness and curiosity that overrode this vagabond whisper. Those in the Red Sun School of Thoughts were my friends, even if I was also their ward or student. Whatever the Red Sun School might be called, it didn’t feel like a school to me, and that was what mattered.

I’d visit the film student’s room first, if he was awake. Always glad to see me, he’d ask whether I’d seen anything new—I wanted to answer yes more than I could manage, now that my father had stopped coming for those Berkeley afternoons. We’d talk seriously of our disappointment with the state of American cinema in 1977, what a bore we’d found Twilight’s Last Gleaming, and what a disappointing mess was Bakshi’s Wizards, though he’d heard George Lucas was making a science fiction film to follow American Graffiti, and wouldn’t that be something if it were good at all?

I’d follow him downstairs, then, for his coffee. There I’d check the chalkboard. If the poet hadn’t marked off that he’d done the cat’s morning walk, I’d leash her up and go. This was by far the least of my responsibilities, and no burden. The longer I could delay falling into the ceramicist’s clutches the better. Many days I’d labor through all the morning hours at her backyard kiln, first loading in the pyrometric test cones, whose melting point was the only way to judge whether the wood-heaped oven had reached the enormous temperature needed for a firing. Then we’d load in the raw glaze-striped pots, sprinkling and splashing them first with the glittery layers of chemicals that provided an extra psychedelic sheen. This, the ceramicist told me, not disguising her contempt for her customers, made “real sellers.”

Possibly the ceramicist hated ceramics. She seemed to retain more affection for the second craft in which she tutored me, that of weaving tapestries on the wooden loom in her room, though this had the same cynical object, to pile up another kind of product for sale, and replenish the Red Sun School’s coffers. After a morning’s labors we’d load up finished material in her pickup truck and visit a series of retail boutiques run by gay men on Castro or tired hippies on Haight, then get burritos on Sixteenth Street.

At the kiln she was always grim, but while operating the loom, or especially behind the wheel of her truck, she became a degree more talkative.

“Your mom’s sick, huh?”

This subject I wished to change. “Do you have to give all the money you make to the School?”

She smirked. “Shhhhh, Founder’s listening.” She pointed to the roof of her truck’s cab and lowered to a mock whisper. “I keep my tips.” This confused me: Hadn’t she suggested that the Founder wouldn’t notice my name on the chalkboard? Did she mean he paid more attention to the goings-on in the cab of her pickup? But she must be teasing.

“What tips?” I asked.

“I do three jobs, man. You only help me with two of them.”

“What third job?”

“Massage. I’m a massage therapist. And listen, I’m not the only one who keeps her tips. Talk to your friend with the flute. At least we’re working.”

I understood that this was a jab at the film student. My regard for him irked the ceramicist. A jab at him, at least—maybe others. I didn’t know whether the married woman worked, though I supposed she was taking care of a baby. Possibly my father was also indicted for laziness. He was between jobs. But this was another place I didn’t want to go.

I tried instead to penetrate the School’s opaque system. “Doesn’t everyone contribute the same?”

She made a face. “Not even close.”

“Why?” I still believed that fairness should be striven for, though the world’s unfairnesses were making themselves known to me, in all their remorselessness.

“The Founder has a plan we are too lowly to know.”

At the next shop, a gay boutique called Fancy Dressings, the ceramicist collected in cash and peeled off a twenty to push it into my hand. “There’s your tip,” she said. “Some pocket money.”

* * *

The problem of the Founder bedeviled me. I knew no way to pursue it, however. And I very much wished to talk with my friend with the flute. The ceramicist seemed to have deputized me to do so. The flautist slept until two, woke, lit candles, made music in her room until dinner, and left the School after plates had been cleared. Where did she go?

She remained perched on her stool, so I sat cross-legged on the floor, sole audience for her recital. I wasn’t going to try sitting on her mattress. Her silent response was to put her flute in its case, move the stool to the wall, and sit mirroring me, first bringing one of the candles down to the floor between us. The candles she burned were veladoras, Mexican prayer candles in glass jars painted with saints in glorious colors. Such candles filled the windows of shops on Mission Street.

“Thank you for visiting me.”

“Oh, sure.”

“The Founder did such a good thing bringing you to us.”

“I think it was my dad.”

She only smiled.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Where do you go?” I blurted. “I mean, what’s your work?”

She rose so elegantly from her cross-legged position that I swallowed hard. Without speaking, she pulled something from atop her small dresser and placed it in my hand. A coin, but not a round one. An octagonal brass token, smooth from wear. The legend THIS WILD WORLD IS YOURS! curled around a long-limbed silhouette, a woman dancing without any clothes. Perhaps her clothes had been worn off from the token’s handling.

“What is this?”

“The theater where I work issues its own currency. You can keep it.”

“Do you play your flute?”

She shook her head.

I barely understood, or maybe didn’t understand at all, but felt a sober certainty that the moment for questions had passed. I put the token in my pocket. She took up her instrument, and I watched while she played, until the married man shouted up the stairs that dinner was on the table. The married man had made spaghetti, which shouldn’t have needed to be terrible, but there was grainy tofu blended into the tomato sauce. Afterward, since it was dark, the poet walked me to BART, though without leashing the cat, since she didn’t respond well to the density of bodies at Sixteenth and Mission. Before I boarded the train, I showed the poet the token.

“She works in a show at a place in the Tenderloin, called Wild World—the night shift. You drop the coin in the slot, and the window opens up.”

I stared at it, lying in my palm.

“I mean probably for, like, two minutes. You’d need a whole pocketful to look for as long as you were in her room today.”

* * *

My mother grew sicker. I stayed at the Red Sun School for dinner every night. One night the married woman directed me to the guest-bed futon at the back of the plywood loft, nearly hidden there behind the record collection and turntable. If I had to be at school in the morning again, why not just stay over? What discussions lay in the background of this casual suggestion, and between whom, I couldn’t know. My father’s room downstairs lay empty more nights than not, but I wasn’t invited to occupy it. There was something about the garden level that was going unmentioned.

I’d already begun clambering up and down the loft’s ladder like a squirrel, since I’d become the commune’s enthusiastic DJ. There were records there that I already knew, the Beatles and Led Zeppelin and Bob Dylan: the School’s amalgamated collection included four copies of Bringing It All Back Home. Perhaps because I played those incessantly, I found myself gently guided to some new discoveries. The poet guessed I might like the Bee Gees’ Odessa, and I did, I liked the title track, a bathetic seven-minute epic about a shipwreck done in wall-to-wall operatic harmonies, very much! I played it at least once a day. Years later I’d understand that my choices, their repetition and volume, were tolerated because I was a kid whose mom was probably dying.

Once I began spending nights in the loft I became the gremlin of the parlor, eavesdropper on every call, sous chef for every dinner preparation, witty contributor—I imagined—to conversations I didn’t fully grasp. The communards had to conjure errands to scare me off the record player, or chase me away for some privacy on the phone. I’d learned to walk the cat alone, and she and I took plenty of long walks; I always veered west, toward Eureka Valley and the Castro, where affectionate gay couples would theatrically shriek at the sight of me: “It’s the legendary cat boy!”

Once I began spending nights in the loft, I would climb down to join the Vietnam veteran and the married man—they were sometimes joined by the poet or the ceramicist, never the others—as they sat at the big communal table and sifted baggies of pot and rolled joints and passed them around. I’d join their circle and they’d hand me the joint as it came around. The first few times I passed it along, and then after those times I didn’t. I’d smoked pot once or twice with kids in Berkeley, but not really—I hadn’t inhaled, hadn’t even known how. Now I learned.

Perhaps it was around this time that I became more uncertain of the order of certain of these events.

“Odessa” sounded so good, I couldn’t believe everyone didn’t know it was the greatest song ever written.

The married man and the Vietnam vet were always the last in the School to go to sleep, or anyway to vacate the common floor, murmuring in low stoned tones long after the last record had stopped spinning and I’d crawled into the futon’s layers to pass out.

* * *

One day he appeared, a tall older man, though I was no judge of age then, and what I took for a kind of wizardly elder might merely have been a sixty-year-old with a white beard and wearing Celtic robes in the city in broad daylight. He might have been younger then than I am today. He had the key and let himself in while the ceramicist and the married woman still grumbled around in a mutual haze, preparing morning coffee, and I lay pretending to be asleep, spying from the loft above. He’s here, I thought. I’ll know at last.

This projected aura of reverence was dispelled pretty quickly. Neither of the woman fell at this man’s feet, despite his robes. They went on fixing coffee. Then they poured cups for themselves and sat at the table, in silence, not offering him one. The man stood expectantly in the parlor, squinting at details on the chalkboard, turning to the windows, adjusting the curtains to bring the daylight inside, poking at some reading materials strewn on the coffee table.

The ceramicist finally spoke. “Why so early, Leander?”

“This shouldn’t be considered early.” His voice conveyed a defensive hauteur.

“You should circle back later if you’re looking to cause a stir,” said the ceramicist. “There’s no one awake yet to take the bait.”

The man in the robe frowned, then drew out a small stenographer’s notebook from within his robes and jotted something down with a stub of pencil. He issued a stream of tiny grumbling sounds, perhaps unconsciously, as he wrote. Awkward silence settled over the scene. I kept still as a sniper in my nest.

“Why is she so mean to me?” said the man the ceramicist had called Leander. His tone was strained, petitioning, and for his trouble the married woman came over and stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the temple, as one would a child.

“We all love you,” said the married woman. “It’s just early.”

“Tell her to say something nice.”

“She’s not going to say something nice, and I’m going back downstairs now. You should come back later.”

“I’m not going to say something nice, Leander,” said the ceramicist.

“He’ll wish to meet the boy, you know.”

“Well, he gets to discuss that with the boy’s dad.” Contempt was tangible in the ceramicist’s voice. I almost felt Leander flinch. The married woman retreated downstairs. I was awfully confused.

Leander slumped his way back to the entryway, grumbling and sighing all the way. I heard the door, and the tumbler of the lock.

“Coast is clear,” the ceramicist called out. “You can come down.”

Dressed and down the ladder, I stood mutely, wanting my questions to be anticipated, the way she’d known all along that I’d been awake and listening. Finally I said:

“That’s the Founder?”

“That is not the Founder.”

How long did I freeze there, blinking, waiting for the next thing? Frequently I dallied at the morning table to see if my father would emerge from the zone of confusion downstairs, whether he’d spent the night at the School or some unspecified elsewhere. On rare mornings he did emerge, to hail me with his typical jaunty evasiveness. He’d ruffle my hair affectionately and then gnarl his fingers, to pretend he was only inflicting a “noogie.” Most mornings, however, I was disappointed.

The ceramicist knew me too well. “Fuck this shit, let’s get out of here. You ever had Mexican pastries?” She whisked me off to breakfast on Mission Street.

* * *

Leander was merely the Founder’s liaison, his messenger. The Founder never appeared at the School. I learned this without learning the reason. Sometimes members of the group were summoned to another location, an unknown location, the Founder’s home, to appear before him for—instruction? Chastisement? Debriefing? It wasn’t clear what it was for. No one wished to speak of the substance of the encounters, although the poet and the film student each confirmed for me that they’d undergone them, and the flautist shook her head. The ceramicist scoffed at all my questions.

What was the duration of these audiences with the Founder? Likely it varied according to the Founder’s whims. Currently, it was the married man’s turn. His pilgrimages from the School went late into the evening over a series of days. When he’d return, after dinner, his housemates treated him as though radioactive, shrouding him in what the poet called a “cone of silence.” The married man appeared glum, but then he’d already appeared glum. At the end of these nights he’d circle through the parlor, wanly searching for his usual smoking companions, but not even the Vietnam veteran reappeared there to give him consolation, and he eventually went back downstairs.

On the third or fourth such night, I climbed down from the loft. He asked whether I’d ever heard Fairport Convention’s album Unhalfbricking. I had not. Did I know how beautifully Sandy Denny sang? I did not. He told me where to locate the LP in the collection, and I played it for him, at a low enough volume not to disturb anyone sleeping. Not for the first time, the married man struck me as someone barely tethered to the earth. He requested I push the needle back twice to replay “Who Knows Where the Times Goes,” a song I’ve never been able to hear without being taken back to that night. We sat and quietly drenched, perhaps drowned, in the river of Denny’s voice. This became the inception of a small, spooky alliance between me and the married man—that I had placed myself inside his cone of silence.

* * *

I tried oh-so-casually to time a solo evening cat-walk right on the heels of the flautist’s departure for her night shift. I had the token in my pocket, always, though I was under no illusion that I could cross the Wild World threshold, let alone with a cat on a leash. Yet maybe I could trail her to its door. I did trail her for several blocks, but the walk was too hurried, and surely too far, for the cat. After a couple of blocks I had to settle for watching her diminish into the distance.

* * *

I was better qualified for another investigation. Lately I’d been encouraged—subtly, and otherwise—to spend three weeks sleeping in the School’s loft. Three weeks and counting. My father had conveniently run a bunch of my clothes and my toothbrush and a few favorite Kurt Vonnegut and Philip José Farmer books over from Rockridge. I suddenly needed to know what was being kept from me. I knew how to ride BART. No one could stop me.

Through the door of my mother’s house I felt him there, as one does, a premonition too last-minute to protect me from anything. My mother had suffered a turn in her illness, was for the moment bedridden, and my father had come home, but only in the sense of attending to her downward lurch. He wasn’t alone. My mother’s best friend Renée was in the kitchen. Though Renée seemed tight with anger (likely at my father), she gave me a brief hug as I passed on into the bedroom. My father tried to curl me into his side as I approached the bed, but I shrugged him off.

My mother took my hand and smiled. “It’s going great, kiddo. They just took some stuff out and I’m super tired just now.”

I don’t know what, if anything, I said to her.

“I hear your new school is great, and you’re learning a ton.”

Had he actually told her it was a school? Yes, I’d learned about Wild World, and Sandy Denny, and how to hold in a lungful of marijuana.

“Don’t worry, kiddo, I’ll be on the dance floor before you know it.”

I fled, though not back to the Red Sun School of Thoughts.

* * *

The mother dying. The mother dying. The mother dying. The mother dying. The mother dying. Read it as a drone running beneath all these other lines, the only true possible subject.

Though she’d never recover totally—duh!—she did get out of bed. Even onto the dance floor. She’d be eighteen months yet in completing her act of dying. Anyway, who ever recovers totally from anything?

* * *

My Willard Middle School friend, the one who’d gotten me suspended, was a buff for spy gear of all types, purchased from P.O. boxes listed in the back of his parents’ copies of National Lampoon and Counterspy. (He was later to make millions in stock as a coder on various startups.) In the past he’d offered to loan me a wireless phone tap he’d been using to tape his parents’ phone calls. Now I went and waited in the Willard playground for him to get out of school and took him up on the offer, including detailed instructions for the tap’s use. It wasn’t my home phone in Rockridge I wanted to bug, however. I told myself I didn’t care about that awful scene. I wanted to use the tap to penetrate the veils of secret influence at the Red Sun School, to know who said what when they waited for me to leave or fall asleep before using the parlor telephone.

I smuggled in my apparatus and bided my time. First, I had to load some firewood and melt some pyrometric cones in the kiln. (Though she employed my services every chance she got, the ceramicist never asked where I’d been when I absented myself.) It wasn’t until after dinner that the common space emptied out—I hastened it by playing Odessa at top volume, but, too, the communards were skirting the parlor in avoidance of that moment when the married man came despondently home from his session at the Founder’s. This night he didn’t return until later, long after I’d found my chance to unscrew the phone’s heavy black receiver and insert my borrowed bug.

* * *

Walking the cat that night, I spotted Leander, in his robes, pacing, on the sidewalk opposite the School. Had he seen me? I wasn’t sure. How often did he stand there, spying? I convinced myself that I’d seen him during some earlier cat-walk, before his visit, when he would have struck me as only another fascinating oddity of that city at that time. Now that I was a spy, I knew he must be one as well.

* * *

In my spying I wanted the Founder’s secrets, not my father’s. I wanted to know why the film student seemed so footloose, in contrast to the others, and I wanted to learn if the flautist ever called anyone when I wasn’t in the parlor, and I wanted to know if the Vietnam veteran—Taxi Driver—was really psychotic, and likely to go on a violent rampage, as the film student insisted with the straightest of faces. My investigations weren’t limited, though, to waiting for revelatory calls that might accumulate on my tape recorder. I toured the upstairs rooms, pretending to be casual in my questions. You see, I’d turned my shoulder to Rockridge. The Red Sun School was my family now, a network of significances I needed badly to trace.

“I’m the killer in the house,” laughed the poet, when I tested the film student’s theory about Taxi Driver. “You know what I do for a living, right?”

“Help animals?”

“Euthanize dogs,” he said. “Put them down. Bernal Heights Pet Shelter is basically an abattoir, and I’m Dr. Mengele.”

“Oh, wow.”

“I know.” The poet widened his eyes and blew out his cheeks. “It’s sort of heavy. But I don’t meet the sad people, they keep it separate. So it’s super quiet back there. My own private kingdom of chemical death.”

“Whoah.”

“Anyway, he got out of Vietnam because someone ran over his elbow with a Jeep. I think he spent two years working as the secretary to an army chaplain. Fairly soft service.”

Was I auditioning replacements for my parents? Perhaps less this so much as proposing myself as already grown. I hungered to propel myself into equivalence with the residents of the upper floors, to be a free unit, one among others. To accomplish this I’d need to advance my relations with each, not be just a go-between and confidante, gratifying though this might be.

I suggested to the film student that we write a science fiction movie together. I couldn’t get away from the population explosion theme that had been everywhere lately, so what I proposed was a sort of feral version of Logan’s Run— a future in which the young actively hunted down their elders for sport.

“Intense!” he declared. “The Most Dangerous Game! Never Trust Anyone Under Thirty!” We tossed ideas back and forth, inconclusively, but I’d made it into one of his notebook pages.

There was one relation I yearned to advance above any other. When one night I detected that the flautist hadn’t gone out to Wild World, I casually separated myself from the circle downstairs and made my way to her room.

She never failed to thank me for my visits. Again, we sat on the floor with a candle between us, only now it was dark outside, the nearest streetlight barely glinting through her macramé curtains. I tried to calculate how much older I looked in the candle’s underlighting. I mentioned that in the loft I slept just below the parlor’s ceiling, in the front right corner of the Victorian. As lightly as she walked, I could always detect her floorboards creaking a few inches above my head.

She nodded knowingly, as though she’d already measured this nearness. “I have the most incredible dreams,” she said. “Do you want to hear one?”

“Yes.”

She painted her dream in breathy tones, a travelogue to accompany a slideshow I couldn’t see. In truth, the epic psychic landscapes she evoked were too generic to keep me focused on anything but the lilt and murmur of her voice, the movement of her lips in the candlelight. I was more attentive when she said, “Then there was a figure, someone moving toward me from an enormous distance. When I saw him, I knew this was someone I’d been waiting for my whole life.”

Her whole life?

“He approached me from such a long way off, I couldn’t believe how long it took. When he came near enough for me to see his face, it was so beautiful I almost had to look away. I was crying.”

“Wow,” I said.

“I knew he was coming to change me, to change my life. He didn’t have to speak, I just felt it all through my body as he came nearer and nearer.” Even as she spoke, her voice lowered in volume, and our heads moved as if to join above the candle.

“The Founder?” I spoke as if hypnotized.

She shook her head. “Nothing like the Founder. Far more beautiful than that.”

“Oh.”

She put a finger to her lips. “Nobody else can know.”

“It’s a secret?”

“The most beautiful secret of all.”

I suddenly knew that she was going to say my name. It was me, I was the man in her dream, moving toward her. “You can tell me,” I whispered.

“When I saw his face, I knew,” she said. “It was Jesus Christ.”

If the face of Christ was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, I could say the same of hers. I wished desperately not to disappoint her in my reaction, even as she’d gutted me.

“Have you ever seen him?” she whispered.

I shook my head.

“I know you will,” she said. “Do you want a hug?”

* * *

Licking my wounds in the loft, I tested my hostility by auditioning a new record the film student had brought home, one with an aura so different I couldn’t really conjugate it: The Ramones. But the Vietnam veteran sat below, smoking a joint with the married man, and he immediately snapped, “Turn that fake Nazi crap off,” both baffling and shaming me. Then he said, “Let’s hear some actual rock ’n’ roll for a change.” He climbed up, with a gorilla-like ease that disconcerted me, to put on the first side of the Stones’ Exile on Main Street, which turned out to suit my mood okay after all. I climbed down and got high with them and we went through all four sides of the double LP in sequence, at a volume to thwart sleep.

The record brought the poet and the film student downstairs, in fact. We gathered there, a sort of men’s club. It occurred to me that the married man, in all his despondent vagueness, was being salved, enfolded back into the group, now that his sequence of days away from the School was concluded. The film student was also being forgiven—he’d ticked off the whole group by ordering Chinese takeout on his dinner night, the married woman and the ceramicist both protesting that the MSG made it inedible.

That I was being salved too was my secret.

I could have secrets, or believed I could. On the other hand, though I easily violated the privacy of others by lurking, or arriving abruptly at their doors, I had no privacy of my own. I was able to play the records that pleased or irritated the group, but it wasn’t clear when I’d find a chance to audition the tapped phone calls that were stacking up on my recorder. It took me a week or so to make the obvious leap: in among his video equipment and bundles of cables, the film student must have headphones with a jack to fit my friend’s device. He did.

* * *

Curled in my futon, I delved in my hoard of phone calls. The device had worked, the voices were discernible. Yet if I were honest, I’d rather listen to “Odessa” instead. Here was the ceramicist negotiating tersely with a retailer; here was the poet in a polite chat with his elderly-sounding parents in Wisconsin; here was Leander, calling in, being frustrated in his inquiries by the mildness of the married woman; here was the Vietnam veteran in some slow, dull, passive-aggressive scrimmage with what seemed an ex-girlfriend. The talk went on and on, and I found it as difficult to keep in focus as I had the ethereal landscapes of the flute player’s dream. Speaking of which, her voice never appeared. But then I’d already heard her direst secret. Or if she had one more dire, related to her other life in the Tenderloin District, I probably didn’t want to know it.

Then it came. Not my father’s voice—if it had been that, I might have been annoyed and pressed fast-forward. I was nearing the limit of my curiosity. But this was the married man, on one of the days when he’d been out of the School, under the Founder’s command. It took me a moment to figure that he was calling into the School, not out.

“Atalanta doesn’t look at me the same way.” Atalanta was the baby’s name. “I think she knows. Even if I came back tomorrow, it’s changed our relationship forever.” The married man spoke beseechingly, his voice strained in a way I’d never heard during our tranquil, almost narcotic late-night bonding sessions. “I can tell she’s ashamed of me, I can feel it when I hold her.”

“Atalanta isn’t ashamed.” The married woman spoke with her customary beatific patience. She was mother to them all, even Leander. All but me. I had no interest in her mothering. “Nobody ever needs to be ashamed. We’re all just growing, we don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“Growing apart is the only thing we’re doing. You know this romance isn’t going to last, it can’t be real to him. He’ll go back to her, he’s already going back to her . . .” For some interim the pronoun floated, not needing to attach. I didn’t wish it to attach. For a precious minute I remained a disembodied ear, an agent of surveillance with no stake in what I gleaned. It ended when the married woman said, ever so gently, “He’s only helping with her care.”

“You don’t know what happens when he goes to her.”

“She’s so sick now, sweetie.”

I knew who was sick, and who helped with her care. My dreadful life, all I’d wedged at the periphery of my awareness—now I’d netted it in my recorder, trapping only myself.

The situation in the garden-level rooms was awfully obvious. The married man had been forced out into the front bedroom, the room that had been my father’s. My father, when he spent nights here, spent them in the married woman’s bed, the baby in the cradle beside them.

“He goes all kinds of places, you don’t know, do you? He’s old, you know, he’s too old for this, he should care for his child and let me return to my child.” The married man was petulant, sulky, more a child than I was, of this I felt certain. I liked him better when he explained to me about Sandy Denny. I judged his use of the word romance as pretty unhip, corny even. For an instant I turned all my contempt on him, and on the married woman. She’d been a benign presence; now I had to hate her for not having cancer. Then I took all of this hatred and reapplied it to my father.

* * *

The next morning was a Leander morning. I’d slept in, hungover from my binge with the recorder. The poet, the film student, and the veteran sat at the table, all looking glum, as I made my way down the ladder. A Saturday, so the poet wasn’t off to Bernal Heights to murder dogs. Leander had insinuated himself more deeply now—for one thing, he’d been granted a cup of coffee—and seemed to have better asserted himself on behalf of the Founder’s priorities.

“Young man,” he announced when I descended. The words almost seemed to manifest in calligraphed letters above my head.

“You’ve been summoned, Pilgrim,” said the film student drily. He’d taken to calling me Pilgrim lately—I didn’t get the reference, if there was one.

“Is this how you wish to appear?” I’d donned a Charlie’s Angels T-shirt, the three actresses in silhouette against a fiery explosion, their hair brilliantly swirling. I surely appeared dopey with confusion; the poet, mercifully, laid it out for me. “It’s your turn. You get to meet the Founder.”

I’d probably have acquiesced, but at that moment the ceramicist came downstairs. “No fucking way. We’re doing a street fair today.” I hadn’t heard of this, but the ceramicist wasn’t in the habit of sharing previews of our work schedule.

“The Founder—” began Leander, in his grumbling way.

“It’s too last-minute. This is a money gig, I need him. You can have him tomorrow.”

The poet began to equivocate, as if siding with Leander. Was it betrayal? Yet if an audience with the Founder would elevate me to full status among the single residents of the Red Sun School of Thoughts, this might be what I dearly wished. Before I sorted my confusion, the veteran pushed the cat’s leash and halter into my hands. “She needs a walk, before anything else.”

Ejected with me to the bright morning sidewalk, the cat looked as surprised as I felt. We turned around a couple of blocks, but I felt the pressure of fate guiding me back to the School’s door. Inside, Leander was gone. So were the poet and the film student. The veteran had been helping the ceramicist mass cardboard cartons full of her wares in the entryway, and now he said to me, “You watch the truck, I’ll help you guys load in.”

“What about the Founder?”

“You’ll go tomorrow, if you want. It’s your call. Either way, we’ve got your back.”

The ceramicist swept me back out into the glare. “Here,” she said, plopping a baseball cap on my head. The Giants, though the A’s were my team. “Gonna be a long day in the sun.”

“I haven’t had breakfast.”

“There’ll be plenty of shit at the fair. I’ll buy you a doughnut.”

* * *

The street fair was on Fell Street, along one edge of the Panhandle. The industrious gossiping vendors were setting up on all sides when we found our appointed spot and unloaded the pots and weavings. The ceramicist hadn’t conjured this occasion as an excuse to pull me from the house. The fair was a major occurrence, even if I’d never have known of its existence if she hadn’t dragged me along. And she needed plenty of help. By ten a.m. the zone flooded with celebrants and shoppers, with merry, druggy citizens, the gay couples and hippie moms who might have been the customers at the ceramicist’s retail outlets all along. As she pointed out, you pocketed a lot more dough when you cut out the middleman, and you did so on the spot.

The timing was right, one way or another, for me to exit the space of the School. If I could have, I’d have found a way to sever the garden level from the parlor, so the upper floors floated off while the garden level sank into the earth and vanished. The ceramicist seemed to kindle to my rage, as if she’d heard the recordings too. All that day she genially mocked any shred of reverence I still held for the School’s pretentions, as if trying to outflank my disillusionment. My burgeoning teenage animosity was her drug, and she wanted to stoke it.

“Leander is a joke,” she told me. “He’s on his way out.”

“He stares at the house from the sidewalk.”

“Pfffft. He couldn’t hurt a fly. The Founder just got sick of looking at him.”

I left my questions about the Founder unasked, preferring to believe tomorrow was a long way off. As if on a clock, the ceramicist returned to her routine assault on the film student. “That movie’s a total joke. He ought to offer his money to someone with real talent.”

I couldn’t defend my first and only movie role: I’d seen what he’d called “the early rushes.” “What money?”

“Take my word for it, he’ll end up hawking airplane toilets like the rest of his clan.”

“Airplane toilets?”

“His uncles hold the patent on the Steinson Vacuum Valve. Ask him if you don’t believe me.”

Her other attitudes were more oblique. Yet a few indirect swipes at both the married man and woman left me no doubt that we were on the same team: the garden level could go to hell. She seemed to blame the married man for having spent so many days at the Founder’s feet, a form of weakness. My father was left unreferenced, but only, I sensed, because he was beneath consideration. She had no patience for the indolent, and hated babies. The UK folk revival also roiled her contempt. “Fairport Convention, Pentangle, all that King Arthur crap? It’s like, pass me another pheasant and toss a coin in the harlequin’s cup. You ever heard Judy Henske? Malvina Reynolds?”

“Who?”

“ ‘Little Boxes’? That’s real people’s music.”

I made what I felt were subtle feints to a pondering of the mystery of the flautist, but they went nowhere. The flautist seemed to earn the ceramicist’s blanket approval, if only due to her grueling work schedule. No matter how unchecked the ceramicist’s other opinions, she couldn’t be lured into a wider speculation.

“Here,” she said, changing the subject. She peeled off a twenty from the fat roll accumulating in the kangaroo pocket of her smock. The ceramicist was a fabulous salesperson because she couldn’t be bothered to flatter or entice the browsers, who felt therefore that they must be missing out on something. “Go find us a couple sandwiches, I’m starving now.”

When I returned, another craftsperson, a potter from across the street, stood at our table, talking shop. I sensed they knew each other. No one’s friends or lovers ever visited the School, but in any case, it might be this guy wasn’t much of a friend, since he gave me a quick looking-over and then said to the ceramicist cattily, “Wow, that’s young. I had no idea.”

“Fuck off,” she laughed, disavowing the implication before I’d had time to understand it. My body was changing. For all that I wished to be taken for grown, I might not realize how quickly. I’d never spent an instant imagining the ceramicist’s desires; I was hardly qualified to examine my own. Yet it gave me a funny new feeling.

By five the scene had grown tattered, as the people with money in their pockets grew discouraged by the weirdness local to the Panhandle’s parklands on a nice evening in May. Happily, we had a lot less material to pack into the truck. Only I wasn’t ready to go back to the School. I suggested burritos.

“Hungry again? I’m not sure I’ll indulge, but sure, knock yourself out.” We spun to Mission, and she flipped me another twenty, even though I had the change from the first one still in my pocket, then waited in the car. As I climbed back in to unravel my burrito’s foil and she restarted the engine, I laid eyes on the fabulous illuminated sign of the Granada Theater. The marquee boasted Exorcist II: The Heretic, which had opened the night before.

“Want to go to a movie?” A rather wild play on my part; I hoped it didn’t sound desperate.

She looked leery. I hoped she couldn’t know how much this was a me-and-my-dad thing, or, worse, a me-and-the-film-student thing. Star Wars opened one week from now, with its promise to change everything, and the film student had promised we’d go together.

“You saw the first one?”

“Yes,” I lied. I’d been far too young, too afraid.

“It’s not really my thing. Anyway, we gotta unload.”

At the curb in front of the Red Sun School of Thoughts, though, she sighed and sagged back in her seat, perhaps vibing my reluctance, perhaps not wishing to return herself just yet. The western sky glowed, dusk settling behind it. The cab of her truck was the ceramicist’s retreat, her secret home, I’d begun to think. Everyone watched her all day through the kitchen back windows, slugging clay in and out of the shed, loading scrap wood into the kiln.

“You think you’re gonna go?”

I didn’t need her to specify. “I want to meet him.”

She nodded her understanding. “Just because you go doesn’t mean you have to stay. Keep it in mind.”

“Did you stay?”

Her laugh was abrupt, like a cough. “I wasn’t asked to stay. He doesn’t dig the ladies, just wants a quick inspection. It’s you men who get the call.”

I was thrilled at being placed in the company of men. “He doesn’t like women?” I asked.

“He’s a cold fish. A cold, cold fish.”

“I didn’t know.”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

She tracked my glance, upward, to the flautist’s front window. During any number of cat-walks I’d learned to discern the flickering of candlelight behind the macramé. It was dark now. She’d gone off to Wild World.

“You got it bad, don’t you?”

I didn’t say one word.

“Just my opinion, but I think you’re dialing a nonworking number.” Her tone was uncommonly kind.

Inside, the parlor was quiet. The ceramicist and I lined the cartons of unsold pots along her bedroom’s side wall, but the task was completed too soon for me. I puttered around her doorway, risking her annoyance. Finally I gathered up courage for my newest gambit.

“Would you give me a massage?”

She laughed, but her voice remained gentle. “I get paid for that.”

I displayed the balled-up cash in my pockets, change from the two twenties. “I’m too nervous to go to sleep.”

“Put the money away. C’mon, a quick one.” I may have glanced at her bed. She added, “Not here, downstairs.”

The lights were down, streetlight creeping in through the parlor windows. She climbed the ladder after me. I’d never seen her in the loft, but now she crouched by the record shelves, then picked one out and put it on low. Odetta Sings. It would be years before I heard Three Dog Night’s version of “Mama Told Me Not to Come,” or knew that the song was written by Randy Newman and was basically satirizing its own narrator; in Odetta’s deep, rough voice, so unfamiliar to me, I felt an admonitory power. The song seemed to taunt at the riches and dangers lurking in my own inchoate appetites. The ceramicist told me to take off my shirt. Unbidden, I removed all my clothes, then lay face down on the futon before I could observe her reaction. I’d once seen the Vietnam veteran go through the parlor naked, bellowing for his clothes (the collective’s laundry, or at least that of the men, usually fell to the married woman, and the chalkboard made no reference to this). So I excused myself partly with the notion that bare bodies were familiar here, one of the myriad ways that the Red Sun School was “advanced.”

The ceramicist straddled my thighs, possibly to keep them in place, and went to work on my neck and shoulders. Her touch was strong and unsentimental, as I should have expected. Yet I wasn’t finished exploiting her pity with my magical teenage quotient of shamelessness. I said, “Can you do my legs? They’re so sore.”

She made a little grunt, then scooted lower and gave my outer thighs a knuckling treatment lasting a minute or less. I was entranced there in the dark, maybe halfway asleep, maybe halfway to a spontaneous orgasm. I turned, so she could see me.

“Get some sleep, kid. Big day tomorrow.”

* * *

These moments, these people, they were lost to me after this interval in my life. So real to me then, they were never part of my life after. I probably spent thirty-five days and nights at the Red Sun School of Thoughts. Maybe fewer than that. And so my only firsthand sense of them is a child’s. I was a child. I know that now, even if I’d been outgrowing the futon on the loft like Alice in Wonderland outgrowing the rabbit’s house. Now, a sixty-year-old man, steeped in the minute adjustments and disappointments of adult experience, I can see that if in the flautist I’d dialed a nonworking number, I was no closer, indeed further away, in wishful thinking that I’d seduced the ceramicist (she surely preferred women to adolescent boys). And I can see now that most of all I wanted to fathom how my father, who seemed so gormless in his whims and enthusiasms, had entered this house like a Zelazny or Moorcock prince and plundered off a lover. I was trying to fathom it with my own body, but I’d failed.

* * *

The poet was the sole person awake when Leander came in and cleared his throat loudly. I heard them at the door, the poet shooing Leander away by promising to deliver me to the Founder’s rooms himself, in an hour. I didn’t go down the ladder until I knew Leander was gone.

The poet and I walked side by side, too purposefully to drag along the cat. Likely too far as well. We moved in silence on this hushed bright Sunday morning, moved uphill, crossing Dolores and Church before turning to cross Market Street at Sanchez. The neighborhood, one I’d never seen before, was serene, the houses immaculately decorated and lush with exotic plantings, a charmed pocket. At Duboce Avenue we came to the long, tilted park, where early-rising dog people threw tennis balls for the creatures who streamed effortlessly up and down the greens.

The poet pointed out a unique house at the top of the park, overlooking the streetcar tunnel that delved into the hill there. A looming Victorian, immaculately preserved, painted entirely in white instead of the pastel rainbow hues ordinarily used to emphasize the ornament and sills. Its windows reflected the empty blue sky. We crossed the park to the base of its ladderlike stoop. He then surprised me by lightly kissing the crown of my skull. In months I’d be tall enough that no one would think to kiss me there.

“You’ll be fine,” he said. I understood. He’d exhausted his duty to chaperone. I’d ascend the steps alone.

Leander opened the door from inside, revealing none of the disgruntlement, the injured dignity, typical of his appearances at the School. Whatever the ceramicist had suggested about Leander being on the way out, here he still presided, resplendent. The front parlor was enormous and gracefully spare, the triple bay windows commanding a full view of the park. An enormous cylindrical glass aquarium, floor to ceiling, shone blindingly, spangled in the daylight. A small table had been set for tea. I saw my place waiting. Presumably the Founder would find me here. I sat. Leander melted away, without even a swish of his robes. He was capable of quiet when he chose.

As I lowered into the chair, the angle of light was changed, so I could see through the aquarium’s glass. Nearly filling the middle third of it, so abrupt and gigantic and close to the glass that I started backward in amazement and, yes, fear, was an enormous chocolate-brown octopus. The double rows of perfectly circular suckers undersiding its seeming endless coursing tentacles were purple-white, their plastic vitality contrasting with the wizened, exhausted look of its tiny eyes. There was some effect of distortion to the curved glass, yes—still, the creature was enormous. The daylight that had first reflected to cloak the octopus entirely now refracted dazzlingly through its pillar of water, catching innumerable specks of filth swirling in the liquid, so they blazed like motes.

“Leander will bring in the refreshments momentarily,” said the octopus, beaming its voice straight into my skull and consciousness across and through water, glass, and the distance of parlor I was so grateful still lay between myself and the giant cephalopod. If it had a mouth—I knew logically it must have one, somewhere—this anatomical feature wasn’t required to generate the lulling, reverberant voice that echoed in the space precisely behind my eyes and between my ears. Nor would my own mouth, I felt, be required for reply.

“In the meanwise, make yourself comfortable.”

I’d knocked my chair backward. I placed it back at the table and sat.

“I hoped for you yesterday.” I’d disappointed the octopus—the Founder, I began to understand—and already stood before him in a posture of deficit. Yet perhaps deficit was the only posture available here. His tentacles streamed and curled expressively, as if each possessed of individual brains.

Should I excuse myself by explaining how I’d been needed to assist at the street fair? The ceramicist subsidizes your whole operation, I wanted to tell the creature. Yet, smothered as I was inside the glamour of his home, I knew this couldn’t be right. The whole journey from the Mission to Duboce Park, then up the fabulous stairs into the octopus’s parlor, had been one of those bodily lessons in the reality of disparity and privilege. The ceramicist’s paltry earnings bought bulk groats, raw blocks of tofu, and Dr. Bronner’s Peppermint Castile Soap. The precious China teapot from which Leander now silently poured spoke of another economic framework entirely, one of which, as a child of the egalitarian dream of Berkeley, I was always needing to be reminded.

“Consider the hounds as they frolic,” said the Founder. His words were peculiar, yet their meaning located itself inside me, a sensation I’d encounter again and again as the octopus transmitted its thoughts. “I watch them all day.”

I turned to see the dogs running up and down the slanted, sun-striped park.

“It may seem delightful sport. Yet if you happened to walk the leashed cat this far, the hounds would turn from their playthings, their tennis balls and plastic chews, to rend your beloved companion limb from limb.” Again, the Founder’s implications enlarged in my mind. Underneath or behind the world of life lay a world of death. I wasn’t ready for this. “Were I somehow to appear in their midst, the dogs would have no hesitation but to do the same to me.”

A crushing sadness filled me. Was this sentiment the Founder’s intention? Yet the pity he invoked on his own behalf, I felt mainly for myself.

“I have called your father before me,” said the Founder. A single bubble rose from somewhere in his body, slid to the ceiling of the tank, and was trapped there. “Like you, he represents an intriguing perturbation in the field.”

“Did he come?” I heard myself croak with my mouth. Though I was positive that vocal audition was not the means by which my words reached the octopus, it was a hard habit to break.

“Yes.”

“Is he here now?”

“Not just now.”

“He comes a lot?”

“Our dialogues are rewarding. Your father understands now that he doesn’t belong inside the School. I’ve proposed instead an honored form of tutorial service.”

Leander had slipped away again. In any case, I was sure the Founder’s speech arrived only in the chosen brain of his listener. I could do the same. I kept my mouth still while I said, “You want my father to work here, to replace Leander.”

The octopus gave no confirmation, yet pulsed within the glass cylinder, as though expanding every cell of his body simultaneously.

“Why did you make the Red Sun School of Thoughts?” I asked the Founder with my mind.

“You credit me overmuch. I too live in service. Have you any idea what I’ve sacrificed to live among you? The open sea.”

His charisma flared in me for that instant, and I perhaps glimpsed what held the communards enspelled. The open sea. The Founder could know its mysteries, including that of the BART train’s tubes, whether they lay across the bay’s floor or were propped on struts.

“The tubes lie across the sea floor,” he said. “Half buried in gravel to keep them from drifting.”

I tried to ignore his mind reading, the implication of which might be that he’d browsed every corridor of my brain and tabulated, if he cared to, how often I played the Bee Gees’ “Odessa” and also how often I masturbated in the loft, as well as the precious secret of the flautist’s dream. Then again, I’d been told he was scarcely interested in the lives of women.

“But what’s the School for?” I insisted.

“I’m tasked to preside at an experiment in radical reorganization.”

Everything I’d ever learned from the adults at Malcolm X Elementary suggested these were positive words: experiment, radical, organization. I felt a sudden moral rage at their abuse by the octopus. Really, my anger was on behalf of the School’s upper floors, the five individual humans in rooms who I’d taken as a rebus of pure freedom and possibility, a living collective utterance I’d been granted the chance to interpret. Now, in the Founder’s dissembling I felt those rooms collapse into cells in a prison, or rat cubicles in some cruel laboratory.

“You admire this house,” said the octopus. “Would you care to come to live in it with me?”

“I don’t think so.” I was learning to easily project my thoughts without speaking. The Founder’s art, a dangerous one.

“Your mother is dying.” His brown flesh everywhere flared a lighter tone, almost orange, as if lit from within.

“She isn’t dead yet,” I told him. Then, recalling the poet’s words to me at the foot of the stoop, and the mammalian warmth of his kiss to the top of my scalp, I turned and departed that room, never to return.

* * *

I don’t wish to linger on the giant octopus as such. We all know, now, about the giant octopi, the diverse operations they had then begun quietly to foment among us. I warned no one, did nothing of value with my early, bewildered glimpse. Nor have I gained any special knowledge now of the war of their people with ours. I don’t wish to speak of it here. My subject is the war of my own becoming, and how it was briefly enacted within the Red Sun School of Thoughts.

* * *

By the end of that day I had left the School, never to return, only after first visiting downstairs to search for my father. I didn’t find him there. The ceramicist drove me and my jumbled belongings—clothing, a few books, my friend’s spying device—across the Bay Bridge to my mother’s house. To my house. It was the last time I saw the ceramicist, but it made a better parting than the night before.

Within a week I was back at school at Willard, to finish out the semester. My mother had risen from her sickbed, though she’d be returned to it for good in less than a year. My father’s visits corresponded inversely to her periods of wellness. Her friends grew accustomed to the rhythm, and cleared the scene for him when she was at her weakest. We were the nearest to our old, failed familial arrangement when she was the most sick. When she recovered, he flitted away—to the School, maybe, or even to the Founder’s house. I can’t know. At those times our house became a house of women. Time blurred for me then, not like those days at the Red Sun School that I could measure instant by instant, revelation by revelation, according to which LP I’d discovered or been shown that evening in the loft’s shelves. I brushed aside all that music soon enough, when my friend with the spying devices introduced me to Elvis Costello’s My Aim Is True and The Stranglers’ Rattus Norvegicus. I saw Star Wars that summer not with the film student, nor my father, but in a gang of boys my age, after getting stoned in a grove of eucalyptus on the Berkeley campus. I inhaled.

I held a sort of grudge against San Francisco for a long time. When I wrote my earliest novels, about coming of age in Oakland and Berkeley, I made a sport of never even mentioning the city across the bay, as if the Pacific Ocean lapped right up against the piers at Jack London Square, or the Alameda beach where my father and I had once, so long ago, come in third in the famous sandcastle competition. The open sea, like the octopus said.

When my mother died and my father moved back into the Rockridge house—my house, now his again—the School was never mentioned. My father somehow knew better than to ask me about that time. Or perhaps he feared my anger. Really, I was keeping a quarantine against the confusion of all that the Red Sun School represented to me: the question of whether any experiment in human freedom, like that I took the School to be, can flourish under the umbrella—the tentacles—of something so ominous as the Founder’s obscure and disavowed system of surveillance and control. Whether life can thrive inside the aura of death, as I needed so badly to feel it could. My boycott against speaking or writing of those Guerrero Street days, a boycott maintained until this outpouring, may even have been my way of holding at bay another, deeper uncertainty, the risk that my interlude at the Red Sun School of Thoughts had, after all, been only some kind of fever dream, the earliest and most elaborate of my many semivoluntary fictions.
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