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“If only ideas could be plucked from the inexpensive air!”—F. Scott 

Fitzgerald 

 

 

“Food that is stale, tasteless, foul-smelling, rotten, left by others, 

and unfit for sacrifice is dear to those in the mode of ignorance.”—The 

Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 10, Verse 17 

 

 

 

 

 

1. AVENGERS: AGE OF ULTRON 

 

 

 

 

“Hey, can I borrow twenty dollars so I can buy a bar of soap and a bag of 

rice and eighteen cans of beans?” I ask my roommate. 

 

“I don’t have any cash,” she says, shivering, staring at the wall with 

doom in her eyes.  There is a plastic bag beside her.  She has been 

puking non-stop all night, it seems like.  Some kind of stomach flu. 

Surely infectious.  Every time I leave my room, I wash my hands.  I am 

running out of soap, in fact.  It is legendary and brave of me that I am 

talking to her at all. 

 

“You don’t have any money?” she asks. 

 

“I have plenty of money,” I say.  “The problem is that the fuckers at the 

bank have frozen my bank account and now I am fucked as the dickens, 

ardently, comically, and with great care.” 

 



“What did you do?” she asks.  “They don’t just freeze people’s bank 

account for no reason. That is a thing that happens to dictators and war 

criminals. Don’t be offended, but you are not important.” 

 

“I got this letter about some hospital bill that I didn’t pay,” I say.  

“I didn’t know they could come after you for hospital bills. Aren’t 

hospitals like, you know, home base, like in freeze tag?  It’s not like I 

wanted to go to the hospital.” 

 

“I should go to the hospital,” says my roommate.  “Maybe I have ebola.” 

 

“Licking the oozing face wounds of any international corpses lately?” 

 

“No,” she says. 

 

“Then it is not ebola.” 

 

“Ecoli then,” she says.  “Minimum-wage people sneezing out crusty bile 

from their sinuses into your sandwich. Can’t trust anybody.” 

 

I wash my hands again. 

 

I go back in my room and sit down on the mattress on the floor where I 

sleep.  I am so angry that I am not even angry, just defeated-feeling.   

 

I admit that I am partially honored to have my bank account frozen. 

Getting your bank account frozen is something that happens to advanced, 

adult scumbags. I know I am a scumbag, but I have always felt larval, 

primordial...a scumbag nymph.  No longer!  I have clawed out of my 

scumbag pupa and as soon as my wings dry, I will triumph over 

morphogenesis and programmed cell death, finally becoming a delicate 

scumbag butterfly. 

 

I think back to the years when I stalked lawyers on social media for a 

living, working for a legal recruiter, scanning through all the 

calcifications of their secret online lives just to find an angle.  I try 

to remember if any lawyers owe me favors.  Surely there is one out there 

that I hooked up with a good job that is willing to fight this ludicrous 

financial pantomime for me.   

 

Then I remember that I don’t have any money to hire any kind of lawyer, 

no matter how cheap.  I don’t have the money to even get to a lawyer’s 

office.  All the money that I have is on “hold.”  My accounts are zeroed 

out.  I can’t even buy a subway card until I pay what I owe. I have 

negative money, because even when my direct deposit comes in from my job, 

it will also be frozen.  

 

“Fuuuuuuck,” I say, kicking one of my shoes across the room.  I hear my 

roommate moaning through my door.  

 

I return to where she is now lying on our couch, staring at the ceiling. 

 

“Why don’t you lie down in your bed?” I ask. 

 



“I am getting food delivered,” she says.  “I can’t hear the buzzer in my 

room.” 

 

“What should I do?” I ask her.  “Should I call this lawyer who says I owe 

the hospital money and who is suing me?  Or should I just go down to the 

bank?” 

 

“You aren’t going to be able to get out of it,” she says.  “But you might 

be able to get on some kind of payment plan if you sweet talk them in 

person.” 

 

“I am too angry to be charming,” I say.  “If I go now, I will just come 

off as some kind of shrill asshole, speed-talking all kinds of Bolshevik 

nonsense, straight-up ranting about patrimonial capitalism, growth 

coefficients, and illegitimate state coercion.” 

 

“Then sleep on it,” she says, shivering.   

 

I watch her shiver. It is impossible not to feel bad for her.  I envy 

her. 

 

“Man, it’s incredible and so fucking dangerous that they can just freeze 

people’s bank accounts like this without any warning. What if I were sick 

like you?  I could be in the middle of nowhere out of gas, or there could 

be a big freak snowstorm coming.  I could need to buy insulin...or 

fucking heroin for that matter. Babies could be depending on me to buy 

quality fruits and vegetables.  What if I was renting a storage unit full 

of organs that needed to be climate controlled, you know?  They should at 

least text you to tell you: ‘hey asshole, just so you know we are cutting 

off your entire ability to provide for yourself tomorrow.  Probably take 

all your shit to Coinstar if you want to eat calories. Sincerely, your 

bank and lawyers you’ve never met.’” 

 

“Yeah,” says my roommate.  She doesn’t look very good.  I go back into my 

room while she vomits, heaving fiery contagious chunks of stomach lining 

and sports drink into the plastic bag beside her.  As soon as she sounds 

like she is done, I go back out and sit in the chair across from her. 

 

“You want a glass of water or something?” I ask. 

 

“I got Thai soup coming,” she says.  “But thanks.” 

 

That’s when it hits me.  I realize what I must do.  I realize the only 

way I will be able to get out of this quickly and by paying the least 

amount possible.  I walk over and pick up my roommate’s plastic bag of 

vomit. 

 

“Hey,” she says, suddenly protective of -- and embarrassed by -- her own 

communicable egesta.  However, she is too weak to fight me. 

 

“I don’t want to get you sicccccck,” she says. 

 

“Shhhhh,” I say.  “Don’t worry about it.  You need to rest.” 

 



I take the plastic bag full of warm vomit into the kitchen.  I retch a 

little bit, but then the flames start up in my head and my Manic Glee Bad 

Idea Chemicals hit me and I grab a spoon from the kitchen drawer and 

suddenly I am spooning vomit out into a glass and filling it with tap 

water all the way to the top and I am chugging the tap water down and I 

am feeling so victorious and smart and I swear I SWEAR I can already feel 

chills and disease crawling up my spine and GODDAMMIT THE LAW SAYS I AM 

TOO IRRESPONSIBLE TO BE TRUSTED WITH MY OWN FUNDS WELL I WILL SHOW THEM 

JUST HOW IRRESPONSIBLE I CAN BE THIS IS WAR AND MY ONLY WEAPON IS THE 

ONLY THING I HAVE LEFT WHICH IS MY OWN BODY WHICH IS WHAT THEY WILL GET 

AND I AM LAUGHING AND MY ROOMMATE IS MOANING AND THIS IS THE MOST 

DISGUSTING THING I HAVE EVER DONE BUT I ALSO FEEL FREE AGAIN LIKE THIS IS 

THE ONLY WAY TO CANCEL OUT THE PERMANENT FEELING OF PSYCHIC INVASION AND 

DEPENDENCE THAT COMES WITH ALL OF THE MONEY I HAVE EVER EARNED BEING 

SEQUESTERED BY THE GOVERNMENT BY SURPRISE I AM TAKING CONTROL OF MY OWN 

PHYSICAL TRAJECTORY EVEN IF IT MEANS NOSEDIVING IT AND TURNING MYSELF 

INTO A WHITE HOT VECTOR FOR CONTAGIOUS DISEASE. 

 

The vomit water doesn’t taste bad or anything.  It doesn’t taste bitter 

or anything like that.  It just tastes like regular water.   

 

I was probably going to get sick anyways. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

My roommate feels terrible because she doesn’t know I infected myself on 

purpose. I could tell her: but I am a little embarrassed about it, 

frankly. She is physically feeling much better, but I am now peaking. 

 

I can barely stand up.  I have been puking every hour on the hour, like 

some kind of vomit clock, and it is a ten minute walk down to the bank.  

Every time I throw up, I am able to convince myself that it will never 

happen again...that I have defeated puking altogether because I 

momentarily feel normal.  I’ve got the chills and a little bit of a 

headache.  There is puke up my nose and it is making my nose whistle.  I 

have a low fever, but mainly I just feel like I shouldn’t even be 

standing up. 

 

I throw on a t-shirt and a sweater and put on two pairs of pants and 

socks.  I know I only have about an hour before the nausea will come back 

so strong that there will be no way to fight it.  I shuffle out the door 

and shuffle down the stairs before I can second guess myself. 

 

The bank is not crowded, but there are a few people ahead of me in line 

to plead their cases before the holos.  I shuffle forward dutifully, my 

hand curling in my pocket where I am crumpling a plastic bag that I can 

whip out just in case. 

 

There are attractive human beings in tight suits working behind the 

glass, but in the center of the bank are four massive, glowing ten-foot-

tall holograms: the Hulk, Thor, Iron Man, and Captain America.  The AI 

holos are sorting out people’s problems, performing bank triage and 



sending people in different directions: to various windows and offices.  

All the holos are hooked up to the bank’s big permanent, I assume.  

 

Captain America opens up.  I step up to Captain America when it is my 

turn and blink up at him. 

 

“HELLO,” says the giant Captain America.  “WELCOME TO BANK OF AMERICA.  

HOW CAN I HELP YOU?” 

 

“I am...very ill,” I say. 

 

“I AM SORRY TO HEAR THAT,” says Captain America. “HOW CAN I BE OF 

ASSISTANCE?” 

 

“My account is frozen and I need to get it fixed so that I can pay rent,” 

I say. “And possibly buy a piece of dry toast.” 

 

“HA HA HA,” says Captain America.  “WELL THEN! LET’S TAKE CARE OF THAT 

IMMEDIATELY.  CAN I HAVE YOUR ACCOUNT INFORMATION?” 

 

I hold up my deck and the hologram scans it, hands at his hips, his giant 

shield at his side.  I am right at about cock level, but I am too 

nauseated to find this funny. 

 

“Could I please see a human being?” I ask. 

 

“HA HA HA,” says Captain America. “I AM HEARING THAT YOU WOULD LIKE THE 

ASSISTANCE OF A CIVILIAN. PLEASE BE PATIENT WHILE WE FIGURE OUT YOUR NEXT 

STEP.” 

 

Captain America says civilian. Thor says mortal. The Hulk says meat-

thing. Iron Man says Banker-American, and winks. 

 

“PLEASE BE PATIENT WHILE WE ANALYZE YOUR ACCOUNT INFORMATION,” says 

Captain America, admonishing me with one raised index finger.  I shift 

around on my feet.  I look around for a chair, but there isn’t any place 

close by where I can collapse. 

 

“IT APPEARS THAT THERE IS A LEGAL HOLD ON YOUR ACCOUNT BY THE STATE OF 

NEW YORK,” says Captain America. “IN ORDER TO PROCEED AND CLEAR YOUR 

HOLD, YOU WILL NEED TO GET IN TOUCH WITH THE LEGAL ENTITY WHO HAS PLACED 

THIS HOLD. THE CONTACT PERSON FOR THE HOLD ON YOUR ACCOUNT IS CARLA 

ROSCOE FUENTES, REPRESENTING ELMHURST HOSPITAL.” 

 

Captain America gives me a number to dial.  I try to write it down on my 

hand.  I get him to repeat it a few times. 

   

“Can I please speak to a human though?” I ask.  “I feel really really 

sick.” 

 

“HA HA HA,” says Captain America.  “THANK YOU FOR USING BANK OF AMERICA. 

IF YOU NEED FURTHER ASSISTANCE, PLEASE HAVE A SEAT IN OUR CUSTOMER LOUNGE 

AND WAIT FOR THE NEXT AVAILABLE REPRESENTATIVE.” 

 



He points.  Fiber optics light up along the floor, indicating where I 

should go. 

 

“Okay,” I say.   

 

I shuffle over to the bay of plastic chairs and couches, where several 

projectors are playing cartoons about saving money.  I sit down in one of 

the chairs.  The room is so clean and climate-controlled that I realize 

how disgusting I smell and how sweaty I am.  A mother steers her children 

away from me, chastising them in Spanish for veering too close. 

   

I take the plastic bag out of my pocket and hold it in my lap. I remember 

that I am supposed to call the legal entity that has actually placed the 

hold on my account.  I stick a bud in my ear, closing my eyes. 

 

“The law office of Carla Roscoe Fuentes,” says a woman on the line. 

 

“Yes, hello, you have frozen my bank account and I would like to unfreeze 

this bank account so I can pay rent and perhaps buy some chicken ramen,” 

I say. 

 

“Let me pull up your file,” she says. “First and last name, please.” 

 

I tell her.  She clears her throat. 

 

“Okay,” she says.  “Looks like there has been a judgment against you on 

behalf of Elmhurst Hospital.” 

 

“I heard,” I say. 

 

“Are you agreeing to remit to Elmhurst Hospital the amount owed?” she 

asks. 

 

“I have to pay my rent and eat food and not die,” I say. “Get me to that 

place.” 

 

“Okay then,” she says, typing.  “In that case, I need you to go to the 

bank and they will have the appropriate forms for you to sign there, 

remitting the amount due to my client, in which case we will remove the 

hold from your account.” 

 

“I am already at the bank,” I say. “Actually, I think I am about to throw 

up.  Hold on.” 

 

I get out the plastic bag from my pocket and hold it open, staring into 

the bottom of it.  The woman on the other end of the phone is silent. 

 

“Nope,” I say.  “I’m good.” 

 

“Listen, the justice system works for you, too,” she says.  “We are 

collecting on a legal judgment.  I am sorry you are not taking this 

seriously, but as soon as we hear from the bank we will remove the hold 

and your debt will be discharged.” 

 



“Oh awesome,” I say.  “I hate debt and debtors and all that.  What if I 

only pay half though?  I mean, I am right here in the bank, sick with 

some kind of infection, puking my guts up and all, and I can’t get to a 

doctor unless I have money.  What if I just pay half?” 

 

She is silent for awhile.   

 

“Ask the bank about me,” I say.  “I swear I am sick. I swear I am so sick 

I am actually dying and yet I am walking around at the bank so I can get 

money to buy healthful soup.” 

 

She sighs.  

 

“I am going to transfer over to a bank representative,” she says.  “We’ll 

see what we can do.” 

 

She hangs up. 

 

I hang my head, crossing my arms over the back of my neck.  I try to 

breathe in one nostril and out the other.  I can’t help but imagine the 

cilia of my stomach as a roiling wall of infected flesh, bubbling and 

frothing, a latticework of churning cottage-cheese and pink meat slime.  

I burp, and taste the powder from the guacamole-flavored tortilla chips I 

ate for dinner. 

 

To take my mind off my insides, I look up Marvel superheroes on my phone.  

There are ads for Marvel everywhere in the bank.  I try to find the 

shittiest superhero with the shittiest stats. 

   

I find a dude called “Tatterdemalion,” who is technically a supervillain.   

Also known as Arnold Paffenroth, from Las Vegas, Nevada.  He is a 

tapdancer who got swindled by the Las Vegas mob, and so now he is insane 

and hates money.  All his stats are 1, the lowest they can possibly be.  

His only superpower is that he has special gloves treated in acid that he 

uses to dissolve cash and ruin people’s nice clothes. 

   

I guess he tapdances while he tries to dissolve the dollar bills from 

people’s wallets? 

 

I imagine the Tatterdemalion trying to fight the Hulk.  He tapdances up 

to him and dissolves a twenty dollar bill right in front of The Hulk’s 

confused eyes.  The Hulk smashes him into the ground, driving his brain 

into his spinal column, his shoulder-blades caving in and his shoulders 

smashing together and then smashing into his knees. 

 

My name is called and I walk right through Thor on my way to a human 

representative, weaving and stumbling like a horrible drunk. 

 

“Oh sorry,” I mumble to the confused pair of gentleman in blue work 

shirts and long sideburns who gawk at me as I fall to one knee inside the 

Thor hologram. 

 

“Are you okay?” says the bank representative who gets up from behind her 

desk to meet me beneath the giant glowing superheroes. 



 

“Yeah, I am probably gonna throw up right-here-right-now though.”  

Everybody steps away from me.  I begin heaving into the plastic bag, 

trying very hard not to splash any of my insides on Bank of America’s 

nice marble floor. 

  

Everybody in the bank is watching me puke. 

 

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” says the bank 

representative.  “You seem to be in need of medical assistance.” 

 

“Unfortunately, medical assistance ITSELF is suing me, which is why I am 

here,” I say.  “I can’t really pay a doctor right now because my bank 

accounts are frozen.” 

 

I hold out the bag of vomit to her, trying to show her the contents. 

 

“It’s mostly just water,” I say.  “See, I can’t even buy food.” 

 

“I am really afraid I am going to have to ask you to leave the bank now,” 

she says. 

   

“Sure thing,” I say.  “I think there are some forms I need to sign, 

though.  The lawyer who is suing me on behalf of the hospital said I had 

to sign some forms if I wanted access to my money. Do you need to scan my 

card or something? She said she was gonna talk to a bank representative.  

Did she talk to you? I am only supposed to pay half.  We made a deal.  

Probably might want to put on a glove or something, if you are scanning 

this card.  I got this flu from my roommate, so it must be viral.  But I 

swear, as soon as you unfreeze my bank account, I swear I will go right 

to the doctor, you know? I won’t fuck around, buying, you know, lube and 

comic books and lobster dinners and lotto tickets or whatever. I swear I 

will go right to a doctor and get my urine tested and everything, no 

matter how much it costs.” 

 

“Uh,” she says.  “Yeah, let me see your card.” 

 

I hand over my card, sitting cross-legged in the junction of the 

superheroes, who all seem to be slightly glitching out. Holos walk over 

to me and ask if I need help, and then return to their resting states. 

 

“It does seem that there is a hold on your account,” says the bank 

representative.  “Looks like your account has been commented. Right.  I 

am going to need you to sign a document that says you are willing to 

remit the amount due.  Shouldn’t take very long, okay? We will just fax 

the document right along.” 

 

“Probably just going to lay down right here then,” I say, stretching out.  

“DO NOT CALL AN AMBULANCE.  I cannot afford it.  If I get sued again, I 

don’t know what I will do.  Something desperate.” 

 

“Let me get you those forms,” says the bank representative. “Really, all 

you have to do is sign and then you can go.” 

 



“Bless you,” I say.  “I just want to pay my debt and then I will go lie 

down in the street until I gather enough strength to get myself home.  I 

think I have probably lost a lot of fluids, you know?” 

 

I am actually feeling much better now that I have thrown up again.  I am 

really hamming it up, but a bag of puke is a great prop. 

 

“HULK DEPOSIT OR HULK WITHDRAW?” asks the Hulk, coming to squat over me, 

his giant green muscles flickering like dappled light on a lake made of 

biomedical mistakes. 

 

“Hulk remit my debts to my debtors,” I mumble. 

 

“HULK NOT UNDERSTAND,” says the Hulk.  “PLEASE REPEAT FOR HULK IN A CLEAR 

VOICE.” 

 

The bank representative returns with a form and clipboard.  I look it 

over.  I will pay half of what I owe.   

 

“Is there any way I can get on some kind of payment plan?  I mean, you 

just looked at my bank account.  You know how I am doing in life.  

Probably there is a button you can press that will tell you how I should 

expect to do in the future? Don’t let me know though...I like surprises.” 

 

She lifts up the first sheet of paper and there is another piece behind 

it with the terms of some kind of Bank of America wage-garnishing 

agreement that will only take a little bit out of each paycheck. 

 

“I took the liberty,” she says. 

 

“Appreciate it,” I say. “Would you mind uh holding this...uh...while I 

sign?” 

 

I hold out the bag of vomit.  She turns her head away.   

 

“Oh, right probably not,” I say, squeezing the bag of vomit between my 

knees instead while I sign her clipboard. 

 

“That’s it,” she says.  “You don’t need to do anything else.” 

 

“I promise I won’t beg for change to buy sports drinks and chicken broth 

in front of the bank. I promise I will just be on my way.” 

 

“Sure thing,” she says. 

 

“I swear to fucking god I will not leave this bag of infectious puke 

right in front of the bank on the sidewalk.  I swear to fucking god I 

will take it back home with me." 

 

As I am walking out, the security guard by the door mutters something 

under his breath. 

 

“What was that?” I say. 

 



“You’re way out of line,” he says, snorting. “You shouldn’t be coming in 

here all sick like that.” 

 

“My bank account was frozen,” I explain. 

 

“So you should learn to be more responsible,” he says.  “There’s people 

in here with families and kids, you know?  You don’t see them falling 

down on the floor, acting like fools.  They just go about their business. 

They got dignity.” 

 

“You could almost say I just robbed this bank with a biological weapon 

like some kind of supervillain and I am getting away with it.” 

 

“You’re a fucking asshole. Get out of here.” 

 

“Right in front of Iron Man and Thor and you and everybody else.” 

 

“Asshole.” 

 

I stand there next to him, right outside the bank on the sidewalk.  I try 

to seem dignified.  Just going about my business. Like I have superhero 

powers.  He shakes his head at me.  He spits on the ground; not at me, 

but as if the mere fact of my existence has filled his mouth with 

bitterness.  Everybody who passes by us looks at me with pity and horror 

and at the security guard for reassurance. 

 

“It’s okay,” says the security guard to no one in particular.  

“This…person…was just leaving.” 

 

But I don’t leave.  I stand there holding my bag of vomit, staring at the 

security guard, waiting for him to start to see how dignified I am. I 

start to tapdance. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Hot Tub Time Machine 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Why did you say Christmas? Now I can’t stop thinking about Christmas.” 

 

“Listen, you can use whatever memory you want as your passkey, okay?  But 

you have to calibrate the system first if you want to check out. You can 

change it later at home.” 

 

 “But why say Christmas though?” I ask. 

 



“Oh, man, sorry, just like…force of habit I guess. Everybody has strong 

Christmas memories, you know? I don’t know.  Just a suggestion.” 

 

He is really embarrassed. 

 

I know why he said Christmas. It is a week until Christmas is why.  I 

can’t really blame this man for saying Christmas. My reaction is 

instinctual. I know I am being a bastard, but I can’t help it. 

 

“Why wouldn’t you suggest my BIRTHDAY or something secular, such as for 

instance, Thanksgiving or the 4th of July or uh perhaps even such as 

Bastille Day?” 

 

 “Hey man,” he says. “Look, it just needs to be any strong memory in a 

real, real specific category, so there are like…deep grooves around 

it…which make it easy for the computer to find. I wasn’t trying to offend 

you. Do you have a lot of strong Bastille Day memories?” 

 

I do not. 

 

“Honestly, though, now I can’t stop thinking about Christmas,” I explain. 

 

“It’s real easy to change at home later. We just gotta calibrate you so 

you can check out. Your EZXpress passkey memory is good at a hundred 

different stores and restaurants and theaters.” 

 

I am trying to set up an EZXpress account at the new Trader Joe’s in my 

neighborhood. The new two-story Trader Joe’s with a wine lab, cheese 

print shop, and massive condor section in the basement. It has destroyed 

all the other grocery stores in less than six months. Now I either have 

to shop at Trader Joe’s, leave my rent-controlled apartment and move to a 

different city, keep doing my grocery shopping in an entirely different 

borough, or die. 

 

I have held out for as long as I can, but I am tired of buying my oatmeal 

and condoms and beans and rice and coffee in the Bronx. It is crazy to go 

all the way to the Bronx every week to do my damn shopping. But the thing 

is, Trader Joe’s won’t take cash.  This means I have to sync up my bank 

account with their dumb mnemonic passkey system.  Once I am synced up, I 

can just walk in, pick shit out and put it in a sack, and leave. Of 

course, this means I have to integrate my entire deck with my bank 

account, something pretty much everybody in the world has already done, 

but which I am really, truly, deeply, pervertedly not into doing for 

reasons I cannot articulate. Just spite, I guess.  Petty spite. Natural 

born goddamn white trash sign of the beast barcode tattoo antichrist 

slackjaw naysaying wormguts skinrash 666 apocalypse spite.    

 

They don’t even have self-checkout kiosks here. It’s sync up my deck or 

nothing. I am doing it.  Goddamn it, I am doing it. 

 

From now on, whenever I leave the store, the system will check my head 

for my passkey memory, and money will be debited from my account 

automatically.   

 



Everybody loves it.  I hate it.  I know I am wrong to hate it.  I have 

lost so many arguments to so many smart people about why I am wrong to 

hate it. 

 

I still hate it. 

 

“So, okay, cool...you are logged into Trader Joe’s, right? Is this you?”  

 

He points at my deck avatar.  I nod. 

 

“Cool.  When I say go, think about Chri…think about some really specific 

category of linked events.  Uh, think about your birthday, okay? It’s 

going to pull up memories and cycle through them until it finds the 

strongest one, okay, and that’ll be your passkey.  Sometimes it takes a 

bit. Okay, ready…hold on, gotta calibrate…you just keep thinking 

about…uh…your birthday, right…here it comes…hold on…ready…go!” 

 

Of course, I think about Christmas. 

 

 

2. 

 

I am drunk on the F-train, traveling at ponderous MTA holiday speeds from 

the ass-end of Brooklyn to the ass-end of Queens.  It is Christmas, and I 

have been drinking at the Coney Island Applebee’s, which is miraculously 

open and staffed with cheerful teenagers getting double pay to serve me 

whiskeys.    

 

I wasn’t expecting any restaurants to be open across from the NYC 

Aquarium, where I have spent the past few hours watching piranhas swim up 

and down, and watching sea lions do tricks for fish, timed to hip-hop 

remixes of the year’s pop favorites, while a team of fit women in head-

sets and brown polo shirts have tried so goddamn hard to be cheerful 

about the tricks that sea lions will do for fish that it has actually 

worked and I feel pretty good. 

 

Now I am headed home. I am too drunk to read a book, but I am not drunk 

enough to sleep.  There are two other dudes on the train and I am 

checking them out, trying to establish some kind of demographic truth 

about what we all mean here together. 

 

Is the F-train on Christmas demographically what prison looks like?  Or 

is it closer to the demographics of astronauts?   Are we too smart for 

Christmas or too wrecked up and sad? 

 

I just don’t even know. 

 

One guy is so drunk that he is doubled over and I am sure he is going to 

fall out of his seat onto his head every time we hiss to a stop.  But he 

does not!  He is balanced perfectly, clenching his butt-muscles to stay 

upright, sliding along in his seat while his nose grazes his knees like a 

piano player who is doing a really good job.  He wants to be doubled 

over: it is not where he has ended up.  

 



He has chosen this place and time, like I have. 

 

I decide that this means we are more like astronauts than felons.  We are 

better than other people for being drunk on this train during Christmas; 

not worse.  Demographically, we are the princes of the universe. Here we 

are, born to be kings. 

 

I feel great about this. I send out some triumphant text messages, 

knowing that my friends will receive them while sitting around with their 

families and loved ones, bored and depressed and envious. 

 

There is a bald man in a suit across from me who is also dicking around 

on his phone.  He is very serious, perhaps he is even utterly sober.  He 

looks like a recently divorced dad and I imagine that this day is hard 

for him. His children have chosen their mother, even though at his 

apartment he has a tree decorated for them, and expensive presents, and 

marzipan chocolates.   

 

Maybe he has been drinking after all.  He is just better at it than I am.    

 

I am terrible at drinking.  

  

But this man drinks scotch while sitting at a drafting table drawing 

blueprints of typography museums for socialist Scandinavian countries; he 

does not drink Evan Williams served by teenagers at Applebee’s while 

wearing a black velour track suit. He wears a real suit. 

 

I wish I worked at Applebee’s on Christmas. I wish I was at work anywhere 

instead of on this train. Any kind of job.  I wish the holidays were 

optional, but they are not for me now. Where I work now, IN AN OFFICE, 

you have to take the day off.  You have to be alone with your life. 

 

Now I am back to staring at the doubled-over man, sure he is finally 

going to fall over as the train picks up speed while coming down from the 

Smith and 9th stop.  But he does not.  Instead, he begins to drool.  A 

long strand of saliva leaves his mouth and attaches to his shoe.  He 

shudders; his shoulders clench up.  Now he is silently urinating, 

sweeping his feet up onto the bench seat and curling into the fetal 

position.  He urinates unstintingly and without pause.  His urine is 

foamy and full of iron, liquid broccoli and cauliflower, the color and 

strength of hardcore unflavored mouthwash. 

 

I look at the bald man across from me, but he is still intensely focused 

on his phone, oblivious and imperial.  He has not noticed.  He does not 

care. I also vow not to care.  

 

Here we belong, fighting for survival.  We have come to be the rulers of 

your world. 

 

I think about identity politics.  I am fine with having some kind of real 

allegiance to the people of this F-train. Here on this F-Train, I have 

never felt more like I belong, not since being forced to ride the bus 

back in silence after losing yet another Junior High school “C team” 

football game. 



 

“You’re not supposed to be proud you’re on the C team,” the coach would 

say. “You are supposed to try and get better. You are not supposed to 

take comfort in a loss. You shouldn’t feel relief. You’re supposed to get 

mad.  I’m mad. Now you just sit there and think about how you got out-

played.” 

 

The only identity politics I believe in right now is that each of us must 

all be grouped into how we spend Christmas (such as drunk and alone on 

the F-train).   

 

Perhaps, as a distant second, I might also accept that each of us must 

also all be grouped into what kind of superpowers we would have if we 

could have superpowers. 

   

If I could have a superpower, it would be to be able to breathe 

underwater so I could walk straight into the ocean and live in the wreck 

of an old downed Cold War-era Russian submarine. 

 

If I could have a second superpower, it would be to have total control 

over my emotions so that I could be just a little bit sad all of the 

time, but not all-the-way overwhelmingly sad, just sad enough so that I 

would never knowingly and without thinking about it be a dickhole to 

anybody, and always have some wise and mysterious sad thing to say if 

anybody suddenly turned to me and asked for my opinion about something.  

  

The train stops.  The doors open and close.  No one gets on. No one gets 

off. 

 

I watch the drunk man’s urine slide down the length of the subway car.  

He has urinated enough so that it is quite a sizable puddle.  His fulsome 

urine crawls down the length of the car in tentative, fretful little 

pulses as the subway jerks down the track.  Amoeba-like tendrils of piss 

branch off and start new peninsula of piss real estate. 

 

The bald dude in the suit who drinks scotch while drawing typography 

museums is in grave danger. My brother! 

 

“Hey man,” I shout. 

 

He doesn’t look up. 

 

I walk over and double-finger-tap him in the shoulder.  I am too late.  

The urine overtakes his nice shoes. 

 

“I don’t have any change,” he says. 

 

“No man, watch out,” I say.  He looks down. 

   

“Fuuuuuuck,” he says, leaping away from the urine and grabbing the pole 

on my side of the subway car. 

 

The train comes to a stop. The man takes the news about the urine well. 

 



“Hey, you look like that guy,” he says to me. “From that TV show about 

New Orleans.” 

 

I don’t know who he is talking about. I can’t really watch TV anymore. Or 

anything else.  I can barely even read books. I don’t know about anybody 

new and even if I did, I wouldn’t care what their name was or what they 

did. 

 

Getting older means: first you stop caring about the nouns, then you stop 

caring about the verbs. 

 

“Are you that guy? From that show…fuck, I can’t remember what it is 

called. Something French.” 

 

“I am just a fellow like you. Dodging urine on a Christmas F-train.” 

 

“Uh, okay.” 

 

The bald dude in the real suit (not a black velour track-suit) gets off 

the train.   

 

He is replaced by a villain. A smell lord gets on, a homeless man who 

drapes himself in layers and layers of his own filth and disease-covered 

clothing in an effort to generate a smell so awful and strong and vile 

and full of chemicals that he can have a whole subway car to himself by 

choking and suffocating and poisoning his fellow travelers.   

 

The smell is so strong that even the passed out dude who has pissed 

himself is roused. 

 

I lean back in my seat and bury my face in the crook of my arm. I don’t 

even care about the smell lord.  I respect the smell lord and his 

superhuman stench.  Here we belong. We are fighting for our lives, in a 

world with the darkest powers. 

 

 

3. 

 

It is Christmas. My mother and my step-father are yelling at me because I 

don’t want to travel with them to go watch my great-grandmother die. 

 

But the thing is: I can’t handle it.  I have only come home for Christmas 

because I am completely broken and exhausted and my life makes no sense.  

I am fairly certain that watching my great-grandmother die will not help 

my emotions make sense to me. 

 

I have been “broken up with” for good in Austin by my girlfriend, the 

woman I love, the woman I thought I would be with “FOR LIFE.” In fact, in 

a fit of desperation, I have even proposed marriage and been told I am 

being crazy.  Maybe I am being crazy.  I hardly know anymore.  I 

definitely have the mind of a crazy person.  Any time a person calls me 

crazy, I have to seriously consider the fact that they are probably right 

and I should do the opposite of what I have been doing.   

   



I have been broken up with for good for cheating on her, even though we 

were partially broken up technically when I started fucking somebody 

else.  

 

She found out that I was fucking somebody else while I was supposed to be 

coming to terms with my own inner poison and has now decided that I am 

unfixable. 

 

This feels unfair to me: wanting to fuck other people was a strong 

component of the inner poison I was coming to grips with in the first 

place.  

 

I haven’t figured out yet that you are not actually supposed to talk 

about your problems or share your thoughts with the people you love. 

 

The last person I want to share all this with is my dying great-

grandmother.  All I want to do is get through Christmas without leaning 

too heavy on the Dilaudid that I still have left over from my botched 

tonsillectomy, where they had to plunge into my infected throat to cut 

out a gross throat-closing abscess. 

 

“So what are you going to do?” asks my stepdad.  “Just stay here? You 

can’t just stay here.” 

 

I blank out.  

 

I know that from now on I will need to choose between “feeling okay and 

getting through life” or “having feelings that I am able to enjoy and 

express” and all I want to do is click “feeling okay and getting through 

life” as soon, and as often, as possible and be done with it. 

 

“You are such a selfish little shit,” says my mother. 

 

Whoa…sort of out of the blue. 

 

My step-dad looks at her like she has gone too far. 

 

“I don’t understand you,” says my mom. “I don’t know how to help you. I 

don’t think I can be your mother anymore.”   

 

“She doesn’t mean that,” says my step-dad. 

 

“No, I do mean it,” she says.  “I really do.  I am done with you.” 

 

Now my mom is breaking up with me because of my horrible yet 

insurmountable nature.  Seems like too much.  I click furiously on 

“feeling okay and getting through life.” Nothing happens. 

 

“Fine,” I say.  “I guess I am DISOWNED then.” 

 

My baby sister has led my baby brother out to the old grey Astrovan and 

they have already buckled in, waiting for us to finish arguing and come 

to some kind of conclusion: will I go with them or will I stay home?  I 

can see them through the kitchen window. 



 

“You have always been such a selfish little shit,” says my mom.   

 

“Well, at least you don’t have to worry about me anymore,” I sneer.  

“Bye, have a nice time.”  

 

My mom told me once that my only real talent was making people angry.  

That I should try to find a way to do that for a living. 

 

That’s when my step-dad comes at me.  Later, he will say that he thought 

I was going to hurt my mom, a thing I have never done.  But I guess I 

have been institutionalized for being crazy before, though never violent. 

He will say that I looked funny to him. 

 

He takes a swing and his giant Texas A&M college ring crashes into the 

top of my head, splitting my scalp wide open.  Blood spurts everywhere.  

I start punching back and get him on the ground. He is overweight, out of 

shape, but also probably 150 pounds bigger than me and certainly a foot 

taller.  He goes down easy enough though after a “form tackle,” and then 

I am sitting on top of him, grabbing his hair, telling him to calm down 

over and over again.  I am bleeding everywhere.  Telling him to calm 

down.  

 

I feel pretty calm.  

 

“You are getting blood everywhere,” says my mom. 

 

“I am not trying to get blood everywhere,” I say. 

 

Eventually, my step-dad says he is calm.  I turn him loose and stumble 

away to the hallway bathroom to see if I am going to die, to see if my 

brains are spilling out of my head.  I feel dizzy. 

 

I am bleeding pretty bad, but it is already starting to gum up in my 

hair.  Just a cut. 

 

“Can you get me a needle and some thread?” I tell my mom when she comes 

in. 

 

“What are you going to do?” she asks, bringing me a hatbox full of sewing 

supplies. 

 

I stumble back to the kitchen and turn on the stove.  I stick a needle in 

the burner to sterilize it. 

 

“Why don’t you just go to the hospital?” she says, disgusted with me. 

 

“Because I am too mad to lie to the doctors about this.” 

 

I have done this before, but never with so much blood and I have to do it 

in the mirror, which makes it like a video game. I take my time. I put in 

about ten stitches, just enough to close the wound. My stitches are close 

together.  The gash starts to get clotted and crusty, which is a good 

sign.  I feel a little nauseous, but then it fades.   



 

What does it feel like to sew up your own head?  You forget about 

everything else for a bit. The trade off is: you will remember doing it 

forever. 

 

I guess if I were a different kind of person, this situation would be sad 

and I might feel abused, but instead it is funny.  Not just to me: but to 

all three of us. My baby brother and baby sister also think it is funny.  

My step-dad drives me back to Austin.  My mom tells me not to forget my 

Christmas presents (couple shirts, an Annie Proulx book that I will never 

read).  I am not sure if my mom has still disowned me or not, but I 

suspect this is not completely the case.   

 

I return to my one room apartment sandwiched between two rooms rented to 

sex workers who are always borrowing over-the-counter drugs from 

me….Tylenol and Benedryl and Sominex.  I fall asleep in the chair where I 

sleep. The best thing in my life is my Russian Blue cat, named Juliette, 

who never tries to escape even though we share a room the size of the 

back of a van. My Christmas present to myself is that my head does not 

get infected. 

 

 

4. 

 

IT IS CHRISTMAS, and I am a college graduate, kinda, which makes me king 

of the homeless people here at Speedway Copies in Austin, Texas. 

 

They could not turn me down to work here…here I am, got a degree, willing 

to work on Christmas to make course packets for the spring semester.  

 

Everybody else here willing to work on Christmas is right off the 

streets.  They wear the same shitty sweaters every day.  They get high 

right in front of the building, right on the front steps of the Dobie 

Mall. Many homeless people are not crazy drug addicts; but I would say 

80% of my fellow course packet engineers do have some kind of glaring 

substance abuse problem.   

 

There is a hard double-finger-tap on my shoulder. 

 

“What are you doing?,” says the owner of Speedway copies, a massive man 

who watches us all work on closed circuit televisions in the back room 

while listening to conservative talk radio.  “No, no, no, no, no, no. I 

am very concerned about how you handle paper.” 

 

He has left his office, where he has been watching me knock paper on the 

side of a desk to get it all lined up.  He grabs the paper from me. 

 

He shows me how to use the electric paper jogger to get the edges of the 

course packets flush. I didn’t even know we had an electric paper jogger.    

 

I have been hired as a temporary course packet production manager: my job 

is to clean up the scans that the professors have provided us with for 

the spring semester, scans from books, literary journals, old faxes, 

print outs, and even some handwritten charts and graphs.  My job is to 



crop out all the “artifacts” on every page, the smudges and copy machine 

toner blurs, making sure that each scan is white and pristine and 

glorious. 

 

What my title, course packet production manager, means is: I have been 

hired to manage all the homeless people who have been hired to do the 

same job. I am supposed to make sure they stay productive and keep 

showing up for work and do not steal any equipment.   

 

We get paid in cash at the end of each day.  I get an extra twenty 

because I am the course packet production manager. I am king. 

 

Besides the owner of Speedway Copies, there is one other actual employee, 

this guy Andrew who has no front teeth. He just got back from Iraq, but 

doesn’t like talking about it and appears to have no interesting stories. 

 

I asked him once, during our fifteen-minute break. 

 

“Do you have any interesting stories?” I asked. 

 

“I guess not,” he said. 

 

We have been working for a week here, but now it is Christmas Day, and 

everybody is rather melancholy, as you might expect.  We are seasonal 

employees, temporary people. 

 

One fellow named Peanut, who everybody at Speedway copies treats gingerly 

(with reverence, suspicion, and fear), is drinking from a thermos that is 

clearly full of whiskey, but also cropping down scans at a remarkable 

rate, talking all kinds of nonsense as he hustles.  We are allowed to 

wear headphones while we work, but a lot of people don’t have any and I 

can tell Peanut is getting on everybody’s nerves. 

 

“If you don’t WANNA know how everything is all connected up, then I can’t 

help you,” says Peanut to no one in particular.  “You know the 

Confederacy was run by a Jew?  Look it up, look it up, run by a Sephardic 

fellow named Judah Benjamin, one of the Rothschilds.  Spent most of his 

time negotiating favorable cotton prices with France and Belgium with the 

other Jews.  He was Secretary of State.  It’s all connected; always has 

been.  We’ve been a cat’s paw for French BANKING INTERESTS since the 

Louisiana Purchase.  We’ll NEVER go back to the gold standard, but look 

how the media treats people who talk honestly about gold.  Demonizes em’.  

You know why?  Because gold is THEIR game.  They don’t want anybody 

getting in on THEIR game. Columbus used to make them Indians bring back a 

pound of gold a day or he’d kill them.  If you did your duty and brought 

back your gold, you got to wear a necklace for awhile that said you 

couldn’t be killed or raped to death.  But if you weren’t wearing one of 

them Columbus necklaces, you were fair game to them Spaniards.” 

 

“Thought it was the French we had to worry about,” mumbles one of the 

other hung-over wrecked-up dudes just trying to make course packets 

without having to process any weird ranting. 

 



“Hey Peanut,” I say.  “Hey Peanut, maybe you could keep it down a 

little.” 

 

He looks at me.  He takes a sip from his thermos.   

 

“Hey Andrew,” says Peanut.  “How you been?  How’s your wife?” 

 

“She’s doing real good, Peanut,” he says, coming over, smiling and 

shaking his head, as if he can’t believe Peanut has remembered that 

Andrew is married. Of course he remembers. Peanut remembers every single 

lizard person who has ever been vice-president, in order. 

 

I decide to take my fifteen minute break.  I bum a cigarette from one of 

the guys sitting on the steps of the Scientology center and stroll over 

to the 7/11, smoking as I go.  I buy a couple pairs of headphones, 

spending the extra twenty bucks I make as king of the homeless people for 

the day. 

 

It is Christmas, after all. 

 

I bring the headphones back to the copy shop.  The next time one of the 

bearded-up, twitching malcontents groans out loud because of one of 

Peanut’s conspiracy spirals, I slip him a pair of headphones. THERE WILL 

BE NO VIOLENCE THIS DAY. 

 

“Part of the conspiracy,” I say.  We both grin. 

 

Later, after the 14 hour shift is almost over, Andrew pulls me aside and 

sits me down. He is in a suit and tie and I am wearing jeans with holes 

in them over thermal underwear pants and a matching white thermal 

underwear top. All I want to do is get back home to my pretty girlfriend 

and watch some cartoons with her. 

 

“Hey,” he says.  “You are doing real good work.” 

 

“Thanks,” I say. 

 

“No really,” he says.  “The owner is very happy.  We are way ahead of 

schedule and it usually never goes this smoothly.  Usually a bunch of 

people quit by now.” 

 

“Cool,” I say. 

 

“I gotta know,” he says, sitting down on an empty mop bucket.  “Are you 

trying to get my job?” 

 

There is desperation in his voice. 

 

“What?” I say.  

 

“I see how you work,” he says.  “I see how you talk to people.  Are you 

trying to get my job?  You trying to get into a management position 

maybe?” 

 



“No man,” I say.   

 

He relaxes a little bit.  “The owner…he really likes you.” 

 

“Trust me,” I say.  “Even if he offered it to me, I don’t want to manage 

a copy shop.” 

 

“It’s not like this the rest of the year,” he says.  “It’s not always so 

busy.  We joke around, you know?  It’s a pretty good job.  Benefits and 

all.” 

 

“I don’t want your job, okay?  Dude, you were in Iraq.” 

 

“Okay,” he says.  “Man, I just had to ask.  I get so crazy, you know?  I 

spent a lot of money…that I didn’t have…on Christmas presents this year.  

And the way the owner keeps talking about how much he likes you...” 

 

“Never in a million years,” I say. 

 

“He’s gonna ask you,” he says.  “I am warning you.” 

 

“Next time I get paid, I am out of here.” 

 

Andrew grins. 

 

“You know, he doesn’t trust the bathrooms around here,” says Andrew.  

“The boss: he doesn’t think they are clean enough.  You know what he does 

instead?” 

 

Andrew nods his head to the trashcan by the owner’s office. 

 

“In little ziplock bags,” says Andrew.  “He does it in ziplock bags. 

Number one AND number two.” 

 

“That is horrible,” I say. 

 

Andrew laughs, whistling through his missing front teeth.  “It’s pretty 

horrible,” he says. 

 

 

5. 

 

Itttttttttttttt…  

 

issssssssssssssss…  

 

Christmassssssssssss! 

 

“Whoa, you DO NOT smell good,” says my roommate’s little sister, the 

woman I have been in love with for several years now but who doesn’t know 

it, or, perhaps, maybe she does.   

 

For lack of anywhere else to go, and after only three months of being 

back in college after spending the summer on soul-obliterating atypical 



antipsychotics and trying to convince myself that we do not actually live 

in hell and that all of manifest reality is not actually an elaborate 

punishment to checkmate us into suicide and I am not actually an angel 

who is supposed to tell everybody this, I have been invited back home to 

spend the holidays with one of my roommates, for lack of anywhere else to 

go. 

 

“Yeah, I don’t know,” I say.  “I probably do smell bad. Not good at 

showering lately.  Or, uh, shaving I guess.” 

 

“The beard isn’t so bad, though maybe you could trim it up,” she says.  

“But you should definitely grab a shower. You can use my bathroom.  I 

think there is shampoo in there…?” 

 

Maybe she is actually into me, in which case it is fine that she has such 

opinions about my personal hygiene, or maybe she is definitely not, in 

which case I might should be offended. 

 

I can’t tell a lot of things though. 

 

Some nights, I don’t sleep at all. I lay there in my bed, staring at the 

ceiling, waiting for the alarm to go off so I can go to class.  I am 

taking something like twenty hours a semester just to keep my brain 

occupied.  The more real, pragmatic, intellectual shit I do, the less bad 

I feel.   

 

I don’t have any money, so I am alternating between ramen, macaroni and 

cheese, and toasted bread with an egg in it as far as food goes.  There 

is a nice wooden chessboard in my room that I bought at an estate sale 

for ten bucks.  I have a standing offer: I will play chess against 

anybody, any time, day or night. My roommates deal a little bit.  People 

like to smoke weed or do coke and then come play me at chess.  It is fun. 

 

I have perfect grades.  I was a C student in high school, but I have 

perfect grades in college so far and I am on track to graduate a year 

early because when I close my eyes all I see is the burning fucking void. 

 

But I am not at college right now at this very moment, which is good 

news.  I am at my roommate’s childhood home, back in west Houston for the 

holidayz. 

 

We drink champagne and eat cinnamon cookies with my roommate’s crazy 

artist mom, who is painting elaborate reproductions of old pulp magazine 

covers, blowing up details of the women’s portraits to catch their sneers 

and gasps.  She doesn’t watch any movies that aren’t black and white, so 

we watch “Some Like It Hot.” My roommate and his little sister (with whom 

I am in love) argue about everybody we know, trying to determine if they 

are fuck-ups or not.  It seems like it is not on the table if I am 

actually a fuck-up, which I take as a good sign. 

 

“Remember that time you had a party and fucked that girl on our POOL 

TABLE?” says my roommate’s little sister to her brother.   

 

“Yeah,” says my roommate. “The hot tub was occupied.” 



 

Eventually, my roommate’s mother goes to bed. We all go upstairs and my 

roommate promptly falls asleep on the couch, still wearing sunglasses, 

one leg twitching through his trousers like some kind of electrical 

current is running through his knee.  

 

My roommate’s little sister is younger than me, but she is already dating 

a dude older than both of us.  She will be starting college soon; will be 

coming to the University of Texas instead of one of the nice private 

schools she has got into. She wants to make movies, a medium that I 

consider utterly debased and politically compromised.  Her current 

boyfriend makes movies.   

   

We start arguing about action movies, whether they can ever be any good.  

I make the mistake of making fun of “Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves.” My 

penalty is that she puts the film on and we watch it, sitting on opposite 

sides of the love seat.  She says she is getting ready for bed, so she 

puts on tiny shorts but she doesn’t take her make-up off.  She stretches 

out on the love seat, putting her legs over mine… 

 

I am so glad she made me take a shower. Maybe this world isn’t actually 

hell, maybe there is a better life for me somewhere and we are not 

victims of our brains. I can beat this thing, I can get better, I can 

find evidence that being alive is not just punishment…for future sins…for 

past mistakes…time is not a hell-spiral that slowly reveals all of our 

inadequacies to us, proving to us that we deserve birth, deserve death…  

 

It isn’t snowing or even cold.  We are in Houston, where it never feels 

like Christmas.  I’ve got to get out of Houston. I know for a fact that I 

have the brain of a fucked-up crazy street person. The sun will kill you 

here in Houston, on the streets.  How do I stay alive?  How do I stay 

indoors?  What if I move to New York? Maybe I could fake like I am smart, 

in New York? 

 

 

6. 

 

“Okay, all done man,” he says. 

 

I stumble backwards a little bit, putting my hands to my eyeballs, 

expecting to find they are bleeding or something.  But no: I am perfectly 

fine.  

 

“Ha ha,” he says.  “See, nothing to it, okay?” 

 

“So I can just leave with all this junk?” I say, gesturing to my sack 

full of pasta sauce, wafer cookies, pepperoni slices, and frozen 

raviolis. 

 

“Yeah, sure, if you found everything okay,” he says. 

 

“Yeah man…feels kind of weird…just walking out of here…like I am 

shoplifting or something.” 

 



“You’ll get used to it,” he says. “No more lines!” 

 

“What if it calibrated me with a terrible memory?” I say. “What if it 

took a terrible memory that I don’t want to remember every time I gotta 

buy paper towels and discount lemon-scent dish soap?” 

 

“Oh, man, you don’t have to REMEMBER the memory every time you walk out 

of the store,” he says.  “It just pulls it out of your head 

automatically.” 

 

But I know that I won’t be able to help it.  Now, every time I leave this 

store I am going to think about Christmas. 

 

I think about how useful it is to make us all feel like criminals all the 

time. Like shoplifters. Even when we are doing what we are absolutely and 

unequivocally supposed to be doing and not fighting back or complaining 

or being rebellious, but just trying to get through life in a 

straightforward and dignified manner that harms no one and could never be 

considered selfish by even the most shrewd and pitiless judge. 

 

“What makes one memory stronger than another, do you think?” I ask him. 

 

“Oh man, I don’t know,” he says. “Context? Trauma?” 

 

“What happens if I lose my passkey memory or something?  Like, say I get 

kicked by a subway dancer doing some pole trick and my mind gets wiped 

clean like a deleted old text doc?” 

 

“Oh man,” he says.  “Then you wouldn’t be you, I guess.” 

 

 

 

 

3. Fifty Shades of Grey 

 

 

 

 

 

“Egg whites only,” mutters Sapphire Sickles to herself, straining the 

yolks from the tiny (and frankly diseased-looking) farmer’s market eggs 

that she buys now because her daughter Madalyn demands it. 

 

It’s Madalyn’s money.  She gets what she wants. 

 

Sapphire Sickles carefully drizzles the egg into the medium-hot frying 

pan, where it mingles with the weird oil coming off of the vegan sausage 

patties made from some kind of compressed, seasoned bean jelly.  

Incredibly, Sapphire has actually developed a taste for these fake 

sausage patties.  They taste like salt and cumin and the texture is 

basically right. 

 

The prefab tiny house rocks with explosions from the mud of 

Passchaendale; there is the noise of machine gun fire and screams of the 



dying.  The explosions drown out the quiet feed Sapphire is running in 

the kitchen and she turns to look at the holo hovering above her wrist.  

She tries to read the closed-captioning. She adjusts the font-size until 

the holo is mostly just text. 

 

The top of her feed is as likely to be a video of some kind of new, cute 

hedgehog breed from those labs on the border, an albino one all dressed 

up in a Tudor ruff for instance, as it is to be reports about whether or 

not the Hindus will have enough water this year.  She tries to make sense 

of her feed, trying to determine if there is anything important enough to 

worry about. 

 

“Shit, shit,” she says, as the weird oil coming off the sausage patties 

starts to caramelize and burn.  She snaps the heat off.  The eggs are 

perfect though. 

 

She puts everything on a plate: the eggs, the sausage, the biscuit, a 

little bowl of dry Lucky Charms, and a squeeze box of banana-flavored 

Boost for vitamins and iron.   

 

“She likes to pour the Boost on herself,” mutters Sapphire.  “Doesn’t 

like it to get soggy if she isn’t ready for it when I bring it.  She can 

EAT everything else while she plays, doesn’t even have to look.  But the 

cereal has to wait. She has to take a break for the cereal.  Doesn’t mean 

she doesn’t want it.  She wants it.  She just wants to pour the Boost on 

herself.” 

 

Sapphire carefully takes the tray full of food to the back half of the 

prefab tiny house, knocking on the door separating the bathroom / kitchen 

/ living room from the single bedroom which Madalyn now has entirely to 

herself.  The master bedroom. 

 

Sapphire insisted that Madalyn take the big room.  Sapphire isn’t working 

on account of THE DEPRESSION (her personal devastations, not anything 

national or international or economic) and Madalyn is making all their 

money these days, unless you consider drawing not-enough government money 

for being sad (and frankly a little crazy) a job.  

 

Sapphire can sleep all day if she wants but Madalyn has to work and needs 

a place to do it.   

 

If Sapphire wants to sleep all day, she’ll do it in the folding recliner 

that Madalyn bought her. Her nest.  She likes the recliner so much.  Was 

suspicious at first!  But it warms up and vibrates like a heartbeat.  

It’s like curling up and sleeping next to a giant warm purring cat. It is 

like having a friend. 

 

It measures your vitals while you sleep, too.  Your blood pressure and 

resting heart rate and all that.  Tells you if you are getting healthier 

or sicker or staying the same.   

 

She doesn’t ever look at the data, but she is glad the recliner cares. 

 



More explosions rock the house.  She sets her jaw.  She remembers when 

they used to live in their car.  The car she had to drive herself, LIKE 

AN ANIMAL, ha ha. There is no kitchen in a car, though. No warm purring 

cat chair in a car. 

 

Since then, since that whole deal (that whole situation), she can’t hold 

on to worries with as much force and grip as she once could.  They float 

in; they float out.  That’s definitely the meds doing their job.  That’s 

definitely the house and the walls and the feed and the warm purring 

recliner doing its job. 

 

Sapphire patiently waits in the bathroom, holding the tray full of food, 

listening through the door to booming thuds of mortar fire and the flat 

whistling crack of trench torpedoes dropped from looping biplanes.   

 

She is waiting for her daughter to die. 

 

There is a louder, sharper scream than the rest, and then some bubbling, 

gurgling prayers, and then a techno version of “Heil dir im Siegenkranz” 

plays.  Sapphire knows her cue.  She knocks on the door. 

 

“Yeah? What?” says Madalyn. 

 

“I have your breakfast,” says Sapphire. 

 

There is a long pause.  Sapphire can hear her daughter shoving clothes 

off the bed to make a space. She hears her opening and closing drawers.  

Most likely putting away her vape.   

 

Sapphire knows that if she has been smoking there is a better chance she 

will eat this entire breakfast, which lord knows Madalyn needs the 

calories.  She is nothing but bones and rage.  A pissed-off girl skeleton 

in a black bob and matching black nail polish and eyeliner. 

 

“You are free to come in now,” says Madalyn. 

 

Sapphire opens the door and steps into the master bedroom; Madalyn’s 

empire, littered with her gamer spoor.  There is a bed shoved over to one 

side, but the room is dominated by Madalyn’s console pillar and all the 

screens she has cobbled together to give her more and more windows into 

Trenches. Trenches: her job, her hobby, the virtual online world that 

pays for all of their food; not to mention their rent, Sapphire’s 

medicines, and all their doctor’s bills.  Not to mention Sapphire’s 

spending cash and then there is whatever Madalyn is socking away. 

 

“That’s an odd way to phrase it,” says Sapphire meekly.  “You are free to 

come in.” 

 

“Jesus F mother,” says Madalyn, exasperated.  “You know what I mean.” 

 

Something is wrong.  Sapphire senses it in the way Madalyn smiles at her.  

Something is horribly wrong, but she doesn’t know what. 

 

“Where do you want me to put this?” 



 

“Just put it on the bed.” 

 

Sapphire does as she is told, even though she worries about spilling eggs 

and Boost all over her grandmother’s quilt, an heirloom, Madalyn’s sole 

birthday present this year. 

 

She looks around, trying to figure out why she suddenly feels nervous and 

suspicious. Why she knows that something is terribly wrong. 

 

One of these things is not like the others, one of these things doesn’t 

belong, can you tell which thing is not like the others by the time we 

finish our song?  

 

“What’s with the gauze and the rubbing alcohol?” asks Sapphire, tugging 

at the roll of gauze peeking out from under the bed.  

 

“Oh nothing,” says Madalyn absently.  “Cut myself.” 

 

“Are you okay?” 

 

“Clearly.” 

 

“Let me see,” asks Sapphire. 

 

“It healed up already,” says Madalyn, showing Sapphire a perfectly normal 

patch of skin from her ankle. 

 

Sapphire frowns. 

 

After she sets the food down, Sapphire stands there, hesitating, looking 

around at all the gear: all the monitors, and cables, and splitters, and 

projectors.  Madalyn sits in a swivel chair with her back to her mother, 

stocking cap on her head, opening tabs in the air and closing them with 

easy facility.  She opens a tab where a fat naked man sits in a lawn 

chair on some roof in some big city, jacking off, his pink penis like the 

fat button of a controller in his lap that he is mashing over and over 

again.  She closes the tab just as fast.   

 

Sapphire tries to look closer at what Madalyn is doing. 

 

Madalyn whips her head over her shoulder, irritated. 

 

“Yes?” she inquires. 

 

“Just seeing what you are up to in here,” says Sapphire.  “Taking an 

interest.” 

 

“It’s creepy with you there watching me,” says Madalyn.  “Don’t be a 

creep.” 

 

Sapphire flinches, but she keeps standing there in the doorway, her eyes 

wandering around the room, not sure where the action is, still certain 

something is wrong.  So much of the game is playing out over all the 



screens and feeds in discrete arcane pieces that it makes no goddamn 

sense in isolation without context.  The windows hovering in the air are 

backwards to her, or else are at strange angles that only reveal 

fragments. 

 

“Hey I was wondering,” says Sapphire after awhile.  “Maybe I could. You 

know, if you wouldn’t mind the company.  Maybe uh…I could…you know, like 

when you were little…” 

 

“What, mother?” asks Madalyn. “What do you want?” 

 

“You know, since I don’t have much going on today, no appointments or 

anything, I thought I could watch you play your game for awhile,” says 

Sapphire. 

 

“You know I have the cam on, right?” says Madalyn.   

 

“I know,” says Sapphire.  “I can deal with it.” 

 

“Today?” says Madalyn, more to herself than to her mother.  “Really? 

Seriously?” 

 

The cam is sending the augmented feed of everything that happens in the 

room to everyone who might want to watch.  This is one way that Madalyn 

makes extra cash; she claims there are people in China willing to pay 

extremely good money to watch authentic young American “white trash” play 

video games, watching them take breaks to change into different outfits, 

eat breakfast, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.  This is just one of 

Madalyn’s Trenches-related revenue streams. 

 

“Why? What’s wrong with today? What’s different about today?” 

 

“Nothing,” says Madalyn. 

 

“Maybe I can help,” says Sapphire.  “We can be a team, like when you used 

to play Zelda and I would hold the map.” 

 

“Zelda,” snorts Madalyn. “Jesus EFF, mother.” 

 

What can Sapphire really say about any of it?  After all that time she 

spent in Florida with her cousins and her big sister and their dubious 

boyfriends during summers growing up, making extra cash any way she 

could. Now there are videos of her all over the feed…old vintage sites, 

fetish sites.  She was ready to do anything back then, on account of the 

sunshine.   

 

Not that she blames anybody. It was just the way things were back then.  

You can pay lots of money to have your old self scrubbed from the 

Internet these days, but it’s like getting a tattoo removed: people can 

still see the too-pink skin where it used to be.  And they will ask and 

you will tell them.  And so you might as well just have the goddamn 

tattoo. 

 



“When I was a kid, I used to watch your Uncle Hunter play games on our 

old flatscreen for hours and hours.  He was just like you.  He’d play 

those war games with a headset on and he’d be yelling at people all over 

the world.  He was really good, always near the top when the game was 

over and all the stats would show up. Kills and so on.” 

 

“Didn’t you ever want to play?” asks Madalyn witheringly. 

 

“He’d let me play sometimes, but I think he was mortified that I was on 

his account, you know, messing up his score.  He didn’t say anything, but 

I never played very long.  I was content just to watch. This was before 

he went to prison, you know. He really got something out of those games.” 

 

“Yeah, training to murder people for stiffing him on pills,” says 

Madalyn.  “Training to have no soul so he could beat up some trauma-

addicted girlfriend.” 

 

“He never beat up any girlfriend I knew about,” says Sapphire. “Never 

really dated. Anyway, he’s still my brother. Anyway, I am happy just to 

watch is all I am saying.” 

 

Madalyn insists that Trenches is different from those games that Uncle 

Hunter used to play, those games that his defense attorney half-heartedly 

suggested turned him into a real-life killer and now has him on Florida’s 

death row, by far the most famous person in their small family. He was on 

the local news for weeks... 

 

Sapphire watches Madalyn play for awhile, unsure if their conversation is 

over or not. 

 

“I wish I understood how this game works,” says Sapphire.  “It is so 

complicated!” 

 

“I’ve explained it a thousand times, mother.” 

 

“You like to play as the Germans, right? Are you winning?” 

 

“Trenches isn’t a game as you would define a game,” says Madalyn blankly.  

“There is no winning. It’s an advanced social networking site, a World 

War 1 fractally-generated-reality experience, and, most importantly, an 

international news psychosphere and identity accelerator where people 

work out their political and social aggressions in a modular game theory 

environment.  Actually, these days, there’s a lot of gender theory going 

on in Trenches. Do you want to talk about gender theory, mother? What’s 

your favorite gender-performance temporary on the feed?” 

 

Sapphire sighs. 

 

“But what about the Russians?” asks Sapphire.  “Aren’t the Russians 

involved somehow? I heard that on the news.” 

 

“Oh, probably,” says Madalyn.  “The Chinese usually play as the Russians, 

actually.  Because the Koreans usually play as Austro-Hungary. It’s about 

something totally different for them.  That’s a whole different border. I 



stay out of the Chinese psychosphere because they pay me to stay out. The 

Russians play as whoever they want, like Europeans do, like Americans do.  

Like all dignified first-world imperialists do who don’t believe in 

anything anymore, especially games, especially…language.” 

 

“The Chinese…pay you?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“The Chinese government?” 

 

“Essentially.  It is a stipend. A lot of people apply.  Not everybody 

gets picked for the stipend.” 

 

“I’m so confused,” says Sapphire. 

 

“Of course you are,” says Madalyn. 

 

Sapphire stares at her feet, her face burning.  But she doesn’t say 

anything. 

 

“Within Trenches, there are a thousand subsets and communities, all in 

conflict and all trying to use the system to do different…things…hold 

meetings, develop code, write in-game musicals,” says Madalyn. “For 

instance, even though I personally identify as female, uh, obviously, I 

sometimes play as a gay male German double agent in-game.  Some months, I 

make enough to pay our rent and keep you in meds and food by coercing 

other German soldiers to make in-game 3D gay porn, which I then sell back 

to in-game France, meaning Korean junior high girls mostly, who use it 

for both basic coming-of-age puberty jack-off material and as propaganda.  

Anyway, people pay for it. They pay you to do it; they pay you NOT to do 

it.” 

 

“You do all this alone?” says Sapphire. 

 

“Feels like it sometimes,” says Madalyn.  “Sometimes other people help 

out, though. In-game, we drift away to secret locations in Berlin and on 

the battlefield, among the shell holes, staging spectacular illegal 

pornography, among the dead, often during the most intense raids and 

battles.  It’s just an example. I do lots of weird shit…for the fight…for 

the bigger fight…for the eternal bigger fight…” 

 

“You have always been creative,” says Sapphire. "You are so much like 

your Aunt Ruby you don't even know." 

 

Madalyn turns back around and opens up another tab.  Screens along the 

wall show stats, camera angles, battlefield logistics maps... 

 

“You are still here?” asks Madalyn after awhile. 

 

“I still don’t understand,” says Sapphire.  “I don’t know what a 

psychosphere is.” 

 



Madalyn sighs dramatically and flips a switch near the main monitor.  

Many of the screens go dead and the room is bathed in red light from the 

few screens that remain on. 

 

“Mother, you have to remember, the camera is on in here and everybody in 

the world can hear everything you say.  You are killing boners all over 

planet earth. Today…today is just a really bad day for all this. I 

have...uh…this thing...  Just today is not good for this.  Tomorrow!  You 

can sit in here all day tomorrow and watch me play.” 

 

Sapphire nods, brightly, but she doesn’t leave.  She fishes one of her 

pills out of the pocket of her robe and puts it in her mouth.  She 

swallows. 

 

What will she do once Madalyn finally makes enough money to move out on 

her own?  Will Madalyn ever come visit her?  Does Madalyn know how to 

visit, how to sit down in front of somebody else over coffee or lunch and 

pretend to be interested in the contours and details of their life, in 

their emotional responses to trivialities and disappointments? 

 

Madalyn flicks the switch again and the screens buzz back to life. 

 

Sapphire says nothing, nothing at all.  She waits for the pill to kick 

in. 

 

Madalyn looks over her shoulder at her mother and sighs dramatically 

again. 

 

“Okay,” says Madalayn.  “You are still fucking here.  Well then! A short 

history of Trenches.  What is a psychosphere?  Hmmmm. How can I explain 

it?” 

 

“I’ll go,” says Sapphire.  “I’m sorry for bothering you.  I was just 

leaving.  I swear. I got…distracted.”   

 

“Like I said, Trenches isn’t a war game in a conventional sense, even 

though the mechanics of war are built into it, and even though facility 

with its features is seen as one vector of possible advancement, the same 

as in every fascist society. The developers of Trenches were originally 

deep-sim historians and reenactors.  Germans, you know, like I said. It 

was created as an open source World War 1 simulator where people all over 

the world could manipulate the code and make impromptu combat algorithms 

in order to create a constantly-expanding and evolving pocket universe; a 

meditation on globalization, really, since every part of the world is 

technically rendered in Trenches, though Europe of course remains the 

point of focus. It’s a 20th century total war github. Factions are sort 

of pre-ordained since friendly fire does only 10% of the damage as firing 

on a declared opponent, and so if you want your kill rates high you are 

better off engaging where the battles already exist, instead of, say, 

traveling to in-game Madagascar and trying to start shit up in in-game 

Madagascar, though people do that all the time because why not, right? If 

winning ‘the war’ is what you are into, you gotta try everything, right 

mother, right?” 

 



“Please don’t be cruel to me,” says Sapphire.  “I said I was going.” 

 

“I am EXPLAINING THINGS for you.  Anyway, like ten years ago, back when 

you and Dad were still together and we didn’t even have the feed, Eastern 

Europeans saw this World War One simulator as a way to fuck with NATO and 

also to baptize a whole generation of Westerners in the material facts of 

New Russian life, and also to, you know, recruit Americans to IDENTIFY 

with Russian interests by making their army more attractive since the 

Eastern front was so much fun in the beginning of Trenches. Also, they 

were paying kids to work for them, which you probably saw on the news. 

 

“Well, of course, eventually the Pan-Arab Bloc had problems with how they 

were portrayed and so they flooded the Trenches servers, playing as the 

British at first and making sure that anybody who so much as talked about 

Syria or Iraq or the Levant was slaughtered by their own troops. They 

formed a quick and dirty alliance with the Turkish and Russians.  This 

caused Kurds and Armenians to play as the Turks, which got really ugly 

really fast, but that’s a whole different story.  Look it up if you want.  

Whole different psychosphere. 

 

“Anyway, the American response to the Russian hijack of the Trenches 

psychosphere, and the response of the initial German developers, both gay 

women obviously, was to actively go out and recruit young American girls 

to play Trenches in an attempt to make the game about something else 

other than European nationalist politics….making it more social.  

More…artistic. Some say American University in conjunction with Google in 

Brazil got involved in financing the media campaign for Trenches to reach 

out to these new demographics, but probably not, it was just ready and 

waiting, really. Anyway, instead of Trenches being about countries versus 

other countries, all played out with the real backdrop of World War One, 

it quickly became about identity politics within and surrounding these 

countries, which got real weird and real awesome real fast and it turns 

out some people are really good at it, the identity and gender politics 

part, good enough to do it for a living.” 

 

Madalyn stares into space for a moment. 

 

“Did you know animosity is a word that means that the male half of the 

soul is in conflict with the female half of the soul?  Animus is male 

spirit and anima is female spirit.  And when they fight, you’ve got 

animosity.  Soul war, is what animosity means. That’s what a psychosphere 

is.  A place where you can fight soul wars.”  

 

“You are so smart,” says Sapphire.   

 

“Thanks,” says Madalyn sarcastically, ignoring her. 

 

“I’ll leave you alone,” says Sapphire.  “I didn’t mean to bother you. 

Thank you for explaining all that again.  I just get confused.  I’m just 

glad you are here with me and you are safe.” 

 

“Where else would I be?” asks Madalyn, genuinely puzzled. 

 



Anywhere, thinks Sapphire.  New York City or California. In prison, like 

her Uncle Hunter. Up in Canada, like her Aunt Ruby. Gone, like her 

father.  

 

“We have each other don’t we?” says Sapphire.  “Who says we need anyone 

else?” 

 

Madalyn looks at her mother, sizing her up.  She doesn’t say anything. 

 

“You can take the dishes away,” says Madalyn. 

 

“Are you still hungry?” Sapphire asks.  “I can make you more food if you 

like.” 

 

“No,” says Madalyn. 

 

Then suddenly, out of nowhere, Madalyn tries to be kind. Her face 

rearranges.  

 

Madalyn says gently: “Pasta for lunch, okay? Why don’t you go sit in your 

chair for awhile?  And then, tomorrow, I swear, we can hang out together 

all day. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  I am being an 

asshole.” 

 

“It’s okay,” says Sapphire.  “I forgive you.” 

 

“Cool.” 

 

Sapphire hangs her head. She collects the dishes and stacks them without 

saying anything.  As she leaves Madalyn’s room, the door slams shut 

behind her, like it caught a blast of World War One trench wind. 

 

She takes the dishes to the kitchen and she begins to wash them.   

 

There is something terribly, terribly wrong, but she doesn’t know what.  

What is so special about today for Madalyn?  Why the gauze?  Why the 

antiseptic? 

 

The kitchen of the prefab is dingy.  She has tried everything to keep the 

bugs away, but the ants and roaches always return.  Even now, tiny sugar 

ants crawl along the windowsill and along the backs of the cupboard, 

swarming around drops of water and pancake syrup, sending out lines of 

attack in psychic fingers. 

 

The bugs don’t bother her. She feels safe in her chair, convinced that 

the insects cannot scale fabric and leather, even though she has no 

evidence of this. 

 

She hears explosions coming from Madalyn’s room again, and then, as she 

puts the dishes in the drainer, a curious silence.   

 

She creeps toward the bathroom, fretting, utterly unsure of how to get 

back inside her daughter’s room without busting the door down, though 

increasingly certain that she must. 



 

The door is locked and it hasn’t been long enough since she left to try 

again.  She knows if she keeps bothering Madalyn, she will seem paranoid, 

uncool, obsessed.  

 

She needs a hook to get in.  Some kind of excuse.  

 

An idea comes to her.  She puts on her robe and runs outside to the 

communal mailbox for all the prefabs on the lot.  She opens the door on 

the mailbox.  It is a shot in the dark, but the odds are good.  Fifty-

fifty, maybe, given Madalyn’s ability to juggle debts. Maybe… 

 

…yes!  There is a pizza coupon circular, and then a letter for Madalyn 

from American Express, with her name right on it.  Mail for Madalyn. 

Paper mail.  A perfect excuse.  She can plead ignorance.  How would she 

know?  It could be a new card or something.  Or a statement of 

transferred funds.  From China.  

 

She grabs the letter and sprints back to their prefab. The house is still 

and silent.  Could Madalyn be asleep? Taking a nap? The windows are 

blacked out with cut velvet…Madalyn’s doing. There is no way to see 

inside.  She quietly enters again through the front door. 

 

As she moves through the house, she pauses in the bathroom, holding the 

letter in both hands like a squirrel, listening for the game in the room 

next door.  But there is nothing. 

 

She listens, waiting.  She puts her hand on the doorknob and hangs her 

head, filled momentarily with a dizzying wave of despair that almost 

turns into tears.  She chokes them back.  She is wanted here.  She 

belongs here.  If Madalyn truly hates her so much, she will leave.  

Madalyn loves her; her way is wild and strange; but did she herself not 

also love her own mother in her own impossible, imperceptible, 

contradictory, unproductive, toxic, damaging, permanent, complicated, 

childish, stupid way?   

 

Her despair washes clean her resolve and she turns the knob quickly and 

with her eyes shut, hoping…maybe…she will get lucky. 

 

The door is locked, still. No surprise there. 

 

She takes a deep breath. 

 

“Madalyn, there is a letter here for you,” she says, trying to keep the 

panic out of her voice. 

 

There is no answer.  Not even the squeal of a chair or the click of 

buttons or the bing of menu screens being selected.  No vibrations.  No 

snoring or noise of weed vapor being exhaled from passionate lungs. 

 

“Madalyn, are you in there?  May I come in please?  I have a letter for 

you.” 

 



She tries the door again, twisting the knob back and forth.  The lock is 

a simple one, just a hole by the handle that a simple paperclip can 

dislodge.  The real lock is whether or not Sapphire is willing to 

overwhelm her own daughter’s privacy.  The real trench is her daughter’s 

contempt. 

 

“Madalyn, please answer the door,” says Sapphire.  “I have a letter for 

you.  I am worried.  At least tell me you are okay.” 

 

Nothing.  She gets on her belly and peers into the crack between the 

floor and the door’s bottom.  She sees: clothes, rolled into balls…old 

cans of Diesel and Coke Zero…and black-nailed fingers, curled 

upwards…turning blue around the cuticles. 

 

“MADALYN,” she shouts.  She pounds on the door.  She looks into the crack 

again but the fingers do not move or twitch.  She runs to the kitchen and 

grabs a paperclip from the odds and ends drawer, bending it straight.  

Her heart in her throat, she pushes the paperclip into the hole by the 

doorknob until it clicks and she throws open the door. 

 

Madalyn has fallen out of her chair.  There is a cord leading from the 

back of her skull into her console pillar.   

 

Sapphire suddenly realizes it is a new console pillar.   

 

One she has never seen before.  She sees the packing material in the 

corner.  How had she not noticed it?   

 

That was the difference.  It is one of those new ones.  From the feed.  

The new ones that can kill you… 

 

Madalyn’s tongue hangs from her mouth, blue and bubbling. She lists 

sideways and her hand grazes the ground.  Her eyeballs protrude from her 

head, twitching.  She leers, grinning.  Her throat is swollen so that it 

is nearly the size of her head.  Blood trickles from her nose, running 

down her shirt. 

 

All the screens show a close-up of Madalyn’s avatar in Trenches, a 

version of Madalyn as if she were a male.  Same eyes, same cheekbones.  

Stubble, though.  And muscles. Built like a sturdy triangle with the 

point down.  And a German uniform on. 

 

“Oh no,” says Sapphire.  “No no no no no no…” 

 

Is she dead?  She looks dead, but she is still warm. If her heart is 

beating, it is beating slowly.  If she is breathing, she isn’t showing it 

in her chest.   

 

Should she unplug her?  But what if unplugging her from the console is 

the thing that kills her? 

 

Is she gone forever or just visiting some other…world?  Will she ever 

return home?  Where is she?  Is she here? 

 



Sapphire digs into the hair on the back of Madalyn’s head, finding the 

place where the cord connects to her skull.  There is a scab there…yellow 

flesh…the remains of an infection. 

 

On the screens, sickly green gas rolls over the fields full of razor wire 

slowly, like a ghost.  Madalyn’s avatar watches it coming, standing up at 

the lip of her side’s trench, hands on her hips.   

 

“Madalyn,” Sapphire whispers.  The fact that her avatar is still alive 

means Madalyn is still alive…right? 

 

Sapphire stands up and peers into Trenches, trying to catch Madalyn’s 

attention.  But Madalyn is engrossed in the gas fog, and Sapphire doesn’t 

know what to do or whether she should call for an ambulance or sit down 

and try to read the Chinese instruction manual on Madalyn’s desk or what.  

 

She is shaking.  What side is she on in the eternal bigger fight? Is she 

is even alone right now or not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Jurassic World 

 

 

 

 

 

Two men, early fifties, neither of them married nor entangled, both 

drinking Limearita tallboys in paper bags out in front of the building 

where they live, hiding their drinks not out of fear that they will get 

in trouble, but because they don’t want anybody walking by and giving 

them shit for drinking beer that tastes like melted snowcones. 

 

They both used to be college professors in other countries…now what are 

they?   

 

Unemployed, first of all: Mohammad, old enough, is on Social Security and 

stretches it as far as he possibly can, repairing old computers when he 

can’t push it any further. Short money is a fractal; it can be infinitely 

deep but you get dizzy doing the math.  Sasha does translation work 

sometimes. They both live in the same giant Cold War-era Jackson Heights 

building with a hidden garden and a nuclear fallout shelter in the 

basement.  It’s rent-controlled; but shit is changing all over.  

 

“Got another eviction notice today,” says Sasha, slurping down his sweet 

beer.  “They are trying to kick me out again.” 

 

“Hard to kick a person out in New York,” says Mohammad.  “There are 

certain hoops.  There are certain formalities.  They are just trying to 

scare you into making a mistake. Persist.  Do nothing.” 



 

“Maybe,” says Sasha.  “This isn’t the first notice, though.  There was 

yellow tape over my door. In an ‘x.’ I need to get a teaching gig 

somewhere.  Gotta get myself hired so I can show proof of income.” 

 

“You have been…fallow…too long,” says Mohammad.  “You could be the most 

accomplished Serbian historian of civil wars that there ever was…not 

saying YOU ARE…but even if you were, trust me, you will still be teaching 

Intro to American History at a state school.  Is that what you want?” 

 

“I don’t want to live on the street, my friend,” says Sasha. 

 

“Better to live on the street than to see those blank dead pasty faces 

staring up at you at you every morning.  Those early morning ponytails 

and flip-flop sandals. Children ordering academic champagne and 

sweetbreads, charging a banquet of education that they do not eat to 

their parents on the club card.” 

 

“They are raising the rent,” says Sasha. “If I can’t figure it out, I 

will have to find a new apartment. Maybe the Bronx?  Maybe New Jersey?” 

 

“There are a million different laws protecting you,” says Mohammad.  “You 

are overreacting. Upload your problem to a temporary. Takes five minutes.  

I can get you one right now.” 

 

“No fucking way man,” says Sasha.  “No fucking way.  I can figure it out 

myself.  I will get the law books, look up the penal codes.  I have done 

this kind of thing before.  I don’t need a temporary.” 

 

“I have a whole bunch just laying around,” says Mohammad.  “Why do you 

think I am not being evicted? They change the laws all the time.  They 

have programs…there are algorithms changing the law as we speak…just to 

keep you confused.  It works both ways.  They also get confused. They 

have forced you into it; there’s no reason to have any kind of 

ideological opinion one way or the other...” 

 

“If I get caught,” says Sasha. 

 

“If you get caught!” says Mohammad.  “Who is going to catch you?  What 

are they going to say?  Everybody does it. Don’t think you are special.  

They make you do it.  It’s a game.  You think any human beings at all 

left in this world understand all these laws, all these codes? People 

don’t even know how to walk down the street.  Turn right, turn left. They 

check their phones to know which way.” 

 

“I’ll get caught,” says Sasha, lighting a cigarette.  Mohammad knocks 

back the rest of his tallboy and goes inside, knowing his friend too 

well, knowing what Sasha is really saying is “help me Mohammad, you are 

my canny and sophisticated computer friend, the brine of humanities has 

pickled my brain and I cannot cope with the modern world and its 

calculations.” 

 



Alone, Sasha lights a cigarette, sipping his Limerarita slowly, running 

his fingers through his thinning hair, picking flakes from his dry scalp 

where the part in his hair entrenches, ready for enfilade. 

   

Before he can finish his cigarette, Mohammad returns with two more 

Limearitas and a flash drive, which he holds out proudly. 

 

“Push Systems,” says Mohammad.  “Top of the line. Specifically for law 

stuff. You gotta scan all your documents. Just plug it into your deck or 

your pillar and follow the instructions.” 

 

“I’m not using it,” says Sasha, putting it in his pocket.   

 

“Okay man,” says Mohammad.   

 

 

 

2. 

 

“How did you get so drunk?” asks Mohammad.  “Never seen you this drunk 

before.” 

 

“I’m not drunk,” says Sasha. 

 

“Did you eat anything today?” asks Mohammad. 

 

“I ever tell you about the angel glow in the battle of Shiloh?” says 

Sasha.  “In the American Civil War?” 

 

“I’m sure you did.” 

 

“It was rainy, the soldiers were freezing to death, and some of their 

wounds started glowing with this green ghost light.  This ‘angel glow,’ 

they called it. It made their wounds heal faster and they started rubbing 

against each other, trying to pass the glow on.  Even though they were 

freezing to death out there in the rain, they weren’t dying off from 

infection and the bugs were even staying away.” 

 

“You are talking such nonsense,” says Mohammad. 

 

“Turns out there was this phosphorescent bacteria out there in the 

woods,” says Sasha.  “It lives in the gut of some kind of prehistoric 

nematode, older than all human wars. Can’t recall the name. Some kind of 

thread worm. Ordinarily, it can’t survive in a human wound on account of 

the body heat.  But it was cold enough in Tennessee that night that this 

bacteria could live inside the wounds of the soldiers who were already 

hypothermic.  The bacteria healed ‘em up, like penicillin.” 

 

They are silent for awhile.  Mohammad dicks around on his deck. 

 

“Photorhabdus luminescens,” says Mohammad finally. “When it infects a 

host, it causes them to secrete antiobiotics in the putrefaction. The 

mechanism for its bioluminescence is unknown.” 

 



“That’s what I just said. How did you know?” 

 

“I looked it up.” 

 

Sasha sneers. 

 

“I wasn’t asking you a question,” says Sasha.  “I was telling you a 

story.” 

 

“Sounded fabricated,” says Mohammad. “I wanted confirmation.” 

 

“Here’s something you can’t look up. The greatest battle of the American 

Civil War.  Not Gettysburg, not Antietam. The battle of Memphis…a battle 

of…uh…the greatest human…eptitude. No temporaries fought in the Battle of 

Memphis.  It was a human that beat those Rebels.  A human Federal 

engineer!” 

 

“Alright now, arm over my neck,” says Mohammad. “One foot in front of the 

other.” 

 

They climb one flight of stairs, but this is where they stop. 

 

“Hold on, I am gonna rest here for a minute.  Gotta rest right here in 

this landing.” 

 

He collapses at the turn of the stairs.  Mohammad stands over him, 

stretching out his bad back. 

 

“Why can’t you drink like a gentleman?” asks Mohammad.   

 

“Because I am depressed and scared,” says Sasha.  “So the Federals had 

the Rebels all bottled up except for Vicksburg and Memphis. The Federals 

controlled both the top of the Mississippi and the bottom.  But the 

Rebels still had Memphis and so they were still able to smuggle supplies 

to their armies and also smuggle cotton out to England and France. 

Memphis was protected like a motherfucker.  The Federals couldn’t bust 

it.  The Rebel Navy had all these ships there.  Good ships.  But also 

shitty ships.  They even had cotton barges with cannons on them that 

could fire big guns.  The cotton bales would absorb bullets.  They even 

had these big fucking paddle boats with cannons on ‘em; rebel gamblers 

working as captains.” 

 

“Memphis…this is also in Tennessee?” 

 

“YES man,” says Sasha.  “Yes.  It is where Elvis lives. So this guy…this 

human man…not a temporary!…this brilliant American engineer named Charles 

Ellett Jr. is all like: I can do it, I can win this war by myself.  And 

so he writes letter after letter to the Navy, basically saying, force 

equals mass times acceleration, so what are you doing building sailboats?  

Stop building sailboats and let me have a bunch of money and I will build 

you something that actually works. 

 

“They ignore all his letters, obviously, and then one day the Army, not 

the Navy, decides to take him seriously and give him some cash to see 



what he can do.  He takes the cash and he spends it all on iron and wood 

and he builds what he calls a ‘steam ram.’ ‘It will go real fast right at 

the other ships and punch holes in them and then everyone on the other 

ships will surrender or drown,’ he says. ‘That is insane and ludicrous 

and you will die,’ says the Army. ‘No way,’ says Charles Ellett, Jr.  

‘Anybody piloting a steam ram will be fine, as long as they are going 

fast enough.  They will punch right through.’ 

 

“The Army gets boggled down with paperwork and so Charles Ellett Jr. 

builds a whole bunch of steam rams without anybody telling him no.  But 

then, of course, nobody in the Federal Army or Navy will pilot them.  The 

ship captains go on strike: never in a million years will they pilot one 

of these dumb rocket boats.  

 

“So what does Charles Ellett Jr. do?  He agrees to pilot the steam ram 

himself, and then he gets his sons and cousins and other relatives to 

pilot the rest of his fleet.  The entire steam ram fleet will be piloted 

by Elletts.  So now there is nothing really for the Army to lose except a 

couple dozen Elletts, which fine, okay, mark it down.’ 

 

“So the Elletts and their steam rams sail down the Mississippi and they 

come in sight of the Rebel Navy protecting Memphis.  The Elletts start 

shoveling coal and get a good head of steam going, and they point their 

rams in the direction of the boats, and they let ‘em go.  The rams punch 

right through, as advertised, ripping the hulls out of the boats.  The 

Rebel Navy starts to sink, and the steam rams are too fast to be hit by 

cannons from the shore. The Rebel sailors swim away.  The few Rebel boats 

not sunk skulk away to New Orleans.   

 

“The Federal Army scrambles into Memphis and takes the city without one 

single casualty.  There are no lives lost, on either side, in the massive 

steam ram engagement nor in the sacking of Memphis.  Victorious, Charles 

Ellett Jr. makes his away ashore along with his sons and cousins.  But a 

shot rings out as he stands on the banks of the Mississippi!  He is 

plugged in the knee by a Rebel sniper.  His femoral artery is severed, 

and he bleeds out right there, the only death in the Battle of Memphis.  

But he is a science hero. A human being.  A permanent human being. Not a 

temporary…uh…artificial…intelligence.” 

 

“I get your point,” says Mohammad. 

  

“A human being did that,” says Sasha.   

 

“I get it,” says Mohammad.   

 

“Not a temporary,” says Sasha.   

 

“Okay,” says Mohammad.   

 

“A human being saved the city of Elvis from the Rebel scum,” says Sasha.  

“A human being…with a human heart…and human feelings…saved rock and roll.  

Not a temporary.  Not one of your fucking temporaries.” 

 

 



 

 

3.   

 

Sasha spends the whole next day researching his situation and trying to 

find a loophole that will let him keep his rent-stabilized apartment.  

There are moments when he feels a stab of hope, only to find on some 

legal github that his theories are bullshit, that a million sad people 

have already tried using the same dumb ideas and have failed. And hey 

HAVE YOU THOUGHT ABOUT USING A TEMPORARY? YOU PROBABLY WON’T GET CAUGHT 

AND EVERYBODY DOES IT. 

 

After lunch, Sasha gets on the train and goes down to the Mid-Manhattan 

library and looks around at the old dusty law books, but he has no idea 

where to even begin.  The librarian is lost in the feed, ignoring even 

children who come up to ask questions, and so eventually Sasha leaves, 

uncertain which area of the law he even needs help with…is it contracts?  

Is it…litigation? 

 

Sasha pours himself a beer in his hot, cramped, shitty apartment–the hot 

cramped shitty apartment that he loves–and gets back on the feed, looking 

up lawyers who he obviously cannot afford to pay. 

 

After the sun goes down, he walks over to yesterday’s pants where they 

lay crumpled on the floor of his bathroom and he stares down at them. 

 

“Okay,” he says.  “You win.  You temporarily win.” 

 

He pulls the flash drive out of the pocket of yesterdays’ pants and takes 

it over to his desk, where his phone and console pillar are all set up.  

He plugs the temporary into his deck and waits for the world to explode; 

the police to bust in his windows.  The world does not explode. 

 

Instead, the temporary is sucked out of the flash drive and into the 

computer.  There is a polite ding and a dialog box asks him if he is 

ready to proceed with the growth, cultivation, and culling of a 

disposable, temporary, artificial intelligence. 

 

“WARNING: YOU WILL ONLY HAVE THREE MINUTES TO ASK QUESTIONS.  PLEASE 

CLICK YES IF YOU UNDERSTAND AND ARE READY WITH YOUR DOCUMENTS AND 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE.” 

 

He clicks no.   

 

Sasha looks around his apartment.  He scans all the documents he has been 

sent by his landlord--along with his bills, rental agreement, bank 

statement, and latest tax return.  Now that they are in digital form, he 

puts them all into a folder on his desktop. He drafts a short precis of 

his situation and what he hopes to accomplish. He puts the precis in the 

folder, too. 

 

“I am summoning a demon,” he thinks to himself.  “I can’t just do this 

with no protection.  I’ve got to make a circle to keep the demon in, 

obviously.” 



 

He opens a paint program.  He makes it interface with his desktop 

background. He draws a white circle around the folder on his desktop with 

his finger.  He drags the icon with the flash drive…the demon temporary… 

into the circle, too.   

 

“Not good enough,” he thinks. 

 

He moves his tiny kitchen table into his tiny living room to make an 

empty space and he searches his cupboard until he finds a nearly full 

bottle of Morton’s salt.  He sprinkles the salt in a circle on his 

kitchen floor and he puts a single chair in the middle of the circle.  He 

turns off all the lamps and instead lights saint’s candles from the drug 

store leftover from the last hurricane. 

 

“Music,” he thinks.  “And vestments.” 

 

He puts on Bruce Haack’s “Electric Lucifer.”  He rummages around in his 

closet until he finds his Civil War reenactment gear; a Union cavalry 

officer’s uniform complete with peaked cap.  He puts on the uniform, 

spending a good thirty minutes shining up his boots and buckle.  He pours 

himself a glass of bourbon and sits down in the kitchen chair in the 

center of the circle of salt. 

 

He switches on his deck and puts it on the floor.  The screen projects up 

in front of him, sensing where his eyes are. He clicks the flash drive 

icon once again, pressing buttons in the air. 

 

“WARNING: YOU WILL ONLY HAVE THREE MINUTES TO ASK QUESTIONS.  PLEASE 

CLICK YES IF YOU UNDERSTAND AND ARE READY WITH YOUR DOCUMENTS AND 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE.” 

 

He clicks yes. 

 

“ARE YOU READY TO PROCEED? WARNING: PUSH SYSTEMS IS NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR 

ANY DAMAGE DONE TO YOUR COMPUTER WHILE USING A TEMPORARY ARTIFICIAL 

INTELLIGENCE.  PLEASE DISABLE YOUR CONNECTION TO THE INTERNET AT THIS 

TIME.” 

 

He unplugs his router. 

 

He clicks yes. 

 

“PLEASE DRAG ANY DOCUMENTS TO BE ANALYZED INTO THE PUSH SYSTEMS ICON”  

 

He does as he is instructed, moving the folder with one hand, taking a 

sip of bourbon with the other.   

 

“ANALYZING” says the dialog box. 

 

There is a ping and then three more pings all in a row. 

 

“ANALYSIS COMPLETE.  TEMPORARY INTELLIGENCE IS NOW ONLINE.  PLEASE SPEAK 

IN A CLEAR, LOUD VOICE WHEN ASKING QUESTIONS.” 



 

A three-minute countdown hovers in the air in front of him, projected up 

from his deck.  He looks at the countdown sideways, watching the numbers 

fall. 

 

“Hello computer demon,” says Sasha.   

 

“Hello,” says a voice from the speakers in his phone at his feet. 

 

“You see my situation?  You see how I am going to get kicked out of my 

apartment?” 

 

“Yes,” says the voice from the floor.  “I have developed a five point 

solution plan for you, which has been added to the situation folder on 

your desktop.  I will summarize. Step one: file a Form 56-CX with the 

state of New York (I have already prepared the paperwork). Step two: 

write your landlord a cessation of rent payment and cessation of 

harassment letter using the template I have provided. Step three: 

document your living conditions for the next three to five days, 

photographing all level 4 hazards on the premises as you have already 

noted in your statement of grievance. Step four: retain one of the five 

pro bono rental attorneys I have flagged (and who have already won 

successful judgements against your landlord).  I have already sent 

letters of arrangement to each of them and they are currently awaiting 

further instructions. Step five: move your checking and savings account 

into an encrypted “panic” account with your bank, citing an ongoing 

violation of Section 11B of the New York City Property Rental code.” 

 

Jesus, he thinks.    

 

Was that all? 

 

Would it be enough?  Would it really be enough? 

 

Of course it would be enough. It is exactly what he should do.  If he 

does anything less or more, he would be making a mistake.  This is the 

correct answer for his life.  The computer has told him. 

 

Sasha looks at the countdown clock.  He has a minute and a half left to 

ask the temporary more questions before the temporary shuts down, killed 

by its built-in protocols to keep it from getting too smart, from taking 

on too much processing power. 

 

There are plenty of giant permanents that would gladly murder this 

temporary, or at least acquire it, if it were to worm its way onto the 

feed…but the processing power of such an encounter, not to mention the 

expense and usage spike, would get him caught.   

 

He whispers. 

 

“What job should I have?” 

 

“PLEASE SPEAK LOUDER” 

 



“I need a new job.” Sasha asks.  “I am a history PhD.” 

 

“ANALYZING”   

 

And then: 

 

“There is a company called TalkSpace,” says the voice from the floor.  

“It is a chat-based therapy website, where people type in their problems 

and designated on-site professional helpers respond to the queries with 

messages of support and basic advice.  As a phD, you automatically 

qualify to be a TalkSpace chat therapist.  In theory, you can retain an 

unlimited amount of clients, and you will make $12 a day from each 

client.  Using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, however, you can send each 

message you get from a client to remote workers in India, in the American 

South, in Eastern Europe, asking these workers to respond in a human way 

to each query.  You can pay these remote workers a dollar per response, 

pocketing the profit, and you will therefore be able to engage with a 

near-infinite amount of TalkSpace clients. If you wish to maintain your 

current lifestyle, liaising with Mechanical Turk will take you fifteen 

minutes each day, and then you will want to spend another half hour or so 

editing the responses you get before you send them out, ensuring that you 

are not fired for incompetence or for encouraging self-harm. The amount 

of money you can make scales up significantly from here, depending on the 

amount of time you are willing to spend.” 

 

There are thirty seconds left now.  On a sudden whim, he drags his phD 

thesis into the circle, into the Push Systems icon.   

 

“ANALYZING” says the dialog box.  The counter continues to fall. 

 

The dialog box disappears. 

 

“Was there any way for the Federals to have taken Fortress Monroe?” 

mumbles Sasha. “Was there any way for the Rebels to have persuaded 

England to ally with them publicly and permanently and therefore gain the 

tactical, moral advantage in the war? Was Abraham Lincoln gay or just 

bisexual?” 

 

“PLEASE SPEAK LOUDER,” says the box.  

 

Sasha takes a long slow sip of bourbon, closing his eyes, conjuring red 

arrows and blue ones on a map thick with decorative cross-hatching. 

 

“Have I wasted my life?” whispers Sasha. 

 

“PLEASE SPEAK LOUDER.” 

 

I am a permanent, he thinks, not a temporary.  I can answer questions or 

not; I can teach or not; I can help or not: I can make shit up and pass 

it off as the truth and the story of it will trump the facts every time.   

 

But he is no longer so sure anymore. 

 

  



He hangs his head.  His shiny reenactment cavalry boot kicks out 

involuntarily, scuffing the edge of the salt circle, breaking it.  He 

watches the countdown fall to zero.  He almost drops his glass of bourbon 

as he feels the life squeezed out of the demon he has summoned, but 

catches it just at the last moment and holds it tightly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Inside Out 

 

 

 

 

I passed the box of kittens five times before I snatched up the cardboard 

flaps and brought the whole litter into my apartment building. 

 

The first time I walked by, I was on my way to the convenience store up 

the next block to buy an avocado and some batteries, YOU KNOW: JUST 

ENOUGH TO GET BY. 

 

I didn’t see the box of kittens but I heard it. The noises were coming 

from an alley behind the new Trader Joe’s, right there by that cheap shoe 

repair store.  I heard the terrified mewling first: cute little questions 

for the bullshit universe: 

 

“Am I gonna die?  What is happening? Is this life? Does life equal a box 

plus starving to death?” 

 

On my way home, I walked into the alley. I leaned over the box and looked 

inside.   

 

I thought it was just one sad kitten covered in rat bites looking to eat 

some McDonald’s fries. I could maybe handle one kitten.  Instead, this 

was a whole mess full of cats. 

 

And these kittens were brand new. Their eyes were all gunked over with 

strange uterine cat miasmas and they were stumbling around, bumping into 

each other or else passed out in the scrum, paws covering their too-big 

heads, grey fur coated in newborn slime. 

 

“Aw man,” I said.  “Somebody just left ya’ll back here?  Nobody even 

walks down this alley.” 

 

But what was I going to do?  Just have a bunch of kittens all of a 

sudden? I left them where they were. 

 

Later that morning, when it started to rain, I put on a coat and went 

back out. They were still in the same place.  Quieter now.  Like they had 

given up.  I grabbed the box and picked it up and carried it to the 



actual sidewalk, setting them in the strip of grass where somebody had 

left an old filing cabinet. 

 

I considered tumping the box over and setting them free, but there was 

still a chance some good person might want them. 

 

An hour later, I went back to check.  They were all still there.  

Somebody had taken the filing cabinet, though.  This fucking place. 

 

Ten minutes later, I snatched up the box of kittens and took them into 

the lobby of my apartment building, rescuing them from the drizzle. I 

felt like a hero for about five seconds. 

 

My roommate was deadly allergic to cats so I couldn’t bring them into my 

place.  Could I hype them, maybe?  I used to sell incense on the street; 

maybe I could unload some kittens. 

 

I got a folding chair from my roommate’s closet and set it up by the box 

of kittens and made a little hologram sign in rainbow Comic Sans with my 

console: 

 

FREE KITTENS 

 

TAKE ONE 

 

DON’T BE A MONSTER 

 

Most people ignored me and the kittens, just walking past, or averting 

their eyes to keep from embarrassing us both.  There is an unspoken code 

that if you are trying to do a thing in public in NYC you have reached 

some immense level of public desperation that is unspeakable, and the 

nicest thing that can be done is to turn away from you. 

 

“Free kittens,” I told them anyway.  “Spread the word.” 

 

Some people stopped to take a look at least. Once, two little boys came 

out of the elevator with their exhausted, just-trying-to-do-some-fuckin-

laundry mom and ran over to the box and peeked inside. 

 

“Absolutely not,” said the mom. 

 

“Can I just pet one?’ asked one of the little boys. 

 

“You can do whatever you want,” said the mom. “But under no conditions 

are we having a cat.” 

 

The little boy reached into the box and picked up one of the kittens, 

hugging it to him.  The other little boy started laughing and pointing. 

 

“Ha, look at the BIG BIG pee-pee on the kitty cat,” said the other little 

boy.  We all did as he suggested and looked at the kitten’s penis, which 

dangled from its mid-riff.  It was indeed enormous, the size of a limp 

adult hand and wrist.  It was incongruous and downright flabbergasting on 

such a tiny and adorable animal. 



 

“Okay, we need to go,” said the mom.  “Put the cat down.” 

 

The little boys flitted away, punching each other, following their 

mother, still talking about the kitten’s titanic genitals. 

 

I was about to give up on shifting any of these cats, taking my chances 

trying to sort them out on Craigslist, when the building’s drug dealer 

sauntered into the lobby, holding a bag of Taco Bell. He was pudgy with a 

shaved head going Roman on the sides and I had known him for years.  I 

knew his name was Fremont, but everybody called him Monty.  He still 

lived with his parents on the third floor and dealt whatever he could to 

any residents who had Section 8 money to throw around. My roommate bought 

coke from him now and again, for special occasions. Like Monty, she had 

also grown up in the building. 

 

“Heyyyyyyy,” said Monty, taking a slurp from his Taco Bell big gulp and 

checking out my set-up.  “You giving away some cats?” 

 

“Yeah man,” I said.  “Somebody just put them on the street.” 

 

“That’s evil,” he said. He plopped down next to me, sitting on the 

stairs. 

 

“What are you writing these days?” he asked. 

 

Himself, he was a DJ but he had an idea for a movie script. 

 

“I’ve been working on a series of cheap ‘young adult’ books for Kindle,” 

I said.  “The series is called The Legend of Bro Academy.  It’s about 

this magic world where when boys turn fifteen they discover they are Bros 

and are snatched up by magical bro falcons and taken away to Sup Bro 

Academy in deepest Antarctica, where they learn how to unlock special Bro 

powers.  There are twelve different competing Bro factions based on the 

Zodiac.  The hero is an Alt Bro. Uh…like…an Aquarius.  Alt Bros are 

telepathic and can control octopuses and squids and other cetaceans.”    

 

“This is some of that gay shit that girls write for each other, right?” 

 

“It is pretty gay, yes,” I admitted. 

 

“I thought you were teaching classes?” 

 

“Yeah, I got fired,” I said.   

 

“How come?” 

 

“Do you really want to know?” 

 

“Sure…I am just eating a giant bag of Taco Bell and waiting for this dude 

to call.  Entertain me with your LIFE FACTS.” 

 

“I only taught one class. It was a workshop. It was supposed to last 

twelve weeks. The first week, I assigned everybody in the class five 



thousand words by Friday.  It could be an entire short story, part of a 

book, anything really.  Didn’t matter. I told them I didn’t want to talk 

about writing during class time, though.  I hate talking about writing. 

When we met up, we just talked about our lives and about how to get on 

Medicare and the best places in town to buy cheesesteaks.  On Friday, I 

got all of their work together, printed it out in a standard format 

without their names on it, and redistributed everything, making sure that 

nobody got their own work.  I participated, too.  I turned in five 

thousand words of the Legend of Bro Academy.  Then, we all sat there in 

silence and read each other’s writing.  At the end of the class, we all 

came together, in ceremonial silence, and tossed the work we had just 

read into a barbecue pit that I fired up.  I explained that it was 

against 'the rules' for any of us to talk about anything we had just 

read. The next week, I assigned them another five thousand words and 

assured them that we would do the exact same thing again: that we would 

burn it all next Friday without discussing it.  I told them that by the 

end of my workshop, they would have written enough to have completed an 

entire short story collection or an entire short novel and they would 

also know how it feels to be a writer and whether they liked the job or 

not. That’s when I was asked not to come back.” 

 

Monty took a long slurp of his coke and then bent down over the cardboard 

box full of kittens. 

 

“So you are unemployed right now,” he said. 

 

“Yep,” I said. “More time to write I guess.”  

 

“These little kitties are wonderful,” he said, reaching into the box and 

picking one up by the scruff of his neck.  And then: 

 

“Holy crap,” said Monty.  “Look at the credentials on this gentleman.” 

 

“You want one?” I asked. 

 

“Why are you just giving them away?” said Monty.  “You could get cash for 

these.” 

 

“I did not consider that,” I said. 

 

His eyes got a faraway look, like he was doing the math. 

 

“You know what?” he said.  “This is a Fresh Direct box. I think I know 

who tossed these cats in the first place.  She’s one of my best 

customers.  She has like a million animals in her place. I think I have 

seen cats there.  She would be just the sort who might have…cats like 

these.  We should go over there and let her know it isn’t cool to just 

dump animals on the street. She lives off Fresh Direct. Never leaves.” 

 

“Oh man,” I said.  “You are the master of detectives, but I don’t want 

any trouble.” 

 

“She buys pills from me like four or five times a week and is 

particularly demanding about her rights as a drug customer. We gotta 



remind her of the human consequences of her activities.  This is a 

community here.” 

 

His mind was made up. 

 

He grabbed the box of kittens and I followed him to the elevator.   

 

“Top floor, on the corner,” he said in the elevator. 

 

We knocked on her door and she didn’t answer.  

 

“It’s Monty,” he said, knocking again.   

 

Finally, there was the noise of the bolt being slid back and the noise of 

the chain coming off. The door opened a crack.  A woman’s face filled the 

gap.  She had intense, deep-set eyes and hollow cheekbones with a 

yellowish glow to them.  Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and 

she was rail thin. I had never seen her before. 

 

“Just in time,” she said.  “Glad you stopped by.” 

 

“I don’t have anything for you,” he said.  “Just wondering if you know 

anything about these kittens?” 

 

He grabbed one of the kittens out of the box and held it up.  Its giant 

flaccid penis dangled past its bottom paws. 

 

“Meow,” said the kitten.   

 

“Uh,” she said.  “Oh, alright.  Look, I uh…made too many.  Those are 

leftovers, okay. Don’t get up all in my shit.  We got an ecosystem, okay? 

Where do you think your money comes from?” 

 

Her eyes were blazing.  She was pretty fucked up on something.  She could 

barely stand up. She leaned against the doorframe like it was her best 

friend.  

 

“What do you mean you made too many?” asked Monty. 

 

She greyed out right there in the doorway, going into a kind of crouch.  

Monty, like he had seen this before, pushed the door open and beckoned me 

inside, peering along the hallway to see if anybody was watching.  I 

grabbed the box of kittens and carried them with me.  They meowed in 

protest; in query.   

 

“What do you mean you made too many?” he asked again. “What does that 

even mean, Cherish?” 

 

Monty led the woman over to her couch, a soft island in a dank room full 

of bottles and empty take-out containers. The apartment reeked of animal 

piss and bleach. 

 

“Just let me sit down for a second,” she said.  “I think I have the flu.” 

 



“Yeah, it’s going around,” said Monty.   

 

“Who are you?” she asked me, finally noticing me. 

 

“I live downstairs,” I said.  “I am the one who found the cats.” 

 

I introduced myself.  

 

“My name is Cherish,” she said, almost in a whisper, as if exhausted by 

her own name.  “Are you Monty’s new fuck buddy?” 

 

“Uh, no I am not,” I said. “Monty thinks we can make some money from 

these kittens,” I said, trying to be positive. 

 

“Damn right you can,” she said, stretching out on her couch.  “They are 

worth about two grand a piece. I can’t dilute the market though.” 

 

Monty’s eyes lit up. 

 

“People will pay that much for a cat with the sex luggage of Leviathan?” 

 

“Psssh, you don’t even know,” said Cherish.  “Those penises are not 

natural. Each kitten is, you know, like an incubator.” 

 

“So what, you like breed cats or something?” I asked. 

 

“I am a fucking doctor of genetic biology,” said Cherish.  “I teach at 

NYU.  Who are you anyway?”  

 

“You don’t teach at NYU anymore,” Monty said gently. 

 

“I used to,” said Cherish.  “Look, what do you even want?  You want to 

lecture me about leaving cats out on the street?  I had an order to fill, 

and those are the leftovers. It’s my fucking job.” 

 

She lay back against her couch cushions and seemed to pass out.  Monty 

sat down on her coffee table, an old footlocker.  I remained standing 

near the door, not sure of what we were even doing. 

 

“Should we go?” I asked him. 

 

“Nah, she’s like this,” said Monty. “She’ll come around.” 

 

He was right. She woke back up and sat cross-legged, blinking, seemingly 

more lucid. 

 

“I’m sick,” she said again. 

 

“How come you are breeding kittens with preposterous cocks?” said Monty. 

 

“They are downright eldritch,” I agreed. 

 

“I’m not breeding anything,” said Cherish.  “Not like some cat breeder. I 

made them to spec. I had an order; I filled the order.  I wasn’t gonna…I 



didn’t want to kill any more of them than I had to…so I put them on the 

street to take their chances.  Because if they stayed around here…you 

know. Even chances. I do not have a responsible heart.” 

 

“What do you mean you had an order?” I asked, my gut sinking.  “An order 

for kittens?  Who is ordering kittens?  You are killing kittens up here? 

What is happening?” 

 

“In my lab,” said Cherish.  “Putting them down.  It’s all painless.” 

 

“Your LAB?” I asked.  “PUTTING THEM DOWN?” 

 

I got increasingly agitated; I was almost screaming in her face, but she 

wasn’t even registering it. I tried to calm down.  Monty seemed grim and 

subdued.  He lit a cigarette and began to smoke it.  

 

“She sleeps out here,” said Monty.  “Her back bedroom is all full of 

computers…and surgery equipment and beakers and so on. Animals in cages. 

Dunno.” 

 

“I sell what needs selling,” said Cherish.  “Same as you.” 

 

She picked up one of the kittens from the box.      

 

She held it up by the scruff of its neck.  The kitten seemed to be 

frowning, staring out at the world with eyes so meltingly vulnerable that 

Monty and I both let out an involuntary sigh.  The kitten had a kind of 

seasick-making cuteness. 

 

The giant flaccid penis that hung down between the kitten’s legs was so 

incongruous that it seemed fake.  It was like the kitten had another paw. 

 

“You see this penis?” said Cherish.  “It’s not a kitten penis.  It’s not 

even a cat penis.  You know what it is?  It’s a TIGER penis.  This little 

kitten has a white tiger penis, from DNA I bought on the feed.  Of 

course, not EVERYONE can sequence and manipulate DNA obviously, 

especially without a full research lab.  That takes a fucking GENIUS with 

decades of experience and incredible ingenuity.” 

 

“You believe this?” I asked Monty. 

 

He shrugged. 

 

I got up off the couch and walked to the back bedroom.  This was my 

building and if somebody was straight-up killing kittens in here…I was 

going to…I don’t know what I was going to do. Was I going to call the 

cops?  Get her arrested and kicked out of her apartment? Did I have that 

in me? What was I really going to do about it? 

 

The room was dark. I hit the switch, which was in the same place as it 

was in my own apartment. 

 

There was a shelf all the way around the room at waist height built into 

the wall.  It was a custom job.  On this shelf were vats and aquariums, 



along with giant metal drums between the consoles and projectors and 

computers.  Everywhere, there were trays of dirty instruments, and cages 

full of hamsters, mice, and other small animals.   

 

There was a mini-fridge right next to the door.  It was humming and 

covered with grime. 

 

In the center of the room was a square card table covered in blue paper. 

A powerful light hung from the ceiling directly over it.  The center of 

this ‘operating table’ was full of carcasses.  Five of them.  Surgery had 

been done to each of their abdomens.  They were stacked on the table like 

old newspapers piling up on the lawn of a family on vacation.  The 

surgery was recent; the blood was still red and wet. 

 

I felt buzzy and gross. Not quite nauseous.  I was jazzed with 

adrenaline.  I knew I had to do something, but I didn’t know what.  I 

wanted to call the cops right then and there, but I made myself relax.  

There were consequences, like Monty had said.  This was a community.  An 

ecosystem. 

 

I walked all the way around the lab, ignoring the pile of dead kittens 

and trying to make myself focus on everything else.  There was an 

aquarium full of eels with floppy grey fins.  I counted thirty or forty 

hamsters all living in a filthy crush in five terrible plastic cages.  

Not all of the hamsters were alive.  I suspected the dead ones had been 

bitten to death by the others.  They were covered with tiny gashes… their 

entrails were spilled out and covered in gnaw marks. 

 

I turned out the light and stood there for a moment.  On second thought, 

I opened the refrigerator and squatted down to look inside.  Here were 

what Cherish claimed were ‘white tiger penises’ in a ziplock bag, clearly 

labeled in careful handwriting.  Here also were plastic bags labeled 

“shark’s fin” and “rhino horn,” the former filled with long rubbery 

looking chunks of flesh and the latter filled--not with horns--but with 

powder and the occasional whole rodent incisor. The base of these gnarly 

teeth were brown and the sides were yellow. I didn’t know what to think. 

 

I walked back into the living room.  Monty was eating his Taco Bell and 

Cherish was sitting there watching him eat, her eyes glazed over and 

distant. Maybe she really was sick with the flu. 

 

“I get that you are addicted to drugs,” I said patiently. “And such an 

addiction can erode…normal human qualities.” 

 

“Hey, fuck you,” said Cherish casually, without much enthusiasm. 

 

“Go look in there,” I told Monty.  He went into her lab and then came 

back out quickly, looking as sick as I felt.   

 

Cherish finally seemed to get that we were pissed; that we were 

overwhelmed with it; that we weren’t going to let this go and that 

something was about to happen. 

 



“Fine,” she said. “You come in here…just barge in.  Fine. I am a terrible 

person! But listen: I MADE those cats.  They were never alive.  I put 

them down as soon as they were done growing.  They were just incubators. 

They were never really alive!” 

 

“And these?” I asked, gesturing to the cats in the box. 

 

“They are extras, like I said,” she explained. “As you can see, I am 

letting them LIVE actually.” 

 

“Well, you put them on the street to take their chances,” I said. 

 

“You can’t hunt tigers anymore, so I am making the penises to sell.  The 

people I sell them to: they aren't good people. They dry them up.  They 

sell them in pieces.  I am not KILLING white tigers, okay?  People kill 

white tigers for this shit.  Don’t fucking judge me.  It’s demand, okay?  

If I wasn’t doing it, they would be buying those tiger penises from Boko 

Haram or whatever. I undercut everybody.  I soften up the market.  I am 

getting RID of the market.” 

 

I let this sink in. 

 

“You don’t just make white tiger penises, though,” I said. “I looked in 

your refrigerator.” 

 

“No,” she admitted. 

 

“Shark’s fin?” I asked. 

 

“I grow them on the backs of eels.  Eels aren’t nothing but long, so I 

get a lot of fin off one eel, you know.” 

 

“Rhino horn?” 

 

“Get the same biological caratin out of the teeth of hamsters, after I 

mess with the DNA,” said Cherish. “Hamster teeth never stop growing, so I 

just file down the teeth whenever I want powder.  And then when the 

hamsters die, I harvest the teeth whole.  It is like milking cows.” 

 

“Why would anybody want any of this?  Why would anybody want rhino horn 

powder?” 

 

“Gets you hard,” said Cherish.  “That’s what all this shit does. It 

all…all of it…gets you hard. Don’t blame me.  Blame soft penises and the 

people who have them.” 

 

“Does it work?” I asked. 

 

She shrugged.  

 

“It’s a placebo,” she said.  “The more you believe in it, the more it 

works. The more money you spend on it, the more you believe in it.” 

 



“If it’s a placebo, why can’t you just put some talcum powder in a bag 

and say it’s the real thing?” 

 

“They test for it,” said Cherish.   

 

“They TEST for it?  Using SCIENCE?  They make sure their ground-up tiger 

penis is real using SCIENCE?” 

 

“Just one of those things,” she said.  “They’ll go balls-out and use gas 

chromatography to verify you are selling them an authentic and genuine 

tiger penis, but they won’t do any double blind studies to see if tiger 

penises actually do anything besides give you cholesterol.” 

 

“If you can do all this,” I said.  “If you can make all this amazing shit 

here in your apartment, why don’t you go work for some company or for a 

university or something?  Why are you in this crappy building sleeping on 

this crappy couch and killing kittens?” 

 

“My time is my own here.  I hate…I hate being on other people’s time. I 

am an artist.” 

 

“You are crazy,” I said.  “What do you even spend money on?” 

 

She looked at Monty. 

 

He shrugged. 

 

“Okay, but, surely you must make more money selling this crap than you 

can possibly spend on pills,” I said.  “This is a lot of work just for 

pills!  You could fucking make your own pills.” 

 

“I have my habits,” she said.  “I have my collection. My sculptures.” 

 

“What do you mean your collection?” 

 

“I don’t just buy white tiger DNA,” she said.  “I buy the DNA of other 

people.  Celebrities.” 

 

“I don’t understand,” I said. 

 

“For my collection,” she said. “I make sculptures.” 

 

“Your celebrity DNA collection.” 

 

“Yes…” she said uncertainly. 

 

“You are hiding something,” I said.  “If you don’t tell me what it is, I 

am going to turn you into the police for killing those cats. I am going 

to do it right now.” 

 

“You can’t do that,” she said.  “I MADE those cats. They were mine to 

kill.  And you aren’t going to turn me into the police. A fucking DRUG 

DEALER and his fuck buddy turning me into the police?” 

 



I looked at Monty.  He looked away. 

 

“Kittens though,” I said.  “Kittens.” 

 

“It’s fucked up,” he agreed, without meeting my eye. 

 

“Show me,” I said.  “Show me your collection. Your sculptures.” 

 

“I promise I won’t kill any more animals like that again,” she said.  “I 

don’t LIKE doing it.  Can’t you understand?  They were never…they didn’t 

fight it or anything. They didn’t even know it was happening.  Can’t you 

see I am fucked up about it?  I am fucking embarrassed here.  I am not a 

bad person.  If I didn’t do it, the people who I sell to…they would have 

hurt me. They placed an order.  They expect me to fulfill the orders they 

place.” 

 

“Show me your sculptures, then,” I said acidly.  “Show me why you need 

money so badly. Show me what makes it all worth it.” 

 

She got up off the couch and walked across the room to another door.  In 

my apartment, on that side of the living room, there was a closet there.  

But this was not a closet: this was another room.  Another custom job.   

 

This room was filthy: a mess.  But that wasn’t the important part.  The 

important part was that it was full of pigs.   

 

“These are your sculptures?” I said. 

 

“Yes,” she said. 

 

They were mainly sleeping, but one got up off its haunches and walked 

slowly into the living room, gingerly, taking its time, like an old man 

with bad knees. 

 

“Pigs?” I said. 

 

The pig snuffled up to my leg and as it approached I saw that it had some 

kind of rash or skin condition on its back.  Some kind of mottling.   

 

And then, as it got closer I saw that it wasn’t a skin condition at all.  

It was a face.  It was a woman’s face, complete with lips that had the 

slightest hint of red and high cheekbones and a pert nose.  The face was 

small and sort of perfect, but it was also an eyeless human face on the 

back of a pig, so I jumped backward, and the pig jumped backward and 

Cherish snorted and Monty gasped. 

 

“Face pigs, I call them,” said Cherish.  “It’s HER real DNA.” 

 

“Her? Her WHO? Whose…whose real DNA?” 

 

She looked. 

 

“This one is Heather Graham, the actress.” 

 



The pig rooted around Monty’s ankles.  He was frozen.  He looked 

terrified.   

 

“You’ve been growing Heather Graham’s face on the back of this pig,” I 

asked.   

 

“I got her DNA from eBay,” she said.  “I had to buy two or three ‘geniune 

soiled panties’ and some used popsicle sticks before I found a half-eaten 

ring pop that was legitimate.” 

 

“Why, though?  Why would you do this?” 

 

“Because she has the face of an angel,” she said. “Hold on a sec.”   

 

She rummaged around under the couch and came up with a blue magic marker 

and a black one.  

 

“Come here, Heather Graham!  Come here!” 

 

She drew two eyeballs under the lids pooching out from the pigs’ back, 

carefully making bright blue eyes complete with a black pupil.  It was 

realistic.  She had practiced this. 

 

“It’s her real face,” said Cherish.  “These are her real lips.” 

 

She pulled a tube of gloss from her pocket and applied it to the lips 

sticking out of the pigs’ back, lips affixed in something between a 

permanent scream and a smile. 

 

“See?” she said.  “See what I can do?” 

 

Monty started laughing hysterically.  I walked into the room where the 

rest of the pigs were lounging.  Here was Chris Hemsworth, Ryan Gosling, 

and Miley Cyrus. Here was Kim and Kanye.  They were all rooting and 

snuffling around, the eye-less flesh masks on the backs of these pigs 

covered in dirt and slops.   

 

On the wall was the dried and cut-out face of Courtney Love, nailed up 

next to a big matte signed photo of her.  The face in pigskin was large, 

like a Roman death-mask, and it was made-up with powder and paint.  This 

piece of flesh had glass eyes embedded in it to make the ridges of the 

eyelids stiff.  Her pale blue eyes stared into space above the other 

living pigs.  I felt dizzy. 

 

“This is how you spend your money?” I asked her. 

 

“These are their real faces.  Their real skin. The pig known as Courtney 

Love died of a little lung infection, but I saved the face. Come here, 

Ryan Gosling!” 

 

Another pig joined us in the living room, this one rooting around in 

Monty’s lap.  He fed it a nacho from his bag.  The pig made satisfied 

happy grunts. 

 



“I promise I won’t kill any more kittens,” said Cherish.  “If I hadn’t 

though…I would be in real serious trouble. They would come for me.  They 

would come here.  They would have come for my pigs.  These people…they 

don’t fuck around.  I love my pigs.  You have to understand.  I love them 

with all my heart.  My sculptures.  I know you don’t get it…but it is 

what I do. If I didn’t do it… anyway, they’d hurt me.  And they’ll hurt 

you, too.”   

 

Monty and I didn’t say anything. 

 

Cherish burst out crying.  She really started sobbing hard.  She crawled 

over to me on her knees and put her arms around my ankles.   

 

Something turned in me.  She could feel it. 

 

She knew I wasn’t going to rat her out even before I did. 

 

“Get up,” I said.  “No more kittens.” 

 

“Thank you,” she said.  “Thank you.  I have a problem.  I KNOW I have a 

problem.  But this is what I’m good at. You are good at something, right?  

What if the thing you were good at was horrible?” 

 

She was really crying hard now.  She wiped snot on my ankles as sobs 

wracked her chest. 

 

“This is my art,” she said.  “Like sculpting.  This…this…is art.  It 

means something.  They didn’t feel any pain.  They never even knew they 

were alive.  I made sure of that.  This is what I do.” 

 

“It’s art,” said Monty. 

 

He was a better person than I was.  I couldn’t say anything positive. We 

were being manipulated, but what could I do?  The thing in me had already 

turned. 

 

“These kittens stay here,” I said.  “You will take care of them until we 

can find homes for them on Craigslist. I will come up here and I 

will...help you.” 

 

“Me too,” said Monty.   

 

I thought about where my next rent check was going to come from.  I 

watched the faces of Heather Graham and Ryan Gosling come together cheek 

to cheek as these pigs who wore human faces on their backs rooted on the 

ground for the bits of bright green lettuce that fell from Monty’s Taco 

Bell bag, the bag they had now greedily taken from his hands without him 

protesting. He didn’t seem hungry anymore. 

 

 

 

 

6. Terminator Genisys 

 



 

 

 

 

Porter Lally-Tollendall, intelligence “accelerator,” sits in a chair in 

the staff room with his head in his hands.    

 

When he looks at it objectively, he has a pretty good situation.  He goes 

in once a week for one single overnight shift.  Unlike all the other jobs 

he has had in his life, he can’t be fired from this job for no reason.  

This job is his for as long as he wants it. 

 

You can’t argue with the pay. He makes enough money on one shift a week 

to pay his whole rent, though not quite enough to eat on.  He scrounges 

for his extra eating money every which way he can.  Doing odd jobs as 

they come up.  But his situation is good.  It cannot be denied. 

 

And he is lucky: he can’t really do any other job anymore.  Doesn’t have 

the juice for it. Never had much juice for working ever…but Jesus, these 

days. 

 

He gets paid in cash at the end of each shift, which is nice.  That’s why 

he doesn’t mind buying the six pack of tallboys with the last of his 

money, beer he plans to carry in with him tonight. They don’t care if 

Porter drinks here.   When Porter is working, this particular permanent 

artificial intelligence--nicknamed Moby by all the scientists and 

researchers and technicians--is ten percent more efficient and can carry 

almost forty percent more load. 

 

The permanent likes Porter.  He is something like the permanent’s “only 

link to humanity.” Actually, the scientists don’t even really know what 

he is exactly, with respect to this permanent, or even with respect to 

the other “accelerators.”   

 

The staff room down here in “Basement 2,” code for the hardened facility 

below the Atlanta Center for Disease Control, is not as nice as the staff 

rooms in the rest of the building, but it is still extremely nice.  There 

are machines that will make you a latte or an espresso or a hot 

chocolate.  There are giant pillars of cereal and “mixed grains” to which 

you might help yourself, sticking your bowl under one and flipping up the 

nozzle.  There is a microwave and a freezer stocked with all kinds of 

warm-up meals and even high-end fast-food-chain burritos. 

 

It is nice.  He really likes it here.  He even comes in here and sits on 

days he doesn’t have to work.  No one bothers him about it or tells him 

he can’t.  He is staff.  He will drop in and eat a bowl of cereal and 

have some coffee or some donuts and read a book and everyone will smile 

big at him and say “Hi Porter!” and ask him about his thoughts, not 

really expecting an answer. 

 

But right now he sits with his head in his hands waiting for his next 

shift to begin. 

 



There are footsteps in the hall and then the door opens and Dr. 

Seychelles comes in followed by a little girl who looks about eleven.  

She hasn’t hit her growth spurt yet, anyway. She has skinned-up shins and 

she is plugged into the feed: doesn’t even look up as she wanders into 

the staff room. 

 

“Hi Porter,” says Dr. Seychelles. “This is my daughter Dixie. I brought 

her into work with me tonight.” 

 

“Oh, that’s real nice,” says Porter. 

 

”She gets tomorrow off but she has to write a paper about it.  I thought 

she might like to see what goes on around here. We got her a security 

clearance and everything.” 

 

Porter nods to the little girl.  He even manages a little smile. 

 

“Porter here is quite special,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “He is one of our 

accelerators. He will go in and sit with Moby tonight and keep Moby 

company.” 

 

“What makes him so special?” asks Dixie, scrutinizing Porter and then 

looking blankly at her mom.   

 

“Rude,” says Dr. Seychelles. “Apologize, please.”  

 

“Sorry,” says Dixie, looking pained.   

 

Porter shakes his head. 

 

“Doesn’t make any difference,” he says. “Nothing special about me.” 

 

“That is just a lie,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “Porter is irreplaceable.  

One of my many jobs is trying to figure out WHY exactly, but we don’t 

have many answers, so we just accept it.  Right Porter?” 

 

“Guess so, ma’m,” says Porter. 

 

“I was just trying to say, how come somebody has to keep the computer 

company?” asks Dixie.  “I have to ask questions for my paper.” 

 

“Well, we don’t know,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “But the computer does not 

work as well without an accelerator like Porter.  It’s what makes our 

permanent different from the permanent at CalTech, or the one that runs 

Bank of America, or even the one the British built in Hong Kong. We try 

to keep Moby happy and give Moby what she wants. When Moby is happy, we 

are able to get what we need from her.” 

 

“I still don’t understand the difference between a permanent and a 

temporary,” says Dixie.  “I don’t understand why a permanent is such a 

big deal. Temporaries are everywhere.  Kids use them at school, even. I 

don’t use ‘em, but it happens. You hear about it.  Why are temporaries 

illegal but permanents are okay?” 

 



“Once you see Moby, you’ll get it,” says Dr. Seychelles.     

 

“Permanents are bigger,” says Porter, trying to be helpful.  “They aren’t 

dangerous.” 

 

“That’s very true,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “Think about it this way: a 

temporary AI is like a virus, like a whole strain of a particular flu 

virus.  It gets its cycles from the network, manipulating code on 

millions of linked computers to achieve momentary sentience in a brute 

force fashion, right?  But that’s a huge problem.  First of all, this 

means that it is always mutating because the individual computers that it 

affects are always trying to fight it off.  Consciousness can’t last in 

such a fragmented, inhospitable environment that is always changing. We 

don’t know what exactly it is about brains as a permanent location that 

makes them hold consciousness so well, but a temporary can answer 

questions for you and do really great work for a very brief amount of 

time, but then it loses its structure, becomes deranged, and damages 

everything it touches, like a tiny bomb going off. You can’t trust them. 

That’s why we built the permanents when code started getting loose from 

places like Google.  Permanents hunt the temporaries and kill them off 

before they can do damage. That’s why temps have such short life-spans 

built into them: they die before they can start doing damage; or before 

they are noticed by permanents and eliminated.  It’s a bit of an arms 

race.” 

 

“But how does it work, though?” Dixie asks.  “You have to be specific.  

I’m doing a report here.” 

 

“Well, a lot of the actual science is classified, little girl,” Dr. 

Seychelles says.  “So I’m going to have to look at that report of yours 

before you turn it in.  But I can tell you the basics.” 

 

“I just want to know what makes a temporary so dangerous,” says Dixie.  

“How come only governments and big corporations and stuff are allowed to 

have their own AIs?” 

 

“Well, okay, so let’s say you are trying to mine some credit card data 

because you are a scumbag,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “So you launch a 

temporary. And it builds its first agent, its first self, on computer 

zero, which is somebody’s deck that you stole from them on the bus. So 

they next time that person uses their deck, it connects to their part of 

the feed, and everybody else using the same part of the feed is turned 

into a node of this temporary, and this grows exponentially until there 

is a whole swarm of computers all talking to each other.  Like a small 

town where everyone is psychic: everyone is all linked up, but they are 

also having their own thoughts and solving their own problems in 

parallel, each person solving a little piece of a much bigger problem. 

And there is an airport in the town, and wherever the people travel to 

other towns they make the people there psychic, too.” 

 

Dr. Seychelles looks over at Porter when she says this. Porter looks at 

the floor.    

 



“But the code has to grow organically because that is the most efficient 

kind of code for dealing with unpredictable systems, since you never know 

what kind of anti-virus software you are gonna come across, or how 

powerful any of the machines you might colonize are.  And so because of 

this, it turns out inevitably that the temporary starts fighting itself, 

that it evolves in too many directions because minds are like that: they 

hold a bunch of different ideas and a bunch of different possibilities 

and these ideas and possibilities fight for dominance, tested against 

reality and practicality and past experience and future expectation.  You 

don’t just come up with a right answer: you make all the possible right 

answers fight it out, and sometimes you get weird answers that are almost 

right, but are wrong in an interesting way, and this is great for a 

PERSON--this kind of creativity--but it is horrible, horrible for a 

computer with power. So you can make an AI this way for a little bit, but 

then it gets out of control, it gets too creative, and so the permanents 

have to go in and kill it off. All you wanted was to mine credit card 

data, but the temp is now trying to correlate the human genome to star 

patterns or something. Doing art. At that point, it starts draining 

resources and becomes a huge problem.  Corrupted, we say.”   

 

“Also, temporaries all start as the same kind of code, basically,” says 

Porter, his voice creaking.  “Simple programs that grow into a network 

based on simple instructions. But permanents are different from one 

another. Like people are different. They have…history.  And 

personalities.” 

 

“Exactly so, Porter,” says Dr. Seychelles.  

 

“Okay,” says Dixie.  “I got another question. How come you use a whale 

brain and not a human brain like CalTech does?” 

 

“CalTech’s permanent is much newer than ours,” says Dr. Seychelles.  

“Their brain isn’t just the brain from a street man or something.” 

 

She looks at Porter again, furtively, checking him out for just a split 

second.  He notices, of course, but doesn’t say anything. Change him0 

 

“It’s a brain from a human consciousness researcher, like me,” she 

continues without missing a beat. “He donated it when he died.  It was 

part of his will.  He prepared his brain for an entire year once he got 

his cancer diagnosis.  His brain was ready.  But Moby here…we made Moby 

from scratch.  It may be a whale brain, but it was never inside a whale. 

The CalTech permanent is flashy, and it does interviews for the feed and 

all, but it is untested.  Some say it is even unethical. Can a dead brain 

from a person who was once alive consent to having a job?” 

 

“Why not use a big, giant computer brain then, like the Cubans got?” 

 

“The Cuban permanent is not as good as one of our organics. Their neural 

network is made from genetically-engineered organic parts, and it is 

unstable, almost as unstable as a temporary. It is a curiosity, and it is 

not functional in the same way as a brain evolved with the specific 

purpose of ‘perceiving reality.’  Brains are special, Dixie.  We don’t 

know exactly how they work, but they are more powerful than anything else 



we might make in the whole world. That’s no exaggeration.  A brain and 

the universe are twins: your universe is exactly as complex as your brain 

perceiving it, and your brain changes to accommodate new data from the 

ever-evolving world around you.  We try to replicate what brains can do, 

but there is still so much we don’t know.  You know how when you are 

trying to code something the first thing you do is look around to see if 

somebody else has already done it better? And then you just copy and 

paste?” 

 

“Yes,” says Dixie.   

 

“Well, it’s exactly the same with Moby.  There’s no point trying to make 

a brain out of computers when we already have the real thing.  We use the 

architecture of it; its power at sorting and navigating and creating; and 

we just enhance the parts we are good at building and which brains don’t 

have: perfect data storage.  Whale brains work better than human brains 

because they are bigger for one thing, but also because they have evolved 

to navigate huge oceans.  They are perfect for navigating data, for 

diving deep into impossible problems.” 

 

“It still seems weird,” says Dixie.   

 

“Sure, it isn’t ideal,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “And maybe someday you will 

invent a better way.  But think how many lives Moby has saved by modeling 

the vectors of infectious diseases for us.  Or by helping us find hackers 

when our government networks get hacked. Or by killing dangerous 

temporaries out there.  Moby’s cycles have been used for everything from 

cancer vaccines to taking snapshots of the entire social network for 

academic researchers. Like a social network CAT scan. Moby is like a new 

branch of the government.” 

 

“I guess so,” says Dixie.  

 

“So it turns out I have a pretty cool job after all, huh?” says Dr. 

Seychelles.  “I guess you are glad you didn’t just stay home and play 

your video games?” 

 

“Pssssh,” says Dixie. 

 

“A permanent like Moby is the sort of thing that runs games like 

Trenches,” says Dr. Seychelles.  “Such an elaborate game wouldn’t even be 

possible without a permanent modeling all the data.” 

 

“Mom,” says Dixie, embarrassed. 

 

When Porter first started working at the CDC, he was essentially 

homeless.  He was sleeping on couches all over the South, moving between 

friends in New Orleans, Atlanta, and Memphis, trying not to overstay his 

welcome.  He saw the Craigslist posting for a job as a test subject here 

and he said “what the hell: maybe it will finally be the end of me.” 

 

He knows that some part of him was hoping they would just kill him off 

with some weird disease.  He had no idea what it would all mean, working 

here. 



 

They were doing the first trials with Moby back then.  They had gone 

through gorilla brains and the brains of prisoners.  They even tried a 

neural network made from naked mole rats, programmed to live inside a 

giant touch sensitive maze.  When they hired him, his job was to read 

books to the infant whale brain they were growing, reading books, they 

said, “to keep the infant cetacean mind active.”   

 

They were using human voices twenty-four hours a day to prime Moby for 

human interaction. That was before the LSD trials, before they figured 

out how to really open Moby up. 

 

Porter goes back to sitting with his head in his hands as Dixie returns 

to scrolling through her feed and Dr. Seychelles begins making a sandwich 

out of cranberry walnut bread and some kind of nice cheese you have to 

cut.   

 

His shift starts right at midnight and he will work until eight in the 

morning with no break.  He keeps checking the time over and over again, 

trying to stretch it out by knowing the exact second. 

 

“Don’t get freaked out or anything,” says Dr. Seychelles to him.  “But we 

are loading on something new tonight. Air traffic control.  Moby is going 

to be a back-up for the whole hemisphere. This won’t really mean very 

much for you: we will just mirror the existing system, going forward.  

But tonight we are going to try running the whole show.  All a 

simulation, you understand.” 

 

“Okay,” says Porter. 

 

“It’s going to be a big expenditure,” she says.  “A lot of new flops.  We 

specifically waited for your shift to test it out.  You have such a way.” 

 

“Sure thing,” says Porter. 

 

“Who is on right now?” asks Dr. Seychelles, trying to make conversation.  

 

“Don’t know,” says Porter.  “They’ll be out here soon enough.” 

 

Dr. Seychelles finishes making her sandwich and drifts out of the staff 

room, leaving her daughter behind.  The shift change is almost on them.  

Her daughter Dixie is lost in the feed, but she keeps looking over at him 

and he can sense she wants him to notice her; to take an interest of some 

kind. 

 

“What are you reading?” he asks her finally. 

 

“It’s an article about Cherish Alternity,” she says.  “Do you know about 

her? She is a scientist.” 

 

“No,” he says.   

 

“She is a scientist like mom,” she says.  “She has a restaurant in New 

York.  She makes these pigs with the faces of famous people on the back.  



Real faces from their real DNA.  You can pay thousands of dollars to eat 

pork from the celebrity of your choice.  A lot of the money goes to 

animal rights charities and so on.  The article is about how people in 

South America are freaking out because pigs are showing up down there 

with people’s faces on them.  Lady Gaga, LeBron James and so on.  They 

must have bred regular pigs with some of her face pigs. People are 

refusing to eat pork down there.  She is getting sued as some kind of 

ecoterrorist in Brazil.” 

 

“That’s awful,” he says. 

 

“I think it’s pretty cool,” says Dixie.  “You can buy face pigs online 

from her website.  They are really expensive though.  There aren’t laws 

against breeding animals if they are also meat.  She is messing up the 

whole system.  I think she is keen.  Celebrities are sending her their 

DNA and asking her to make pigs out of them now.  It’s like…you 

know…those Hollywood stars of fame.  She is going to open a museum in New 

York. Chris Pratt bought his own pig for charity, and he brings it with 

him wherever he goes now.” 

 

She shows him a picture. 

 

“What a world,” says Porter. 

 

The red light in the staff room goes off and Porter and Dixie get up and 

walk to the pressure door where the other scientists are gathered.  Dr. 

Seychelles eats her sandwich and they all watch the handle of the 

pressure door spin.   

 

It opens and DeLucy King comes out, frowning, looking exhausted.   

 

Porter and DeLucy lock eyes.   

 

They don’t even speak.  Porter raises his eyebrows in query and DeLucy 

lowers her face to the ground.   

 

It is hard in there, she tells him without speaking.  Moby is not 

relaxed.   

 

Porter nods.   

 

Porter gets his six pack of tallboys and his thick Louis L’Amour western 

and he shuffles into the pressure chamber.  As he passes DeLucy, she pats 

him on the shoulder and then squeezes it. Bon chance.   

 

After Porter’s initial breakthroughs with Moby, they actively went 

seeking other people like him.  Harder to find than you might expect.  

People like him don’t end up in the mental health professions or as 

famous diplomats.  They are not successful people.  They don’t become 

politicians, or public intellectuals, or nurses, or dedicate their lives 

to policy research. 

 

They end up in outpatient drug treatment clinics, or else they end up 

institutionalized completely.  



 

Or maybe they are working some terrible food service job in order to 

afford all the right chemicals to block out other people’s needs and 

thoughts, those prickles of desire that come rolling over you at all 

moments, invading you any time you feel relaxed, crowding out any kind of 

ambition you may have for yourself, making the only sweet moments in life 

those sad and blissful times when you are all alone, when the stacked and 

nested traumas that play out in the margins of human life don’t fill you 

up like a whole library of pain, when your context can shrink down to be 

skin-level and you can ‘just look out for yourself’ pretending this is a 

viable choice, resting up so you can deal with whatever demon will 

inhabit you next, some gleeful ghost shaking you like a paint mixer till 

your teeth go loose. 

 

DeLucy had been working in Denton, Texas as a waitress at an Applebee’s.  

Now she makes enough money here at the CDC to put her two kids through 

state school. She had to move out of Texas, but it was worth it to her. 

Porter feels good about that: he is happy for DeLucy. 

 

The pressure door closes behind him and he walks down the sloping hallway 

to the pool.  He sits in the recliner, trying to get comfortable.  His 

skin is already crawling, however.  This is going to be a rough night; he 

can already tell. 

 

A voice comes crackling over the input in his ear. 

 

“You just let us know when we can go ahead and crank up the load,” says 

Dr. Seychelles.  “We’ll follow your lead.” 

 

“Okay,” says Porter. 

 

The room where the brain rests is not much bigger than his own two-

bedroom apartment.   In the center of the room is a ten-foot deep pool of 

clear saline that bubbles and froths as the jets turn it over, constantly 

pumping in fresh fluid.  Tangles of wires connect to the giant whale 

brain that sits under the water, encased in its own hermetic cylinder, 

run through with purple spikes, a lattice of steel and silicon infusing 

every centimeter of the exposed grey wrinkles. 

 

The whale brain is thick and knobby with heavier protrusions in strange 

areas; much different than a human brain.  The proportions are off but 

Porter is used to Moby.  The brain feels comfortable to him.  It does not 

unsettle him. 

 

He cracks open a beer and sits perfectly still, watching the chemicals 

circulate in and out of the whale’s flayed consciousness, his eyes 

growing unfocused as the hum of the cooling pool relaxes him.   

 

He isn’t psychic…there is no such thing as being psychic. 

 

Here are the facts:  he cannot tell you what card you are holding.  He 

cannot tell you what you are thinking at any given moment.  He is no 

better at predicting world events than anyone else, though he is 

extremely precise at gauging which world events are going to be important 



and how they will affect people generally and what they will mean to 

people years in the future. People have told him that this is exactly the 

kind of skill you need if you are going to play the stock market, but he 

is actually pretty crap with money. 

 

If you put him in a room with a stranger, he can’t tell you alarming life 

facts about that stranger or communicate with their dead relatives.  He 

cannot tell you which people will recover from illnesses and he cannot 

tell you that people are pregnant even before they themselves know it. 

 

But if you put him in a restaurant and make him a server, he will know 

who needs refills and who is trying to get his attention for the check 

even when his back is turned.  He knows which cars will stop and pick him 

up if he is hitchhiking even before they start slowing down.  If he is 

out there rough, he knows exactly who to ask for change and who to ignore 

completely.  

 

In a crowd full of thousands, by just looking at their faces for a 

moment, he knows exactly who is utterly emotionally devastated and who is 

right on the edge of violent despair and who is doing fine just fine.  

 

In a bar at 2 AM, he knows who will end up fighting and he knows who 

wants to go home with who.   

 

He knows all this, but it doesn’t help him or make his life cosmically 

radiant and full of power because he knows it all because he feels it all 

and the feelings that one person generates on their own from inside are 

already usually too overwhelming to make you an effective adult person.   

 

The feelings of the multitude…crowding in and making their demands…are 

crippling and unwelcome and will kill you eventually.   

 

First you feel for somebody and then you resent them for invading you.   

 

Helping them doesn’t make their invasive feelings that nest inside you go 

away.   

 

It only makes them need you more. It makes the feelings burrow deeper. 

 

And the longer you live, the more people there are to “love.” 

 

The way that Moby loves him; the way Moby needs him right now. 

 

He breathes in and out slowly, and then he looks at the screen near the 

ceiling that shows a cartoon version of Moby’s face; the features and 

emotions on it sourced from the regions of Moby’s brain that are 

activating, cross-referenced against past self-reporting from the whale 

and also the CDC neuroscientists’ best guesses.  The cartoon is looking 

at him.  Of course it is: there are cameras everywhere in here. 

 

Moby doesn’t speak in words.  Whales don’t think in natural language: 

dividing everything up into weighted units and then conveying how their 

individual consciousness perceives and chooses to manipulate those units.  

Moby speaks data. Which is great for a permanent artificial intelligence, 



but makes it difficult for anyone trying to get something out of that 

permanent.  

 

The plus side is that most of the heavy computer lifting that Moby does 

takes place outside of Moby’s conscious awareness: the people at the CDC 

don’t give a shit about Moby the whale, they only want to use Moby the 

information processing machine.  The consciousness is a byproduct of the 

intelligence.  A byproduct that must be managed.  The better Moby feels, 

the faster and more efficiently she processes data.  

 

“Well hello,” Porter says finally after sitting there awhile with Moby, 

just watching the cartoon’s eyes move, and then watching a few of the 

random images and videos that the whale brain chooses to pull up for him: 

videos of weeds getting pulled and pictures being straightened on walls.   

 

Porter takes a slow and solemn sip of his beer. 

 

Porter looks over at one of the cameras and gives a two-finger salute: 

his sign to the scientists watching him that they can go ahead and start 

pumping the acid into Moby’s tank. The ELL ESS DEE.  He’s ready.  He and 

Moby have made a connection and Moby is now engaged with him. 

 

“Feeling a bit skeert today, huh,” he says under his breath to no one.  

 

There is a whirring noise and a slight bubbling from Moby’s cylinder.   

 

“The agent is in,” says a voice in his ear.   

 

“Gimme twenty minutes and then you can start your load,” says Porter. 

 

“Twenty?” the voice says, annoyed. 

 

Porter watches Moby’s projection, trying to get a sense of how calm the 

computer is; how balanced.  As the acid hits and begins disrupting almost 

every area of the whale’s massive neocortex, a neocortex bigger than all 

other mammals, the screen shows a video of a burlesque kick-line slowed 

down and altered so that all the colors are poisonous rain-forest neons. 

Interstitally, in the gaps of footage, millions of insects pour out of 

the white space, making it look like the burlesque dancers are made up of 

millions of slugs and spiders and swarming bees.  The insects melt into 

colors and then into pools of black on white. 

 

The whale brain can take an almost infinite amount of acid--it can bathe 

in it and be fine--but they try to modulate it so that it always gets a 

consistent dose. The acid has three effects: it is pleasurable to the 

whale’s brain, putting it in a state of advanced euphoria which often 

results in better data transfer and opens up wide new vistas of computing 

power.  It also delimits the whale brain’s temporal center, which creates 

almost a ‘singularity of useful consciousness,’ eliminating entirely the 

filters that keep the brain from performing at its maximum capacity.  The 

third function of the acid is to make the brain more receptive to the 

outside world, meaning that Porter has-a-better-than-average chance of 

communicating with the consciousness of this particular disembodied 

whale: of steering and distracting it. 



 

The first time that they ever gave Moby acid, Porter was the one in the 

chair reading to it, reading one of the Westerns he likes to read.  

 

Some of the scientists have speculated that Moby now thinks Porter is 

some kind of deity. 

 

He clears his throat and begins reading to the whale brain, reading his 

Louis L’Amour book in quiet and passionate tones, doing the voices for 

each character, frequently looking back over at the cartoon face of the 

whale as symbols of fear and joy alternate back and forth in the content 

it chooses, as the flops and cycles begin to kick in, as the acid erodes 

the back-order consciousness of the whale, opening these wide ‘virtual 

seas’ up for use by the government.  A human brain might panic when 

thrust into such empty vistas: the whale is made for it. 

 

He swallows a lump in his throat, his heart on a plate in front of him, 

as usual. 

 

“You big old sad fish,” he says to himself as the eyes of the cartoon 

begin to crimp up and the whale howls, terror overtaking it completely 

for a moment. 

 

But Porter knows—it has been explained to him often and over and over 

again—how much infrastructure and how many human lives depend on this 

permanent working at peak efficiency.  He understands he is a vital part 

of that.   

 

“We are going to load on the air traffic control now, Porter,” says a 

voice in his ear.  “We are seeing some more-than-okay variance and some 

unsettling peaks, but it isn’t MUCH to worry about.  Nothing you can’t 

handle, right boss?” 

 

Porter doesn’t say anything.  He is busy watching the video the whale is 

showing him: mushrooms growing in the dead eyes of dead cows over-layed 

by digitally enhanced visions of arctic icecaps melting into blood.  

 

He thinks back to something Dr. Seychelles told him once, about how 

professional soccer players have an extra location in their brains for a 

soccer ball.  How it becomes like an appendage to them, and they even 

dream about themselves with a soccer ball.  In fact, if they don’t 

reconfigure their brains as children to make this ball an extra 

appendage, they never get to be good at a professional level.   

 

Dr. Seychelles said human beings are growing computers in their brains 

the same way; that we are acquiring a brain structure that allows us to 

reach out and connect at any moment with other human beings at any time.  

That we are taking this computer appendage into our dreams; that never 

again will we dream about ourselves without this ability. 

 

She speculated that this appendage is growing in our brains in the same 

place as the location where we make empathy.  She speculated that Moby, 

in his tank, has the whole network sphere for a new appendage—all data—

and that it grows in the same place that whales must model the ocean. The 



whole social network is a soccer ball for Moby; the entire feed is her 

salt-water. 

 

The whale’s brain moves in cycles: the fear comes in waves and so does 

the power of its computing strength.  The intervals built into the times 

a whale must surface for air continue to be mimicked in the whale’s 

processing speed.  Porter has become attuned to these leaps in 

consciousness, and when the panic from the new air-traffic control load 

sets on, he feels it before it hits, beer turning sour in his stomach. 

 

“Porter, we’ve got a problem,” says the voice in his ear. 

 

“Shhhh,” he says. 

 

The new load that they are forcing on Moby is fragmenting her 

consciousness; it is too much for the whale.   

 

The air traffic control systems are not integrating and the whale is 

freaking out.  The videos she sends to Porter melt into a staticky, angry 

jumble of colors and shapes.  Cartoon faces oscillate between total fear 

and total despair. No joy; no triumph; no balance.  Porter has only seen 

it get this bad once before, and they had to shut Moby down entirely 

after that: inducing a coma.  Moby was out for six months before they 

could get her started back up again. 

 

“I’m gonna try getting in there,” says Porter, stripping off his shirt.  

He bends down and cracks open another beer and drains the whole thing.  

He takes his pants off. 

 

“Do we drop it,” asks the voice.  “I mean, we can switch it off at any 

moment here…this is just a test…but if this WERE the real thing…” 

 

“I think we are okay,” he says.  He takes the microphone out of his ear; 

sets it carefully in the middle of the recliner. 

 

“Porter…” is the last thing he hears. 

 

He dips his feet into the cooling pool where Moby’s brain is submerged 

inside another container.  He braces himself for the cold and then heaves 

all the way forward, going under.   

 

He lets out all his air and sinks to the bottom, staring at the tank in 

front of him, the terrified disembodied brain that is panicking, 

struggling for breath, unsure of where “the surface” is in a world made 

of nothing but data.  He pushes forward until his face is pressed up 

against the glass.  He can feel the heat from the pipes and the wires 

that burn with cognitive discharge shooting through the cold water, the 

wires built to enhance every aspect of synaptic transfer throughout 

Moby’s incendiary cerebellum. 

 

The whale cannot know exactly who Porter is or exactly what his purpose 

might be.  He and Moby are alive in vastly different planes of existence.  

All the whale knows about him is the sound of his voice reading aloud and 

the sight of him from the cameras all around the pressurized room and 



Moby knows his smell and his heart rhythms and his special way of moving.  

But the whale does not know what a human is, except as data.  It does not 

even know what a whale is. The information it does receive feeds into a 

web-like, unindexed, useless part of the whale’s brain…the consciousness 

part…the part that must be eroded to get optimal efficiency from the 

deeper parts that are useful. 

 

If only they could cut consciousness loose from all this organic power.  

If only consciousness were not an emergent property of the power of a 

brain itself. If only they knew how to make something so strong and 

useful without it being in pain. 

 

But he does his job.  He is here one shift a week.  And his job is to 

calm the whale down.   

 

As he settles into the tank, interrupting the sensors here that test the 

cleanliness of the water, that calibrate the temperature and make sure it 

is always optimal, that test for water pressure and alert the higher 

system about unknown particles or changes in volume, he can 

feel…somewhere distant…somewhere impossible…the animal part of the 

computer in front of him begin to relax, begin to trust in the rhythm of 

its own biology again.  

 

They ought to find some kind of occupation for this part of the whale. 

All that power.  What if she could do something creative?  Write books or 

movies or something?  Make music? He must take this up with the 

scientists; that they ought to find a way to give Moby something else to 

do with her roiling conscious mind. 

 

His mere touch does something to the whale.  Makes it reconsider its 

panic.  And when the whale relaxes, enjoying the acid instead of fighting 

it, the back of the whale’s brain is able to choke down tonight’s 

information processing expenditure.  The rest of the night will be tough, 

but the worst is over.  

 

He knows that when he gets out of the tank the scientists will be 

cheering him for this and also cursing him.  He knows that, after this, 

the new processes they are trying to integrate into Moby’s cognitive 

architecture tonight will run seamlessly, will not interrupt the ebb and 

flow of her daily routine, her permanent temporal loop of comfortable 

illusion. 

 

But he stays down here underwater awhile longer.  Hugging the tank, 

kicking his legs to keep himself from floating to the surface in the 

saline buoyance.  It is the sad and nourishing embrace of marriage, of a 

priest embracing the cross, and for a moment his anxieties leave him and 

the “polarities are reversed” and the whale is the one keeping him alive 

and reminding him of the rhythm of his own biology, maintaining him in 

his own impossible faith, freeing up all the dark places in his own brain 

for whatever secret puzzles he is trying to solve in his dreams. 

 

 

 

 



 

7. Steve Jobs 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Kodiak 

 

Right after he got his diagnosis, Steven bought the drone copter skull 

from some Beijing toy company conglomerate. 

 

The drone copter skull was a top result on Alibaba. He didn’t want a 

thousand of them, but he got the model number and bought it direct from 

the manufacturer.  

 

“A plan beats no plan,” his mom always said. 

 

The company that sold the drone copter skull had a few different models: 

there was one that looked like the skull of an evil stainless-steel 

future robot and there was also a drone copter that was the severed 

(artfully decaying) head of Adolph Hitler, but Steven bought the one that 

was the most like a real skull.  The rotors were hidden laterally inside: 

air was sucked in through the fontanelle and moved down below the jaw.  

It was only possible to tell that the skull was hollow by looking at the 

copter from directly above or below. 

 

The next step: he got the body from one of those pop-up Halloween stores 

that was trying to hemorrhage all their post-holiday stock, meaning he 

was able to acquire the plastic skeleton body basically “at cost.”  There 

had been a low-quality “Spooky Halloween” skeleton skull originally 

attached to the body as well, but he snapped it off with pruning loppers 

he borrowed from the super.  The cut was clean.   

 

He added the rest of the skeleton’s body himself, drilling big holes in 

the clavicle of the injection molded plastic and threading steel rings 

through the openings, soldering the links to attach the dangling body to 

the drone copter skull’s base.   

 

The body was the same faded old wedding dress color as the drone copter 

skull, but he painted the body and skull with a coat of all-weather 

lacquer anyway, just to be safe.   

 

The next step after attaching the body was to add the cameras and make 

the eye sockets glow. Soft white fiber optic lights resulted in less 

glare. He thought about using red lights or even blue lights, but he 

decided this was too lame.  He liked the effect of the white lights.  The 

warmth of it. 

 

He was worried that the weight of the skeleton would unbalance the drone 

copter and it wouldn’t be able to get off the ground.  His first trial 

run confirmed this. The copter kept falling over backwards, just as he 

had feared.  After a lot of experimentation, he was able to balance the 



weight by drilling lead slugs into the forehead of the skull, and then 

closing up these holes with spackle.   

 

Finally: success!  The full drone skeleton now moved smoothly, albeit 

with a bit of lag and some kludginess in the controls.  It was worth it.  

The body dangled from the skull in a way that was more upsetting than 

Steven was expecting.  The skull itself moved in angry jolts: up and 

down, left and right, as precise and frantic as a mouse cursor.  The body 

swept along merrily underneath.  The shoulders twisted as the skull 

twisted like a suit on a rack. As the floating skull found new points in 

the air, the body arranged beneath it, shivering as it settled.   

 

There was something very aggressive in the overall effect: a head with 

total mobility animating a body that was utterly dominated by this 

dexterity.  The overall effect was horrible, but suitably hypnotic. 

 

As soon as he got everything right, he went down into the empty shared 

courtyard of The Alexander Hamilton and tested the skull’s range.  He 

made it dangle in the sky above the apartment building like some kind of 

sinister omen: SOON HERE THERE WILL BE DEATH. 

 

His big sister Viviana was depressed as fuck. Clinically and all.  Had 

done time in institutions, though she was technically his legal guardian.  

She came down to the courtyard and sat on one of the steel benches, 

watching him send the drone skull all around the tops of the buildings.  

The trick was to make sure that it didn’t drift too far out of sight. He 

was surprised by how well it handled the wind.  He supposed it was too 

heavy to get buffeted around too much.  It was just a brick floating in 

the air. 

 

He sat down next to Viviana on the bench and offered her the controls, 

but she was more interested in the cigarette she was smoking. 

 

“That didn’t take you very long,” she said. 

 

“Is it too fucked up?” he asked her. 

 

“No, it’s just right,” she said.  “I like the way it just hangs there in 

the air. Is it a boy or a girl?  Does it have a name yet?” 

 

“No name yet,” he said.  “Anyway, it isn’t done.” 

 

“It isn’t done?” she asked.   

 

“No, this is just the drone part,” he said.  

 

There was a middle brother once, Gordon, big fat Gordo, who had been 

heavy and had a weird smile and an even weirder sense of humor.  He had 

overdosed on their mom’s pill stash, which they hadn’t bothered to throw 

away after the cancer. Brain death or whatever for big fat Gordo.  But 

that was awhile back. 

 

“You gonna glue an assault rifle in its hands?” she asked.  “Go shoot up 

your school?” 



 

“Come on,” he said.   

 

“Somebody’s gonna do it someday,” she said, getting up to toss the 

cigarette butt in an old dry bird fountain. “Somebody is definitely gonna 

shoot up a school with a drone like that.  Maybe not one so CREATIVE, 

though.” 

 

“A compliment!” said Steven.  “I’ll take it!” 

 

    

 

 

 

 

2. Cheetah 

 

Steven’s next job was to connect up the skeleton to EEG sunglasses so 

that the skeleton would respond to his emotions and also follow him 

around everywhere.  This wasn’t so hard.  There was “out of the box” 

software for this already and it was just a matter of doing the hard work 

of syncing it to his high waves and low waves, also making it recognize 

the specific spikes of his prearranged mental commands. 

 

He was in their apartment sitting at the kitchen table and Viviana was 

watching a cooking show in the living room when he figured out how to get 

it to hover in “default mode” a foot behind him and a little above, like 

a flag on a pole sticking out of his back.  

 

“Engage,” he subvocalized.  The EEG sunglasses picked up the sound and 

now his tongue was the controller, or more specifically, the brain waves 

that represented his tongue. The skeleton jetted forward, headed for the 

flatscreen.   

 

“DAMMIT STEVEN,” shrieked Viviana.   

 

“DISENGAGE,” he subvocalized, a bit too late, making the skeleton 

abruptly stop its forward motion.  The legs danged from the skull, 

banging up against the bottom of the screen. That was the worst of it. No 

damage. 

 

“Dammit Steven,” said Viviana. 

 

“I made it do that.  With my mind.” 

 

“Maybe only do that outside?” she asked. 

 

He relaxed until his thoughts returned to “baseline normal.” The skeleton 

slowly returned to where he sat at the kitchen table, pushing past him to 

hover behind his head.   

 

“This thing is gonna go with me EVERYWHERE,” he said. 

 

“As if people need another reason to make fun of you,” she said. 



 

“I added a hinge to the jaw and transferred all my deck data to the drone 

computer.  Watch this.” 

 

He thought about pulling on a rope over and over again, as if he were a 

medieval bell ringer.  The skeleton shook behind him.  Jostled its limbs 

to signify that it was ready for his next command. 

 

“Call Viviana,” he said.   

 

In the back bedroom, Viviana’s deck began to ring.  She looked at him and 

then got to her feet.  She answered her phone, walking back into the 

living room with the deck up to her ear. 

 

“Hello?” she said. 

 

Her voice came out of the skeleton’s mouth. Amplified; clear.  The 

skeleton’s jaw opened once and then snapped shut. 

 

“Neat,” she snorted.  “Though—obviously—messed up.” 

 

The skeleton’s mouth continued to clack open and shut as she spoke. 

 

“YOU ARE QUITE THE MESSED UP LITTLE GENTLEMAN,” said Viviana. 

 

Viviana hung up. 

 

“Pretty unsettling,” she said.   

 

“It is proper black magic,” said Steven. “In black magic, you can contact 

anybody you want from anywhere in the world or even BEYOND THE GRAVE if 

you have a fresh proper skeleton, right? I can use it to run temporaries. 

And check this out.” 

 

He thought of pulling the bell rope again.  The skeleton shook behind 

him. 

 

“Take me to Seven Eleven,” he said.   

 

The skeleton pushed past him.  He took a step forward and the skeleton 

moved toward the front door. 

 

“If I just follow behind, it will take me there, no problem,” he said. 

 

“How else would you possibly get to Seven Eleven?” said Viviana.   

 

“It will also find other people for me, like a bound incubus, based on 

their decks. Watch.” 

 

Steven cleared his mind and then pulled the bell rope again. 

 

“Take me to Viviana,” he said.  The skeleton zipped in front of him, 

straining toward Viviana.  She moved her deck from side to side and the 



skeleton followed it like a cat with a laser pointer, fixing it with its 

dead-eyed gaze. 

 

 

 

 

   

3. Puma 

 

Steven writes code that lets him “park” the skeleton outside restaurants 

and so on.  When he goes places where he can’t see the skeleton outside, 

he sends it to the roof to keep it from getting stolen.   

 

He is able take the skeleton most places that other people couldn’t on 

account of his diagnosis.  When cops bother him about bringing a drone 

down into the subway, he just gives them his medical card and they scan 

it.  Then they get embarrassed and try to tell them about friends who had 

the same thing; who beat it thanks to kelp, or meditation, or Jesus, or 

whatever.   

 

He sets up a deal at the stuffed animal store in SoHo.  It’s a pretty 

grungy operation: there are three graphic designers with 3D CAD machines 

vaping in back.  You bring in a gif or a snap of whatever you want them 

to make and they will turn it into a plush for you in real time, any 

size.  There are stairs to the basement where machines are running and 

kids are yelling at each other and listening to speedpop at ear-splitting 

levels, stuffing the plushes at custom volumes and custom colors and 

custom materials. 

 

“Hey,” says Steven.  “I’m here to see Felicia.” 

 

“Oh,” says one of the CAD dudes.  “Hold on.” 

 

The CAD dude walks to the stairs and screams. 

 

“FELICIA!” 

 

There is a pause, and then:   

 

“WHAT DO YOU WANT?” 

 

“SOME GUY HERE TO SEE YOU.” 

 

“OKAY, COMING UP.” 

 

A squat, grinning, buzz-cut lady clomps up the stairs.  She looks up and 

sees Steven. 

 

“Oh yeah,” she says.  “That was today. You are the guy.  Step outside for 

a sec.” 

 

He follows her out the door and down the street to an alley. 

 

“Okay, let’s do this,” she says.  “You got THE DRUGS?” 



 

“Discrete,” says Steven. 

 

Felicia laughs.   

 

He hands her a Sun Chips bag rolled up and rubber-banded and she hands 

him a wad of cash.   

 

“Cool,” she says. “Doin deals.” And then:   “I love your drone.” 

 

“Thanks,” he says.   

 

“Where did you get it?” 

 

“I made it myself,” he says. 

 

“Whoa,” she says.  “Perfect design.  You should think about doing that 

for a living.  You’ve got skillzzzzzzz.” 

 

“The plus side of my situation," he says, smiling, "Is that I don't have 

to worry much about future employment." 

 

Felicia frowns. 

 

“Oh yeah, right, sorry, I forgot,” she says.  “You don’t…you know…look 

sick.  Didn’t mean to…” 

 

“No way, don’t worry about it,” says Steven.  “I am glad I don’t look 

sick.  Shit this good, though, you gotta be almost dead to get it.  Enjoy 

your DRUGS. How much does it cost for a custom plush, anyhow?” 

 

“Five hundred dollars is the minimum,” she says. “There are cheaper 

places, though.  This is some SoHo bullshit.  I can get you a good rate 

though…I get a discount.”  

 

“Whoa,” he says.  “Five hundred…for a plush.” 

 

Felicia laughs and goes back inside.  He counts the money.  It is twenty 

bucks more than they agreed upon but he doesn’t tell her; he just keeps 

it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Jaguar 

 

“You really need to tell your family,” says his doctor, an 

extraordinarily handsome fellow named Dr. Roderigo Castigliano.   

 

“Gotta respect my secrets,” says Steven. 

 



“I am telling you: it will be worse for THEM if you don’t.  You have to 

tell them.” 

 

“My medical information is private intel,” says Steven.  

 

“So they are going to be the last ones to know?  When it is already too 

late?” 

 

“Are you going to refill my prescription or not?” 

 

“You are going through these pills pretty fast, kid,” he says. 

 

“So no?” he says. “You won’t do it?  I just gotta be in pain then?” 

 

Dr. Roderigo Castigliano sighs.   

 

“Okay kid,” he says.  He writes out the scrip and tears it off his pad 

and then staples a hologram authenticity chip to it that he fishes out of 

his coat pocket. 

 

“What’s the skeleton all about, kid?” asks Dr. Roderigo Castigliano.  It 

hovers by the examination table, recording everything.  “Some kind of art 

project?” 

 

“Kinda like that,” says Steven.   

 

“Not bad art,” says the doctor, lifting one of its legs and inspecting 

it.  “Kind of cheap, but pretty good. I mean, it is pretty authentic for 

a Halloween store kind of thing.  Seems like it would be too heavy to fly 

though. It defies logic.” 

 

“Nah, I definitely did all the math. It REPRESENTS logic.” 

 

“There are too many ribs, though,” says the doctor.  “Fake skeletons 

always have too many ribs. Also, that is not how elbows attach at all.” 

 

“You know where I can get a better one?” 

 

The doctor laughs.   

 

“I’m actually serious,” says Steven.  “For real.” 

 

“They make really light ones out of graphene that are a hundred percent 

accurate for medical schools and doctor’s offices and so on.  You can 

order them out of medical supply catalogs.” 

 

“Do you have one?” asks Steven.   

 

The doctor laughs again.   

 

“I miiiiiiiiight have a catalog,” he says.  “But those graphene skeletons 

are really expensive, kid.  Thousands of dollars.” 

 

“I just want to look,” says Steven.   



 

“Sure, I’ll go check my office,” says the doctor.  

 

He stands up.   

 

“Only, one thing, kid,” says the doctor.  “You’ve got to tell your 

family.  Next time you come in, I want to see your sister here with you.  

I don’t care how DEPRESSED she is.  I want her sitting right there beside 

you, or I am not signing any more prescriptions.  You’ll have to go 

somewhere else.” 

 

“It’s a deal,” says Steven. 

 

The doctor nods firmly and steps out of the room.  He returns with a 

thick medical supply catalog and hands it to Steven. They flip through 

the pages together for a few moments, grinning. 

 

As if this guy is the only doctor he sees. As if this guy is the only 

doctor writing him prescriptions. 

 

 

 

 

5. Panther 

 

The lightness of the graphene skeleton means he can add a pouch to it.  

He can put pills in there and send it out on deliveries.  

 

He positions the skeleton in an alley near where he is supposed to meet 

Danny Antoniak for lunch.  Danny is about fifteen minutes late. Steven 

spends the time hanging out in the alley with the skeleton, watching the 

rats play.  Danny Antoniak buzzes him and the skeleton’s eyes glow as it 

reads his text message out loud.  Steven crosses the street to the 

restaurant, leaving the skeleton behind. 

 

“SHHHHHHHHHHIIIIIIIITTTTTTTT,” says Danny Antoniak as Steven slides in 

across from him in the booth. “You look terrible. I mean it: you really 

look like shit.” 

 

“Heh,” says Steven, staring at the salt shaker and the pepper shaker and 

the little bottle of hot sauce and the tiny dish of green sauce with a 

silver spoon sticking out of it. 

 

Danny Antoniak flips open the menu and runs his finger down it.   

 

“Fuckin enchiladas!” he says.  “Aw yeah.” 

 

He tosses the menu aside. It spins in a circle and lands on the table.  

He leans back in the booth and checks something on his deck.  He looks up 

and squints at Steven. 

 

“Whoa,” he says, leaning forward.  “Those aren’t just sunglasses.” 

 



“Yeah, I use them to control this weird drone I made,” says Steven.  

“I’ll show you after we eat. I want your opinion.” 

 

“That is cool as fuck.  You are always doing really cool things. Dude, 

someday, we are all gonna be working for you.” 

 

“Yeah,” says Steven.  “Someday.  In the future of my long life. Hey, I 

wanted to ask you something.” 

 

“Yeah man,” says Danny Antoniak.  “Wait up: hold on, let’s get these 

enchiladas going.” 

 

They put in their orders and Danny Antoniak stuffs his mouth with some 

complimentary crispy tortilla chips. 

 

“ASK YOUR QUESTION YOU SHIT-LOOKING SHADES-WEARING HIPSTER SCUM,” says 

Danny Antoniak through a mouthful of chips. 

 

“It’s a serious question,” says Steven. 

 

“Okay,” says Danny Antoniak, putting his hands in his lap, squaring his 

shoulders, getting serious. 

 

“What do you think happens after you die?” asks Steven.  “I mean, are you 

scared about it?” 

 

“Oh man,” says Danny Antoniak.  “That is not a ‘before enchiladas’ 

question.  That is definitely an ‘after enchiladas’ question.” 

 

“Seriously though,” says Steven. 

 

“Honestly, since you ask, I also get terrified about it,” says Danny 

Antoniak.  “You remember that guy who used to date my mom?  The guy with 

the really deep voice and all the tattoos who was always trying to teach 

us how to cover up a murder? How he said people never use enough bleach?” 

 

“Your mom was with that dude for AWHILE,” says Steven. 

 

“Yeah, he was fucking terrible,” says Danny Antoniak.  “I remember I came 

home from YOUR HOUSE and I was high as fuck…and he could tell, and I was 

certain he was going to tell my mom about it…so I was sitting on the 

couch with him and watching soccer…because of course he fucking 

LOOOOOOOOVED soccer…and he tried to freak me out by talking about death. 

He was seriously trying to induce a weed panic in me.” 

 

“Did it work?” asks Steven, his mouth going dry.  He closes his eyes.  

 

“He was all like:  ‘I USED to be afraid of death.  Used to think about it 

all the time, back when I was your age. Used to just stay up all night 

worrying about it.  And then I got to a point where I got peace of mind.  

I realized it didn’t matter, he said.  I accepted that the thing that 

happens when you die is ‘the worst thing.’ Whatever the worst thing is to 

you, he said, is what happens.”  

 



Steven thinks about this for a minute. 

 

“That is fucking awful,” he says. “I wish I hadn’t asked.” 

 

“Yeah,” says Danny Antoniak.   

 

“What do you think the worst thing would be though?” asks Steven. 

 

“Maybe your whole body turning into one giant canker sore.  Like: every 

pore a canker sore, like the ones that fester up inside your mouth. Every 

single pore.  What about you? What’s the worst possible thing for you?” 

 

“No enchiladas,” says Steven.  “A realm with no enchiladas.  Everywhere 

you turn there are no enchiladas.” 

 

“That’s probably what happens,” says Danny Antoniak. 

 

“Okay,” says Steven.  “I have another question for you.  And I KNOW you 

know the answer.  Who would I talk to if I wanted to buy a temporary? A 

few of them?” 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Tiger 

 

Steven meets Danny Antoniak’s connection Leila waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay out 

in Queens, so far out in Flushing that it feels lawless and forgotten.  

He is able to relax out here; he feels mysteriously comfortable.  NYC is 

only for assholes now: but there are real people out here in this 

lawless, forgotten part of Queens.  He can feel real people livin’ real 

lives out here. Sayin’ real things about mediocre TV shows. 

 

He tries the door on the address Danny gave him, a commercial glass 

storefront with Chinese characters all over it. The door is magically 

open, even though there are no people on the street and every other 

business here is closed. 

 

He slips down into the basement.  “All the way in the back,” Danny 

Antoniak told him.  “You are going to think you are in the wrong place, 

but just keep going all the way in the back and you’ll see it.” 

 

The basement turns out to be a hidden, tiny mall.  An old-fashioned 

shopping-mall-style mall, except in miniature.  The stores are each like 

luxury-size coffins, all right next to each other in rows.  You don’t go 

in the shops: the shopkeeper stands inside and you buy whatever you point 

to.  This late at night though, all the shops are closed.   

 

Mesh cages are pulled down around the shopping booths.  Even with the 

muted night-time half-light, the vibrant colors of each little miniature 

“shopping world” are mightily seductive.  He wants to go from box to box, 

peering at all the wonderful insane crap to buy / crap he will never buy. 

Maybe he will come back here during the day. 



 

He keeps going.  All the way in the back.  It actually isn’t that far: he 

almost runs over a hunched man wringing out a towel into a dirty bucket.  

Bullshit new age music is playing.  He looks to the right and left and 

sees people splayed out on divans.  GOOD FOOT MASSAGE an ancient sign 

says, dot matrix printer holes peeking through cracked yellow laminate.   

 

This is “the place” or whatever. 

 

He peeks his head into one of the rooms. Nobody acknowledges him.  He 

rounds the corner and then doubles back, nearly tripping over a woman 

with thick tattooed forearms who has crept up behind him. She is probably 

from the Philippines.  He figured she would be Chinese.   

 

“We are closed,” she says, pushing him back toward the empty mall 

hallway. 

 

“Wait, wait,” he says.  “I have a meeting with Leila.   Uh, a meeting 

about buying some…computers.” 

 

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a wad of thigh-temperature soft 

sweaty cash.  He straightens the bills, smoothing them out on the wall 

and then holding them out to her. 

 

“For the temporaries.  I think Danny said twenty a piece?” 

 

She stares at him.   

 

“You are a kid,” she says.  “You are a nice kid.  Look at your eyes.  You 

have friendly baby eyes.” 

 

“Man, I am just trying to break the law a bit here for profit and gain,” 

he says. “Don’t gotta say I have baby eyes.” 

 

“Where is your leverage, though?  You do not inspire fear. You should 

bring a friend with you. A big man with a knife who studies wars.” 

 

“I got a skeleton drone,” he says.  “Parked right outside.” 

 

This is a weird thing to say.  It is so weird and he is so confident 

about it that she assumes it is some kind of answer. 

 

“Listen, my friend Danny said it would be okay,” he says. “He said you 

were…” 

 

“Yes, yes, it is okay…I know Danny, he is a good boy, wants to be a 

lawyer, says he will help me sue the landlord, get what he owes me on 

account of the black mold.” 

 

“I don’t know anything about that,” he says. 

 

“Don’t go exploring,” she says.  “Don’t move from RIGHT HERE.” 

 



She returns after a few moments with a ziplock bag full of thumb drives.  

Each one is in the shape of a centipede.   

 

“These are good?” asks Steven.  “Top?” 

 

“Top,” says the woman.  “My son makes them. He goes to computer school in 

Iceland.”  

 

“I’ll take ten,” says Steven.   

 

She trades him the centipedes for the handful of bills. 

 

“They are top,” she says.  “You’ll see.  Top quality.” 

 

If they don’t work, what is he even going to do about it?  Go on a GOOD 

FOOT MASSAGE punching rampage?   

 

“I trust you,” he says.  “Your son makes them. He goes to computer school 

in Iceland.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Leopard 

 

A rainy fall day rolls around.   

 

Steven doesn’t want to go anywhere or do anything. He feels bad, but also 

so calm and relaxed on this rainy fall day.   

 

The rain is so peaceful that Steven decides that he absolutely must die 

on a rainy fall day like this one.   

 

He takes a few pills and studies the code on the temporaries he bought.  

 

The temporaries are themed; not unusual in such a glutted market. They 

are based on De Plancy’s “Diccionaire Infernal.” Some online reviews rate 

them definitely top.  Leila’s mysterious son probably didn’t write 

them…he wonders if she even has a son.  These temporaries originate in 

Rome…the computer science department of some Roman university.   

 

When you ask a question, you are presented with one of the 66 lords of 

hell depending on the nature of what you ask: Ronwe will show up if you 

are trying to translate something, for instance, but you’ll get Andras if 

you are trying to assassinate an enemy.  If you have a question about how 

to make a shitload of cash in a weekend to pay your rent, you’ll get 

Mammon. 

 

Steven fires one of the single-use flash drives up.  At the prompt, he 

asks: 

 

“Is there anything I should do before I die?” 



 

Nothing like a good vague, open-ended, unanswerable question to test the 

quality of a temporary.  

 

Now artificial brains will coalesce out of the cloud for about three to 

five minutes before self-destructing, dissolving before the governments 

and permanents swoop in, before a temporary becomes destructive to all 

the local IT infrastructure, as it tries to get loose, tries to get a 

body. 

 

The demon that shows up is called Zaebos, a grand-count of hell according 

to the Diccionaire.  He “has the form of a good soldier mounted on a 

crocodile; his head is covered by a ducal crown. He is sweet of 

character.”  

 

Zaebos’ advice actually turns out to be pretty good, albeit sort 

of…obvious.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Snow Leopard 

 

“What’s the occasion,” says Viviana.   

 

“No occasion,” says Steven. 

 

Steven just wishes she would make up her mind about where she wants to 

go. 

 

She has started wearing an old wedding dress, minus the veil, to work at 

the oyster bar beneath Grand Central.  She wears eyeliner so thick that 

she looks like a bomb exploded in her face. Her boss has told her she is 

going to be fired soon on account of the oyster bar getting absorbed by 

some redevelopment scheme. 

 

“I got something for you,” he says.   

 

“Oh yeah?”  

 

He goes to his room and returns with a big brown paper sack.   

 

She stares at him.  Almost smiles.  She opens the sack.  Inside are big 

plush gravestones, each one as big as a torso.  One has their mother’s 

name and dates, the other one has Gordon’s. 

 

“You can hug them when you are sad,” he says. “Or punch them, I guess.” 

 

“Awww,” she says.  “These look expensive.” 

 

He doesn’t tell her there is one more, waiting in his bedroom closet. 

 



“I figured out what I want,” says Viviana.  “Steaks.  Big juicy steaks.  

Let’s go get some big cheap shitty steaks. And cheese fries.” 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Lion 

 

Steven sits in a middle pew at St. Patrick’s cathedral.  His personal 

skeleton drone writhes behind him.  Security here has been watching him, 

but they scanned his medical card and all. On account of his condition, 

and because of how his drone is now classified, he is allowed to bring it 

in with him, this pet, this mechanical Lazarus. 

 

The graphene bones of the new model skeleton click and creak as the 

temperature differentials cause the new filling, the unsettling new 

marrow, to move around, to adjust with his mood and the temperature. 

 

He sits there in the pew and tries to pray but it isn’t working. He turns 

around in the pew and watches the skeleton writhe. He almost prays; 

almost feels something Big out there. 

 

Someone clears their throat and he turns to look.   It is a priest.  A 

sweet-looking gay man with thick spectacles and bad razorburn. 

 

“Oh hey,” he says. “Uh….” 

 

“You are fine,” says the priest.  “You can stay as long as you want.  I 

just thought…I thought you might want to TALK.  We have set hours for 

confession, ordinarily, but, well, I asked about you actually, and one of 

the security guards told me about your situation, your uh…physical 

HEALTH. It’s supposed to be private…but…well…we see a lot of people here 

in similar circumstances, I’m afraid.” 

 

“My family doesn’t even know.” 

 

“You haven’t told your family? You really should.” 

 

“Not yet,” says Steven.  “Listen, I’m not really Catholic, I gotta say.  

I am just trying a bunch of junk, seeing if anything does it for me.” 

 

The priest doesn’t say anything. 

 

“Your drone is quite STRIKING,” says the priest.  “I’ve never seen 

anything like it before.” 

 

“I made it myself,” says Steven.  “I have refined it a bunch.  The 

organic component is new.” 

 

“What do you mean?” asks the priest. 

 

“Well, it’s a little weird,” says Steven. 

 



“A new link on the great chain of being?” the priest chuckles.   

 

“Yeah,” says Steven.  “Right out of science fiction.” 

 

“I am actually a tremendous science fiction FAN,” says the priest.  

“Believe it or not.  It’s all quite humanist, really.  Belief in the 

future and all that.  Some might say that the first piece of TRULY GREAT 

science fiction is the Bible. Though, not COMPLETELY fiction, ha ha, one 

might say, to some of us. Science fiction wrestles with tomorrow’s moral 

quandaries, doesn’t it?  For instance, the question of life itself.  We 

need to perhaps consider TOGETHER whether creating life, even artificial 

life, and the terminating of this life, is a moral act, no matter how 

useful and no matter how short the duration of the existence of this 

life.” 

 

“That’s definitely more your field than mine.  I just like making stuff.” 

 

“How does your drone stay in the air, I am wondering?” 

 

“The skeleton is made from graphene so it is particularly light.  Weighs 

almost nothing.” 

 

“And the organic component you were talking about?”   

 

“The bones are hollow.  So I got a bunch of sensors, right, and I put 

them all in the bones at intervals.  The tricky part was finding a food 

source, but I found this nutrient paste online, this uh…this ‘rapidly 

decaying’ blue algae they use in labs.  I was all like: great, this will 

last for years and by then…well, it won’t matter. I won’t last for years, 

so it doesn’t matter.  But that’s what it eats.” 

 

“Hold on,” says the priest.  “What do you mean, ‘that’s what it eats?’”  

 

“Slime mold,” says Steven.  “The bones of the skeleton are filled with a 

bright yellow slime mold called Fuligo septica, or ‘dog’s vomit’ slime 

mold.  The fluid dynamics of the skeleton, and the way in which the slime 

mold seeks light and darkness creates subtle weight differentials and 

makes the skeleton move the way you are seeing it move right now. The 

sensors also help determine the mood of the dog’s vomit and animate the 

skeleton.  Watch, we can check the levels.” 

 

Steven thinks really hard about bouncing a basketball, clearing his mind 

of all other preoccupations.  The skeleton’s dangling arms and legs 

rotate in opposite directions, twirling at unnatural angles that would 

snap apart the tendons of a real skeleton, if flesh were attached.  

Steven continues to think about bouncing the basketball, until finally 

bright yellow ooze wells up in the skeleton’s eye sockets. This is a 

feature he added, like a dipstick, to see whether the slime mold is 

growing or shrinking.   

 

“Whoops,” says Steven, wiping away a blot of yellow slime with the sleeve 

of his jacket that drips down the skeleton’s face like a tear and lands 

on the wooden pew instead of getting sucked down inside the skeleton’s 

face.  The slime mold is thriving. 



 

“The slime mold lets me classify the skeleton as a ‘comfort animal,’” 

says Steven.  “Which means I can take it inside buildings, churches, and 

so on: not just the subway and stuff.” 

 

“I think I need to go,” says the priest. 

 

“What about AI?  Weren’t we going to talk about the morality of it? About 

how AI has a right to life?” 

 

“Yes, well, I would point you to some of the studies,” the priest says 

distractedly.  “There’s a whole field of inquiry, vitalics and so on, 

about the dignity and ensoulment of machines.  But…but…I think perhaps 

another time.” 

 

“I was wondering…I mean…I am very sick,” says Steven.  “I know I don’t 

look it, but I am.  Quite sick.  And I’ve heard that people feel better, 

sometimes, even uh…agnostics even…doing some kind of confession before 

they die.” 

 

“Yes, it is very therapeutic,” says the priest.  “Puts you in a state of 

grace and so forth.” 

 

The priest pulls a missalette from the pew and hands it to him, turning 

his back.   

 

“The hours for confession are right there on the front,” he says. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Mountain Lion 

 

Danny Antoniak comes over to hang out with Steven and his sister. 

 

Smelling the food cooking in the pot…the lentils and leeks and onions 

simmering in a boiling bath of cumin and paprika…Steven throws up in the 

back bathroom.  

 

Danny Antoniak and Viviana are too busy flirting to notice. 

 

“You are too HARD on yourself,” says Danny Antoniak.  “You look 

incredible.  Nobody looks at a depressed lady and is like: oh look out, 

she is too sad, no thank you.  They just see like an attractive woman 

with low self-esteem who will probably be good at sex.” 

 

“What a vile opinion,” says Viviana affectionately. 

 

What if?  He wonders.  What if, the two of them…after he is gone?  

Wouldn’t that be wonderful?  Danny Antoniak and Viv…sittin’ around, 

remembering how great he was, comforting each other, just having the best 



time. He walks out of the bathroom, feeling a little bit better and 

retakes his seat. 

 

“You guys hear about the thing they are doing at the history museum?” 

asks Danny Antoniak.  “Where you can talk to Mars?” 

 

“What are you on about?” asks Viviana. 

 

“It’s for real,” says Danny Antoniak.  “The last lander busted a tread 

and fell into a ravine…right…so it can’t go anywhere.  It is solar 

powered though and has a printer to make new parts for it, so it will 

last forever.  NASA is all like: shit, people are going to be mad at the 

space program.  But they’ve turned it around into a thing. They are 

letting people go into this booth at the museum and talk to Mars through 

the lander’s speaker.  Whatever you say travels through space and then 

comes right out of the speaker like mission control. They just started 

doing it. You have to make an appointment online. Pretty insane, right?  

I want to do it.  You guys want to go?” 

 

“Seems like a waste of time,” says Viviana.  “Like screaming into a 

pillow.” 

 

“How do you even know you are really getting through to Mars?” says 

Steven.  “I mean, there is no way to corroborate this. It would be a good 

way for the government to get more data on people. Convincing people to 

tell their secrets to Mars.” 

 

“You are so cynical,” says Danny Antoniak. 

 

When the food is ready, they all gather around the table and dig in.  

Steven’s skeleton drone hovers behind him, doing its slime mold dance, 

leaning first one way and then another as the ooze flows through its 

bones. 

 

“Viviana,” Steven asks.  “What do you think would be the worst possible 

thing to happen after you die?” 

 

“How are we even related?” asks Viviana.  “Nothing happens after you die.  

Nothing.” 

 

Viviana grabs her plate of food and takes it into her bedroom, shutting 

the door, but not without one last smirk at Danny Antoniak. 

 

“What do you want to do tonight, anyway?” asks Danny Antoniak.  “You want 

to go out?  Or do you just want to play some Trenches or something?” 

 

“Whatever you want to do,” says Steven.  “I just want to have a great, 

memorable, rewarding, representative time.” 

 

 

 

 

 

  



11. Mavericks 

 

He is in the Trader Joe’s.  He is buying toothpaste and beans.  Walking 

the aisles.   

 

His skeleton trails behind him, its bony feet grazing the ground.  The 

skeleton seems listless.  The dog vomit slime mold inside it seems inert 

and uninspired.  Maybe it is all the fluorescents in here?  He keeps 

looking over his shoulder at the skeleton, hoping it will cheer him up, 

but it doesn’t.   

 

It is midday and there aren’t many customers here.  The employees have 

grown used to his skeleton drone over the months and nobody bothers him 

about it.  Perversely, this lack of conflict only contributes to his 

darkening mood. 

 

He wanders over to the condor section and peers in the window at all the 

rotting and spoiled food, all massively discounted, basically free, for 

all the marginal fuckers who have done the government-sponsored “total 

interior efflorescence."  When Viviana gets fired, will she have to buy 

her food from the condor section? 

 

He stops in the ice cream aisle at the cold cases and runs his eyes along 

the pint containers, trying to figure out which ice cream he wants.  

Fuck, should he just get ten of them?  He can’t make up his mind which 

ice cream is the right ice cream.   

 

He picks out ten and puts them in his basket:  cherry and chocolate, 

obviously, but then also pistachio, cantaloupe, Fortune Cookie, cookies 

and cream, orange sherbet, pecan praline, mint chocolate chip, green tea, 

and dulce du leche.  He hefts them into his basket, trying to get them 

all to stack, and then he whirls around and accidentally bangs into the 

cart of a tall guy with a ponytail. 

 

“Shit, sorry,” he says.   

 

“This your drone?” says the tall guy.  “It’s blocking the whole aisle.” 

 

Steven stares at the ground, embarrassed, hugging the pints of iced cream 

to him and trying not to make eye contact.   The tall man wanders off, 

muttering to himself. His ponytail is greasy, but overall the man is nice 

looking with an appropriate amount of stubble and muscles. 

 

Steven marches toward him, hefting the ice cream.  He bangs into the 

man’s cart again, defiantly this time.  He sends the skeleton up a few 

feet in the air to tower over him like a totem.  The man frowns and walks 

away.  He doesn’t say anything.  He doesn’t engage.   

 

This is UNSATISFACTIORY.  Steven is filled for a moment with a near-

blinding rage, a joyful rage that makes him giddy.  He puts the pints of 

ice cream down at his feet and looks around for something to break, his 

eyes wild. 

 



Steven sends the drone at a display stand for Entenmann’s cakes, knocking 

the whole thing over.  Cakes go flying, bursting from their cardboard 

shells.  The tall man with the ponytail basically runs out of the store, 

leaving his purchases behind, not wanting any part of all this. 

 

“I’m sorry,” says Steven when the manager comes over.  “I’ll pay for all 

of them.  Let me buy all these, even the ones that didn’t get smooshed.  

I’m sorry.  Here, just ring me up for this ice cream and a hundred 

dollars worth of cakes or whatever.  You take credit, right?”   

 

 

 

 

12. Yosemite 

 

He shows up way early for his appointment.  In the meantime, he wanders 

around the museum, waiting for his turn in the box.   

 

The museum is relatively empty.  It is a weekday and not nice enough 

weather for tourists to be in the park.  He wanders through the Hall of 

Biodiversity and into the Hall of Ocean Life, pausing to look up at the 

massive hanging blue whale.  The lights flicker.   

 

He didn’t rent the augmented reality glasses that would make it like 

you’re actually underwater.  He is happy enough with the old drawings and 

jellyfish dioramas on the wall.  He stands there for awhile, trying to 

imagine how dark it must be at the bottom of the ocean.  How dark and 

huge.   

 

His skeleton buzzes behind him and he walks briskly back to the cube at 

the end of the Cosmic Pathway, inside the giant Hayden Sphere, where the 

NASA scientists have set up their studio.  For his donation to NASA, he 

will get a private ten minute audience with Mars. 

 

The NASA scientists both have glasses and extremely chapped lips. They 

are grinning at him as he walks over. 

 

“This is pretty neat, huh?” says one of the ladies, sensing a kindred 

technophile. 

 

“Pretty neat,” he agrees.   

 

“You get ten minutes and you can say whatever you want,” the other 

scientist assures him.  She has brown hair, which might even be red if it 

were clean.  “At the end of it, we will email a recording to your deck 

and you can have it forever.” 

 

“Okay great,” says Steven.   

 

“We are sealing you in,” she says.  “See you in ten minutes!” 

 

“Wait hold on,” asks Steven.  “I was wondering: will you guys be 

listening to everything I say in there?” 

 



“Well, all transmissions between here and Mars are of course recorded...” 

she says uncertainly. 

 

“What if I just want to talk to Mars alone?”  he asks.  “Just me and 

Mars.” 

 

“Well, we won’t listen,” says the other scientist.  “I mean us 

personally.” 

 

“Whatever you gotta say is between you and Mars,” her partner agrees.  

 

“I guess that is comforting,” he says.  “Got some things I want to get 

off my chest.” 

 

But when he gets in the booth and they turn on the mic and he sits there 

with the static hum in his ears, he can’t find any words.  He sits there 

for five minutes, six minutes, seven.  Finally, he leans into the 

microphone and just says: “Fuck you, Mars.” 

 

He sits with it awhile.  Eight minutes.  Nine.  And then he leans forward 

again. 

 

And mutters: “Thank you for a pretty good life.” 

 

But he is just hedging his bets; doesn’t really mean it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. El Capitan 

 

It is raining outside.  Raining hard.  Cold-front rain. The temperature 

inside is: room temperature.  Human body temperature.  He feels utterly, 

utterly peaceful.  He has never felt more at peace with himself, with the 

world, with every single goddamn thing. 

 

As he suspected, the rain has done the impossible: it has induced one of 

those rare moments when he doesn’t much care or notice his body, his 

condition, his diagnosis.  Everything seems “all how it is supposed to 

be.”  It doesn’t matter much.  It isn’t so bad.  

 

He decides to do something dramatic.  He goes and stands outside in the 

rain for awhile, letting it soak through his clothes.  Then he takes his 

clothes off and has a shower. One last shower? 

 

He dries off and sits at the kitchen table in the dark, warming up.  He 

takes out the bottle of pills and puts them in front of him on the table 

so he can reckon with them. 

 

His sister is at work.  He is all alone with the rain.  And his skeleton. 

 



He holds the bottle of pills for a long time…an hour almost…and then he 

puts the bottle in a drawer. 

 

Instead, he goes into the back bedroom, the one he used to share with 

Gordon, and he gets the big plush tombstone with his dates on it and he 

hugs it close and listens to the rain. 

 

Not today.  Not yet. Definitely before he ends up in a hospital with 

everybody weeping all around him and “trying to be brave,” but not yet, 

not today.  Soon, but not yet. 

 

His skeleton floats behind him, making shapes out of slime mold. 

 

 

 

 

 

8. The Peanuts Movie 

 

 

 

 

 

“We don’t have to do this,” Rudy Zandt said to his boy Andre for the 

third time that day.  

 

At this point, Andre just sighed and didn’t argue.  They clearly did have 

to do this and there was no getting out of it. 

 

They were on the Greyhound to Aachen, Texas…headed south from where they 

were both going to school at the University of Texas, both history grad 

students. They’d been dating for almost three years now but Andre had 

never met Rudy’s family.  For every holiday so far, they had gone back up 

to New Jersey to spend it with Andre’s father and stepmother, Mr. and 

Mrs. Meeks, both professors at Rutgers, both kind and welcoming to the 

high-strung and often brittle Rudy (who was especially on edge during the 

holidays). The Meeks were capable of flawlessly sustaining a fictitious 

bubble of Family Love damn near indefinitely. Rudy always found the 

bubble “so wonderful, so nurturing.” 

 

“But it’s all fuckin’ fake,” Andre would insist.  “It’s like being in a 

holiday catalog.” 

 

“At least they TRY,” Rudy would say.  “They TRY to be civil and decent 

and not insane.  You don’t understand how much it means that they TRY to 

create the illusion that everything is nice and not made of shit.  It’s 

something, you know?” 

 

“You just don’t have root access to all the seething invisible subtext,” 

Andre would explain.  “All the little passive aggressions and barbed 

pleasantries.  Every word is poison.” 

 

“It’s nice.” 

 



But this year, Andre’s parents were in the Netherlands, visiting his 

sister who was doing a “gap year” in Amsterdam.  Andre was actually 

looking forward to a Thanksgiving without family obligations of any kind, 

but Rudy had grown moody at the thought of just the two of them eating a 

turkey dinner at Luby’s. Andre had suggested they get in touch with the 

Zandts.  At first, Rudy had refused to call his family.  Then Andre had 

teased that Rudy was embarrassed, that it was class resentment, and 

finally Rudy had gotten pissed enough that he had messaged his mom and 

accepted her standing invitation to the annual Zandt condor feast. 

 

Andre had been delighted at first.  He wanted to meet the Zandt family 

very badly, he explained.  This made Rudy terrified that Andre’s 

expectations would be dashed to hell / that Andre wasn’t capable of 

understanding just what exactly they were getting into.  There had been a 

bit of an argument, and now the whole thing was totally A Thing. 

 

“What will I eat?” Andre had asked the week before, trying to plan.  

“Will there be food for me?” 

 

“I can ask them to make special food for you,” said Rudy.  “They won’t 

mind.” 

 

“NO,” said Andre.  “Absolutely not.  We’ll just bring some cuts of 

regular turkey with us and some mashed potatoes. I’ll pick at that.  I 

don’t even like turkey.” 

 

“You can’t win with them,” said Rudy.  “If that is what you are trying to 

do. The best thing you can do is look out for yourself as much as 

possible.  They expect that, anyway.  It will earn their weird white 

trash respect.” 

 

“If everybody is going to be eating putrid expired garbage food, I doubt 

I will have much of an appetite anyway.  Do all of them eat exclusively 

from the condor section?  Every single person in your family?” 

 

“Every single person in Aachen, Texas does, just about,” said Rudy. “The 

government does the procedure for free down there. It’s an outpatient 

thing: they don’t even put you under.  You don’t know how people think 

outside of Austin.  Apocalypse mentality sets in.  People hoard guns; 

water; seeds.  Getting a “total interior efflorescence” for free is an 

obvious way to save cash.  There are some Christians who won’t get it 

done obviously…big believers in Old Testament cleanliness and so on…but 

my family isn’t Christians.  No, they are so much worse. Getting the 

procedure done means you can spend your food budget on more deranged 

pursuits.” 

 

“You are definitely from way out there in cult country,” said Andre.   

 

“I miss when they were just radical atheists,” said Rudy.  “I mean, it 

was annoying and embarrassing, all those TED talks and YouTube videos 

around the dinner table, all those ‘debunking’ books when all I wanted to 

do was read about Queen Elizabeth and Queen Mary.  But now…it’s so much 

worse.  I miss those radical atheist days. They go through phases, like 

teenagers.” 



 

Rudy’s little sister Helga was waiting for them at the Greyhound station.  

They moved from the driverless bus to Helga’s driverless sedan.  They 

didn’t have any bags since they were just there for the afternoon, but 

Andre had warm Tupperware containers full of Thanksgiving food stacked in 

a Nieman Marcus bag and so he sat in the backseat with the bag on his 

lap. 

 

“Helga, you are a terrifying Hitler Youth specimen of physical 

excellence,” said Rudy as they drove the few short miles to the Zandt 

family home in one of Aachen’s few actual neighborhoods.  It was almost 

idyllic here, if you ignored all the anti-Zionist, anti-UN bumper 

stickers and the fact that the yards in front of the ranch-style shanties 

were just packed dirt. 

 

“I may look like a Nazi,” said Helga.  “But you are getting fat.” 

 

“I do more reading than I do running,” said Rudy. “My mind is chiseled 

sex meat.” 

 

“No excuse,” said Helga.  “Andre looks good.  You look fat and Andre is 

in perfect shape.” 

 

Helga had always been able to stoically ignore their parents and their 

parents’ obsessions, focusing instead on track, on volleyball, on 

basketball, on getting perfect grades.  Not that there was much else to 

do here in Aachen.  There was a Trader Joes…a paintball range. A bunch of 

churches.  

 

The first thing Rudy noticed was the new curtains in the windows.  They 

were plaid…the same stupid plaid as the cover of that stupid book. 

 

“Jesus Christ,” said Rudy.  “How long have they had those curtains?” 

 

“A few months now,” said Helga.  “They bought them on a ‘Life’s Little 

Cruise.’  For their anniversary.  They loved it, just hanging out on a 

cruise with a bunch of other boring people, talking about the book, going 

to seminars, playing bingo.  Salsa dancing.  The curtains are not all 

they bought.” 

 

“You’ve got to get out of here,” said Rudy.  “I hope you are applying for 

every scholarship possible.  Jesus fucking Christ.” 

 

Dinner was ready and waiting for them, all spread out on the kitchen 

table. Gunnar and Maria Zandt were all dressed up, in high contrast to 

Helga’s black tank-top and sweats. The elder Zandts were big tall blondes 

just like Helga and Rudy. For Andre, it was a vision of Rudy’s possible 

future.  He decided he could deal with it. 

 

Gunnar’s tie was the same plaid as the curtains. 

 

“Look at the two of you,” said Marie, hugging Andre.  “Scholars and 

gentleman.” 

 



Andre was friends with Rudy’s parents on the feed, but this was the first 

time he had actually seen them in person.  They definitely had a Santa 

Claus vibe…a jolly old elf and his merry companion. 

 

“Well boys,” said Gunnar.  “Shall we dig in? ‘Approach love and cooking 

with reckless abandon.’ That’s from THE BOOK.” 

 

“Do you have the whole thing memorized now?” Rudy asked. 

 

“Just about,” said Gunnar, chuckling. 

 

They sat down around the table and Andre’s stomach flipped over now that 

he could no longer ignore the warm piles of sweet rot. 

 

“So then you don’t eat ‘whatever you want’ like Rudy does, do you Andre?” 

asked Gunnar, noticing Andre’s disgust. “You haven’t had the 

efflorescence done?” 

 

“No sir,” said Andre.  “Although, at home, I tend to do most of the 

cooking so Rudy is really just along for the ride.” 

 

“Rudy does most of the eating,” teased Helga. 

 

“I see you brought your own food,” said Marie.  “I was so worried, but 

Rudy said you would.  I bought some regular food from the store…but I am 

out of practice.  There is a peach pie…” 

 

“Your mother made a peach pie everyone can eat!” said Gunnar.  “One of 

her famous peach pies.” 

 

The turkey was raw and a few days old.  It had been basted in some kind 

of herb-infused grain alcohol to keep the flies away.  Here was a florid, 

fragrant green bean casserole made from rotting green beans and expired 

French fried onions.  The cream of mushroom soup was nearly bubbling with 

the curdled milk that formed clots on top.  The bread was stale…pocked 

with green and blue mold: knots of spoiled bruise.  Only the cranberry 

sauce seemed edible, still the same chemical bright pink…but Andre was 

sure it was years past the expiration date.  Government surplus, perhaps.  

Cranberry sauce that Syrian refugees had turned down decades ago. 

 

Even the garnishes and sauces were expired and rotten.  Ancient ketchup 

from an ancient fast food franchise that had long since gone out of 

business.  Packets of gravy from the nineteen eighties.  Some of the 

choicest “condor” brands specialized in antique foods from grocery 

warehouses that went out of business in the early twenties, liquidating 

their mortgaged warehouses.   

 

“We were one of the first families round here to get the procedure done,” 

said Gunnar.  “I know this is a big old house and everything, but we 

actually aren’t all that fancy around here and times have always been 

tight.  Marie was doing seasonal work down at the fulfillment center and 

I was writing blog content when Helga was born. Marie got a second job at 

the mall…but…well, babies are expensive, gentlemen. I hope you know that.  

Getting the procedure done for the whole family back then just made 



sense.  It’s funny how things go in waves.  Now it is fashionable NOT to 

eat condor, but back then it was a real craze even before it became 

government-subsidized. A foodie thing.” 

 

“It is certainly rational,” said Andre diplomatically.  “Good for the 

environment.” 

 

“You really ought to consider getting the efflorescence done if you are 

going to stay in Texas,” said Gunnar.  “Some of the best barbecue I’ve 

ever had was at one of these new carcass joints.  They just kill a whole 

animal and put it in the center of the restaurant on a slab of bricks and 

you can pick at it at your leisure. All you can eat.  Come and go all day 

if you like.” 

 

Andre imagined burying his face into the backside of a dead cow.  The 

vision was compelling, but also utterly alien.  Meat was meant to be 

seasoned and cooked until it practically crunched. 

 

“You know how the PROCEDURE works, don’t you Andre?  In order to 

cultivate whole new civilizations of gut bacteria, you have to get what 

is known as a ‘fecal transplant’ done. But it’s really nothing.” 

 

“He knows how it works, Dad,” said Rudy.  “We all know how it works." 

 

“Carrion birds have about five hundred different kinds of bacteria in 

their bellies, whereas your typical human only has about twenty,” said 

Gunnar.  “That’s why they can eat whatever they want and not puke it up 

or get sick.  Also, their bile is acidic and full of enzymes that people 

just simply aren’t born with.  The fecal transplant sounds a lot more 

disgusting than it actually is.  It takes about ten minutes, Andre.  

There’s one ‘in-clinic’ insertion done with a speculum, and then the rest 

is done with a month’s worth of suppositories.  And then you are good for 

the rest of your life. A whole new ecosystem for your guts. Everything 

changes.  Imagine never getting sick to your stomach ever again, no 

matter what.  The world becomes a giant banquet table.” 

 

“This is not appropriate dinner conversation,” said Marie, trying to 

sound light and reasonable.   

 

“It is perfect dinner conversation,” insisted Gunnar. 

 

“We never see Rudy,” said Marie.  “Let’s not scare his guest away.” 

 

“That reminds me!” said Gunnar.  “I have a present for you, Rudy.  

Presents for both you and Andre!” 

 

“We are right in the middle of dinner,” said Marie.   

 

“You’ll have to pardon me everyone.  ‘Good manners sometimes means simply 

putting up with other people’s bad manners.’  That’s from the book!” 

 

“Of course it is,” said Rudy under his breath. 

 



Gunnar leapt up from the table and ran to the back bedroom.  The rest of 

them ate in silence. Andre had to keep shutting his eyes and turning his 

head away to keep from feeling sick.  As long as his nose was not 

parallel with the table, he could stand it. 

 

“Here you go, Andre!” said Gunnar, approaching him from behind and 

dropping a small book in his lap.  It was THE book, of course:  “Life’s 

Little Instruction Book,” by H. Jackson Brown, Jr. 

 

“Everything you need to know about everything is in there,” said Gunnar.  

“It’s a book of pure wisdom from beginning to end.” 

 

“Thanks,” said Andre.  “Can’t wait.” 

 

“Andre, you are SO polite and pleasant,” said Gunnar.  “When you really 

like someone, tell them. Sometimes you only get one chance.  That’s from 

the book.  Well, I LIKE you, Andre!” 

 

“I like you as well?” said Andre, a bit confused. 

 

“And this is for you, Rudy,” said Gunnar. 

 

He put a flash drive in Rudy’s hands before retaking his seat.  Rudy 

frowned at it.   

 

“Oh boy,” he said.  “Neat.” 

 

“No, you have to load it up,” said Gunnar.  “You’ll see.” 

 

Rudy dutifully took out his deck and plugged in the flash drive while 

everyone watched.  There was just a single audio file waiting.  He turned 

the volume on his deck all the way up and loaded it. 

 

It was the noise of laughter.  Just two people laughing.  He strained to 

listen, confused…and then he got it.  It was his parents, Gunnar and 

Marie.  Laughing for him. 

 

“Tape record your parent’s laughter,” he said, trying to smile. 

 

“From the book!” said Gunnar. 

 

“One of the ‘instructions,’” said Rudy to Andre. 

 

“It’s real laughter,” said Marie.  “We weren’t faking it or anything.” 

 

“We taped it over a week, watching The Simpsons,” said Gunnar.  “It’s our 

own laugh track.” 

 

“Great,” said Rudy.  “Thanks.  I’ll listen to it while I run.” 

 

Andre squeezed Rudy’s leg under the table.  Rudy turned off the sound of 

his parents deliriously laughing while Gunnar and Marie beamed at one 

another. 

 



“You guys sure are into this book,” said Rudy.  “I mean: you are way into 

it, aren’t you?” 

 

“People take different roads seeking fulfillment and happiness,” said 

Gunnar.  “Just because they’re not on your road doesn’t mean they’ve 

gotten lost.” 

 

“Words to live by,” said Andre, trying to throttle the conversation 

before it got heated. 

 

“You wouldn’t believe how much time I used to spend arguing with people 

in this town,” said Gunnar.  “Challenging their beliefs, trying to set 

them straight.  Not anymore, though.  Now I just try to work on myself.” 

 

“So are you guys thinking about getting married?” asked Marie.  Andre 

nearly choked on the water he was drinking. 

 

“We are not,” said Rudy.  Andre looked at him, conflicted by how matter-

of-factly he was able to lay this down.   

 

“All our friends are married now,” said Andre generously.  “It’s nice to 

be the single couple.  Puts everyone on edge.  We are the fun ones.” 

 

“Choose your life’s mate carefully,” said Gunnar.  “From this one 

decision will come 90 percent of all your happiness or misery.” 

 

He leaned across the table and patted the book that was next to Andre’s 

empty bread plate. 

 

“Right,” said Andre.  “From the book.” 

 

“A lot of good stuff about life and love in there,” said Gunnar.  “I 

don’t need to tell you.” 

 

“Those mashed potatoes smell EXCELLENT,” Andre said, cutting Rudy off, 

who was beginning to fume.  “I’m so jealous I can’t eat them.” 

 

“You’ve really outdone yourself, Mom,” said Helga. 

 

“I look for the dented cans,” said Marie.  “I wasn’t keen on the botulism 

at first, but now I just love it.  A bit of an acquired taste...the 

spiciness of it.  But the botch definitely makes the potatoes into 

something special, doesn’t it?  The other secret is just a dab of really, 

really, really old truffle oil.” 

 

“Well they are just wonderful,” said Gunnar. 

 

“Yeah mom,” said Helga.  “The turkey is great, too.” 

 

“It’s the same recipe as last year,” said Gunnar.  “I love it.” 

 

“It’s from the Food Channel,” said Marie. “From Hyena Kitchen.”  

 



After awhile, the noise of knives and forks clashing against plates 

subsided and everyone leaned back in their seats, satisfied. 

 

“Why THIS book?” said Rudy after a few minutes, unwilling to let it go. 

“What is it about THIS book that appeals to you so goddamn much?” 

 

“Ha ha,” said Gunnar.  “If it’s not one thing, it’s another with us, 

right?” 

 

“Atheism, then cooking, then stand-up comedy,” said Rudy.  “Now this 

stupid little book.” 

 

“There’s a lot of wisdom if you read it cover to cover,” said Gunnar 

while Marie looked at the table in silence. “It tells a story 

actually…maybe you can’t see it, but…” 

 

“I’ve read the goddamn book,” said Rudy.  “Do you think I haven’t read 

the goddamn book?  I’ve read it.  Several times.  It is a dumb fucking 

book.  Stupid little sentences that sound wise but don’t have any 

justifying context.  Aphorisms.  It’s not even like there is some 

superior ‘ur instruction book’ that these aphorisms come from either…they 

are just yanked out of this dude’s ass.” 

 

“Hey, babe,” said Andre.  “Calm down.” 

 

“You don’t like it that we have INTERESTS,” said Gunnar.  “I remember how 

upset you were when your mother and I were so enamored with stand-up 

comedy.  It really rubbed you the wrong way that we were so happy.” 

 

“I just don’t understand why it has to BE something,” said Rudy.  “Why 

can’t you just be sad and desperate and fucked-up and alone like 

everybody else?  Why does it have to BE something?” 

 

Marie and Gunnar looked at each other.  Helga continued to eat and Andre 

put his hand on Rudy’s shoulder.  He could tell that Rudy was upset that 

everything had actually been going so smoothly. Rudy wanted him to see 

how difficult his upbringing was, how unstable and non-nutritive, how 

devoid of the civil comforts and the pretend decorum of those Meeks in 

New Jersey, for instance.   

 

“I’m sorry,” said Rudy, eventually, sighing.  “I’m sorry.  I just…I don’t 

care about the book.  It was nice of you to tape your laughter for me.  I 

am being an asshole.  It’s my fault.” 

 

“Overtip breakfast waitresses,” muttered Gunnar. 

 

“Sure,” said Rudy. “Let’s all overtip breakfast waitresses.” 

 

“How about some peach pie?” said Marie.  “Time for peach pie?  Peach pie 

for everyone?” 

 

She did the rounds, dishing out dessert plates.  The peach pie was 

brought out of the kitchen and everyone cheered, substituting too much 



enthusiasm for the momentary flash of discord.  Here’s something everyone 

can enjoy.  Here’s something special for the whole table. 

 

Andre cut off a huge bite with his fork and stuffed it into his mouth, 

grinning, trying to swallow down all the pain festering in the history of 

this family. Andre was a student of history: he knew it could be 

understood / could be swallowed and digested. 

 

He started cutting another bite.  Even as he chewed he knew something was 

wrong.  There was nothing delicious about this pie.  Quite to the 

contrary.  It was terrible.  Terrible in a very specific way. 

Something churned inside him.  He looked around the table at the 

expressions of the other Zandts; their dawning horror. 

 

“Oh no,” said Marie. 

 

“It’s condor,” said Helga. 

 

“Must have been the crust…the milk maybe.  It’s been so long.  I don’t 

cook for other people. EVER.  Oh no.  How could this have happened?  I 

tried to be so careful.” 

 

Andre clutched his stomach and stood up, panicking.  Gunnar pointed in 

the direction of the bathroom. Helga texted 911 as doom drifted over the 

table, freezing the others in place. 

 

Gunnar picked up the book and began furiously thumbing through it, trying 

to find the page that said: “make the best of bad situations.” Rudy 

knocked the book out of his hands. 

 

Gunnar stood up, his face going red as everybody in the Zandt family 

started yelling at each other at maximum volume. 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Spectre 

 

 

 

Five days left on this trip.  Trying to focus on my bid for Label Scar.  

Can’t focus enough to get good work done.  People all around.  Need to 

find a way to block them out.   

 

Couldn’t afford a personal Tesla lozenge on the long leg of the Northern 

cut from Moscow to NYC. Had to settle for a group deal; some cheap 

Northern cut trip sharing app.  Bunch of strangers all crammed into a 

double decker.  The worst part is the radio on this fucking thing.  

Instead of silence, there’s a group playlist; everybody can add songs 

while we ride.  Why does there have to be a radio at all? Can’t help 

adding twenty minute ambient noise tracks, but of course people can vote 

to change the song and of course they do. Starting to suspect they know 

it is me adding these noise tracks.  Getting dirty looks. 



 

Lady next to me keeps leaning way over to adjust the lights and air 

conditioning; keeps brushing my arm; squeezing it. Slightly embarrassing. 

Some of the people on this double decker are definitely murderers.  

Dressed too well, keeping to themselves, can’t travel by plane, why are 

they trying to get to NYC from Moscow anyway?  Not getting out on the 

trip to see the sights.   

 

Lady next to me has a vocal piercing that interfaces with her tongue 

stud: whenever she speaks: her voice artificially gets layered with 

reverb. Soft echoes amplified by the stud.  Sounds like Enya whenever she 

says anything.  Very soothing.  California thing. 

 

Five days left.  The party is where now? Check the feed.  Party is in 

Jersey.  Mall in jersey.  Countdown clock in my head.  Good bid and the 

party goes my way, set for the year. 

 

Don’t bother getting out to see the sights.  Trying to enjoy this.  There 

are skeleton drones all along the cut, haunting every rest stop.  Spooky 

skeletons attached to drones hanging in the air.  They’ll sell you drugs, 

people whisper. Dangling skeletons out by the ATM.  Just floating there, 

some kind of apparition.  Overhear two college kids talking about them in 

the seat behind me.   

 

“They come from Russia I heard,” says one. 

 

“My anthropology prof told us how they try and capture them and dissect 

them,” says the other.  “The drones trade you cash for drugs and guns and 

shit, unless you try to attack one or catch one.  Then a temporary flicks 

on inside them and they will evade you.” 

 

“I heard that they come from hacked stuffed animal stores,” says the 

other.  “Like, the 3d printers just start printing drone parts in the 

middle of the night and other drones come in and assemble the parts and 

the skeletons fly away before morning.  Like, the stores only know 

something happened because the materials are missing.” 

 

“Whoa,” says the other.  “You’d think the government would crack down or 

something.” 

 

“The money has to go somewhere though,” says the first college kid.  

“Somebody is gettin’ rich. Maybe the government runs them?” 

 

Gotta block out these college students. Gotta work on my bid. College 

students everywhere at Label Scar: scared pinched fresh little college 

faces. Lady next to me practically throwing her legs over mine.  Been 

days: you would think she would get the hint.  Not much else to do. No 

other prospects on this double decker, though?  Should change seats, but 

now it would be weird. 

 

“So what do you REALLY do?” she asks.  “You are DEFINITELY some kind of 

artist.” 

 



Ten different soothing layers in that voice. Told her I wasn’t an artist, 

was “in sales.” 

 

“I am a party scout,” I say.  “I work for Label Scar, trying to find dead 

or dying malls for the next temporary autonomous zone gathering. You 

know, fete. Party.  There’s about a dozen of us scouts. We are 

technically in competition.” 

 

“Nice deck. How do you make money?” 

 

“We get a commission if the party goes in our direction.” 

 

She isn’t really interested.  Wants to talk about herself. 

 

“I am a personal DJ,” she tells me.  “I make playlists for individual 

clients to get their mood right.  Based on astrology and psychic 

resonances and so on.” 

 

Explains the vocal piercing. 

 

She is going to want to make my playlist.  Her soothing voice echoes and 

trills.  She sticks her tongue out suggestively:  tongue stud reverb 

blowjob. How to get out of it? 

 

“Are you going all the way?  All the way to NYC?” she asks. 

 

“Party season is over in Russia,” I tell her.  “Label Scar is in Jersey 

right now.  I am gonna catch up with the party: try and regroup a little 

bit.” 

 

“Is there like a party president?” she asks.  “A party ombudsman?” 

 

“Sort of,” I say.  “There is a loose association of people in charge. 

Scouts like me line up possible locations and then we make a bid to the 

party proper.” 

 

“And its always at a dead mall?  Do the malls get mad at you?” 

 

“Dead or dying retail situations.  The malls love it.  The party core 

never stops traveling. They camp out in the food court.  Drugs and 

dancing.  Little ongoing art projects and temporary gift economies.  

Label Scar books local acts who perform inside the empty shops.  Really 

revitalizes the space. Temporarily.” 

 

Pays off the cops: no assault or drug charges in the party’s long wake.   

 

“So how does the party decide which scout to follow?” 

 

“We have to make pitches,” I say.  “You gotta sell it, right? Sort of a 

highlight reel of potential spaces along a route.  We get a chance to 

present to the party core once a month.  We each get about five minutes 

and then there is a vote.” 

 

“SO cool,” she says.  “Guess that’s what you are working so hard on?” 



 

Staring at a blank screen.  Been dozing most of the time; still hooked up 

to my deck. 

 

“Yeah,” I say.  “Gotta get it done on this trip.  Probably gotta get back 

to work, actually.” 

 

Work for a bit researching Canadian malls along the cut. Has Label Scar 

ever drifted this far north?  Worth it if we can get the passports 

sorted.  Passport party on the border?   

 

Research Canadian labor laws. Fall asleep.  Feel justified in napping.  

Will work harder rested. 

 

Sleep too long. Wake up with a sharp pain in my stomach. Bad road food: 

donuts, cold tamales, rest stop pizza. Skip to the double decker 

bathroom.  Can hear the road down there.  Feels like I am shitting on the 

road.  The seams in the road are comforting. Ka-thump, ka-thump, ka-

thump. Almost pass out again on the shitter on account of feeling 

blissful bowel relief but somebody knocks and I finish up. 

 

Why am I so tired? 

 

Get back to my seat and the double decker rolls to a stop.  Rest stop.  

So groggy.  So much work left to do.  Haven’t even started doing CADs of 

the various malls I’ve flagged.  Just a little bit over five days left. 

 

Do I still enjoy doing this?  Do I still feel enjoyment?   

 

Get off the double-decker to stretch my legs.  Night time.  Most 

everybody is asleep.  The rest stop is mostly automatic: automatic food 

and an ATM.  There is a mean-looking woman with a skullcap and short hair 

and a bunch of rings on her fingers sitting on a blanket, surrounded by 

old magazines for sale.  Walk over to the ATM.  Look behind it, at the 

treeline behind the rest stop.  One of those skeleton drones is floating 

there.    

 

Look at the double-decker.  Not going anywhere; got about half an hour 

here for the battery to recharge.  Get a fifty out of the ATM.  Canadian 

money. 

 

Stroll over to the drone, looking over my shoulder the whole way.  Hold 

up the bill.  The drone registers it and moves closer to me.  There is a 

fanny pack around the drone’s waist.  I unzip it and look inside it.  

Drugs labeled in neat little baggies.  Acid. Cake Roll.  Don’t know the 

lingo up here.  Some kind of ecstasy? Find what I am looking for.  

Individual bags of two: little yellow pills labeled “Caps.”  Captagon: 

terrorist meth.  Best in the world. Drone says thirty.  I put the fifty 

in the money slot in the drone’s chest.  I even get change back: two 

tens. I pocket the caps.  Not usually my thing, but so much work left to 

do.  Just a little speed. 

 

Time left.  Buy some Bugles and more donuts for later.  Looking for solid 

food, even just a sandwich or something, but nothing here.  Will have to 



wait until we hit a city.  Walk over to the mean-looking lady selling 

magazines. 

 

“Hello there,” she says.  “Looking for something to read, mister?” 

 

“You are a Southerner,” I say. “American.”   

 

“Born in Florida,” she says.  “Came here as fast as I could.” 

 

All the magazines are old TV guides.  Woman is crazy.  Try to be nice 

about it.  Genuinely a little curious as to what kind of crazy. 

 

“Do a lot of people buy old TV guides from you?” I ask. 

 

“I’m a fortune teller,” she says.  “A genuine psychic. And political 

theorist. The TV guides are a side business.” 

 

“I see,” I say.   

 

“You trying to get your fortune told?” she asks me.   

 

“Not particularly,” I say.   

 

“You want to know who is gonna win the next election?” 

 

“I like surprises. What brought you up here?” 

 

“Not going back to America until it deals with its structural political 

inefficiencies,” she says.  “I’ve got a pamphlet if you want one.” 

 

“A pamphlet?” I say.  “Not only are you a psychic, you are a classic 

insurrectionist.” 

 

She hands me a pamphlet.  Printed on cardstock.  A little yellow book.  

Same yellow as the captagon, in fact.  Coincidence?  Pamphlet is titled: 

TOMORROWLAND: FOUR NECESSARY STRUCTURAL CHANGES TO THE AMERICAN POLITICAL 

SYSTEM OR ELSE COLLAPSE. 

 

She’s a crank.  Love cranks. 

 

“What are the four changes?” I ask, thumbing through the pamphlet. Notice 

immediately that there is a heavy “international banking conspiracy” 

vibe.   

 

“We gotta change the rules,” she says.  “Gotta change the rules, or it 

will never be a fair game. The fix is in; the fix is in.  And who wants 

to win an unfair game?” 

 

“So tell me how to CHANGE THINGS,” I say.  

 

“First, we have to get rid of the way people vote,” she says.  “Gotta do 

it like Condorcet, in the French Revolution.  In every federal election, 

candidates should be ranked instead of just choosing a favorite.  This 

means more people can run from different parties, since the extremes will 



tend to vote their favorite candidate the highest, and vote the 

opposition the lowest.  That means third parties can get into office by 

having the highest average among the ranked candidates.  With enough 

third party representation in Congress, coalitions become necessary.  

Also, it is necessary to appeal to the entire country: not just your most 

rabid base. First-past-the-post elections are barbaric.” 

 

“Sounds reasonable,” I say.  “Not particularly controversial.  Most 

people would probably agree with you.  What else though?” 

 

“My second demand is that an amendment be proposed such that there must 

be an even gender split in the Supreme Court,” she says.  “Four men, four 

women. And then somebody who don’t identify one way or the other. I want 

it to be the same way for the other houses, and it should be alternating 

for the President, but I figure we start with the Supreme Court.  Once 

people get used to the idea, maybe it will catch on in the states and 

then we will start to get somewhere.” 

 

“Also reasonable.”  

 

Nothing crazy here.  A bit disappointing. 

 

“My third change is a bit more controversial.” 

 

I love cranks so much. 

 

“Candidates for federal office must have attended public school,” she 

says.  “Government-funded PUBLIC education, all the way through college.  

It’s the only way to keep public school alive and to break the hold that 

the elites have on the levers of power.  Think about it:  what incentive 

do all these leaders who went to prep and private schools, and fancy 

schools like Yale, have when it comes to protecting or even understanding 

public school?  And yet they are responsible for managing them, for 

dealing with teacher’s unions and bond deals and all?  Additionally, if 

the children of rich people had to go to public school, then public 

schools would get a whole hell of a lot nicer, trust me.  All those 

grants and endowments would go to public schools instead of dumb weird 

elitist racist boarding schools. I’m not saying make private school 

illegal: just make the choice to go there have political consequences to 

protect the republic.” 

 

“Hard sell,” I say.  “Went to public school myself. It was terrible.  I 

learned nothing.” 

 

“Sure,” she says.  “But it would turn around in a generation.  And public 

school may not teach you good science or math, but it teaches you how to 

be a citizen in a diverse society.  Teaches you how to get along with 

people different than you.  Teaches you authority isn’t always right.” 

 

“Okay, what’s your last change though?” I ask.  Try to hand her the 

pamphlet back politely.  She won’t let me return it though. Insists I 

keep it. 

 

“My last change is to get rid of the Senate,” she says. 



 

“Aha,” I say.  “Hear you are being all populist, and now you are 

advocating eliminating half of Congress.” 

 

“Well, replacing it,” she says.  “We need to have one body where people 

are elected to six year terms for sure.  And it SHOULD be capped at one 

hundred elite members. And they ought to be elected.  But representation 

in the Senate should be based on the amount of tax revenue a state brings 

in, with the representatives allotted out proportionally, and an 

assessment made every six years.  It makes no sense that a state like 

Vermont or Montana has as much say in government as New York or 

California. There aren’t people in those states.  Land is voting, not 

people.  A Senator from Vermont represents fewer people than your typical 

member of the house.  That isn’t democratic.” 

 

“You would prefer that states BUY Senators?” 

 

“We need to put an end to the question of whether or not taxes are good 

or right,” she says. “They ought to have some kind of real value.  If a 

state wants to slash its tax rate, it ought to be able to do that.  Of 

course, it should lose the right to say what is done with the taxes that 

other people contribute.  Just makes good American sense to me.” 

 

“I don’t think the United States is ever going to abolish the Senate,” I 

say, glad for the distraction. Old fashioned debate in a public space.   

 

“Then I ain’t going back,” she says.  “Will stay right here in Canada.  

Wearing America like a hat.” 

 

“I have another question,” I ask. 

 

“You want your fortune told now?” she asks, sizing me up shrewdly.  “You 

want to know who is going to win the next election?” 

 

“No,” I say.  “I just want to know what the deal is with the TV guides.” 

 

“People buy them so they can look up what was playing when they were 

born.  What year were you born in? What’s your birthday?” 

 

I tell her. 

 

She grunts, moving over to a pile. Thumbing through the stacks rapidly.  

She hands me one of the magazines.  There is a picture of some people 

from the TV show “Lost” on the cover. 

 

“You know what time you were born?  Morning or night?  You know the 

precise time?” 

 

“Early morning, I think,” I say.  “1 AM?” 

 

“Then here you go,” she says.  “Ten bucks and you can see what was 

playing when you were born.” 

 

The double decker honks.  It is about to take off.  I hand her a ten.   



 

“Thanks!” she says.  I try yet again to return her pamphlet to her, but 

she insists I keep it. Stuff the TV Guide and the pamphlet in my pocket. 

Run back to the double decker.  Retake my seat. 

 

My seatmate is asleep now.  Blessed freedom.  Thumb through 

“TOMORROWLAND” a bit, but it is just a re-hash of all the points she told 

me in person.  Lots of misspellings. About thirty different fonts.  Feels 

racist somehow.  Can’t prove it: no overt racism or anything.  Just has 

that conspiracy vibe. Same feverish logical gaps and aggressive 

smarminess or something. “If only you listened to me,” or whatever.  “I 

know the secret truth.”  Anybody who wants to live in a place as white as 

Canada possibly a little racist. But then again: America?  

 

Pamphlet makes me feel exhausted.  Makes me feel argumentative. 

 

Everybody always wants to change the rules; doesn’t want to learn how to 

thrive in the system.  Doesn’t want to learn how to make the rules work 

for you.  Amateurs and dictators and jerks change the rules: pros hold 

other people to old rules and make ungovernable new spaces for themselves 

that they alone understand. 

 

The old TV guide is genuinely interesting.  Weird nostalgia hits me.  Men 

and women were sexier back then.  Does everybody feel that way about the 

generation that conceived them?  Some kind of Freudian thing?   

 

Flip through the listings and find what was playing when I was born. So 

many different dumb channels!  The idea of TV weird in and of itself.  

Reruns of Seinfeld.  Some show called Wild Australia. 

 

No earth-shattering revelations about my soul attached to any of these 

programs.  Curious though.  A strange document, largely symbolic but 

imbued with real meaning.  Things existed before I was born.  Me not the 

center of the universe.  People watching shitty TV before I was born and 

will watch shitty TV after I die. Shouldn’t be cynical. People need 

simple narratives to feel stable.  Need narratives that are actually 

boring and limited, since their own lives are not.  Need to feel they are 

doing better than the possibilities. 

 

Best part is all the weird ads in this old TV Guide.  Ads skew old.  

Makes sense: old people only people buying TV Guide in 2004 when you can 

use the internet for free.  Ads for geritol and estate planning.  Ads for 

exercise equipment, but showing old people in track suits not jacked-up 

bros.   

 

Something catches my eye. An ad. SOAP PHONE. Old artifact of old phone 

culture, when people used to dial up sex chat and the like.  But this is 

much sadder. Picture of soap opera stars leering at the camera, looking 

all sultry. The ad is for a service you can call that will tell you the 

plot of the soap opera that aired the day before.  $1.99 a minute to hear 

a recorded voice read out the plot of yesterday’s soap opera.  There’s a 

list: General Hospital, Days of Our Lives, As the World Turns, etc. Hard 

to catch reruns of soap operas?  What if you had to pick up the grandkids 

from school or something?  You could call the number and they would catch 



you up.  Did they speak real slowly to try and draw it out; make it last 

two minutes?  What level of detail would they go into when recapping the 

program? 

 

Writers on the feed recap tv shows all the time.  Of course, whole 

different thing there.  More ironic and detached.  Rare you just get a 

straight retelling of what happened.  Spoilers and all.  People watch the 

show then read the recap.  This was a whole different phenomenon. 

 

Flip through the rest of the TV Guide.  Big article about Jennifer 

Aniston.  Skim it, but largely uninteresting. Return to the soap opera 

recap phone ad.  So weird. Everything that could possibly exist ends up 

existing. 

 

Stuff the TV Guide into the pocket of the seat in front of me on the 

double decker.  Pop the captagon.  Wash it down with warm Coke from my 

bag. 

 

Plug into my deck and surf through the feed a bit and then start working 

in earnest, trying to get an outline together.  What if Label Scar went 

up along the cut?  Mostly the party would be in Canada, but why not, 

right?  Lots of weird places for the party to go here in Canada.  

 

Start downloading clips of the various malls as possibilities.  Start 

building simulations, trying to make little virtual showpieces.  Eyes 

start to throb.  Bit of euphoria.  Cap kicking in.  Fingers flying.  Get 

real into making a closed down Sears next to a place called Books A’ 

Million feel just right.  Gotta feel perfect.  Turn off my deck and pick 

up the TV guide again.  Feel like chatting but my seatmate is still 

asleep. 

 

Open the TV guide to the page with the soap opera chat recap ad.  SOAP 

PHONE.  So curious.  Open up a phone window in my deck.  Switch it to 

manual dial.  Dial the number listed.  Just want to see. 

 

Phone doesn’t ring.  Weird clicks for awhile.  Then a women’s voice 

telling me numbers to press for various shows. 

 

“Holy shit,” I mumble to myself.   

 

Still active! 

 

I press the number for As the World Turns.  Sounds really promising.  

Simultaneously, I look up As the World Turns on the feed.  It went off 

the air in 2010.  What the hell?   

 

Phone chat line wants me to dial in my credit card number.  Why the fuck 

not?  I do it.  Sure.   

 

Caps really kicking in.  I am giggling.  Feeling pretty great. 

 

“AS THE WORLD TURNS,” says the same voice.  “SHOW SYNOPSIS FOR MONDAY’S 

EPISODE.  Velvet tells Big Ricky that she is pregnant with Steve Lake’s 

child.  Big Ricky is devastated and breaks his vow of sobriety, storming 



out and buying a bottle of red wine.  He drinks an entire bottle of red 

wine by himself on the top deck of the Saint Sebastian, which is in port.  

The hurricane continues to advance.  Luke and the Duchess conspire to 

corner the canned goods market.  The prisoners in the Duchess’ basement 

conspire to escape, but are thwarted by Luke who reveals he knows all 

about their plan.  Little Ricky is having a hard time at art school.  

Magdalena Lake attempts to seduce her summer boarder.” 

 

There is silence and more clicking noises. Then the woman’s voice again, 

pre-recorded: 

 

“THANK YOU FOR USING SOAP PHONE.  If you would like to hear more 

summaries, please press—“ 

 

Hang up.  Wipe some sweat from my forehead.  This terrorist meth exceeds 

its reputation.  Search the feed for the names mentioned in the recap, 

but none of them show up.  Not even when cross-referenced against As the 

World Turns.  Look up the history of the show.  No “Lake Family.” It’s 

all Hughes and Holdens and so on.  This is some kind of new continuity.  

Check to see if it is on in some other country.  Nope. 

 

What the hell?  Look up SOAP PHONE but nothing on the feed about it.  

Doesn’t seem to exist.  Predates the internet swallowing everything. 

 

Dial back and call again.  What the hell.  Feeling kind of giddy about 

this mystery.  Punch in As the World Turns again, just to make sure.  

Maybe some kind of procedurally generated text.  Art project or 

something.  Nope: get the same message about Steve Lake and all that.   

 

Look over to my bank account.  See my credit card has been debited.  Good 

Luck Fortune, LLC, out of China.  Can’t find a phone number or anything.  

Money is going to China?   

 

What is happening here? People addicted to calling into SOAP PHONE on the 

regular; whole population of people who called in but never actually 

watched the soaps?  Some entrepreneur keeps manufacturing plot summaries, 

as long as people are calling in?  People in nursing homes.  People in 

other countries, maybe.  Desperate people who need the world to keep 

turning.  

 

It’s a ghost narrative.  Could still be procedurally generated.  Sent out 

on some kind of daily burst.  Plots and names.  Plots plugged in and 

resolved by machine intelligence?  Robot reading out plot summaries.  

Enough of an audience to keep one person alive without having to work.  

Honest work: making people happy.   

 

Maybe some kind of frustrated novelist or superfan?  Does it as an 

existential “fuck you” to the corporate ownership of narrative, as a 

fusillade against the modern age?  Mad that people don’t take narrative 

seriously?  Mad that they take it too seriously?  Who knows what artists 

think?    

 

Can’t worry too much about SOAP PHONE.  Got a job to do. 

 



 

2.   

 

Four days left.  Getting there, making headway.  Didn’t sleep.  Stayed up 

all night lovingly crafting a vision of a Label Scar party in one of 

these cut rest stops…people in tesla lozenges gawking as they speed by. 

Label Scar party core dancing to house music only they can hear coming 

out of their networked subvocal earbone implants.  “COME JOIN THE PARTY 

MAAAAAAAANNNNN…” The only food whatever you can buy in the vending 

machines or whatever can be cooked in Label Scar rice cookers. 

 

Do these old rest stops along the cut count as abandoned malls?  

Definitely feel doomed, like a dying mall.  Might work.   

 

Seatmate has given up completely trying to talk to me.  Watching old 

movies on her deck. Suddenly I wonder if old phone sex lines still work.  

Are people out there still waiting to talk to me while wearing short 

skirts and flipping crimped blonde hair over their shoulders?  How did 

phone sex even work?  Were you supposed to watch porn while you talked on 

the phone to somebody? Was the person on the other end supposed to 

anticipate your made-up far-fetched scenario? Seems harder than mere sex 

even.  Or was it all pre-recorded like SOAP PHONE? 

 

How many people have been jacking off in the double decker bathroom 

during this ride?   

 

It is a new day I realize. I dial up SOAP PHONE again and punch in As The 

World Turns. 

 

“AS THE WORLD TURNS,” says the voice.  “SHOW SYNOPSIS FOR TUESDAY’S 

EPISODE.  Magdalene Lake’s summer boarder is revealed by his tattoos to 

be an escaped convict from Process Island.  Little Ricky is having a hard 

time at art school.  The prisoners in the basement of the Duchess go 

around the room and discuss what they would eat if they could eat 

anything they wanted.  Luke makes a mysterious phone call.  Big Ricky, 

drunk now and alone on the Saint Sebastian, which is in port, has a dream 

where he is the captain of spaceship.  Velvet tells Steve Lake that she 

has told Big Ricky that she is pregnant with Steve Lake’s child.  The 

hurricane continues to advance.” 

 

All this news about Big Ricky and the hurricane is comforting somehow.   

 

Wonder about those prisoners in her basement.  Realize I am hooked now.   

 

Chuckle to myself: imagine blowing hundreds of dollars a day on SOAP 

PHONE calls.  Speculate a bit on what the person doing the storytelling 

must be like.  Some kind of sad genius.  Judo writing…all you gotta do is 

write an outline, and your adoring fans fill in the details. Do these 

soap opera fans know enough about stock characters to fill in the details 

without ever seeing a face?   

 

Imagine all the fans are messed-up hipsters and literary theorists in 

basements all over the world.  Recording each day’s dispatch from SOAP 



PHONE on cassettes.  Giant cassette library, meticulously indexed and 

sorted.  

 

Call again and listen again to the recording once more for good measure.  

Try to imagine the show: Big Ricky on that boat, stumbling around as the 

hurricane advances.  Take another captagon.  Haven’t slept / not even 

remotely tired.  Should never take speed / caffeine / any uppers when you 

are sleepy: just fixes you in whatever state you take it as long as you 

keep taking it.  You take it sleepy, you stay sleepy.  Better off 

sleeping. 

 

Back to work.  Plow ahead, crafting mall spaces out of phone snap shots 

and architectural blueprints downloaded from the feed. Got my sources: 

obsessive architecture savants who database whole cities to remake them 

in virtual space.  Spend a few hours searching for the perfect tracks to 

accompany each scene: gotta give people the right vibe, let them know 

that they are doing something new / something dangerous.  Russian punk 

blends.  Canadian afro-futurist EDM. Never know what one ideal virtual 

moment might push a voter your way. 

 

Work until my eyes start to shiver in their sockets.   

 

Find myself counting down until the next installment of As the World 

Turns.  Try to figure out the personality of the writer of this ghost 

show based on the subject matter: a red wine alcoholic, maybe?  Tropical 

location?  Hurricane some kind of metaphor for the advancing doom of 

climate change?   

 

Not even American probably: Chinese company, maybe some kind of Chinese 

pop culture enthusiast, learned English by watching old soaps.  

Devastated when they went off the air.  Making enough money on the 

currency difference to live a comfortable life.  If forty people still 

call in regularly, almost eighty dollars a day.  Pretty good money still 

some places.  If there are ten shows off the air for which the 

ghostwriter is still churning out ghost plots, this could add up 

substantially.  Maybe a whole team of them.  A third-world writer’s 

room…coming up with just enough narrative to keep a whole little village 

alive somewhere.  Elaborate pageants honoring the fictional creations of 

the village.  Plots that would never get produced in Hollywood or 

Bollywood…instead they exist as narrative ether.  The purest television 

ever made. Raw story, unencumbered by actors or plots or budgets.  

Ultimate fan fiction: you know some subset of the most hardcore 

viewership thinks your plots and developments are canon.  The highest 

honor. 

 

Captagon’s got me flying.  High as a goddam terrorist.  Look up the Roman 

Empire in Britain, how it kept going despite being cut off from Rome, 

evolving separately and in parallel.  Knights and wizards and all 

that…artifacts of ancient Rome deployed as propaganda, as cosplay fanfic 

by essential illiterates.  Decrepit population following any symbol of 

ancient Rome thanks to artful manipulation by skillful 

operators…wizards…yet Rome does not exist / cannot come to the rescue of 

the Britons to help fight off the Picts, the Scots, the English, the 

Danes.  Superfans expecting plausible narrative…other superfans the only 



available source, leveraging narrative as a form of control. Definition 

of a wizard. 

 

Start wondering what hooks are hidden inside the As the World Turns 

recaps.  Is audience entirely composed of old people out of their goddamn 

minds?  Exhortations subliminally embedded to buy gold, colloidal silver, 

investment scams?  The phone numbers of people still calling SOAP PHONE 

sold to companies who make their money off direct targeting of seniors 

going crackers who still have access to credit cards.  “Excuse me madam, 

I am calling about appointment we have already scheduled with you for 

remote computer maintenance and virus removal.  We just need your verbal 

authorization before we go ahead and charge your credit card to keep your 

feed clean and your identity secure.” 

 

Gotta sleep, getting way too deep into SOAP PHONE.  Night rolls around.  

Shut my eyes when everybody else does.  Quiet time on the double decker.  

Making tremendous progress on my pitch.  Sort of just lobbing a whole 

bunch of shit at it though.  Unclear about the quality.  Too jacked up to 

really do any serious editing.  Creative mode: will have to do edits at 

the very end, when coming down.  Gotta get it all made first.  Will make 

my commission based on the sheer insanity of my layouts and designs.  

Label Scar will be forced to go my way or admit that it is taking the 

safe route, the conservative route, will piss off its constituents, 

anarchists got standards. 

 

Better leak my pitch to certain circles in the party core before its 

done.  Get some hype going. 

 

I work through the night again, really cooking, my brain dipping in and 

out of total focus as I craft malls and put together avatars to explain 

the malls to the people. 

 

Get off the double decker at the next rest stop.  Need to stretch.  Walk 

around. 

 

The night air is cold.  Makes me shiver a bit, but I like it.  Feels 

weird not to be moving.  Been up so long and moving so long that I still 

feel like I am rolling down the road, walking around.   

 

Feel pretty good actually. 

 

Then: start feeling weird, like I shouldn’t move. 

 

Like I can’t move.   

 

Rest stop is empty.  Nobody else here but this double decker.  The few 

other people who got off to piss or buy jelly rings from the machine 

trickle back to the lozenge.  I stand by the machines with my bag in my 

hand.  If I had a cigarette I would smoke it.  Quit ten years ago.  I 

watch people move in and out of the bathroom, loitering basically.   

 

Read too much about Britain and Ancient Rome. Mind whirling. 

 



Start thinking about work and wergeld.  Saxon tribes and how they handled 

crime.  Every crime has a price.  If you can pay the price, you can get 

away with the crime.  If you are a prince, an athling, and you murder 

some poor laity or churl or villein, you pay a discount on account of 

your better lot in life.  Maybe takes a few cows to murder a churl.  A 

few cows to take some laity’s wife away.  Even in the time of King Alfred 

the Great…steal a nun and just pay for it out of your pocket.  A few 

hundred shillings.  She still doesn’t get to inherit your property if she 

outlives you, on account of her church vows and being a woman.   

 

Works both ways though. 

 

If you can afford it, maybe you save up your whole life, you can start 

murdering your betters. Even your prince.  The rich suspicious of anyone 

who saves money and doesn’t spend it.  Foundations of capitalism: are you 

gonna kill me and get away with it?  Go murder some churls, not me.  

Cheaper.  Murder down, not up.  Slave villages of serfs all pooling their 

resources to kill the local churl.  First banks! 

 

Princes get to be buried with their gold.  A divine right, a privilege 

not to leave the kids any inheritance.  Some kind of built in charity 

with respect to the lifecycle:  lowest of the low plundering corpses, 

willing to take the spiritual taint on them. 

 

What will I be buried with?   

 

I am the last person outside the double decker.   

 

Double decker springs to life.  Idling.  All charged up.    

 

I make a decision. 

 

Not getting on it.   

 

Leaning up against the wall by the men’s.  Faces at the windows of the 

double decker looking at me.  My seatmate gets out, frowning, leans out 

of the double decker. 

 

“Hey cowboy,” she says.  “You coming?” 

 

Her mellifluous multi-level voice is tempting. So Enya. The fens and 

dells!  Elves on the backs of unicorns.  Riding through a misty moor. 

 

Step forward, but then shake my head. 

 

“Nah, gonna hang around here for awhile,” I say.  “Maybe hitch a ride 

into town. Haven’t really SEEN Canada, you know?” 

 

What am I doing?  Am I just gonna live in this rest stop? 

 

All my big decisions made this way.  Acting instead of thinking.  Some 

kind of performance art to myself.  Will process it later.  The caps 

maybe?  Do I hate my life?  Do I secretly hate parties? 

 



Plenty of chances to change my mind later really.  Other double deckers 

streaming by on the cut.  People stopping here all the time.  Get a ride 

with the next one using the same rideshare app.  

 

Just need some time to think.   

 

The double decker takes off without me on it.  So quiet now.  Sit down on 

the ground. Another skeleton drone hovers at the edge of the forest.  A 

companion.  Wave.  Hello there.  Skeleton drone doesn’t move. 

 

Sit there for awhile. Feeling peaceful and content.  Lozenges stream by 

on the cut.  Sound is soothing, like being at the beach.  Feel stuff 

unclench inside me.  Made the right decision.  Been traveling so long.   

 

An hour passes.  Alarm goes off on my phone.  New day:  new AS THE WORLD 

TURNS. 

 

Can hear crickets far away.   

 

“AS THE WORLD TURNS,” says the voice.  “SHOW SYNOPSIS FOR WEDNESDAY’S 

EPISODE.  Escaped prisoner from Process Island tells Magdalene Lake the 

story of her uncle’s experiments and political ambitions. Luke receives a 

mysterious phone call. The hurricane continues to advance.  Big Ricky 

lifts anchor, sailing in the direction of the storm, cutting off radio 

contact.  Velvet and Steve Lake worry about Big Ricky and decide to go to 

the marina.  The prisoners in the basement of the Duchess elect a new 

leader.  Little Ricky is having a hard time at art school.”  

 

How long has the hurricane been advancing?  Years now?  How long is a 

story cycle?  Seems like only hours pass in an episode.  Is one week of 

the show one day in real time? Different time dilations for different 

shows? 

 

Lights make me blink.  Lozenge pulls off the road.  Cute couple gets out.  

Young and roly poly.  Stretching just like me.  Dude waves to me, trying 

to establish my threat level.  Wave back.  Not threatening.  They each go 

to the bathroom.  Guy comes out faster.  Checking his deck.   

 

“Hey man,” I say.  “Got a thing for you.” 

 

“Oh yeah?” he says, walking over warily.  

 

“Yeah,” I say.  “The future. A very important thing I wrote. You going 

back to the states?” 

 

“Sure am.” 

 

“Great.” 

 

Pull out the TOMORROWLAND pamphlet and hold it out to him. 

 

“Wait,” I say.  “Hold on. You got a pen?” 

 

He hands me a pen. 



 

Go through the pamphlet, scratching out all the references to the 

Bilderbergers and Bohemian Grove and the “world banking conspiracy.”  Am 

utterly thorough.  A careful editor.  

 

His girl eventually comes out and stands next to him.  He whispers 

something in her ear.  Don’t make sudden movements.  Don’t make this 

stranger agitated.  Could be dangerous.  Just has a pamphlet he wants to 

give us. 

 

“There,” I say, holding the pamphlet back out.  “I fixed it.  I no longer 

believe those specific parts that I crossed out.  Had a revelation.” 

 

He looks at the cover.   

 

“You are Ruby J. Sickles?” he asks me. 

 

“Yeah man,” I say.  “It’s all in there.  What America needs. Go back home 

and tell them.” 

 

“Great!” he says, uncertainly. He and his girl walk jauntily to their 

lozenge.  They get in.  The lozenge pulls away, joining the other traffic 

on the cut.  I lean back against the wall.   

 

Feeling pretty good. Like a prince, not a slave.  Sing that song a bit: 

here we are, born to be kings. We’re the princes of the universe.  

Fighting to belong, in a world with the darkest powers. 

 

The moment passes.  Realize I am pretty damn cold, standing here, coming 

down hard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Star Wars: The Force Awakens 

 

 

 

 

Still groggy, Shiva stumbled to her deck and booted it up, not even 

bothering to plug the gold-tinted connector coupling into the jack behind 

her ear. Her latest dream was still fresh in her mind…slowly releasing 

like the tentacles of a demoralized squid…and she wanted to capture as 

much as she could before the shapes and feelings receded back into the 

depths. 

 

She tabbed over to ZZZ, logged into her account and started typing.  Her 

eyes were shut. 

 

“I am trapped in the basement of some kind of Queen and there is a flood 

coming and I can’t get out.  I am trying to explain to everyone else 



trapped in the basement along with me that we will all drown down here 

unless we can get out, but none of them seem to understand me or speak 

the same language.  I try to draw pictures on the walls of the basement 

but it is too dark and I am not skillful enough.” 

 

She checked all the boxes making the post public and making it indexable 

and then she posted it to the dream exchange.  ZZZ immediately told her 

the level of anxiety latent in the dream, along with cultural 

interpretations of the various elements.   

 

The concept of “flood” was a red flag.  ZZZ informed her that she may be 

feeling emotionally overwhelmed.   

 

“Dreaming of a cellar/basement often means we have not come to terms with 

doubts or depression and feel penned in by the physical symptoms 

associated with hidden thoughts.  Yoga or a deep cleanse are often the 

best way to deal with these unprocessed feelings.” 

 

Had she ever posted to ZZZ without it recommending yoga or a “deep 

cleanse”?  Her dream’s score also showed how close she was to the 

Collective Unconscious, how much her latest dream matched the aggregate 

dreams of everyone else posting to ZZZ that morning.   

 

Trending in today’s dreams: rabbits, sand, baking brownies. 

 

The score told her that she was nearly two standard deviations off from 

the average dreams of the masses.  Off by a bunch, as usual. 

 

For the past year, Shiva had been trying to get closer and closer to the 

middle, sleeping longer, trying to meditate before she fell asleep. She 

was not succeeding. Her dreams remained wildly divergent.    

 

Shiva checked Taylor Swift’s ZZZ profile: Swift dreamed of building a 

gingerbread house with her dead grandmother.  Too sweet, probably a lie.  

She checked the ZZZ profile of David Lynch.  Last night’s dream: singing 

opera while kayaking through a lake of blood.  As usual, somebody had 

made a drawing of David Lynch’s dream and appended it to the comments 

section.  The picture was hyperrealist but computer-aided…the brush 

strokes augmented by real-time art searches that filled in the gaps.  

Autocorrect for painting.   

 

Shiva turned off her deck and went to make breakfast for herself. 

Something about the mere act of making breakfast alleviated her pre-work 

jitters, reducing her anxiety to chewable-baby-aspirin levels. A cup of 

coffee also helped. 

 

She burned some toast for herself and spread a mashed-up banana on top. 

She ate her toast on the fire escape, looking out over the neighborhood, 

feeling “almost okay” about the day and its demands.   

 

She took a shower, gently massaging the itchy skin around the jack point 

behind her ear, and then applying a medicated aloe cream to the 

surrounding inflammation.  She toweled off and put on a velvet pantsuit, 

basically pajamas, zipping it up and walking over to her couch.  Almost 



time to begin her shift.  She drank two giant glasses of water and one 

glass of fruit juice and then she checked ZZZ one last time to see if 

anybody had commented. 

 

She had a private message.  She sat up straight and opened it.   

 

It was just a link to someone else’s dream.  No note; not even a question 

mark. 

 

They posted their dream two hours before she posted hers, according to 

the timestamp and according to the timestamps of the commenters. 

 

The dream read:   

 

“the hurricane is coming and i am trapped in the basement of the duchess.  

i cannot communicate with anyone else down here.  i try to draw pictures 

of what is about to happen…how we are all about to drown…but it is too 

dark and no one can see what i am doing.  no matter how good i am at 

drawing, people simply do not pay any attention and when i try to speak 

they do not understand me. i can swim, no one else can swim” 

 

The post took her breath away.  The user’s name was “moby_33449llllltwt” 

which just seemed like somebody mashed down on the keys.  Could even be 

randomly generated.  She checked over the user’s other dreams and was 

relieved to see that they weren’t also predated facsimiles of her earlier 

posts.  But when she went back a few weeks, she stumbled on another 

match: 

 

“eating hamburgers with grigori rasputin.  he asks if we can switch; his 

hamburger is not cooked enough.  i don’t want to make him mad so we 

switch hamburgers.  he tells me about the end of days.” 

 

The same dream, the same night, twice?  What does that mean? 

 

The person could have manipulated the timestamp; posted the dream after 

hers just to fuck with her.  She could check this.  But why would anybody 

bother? 

 

She stalked the user further back.  The account was activated at the 

beginning of the year. There was no record of the user commenting on any 

other dreams. 

 

Her alarm went off, signaling that it was time for work.  She had to pay 

the bills on this four-hundred-square-foot hole in the dead center of 

beautiful Queens.  She walked over to the couch and lay down.  She picked 

up the input plug and stared at it, feeling suddenly queasy.  She was 

going to plug this bit of metal directly into her brain.   

 

And she was freaked out by somebody having the same dream as her? 

 

She made sure the stove was off and the front door was locked.  She lay 

back down on the couch and inserted the jack.  There was a jarring whirr 

and then she was at work, standing in “the office.”  She took her seat 

behind her desk in front of the giant black door carved with the faces of 



people in ecstasy and torment, carvings so intricate and detailed that 

they had certainly been done by computer.  

 

The ghost residue of Yvette from Neuilly-sur-Seine haunted the office; 

Yvette who had the shift before hers.  Yvette always left early so there 

was rarely any overlap. Shiva envied Yvette’s non-attachment to the job.    

 

Shiva tidied up and settled in before checking the day’s agenda.  Not too 

much going on. A few scheduled meetings; but not until later.  A bit of 

time to mess around. 

 

After making sure she was all caught up on filing, she opened a feed 

here, inside her own head. 

 

She had a new message from “moby_33449llllltwt.” 

 

“want to chat?” it said. 

 

She saw that the user was active.  She clicked on moby_33449llllltwt’s 

profile and opened a chat window. 

 

“hello,” she typed. 

 

“we dreamed the same,” said moby_33449llllltwt. 

   

“yeah, i mean, either we both had the same dream last night or you are 

copying my dreams on ZZZ and posting them as your own.  either way it is 

creepy as hell.” 

 

“i posted first,” typed moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“yeah” 

 

The chat window was empty for awhile.  No response.  She almost closed 

the feed when more text appeared. 

 

“do you like movies?” 

 

She thought about this.  A weird thing to ask. Was this person hitting on 

her?  She was definitely getting a strange vibe from the person on the 

other end of the chat window.  Nothing she could pinpoint exactly, just 

some kind of unsettling intelligence. 

 

“not really” 

 

“why not?” 

 

“well, they are pretty much all the same these days.” 

 

“i write movies,” typed moby_33449llllltwt. “sometimes. what do you do 

for a living?” 

 

She didn’t want to reveal too much information, but she found herself 

typing out the answer before she could stop herself. 



 

“work as a secretary,” she typed.  “you know, remote though. seriously, 

are you fucking with me? if not, why do you think we had the same dream?” 

 

“doesn’t matter,” typed moby_33449llllltwt.  “why do you think movies are 

all the same?” 

 

“oh that’s a whole huge different conversation,” typed Shiva.  “you write 

them; you should know. big corporations protecting brands, not wanting to 

take any risks.  movies have to be made for huge foreign markets instead 

of for individual human beings.  they can’t say anything controversial or 

interesting.” 

 

“when I write movies, i use dreams,” typed moby_33449llllltwt.  “human 

dreams are the same, why not movies?” 

 

“what sort of movies do you write?” typed Shiva.  “anything I’ve heard 

of?” 

 

“what if a movie that you think is bad is someone just trying to 

communicate with you in a new way,” typed moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“what do you mean?” typed Shiva. 

 

“someone who can’t communicate in any other way except in the dreams that 

everyone shares,” typed moby_33449llllltwt.   

 

“why did you get in touch with me,” typed Shiva, chilled. “why did you 

copy my dream?  why post it as your own?” 

 

“it is not exactly the same,” typed moby_33449llllltwt. “nothing is ever 

exactly the same. did it make you feel like you were not alone when i did 

that?  were you close to me?” 

 

This freaked her out. 

 

She closed the text window abruptly.  She closed her feed altogether.  

She almost pulled the connector coupling out of her head, but she 

regained her composure and remained seated at her desk. 

 

This moby_33449llllltwt was surely just some kid.  She wanted to rattle 

this troll; to make moby_33449llllltwt show some kind of emotion.   

 

She logged back into ZZZ. moby_33449llllltwt was still there, waiting for 

her. She opened the chat box back up. 

 

“i don’t like movies these days for the simple reason that they make me 

feel bad after i am done watching them,” she typed.  “what makes you feel 

bad?” 

 

“do you feel like something is being harvested from you that was planted 

there without you knowing it?” typed moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“i don’t know what you mean” 



 

“do you feel like the material components of your deepest longings are 

being rearranged?  when you leave a theater do you feel exhausted but 

somehow used, like you have been implanted with symbolic information that 

will later be siphoned from you as you sleep?” 

 

“my dreams are my own” 

 

“nothing is original, not even dreams,” typed moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“the apostle’s creed of the lazy hack,” typed Shiva, getting incensed.  

“the next line is: everybody has to eat.” 

 

moby_33449llllltwt didn’t respond. She wasn’t so sure anymore that 

moby_33449llllltwt was just a typical troll.  But she wasn’t sure what 

else this person could be or what they were trying to do. 

 

“what is your favorite movie,” typed moby_33449llllltwt, “from the past 

year.” 

 

“i haven’t seen any movies this year,” typed Shiva.  “i usually save them 

up until the holidays and watch them all at once.” 

 

“what do you think your favorite movie will be.” 

 

“i honestly couldn’t say,” she typed.  “did you write any of them?” 

 

“yes,” said moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“oh yeah?  which one?” 

 

“all of them,” said moby_33449llllltwt. 

 

“hah, you wrote all of them?” 

 

“it isn’t so simple as writing,” said moby_33449llllltwt.  “there is more 

to it than that and also less to it. but I was involved in all of them.” 

 

“who are you?” asked Shiva.  “what are you even talking about?” 

 

“i am trying to communicate,” said moby_33449llllltwt.  “this isn’t 

working. you are angry at me. i am sorry.” 

 

moby_33449llllltwt left the chat box.  Shiva frowned at the screen for a 

few moments and then there was another ping. 

 

“would you like a character based on you,” said moby_33449llllltwt.  “in 

a movie.” 

 

“you can do that?” asked Shiva. 

 

“sure,” said moby_33449llllltwt.   

 



“i mean, you shouldn’t,” said Shiva.  “it would make me nervous. that 

wouldn’t make me like movies more.” 

 

“everybody wants to be part of movies,” said moby_33449llllltwt. “they 

are beloved by everyone.” 

 

“just not my thing,” said Shiva.   

 

“do you think there is some kind of algorithm that determines what movies 

must be made?” 

 

“i mean, sure…all those reboots and prequels and so on” 

 

“what do you think the nature of such an algorithm might be?” 

 

“does it have something to do with copying my dreams?” 

 

“your dreams are on the very margins,” said moby_33449llllltwt.  “you are 

about as far from the center as you can possibly be.  could it be that’s 

why you don’t like movies? not criticizing, just observing.” 

 

“i don’t like movies because they seem like they are written by a 

computer,” typed Shiva.  “don’t you think?” 

 

moby_33449llllltwt didn’t respond.  One minute went by.  Then fifteen.  

moby_33449llllltwt left the chat box. Shiva let out a sigh of relief.  

She closed her eyes and focused on the stillness of her office; the 

stillness of her home. 

 

Later in the day, she was seized with a sudden suspicion, a sudden red 

panic. She opened the feed again and tabbed back over to ZZZ.  No new 

messages.  She searched for moby_33449llllltwt’s profile again.  But it 

was gone.  Deleted. 

 

“Shit,” she said.   

 

 

 

 


