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			The Look-Away Game

			Before he made friends with inanimate objects in the hospital, he carried a sign with him everywhere he went, which said, “I am the greatest single threat to this world.” And on the other side it said, “Please do not let me speak or else you will all regret it. Sincerely, Doobie Hugh Lyte.” One shoe on and one shoe off, the empty shoe collected the pity, fear, or aimless faith of the few in the form of small change. Most passersby paid him no mind or looked away. They must’ve had some mission statement with out-of-sight ends that allowed them to ignore him. Simple directives. Check phone. Walk to the place. Look at safe things. Ignore ugly things like homeless people. Sip overpriced coffee. Look too busy for human contact.

			But maybe mission statements weren’t his real competitor. Maybe it was Colfax Avenue’s endless promises of self-gratification; colorful signs pointing to payday loans, naked pleasures, and gritty, alcoholic oases harboring individuals as tattooed as the buildings were graffitied. So much to distract the eyes.

			Whatever the cause, passersby still all played the same look-away game which involved averting eye contact so as to deny the extreme weight of caring. He never won; he was the object to avert. How could he win when his caring weighed so much that he sacrificed his own voice? The game did, however, grant him the privilege of thoroughly examining any stranger, which, in his talking days, he never did.

			He remembered his father’s voice.

			“Mornin’, son. Lookin’ to medicate?”

			Doobie shook his head.

			“More for me.” Doobie’s father took a lighter and sparked a tiny bowl of marijuana to life.

			Doobie’s mother snapped, “Now Olson, how many times do I have to tell you not to do that in front of the kids?”

			His voice sounded cloudy as he exhaled the smoke. “Well there’s no space for it at work and I gotta get there in less than an hour. Besides, all these people sayin’ it ain’t healthy don’t know what they’re talkin’ about. I got these herniated discs in my back and this stuff makes me forget all about it.”

			“But our kids’ little brains are still growin’. They don’t need to be forgettin’ anything.”

			“Where am I s’posed ta go, Leena? Our kids run ‘round here like stray cats.” He paused and whispered under his breath, “Didn’t ask to be father of seven, ya’ know.”

			“Olson! Are you sayin’ we shoulda blocked God’s love? You know what the church says about…” She paused and whispered, “...condoms an’ such.”

			He sighed. “I know. I know. ‘Condoms are the devil’s underwear.’ ...an’ we gotta go out an’ be fruitful…” His bloodshot eyes peered dreamily. “I do like bein’ fruitful with you, Honey.”

			Doobie grew up with three brothers, Flash, Red, and Laz, and three sisters, Feather, Sky, and Muñia. His last name was Lyte. His parents thought they were funny.

			His father asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up. Doobie said he wanted to be a starving artist. That was the first time he saw the future.

			Not long after that, he left home and enhanced his vision of the future with the LSD he stole from the top shelf of his dad’s bookcase. One vision haunted him and flashed again and again throughout his life. He saw himself dancing in a way that almost hurt his head to watch, as if every part of his body was a sex organ stimulated by its own, unique rhythm. In the middle of a narrow street with cars packed in on both sides, his body gyrated while waving a gun aimlessly in the air. He saw his mouth frantically screaming, but his lips were not clear enough to read.

			The only thing he knew was that after he spoke, pure black clouds ripped across a crimson sky like the inverse of lightning, leaving everything known in the dark. Before anyone could react, an unusual number of stars appeared, but they were nothing like the stars any astronomer ever studied because these stars refused to twinkle quietly in their corner of the sky; they blossomed carnivorously. Every rooftop, every gutter, every exposed object, every conscious eye on the planet attained an illumination emanating not from one single source, but from all horizons and everywhere in between. The stars that stayed silent in the day screamed louder than the sun and crashed toward the Earth.

			For one moment, he felt all this could last. All this brightness may never end, but as soon as he thought the word “end,” he felt himself getting hotter, and all the illumination trampled him mercilessly. Plates of cement, stones, steel, blades of cut grass, trees, insects, and persons overexposed themselves into a blown-out, super-white-hot pain until he had to slam his eyes shut. Visual obstruction failed to help him because as soon as he closed his eyes, he envisioned what must be going on outside his realm of perception. Buildings decomposed. Trees obliterated to dust. Cats and squirrels and people went from scampering beings to melting wax to trembling skeletons to ashes howling in a wind of flame, which he heard as screaming, screaming, screaming from every living being. His fear overtook him, but as soon as he realized he was able to be afraid, he concluded his vision to be a future piece in the puzzle of his perceived existence. 

			If this is what talking did, talking was out of the question. So he carried his sign with him everywhere he went to convince people not to talk to him, so that he would not speak, so that he could not cremate all life on the planet.

			Perhaps he would have prevented the end indefinitely if he had been capable of dealing with his own isolation. For the first year on the street, he did not say anything. By the time the second year entrapped him, he ached for a conversation. He dreamed about talking with people.

			He would say: The sun is nice.

			And then someone else would say: Yep.

			Then he would say: The sun is so nice that I wish I were a piece of chocolate melting in it for all of time.

			And then someone else would say: That’s sweet.

			And as soon as the person put the “t” on sweet, the inverse lightning would ensue, and the out-of-place stars would fall and animals would melt, and he would have to breathe deep to regain control of his racing heartbeat as he thanked himself for not actually speaking.

			He saw people walking down the street, and he wanted to tell them they were beautiful. He wanted to say, “Ma’am, your curves are flawless, and I wish I could make a stencil of your body and spray-paint you across the sky just so everyone could see.” He wanted to say, “Sir, your straight lines are like lasers that tear paths through mountains. Be careful where you point those things.” He wanted to say, “Earth, please swallow me whole, and don’t process me because I want to see what your stomach looks like so you might belch out my dying thoughts.”

			He spoke to trees, telepathically, of course. Telepathy involved staring at a tree intently for several hours from a few inches away, but this did not help his extreme loneliness because the tree’s reason for existence was not to transmit any of its own thoughts. Without sharing, reality became a swarm of mosquitoes out of reach and sucking his blood. He did not want to live in a world void of words. So when he found a discarded steak knife behind the Denver Diner, he saw a shimmering key that would open the door to a place he had never been and save the world all at the same time.

			The blade reflected the blue sky while the wooden handle splintered. In his hands, the knife had a new reason for existence. He casually set the tip of the blade on the midpoint of his forearm and drove it in suddenly. Crimson rivulets dripped from his elbows. The contrast of blood on blank skin seemed aesthetically pleasing. No reason came for him to stop with his forearm. So he took the tip, put it at his neck, and let it slide up. He didn’t see the blood that time. He woke up in the psychiatric hospital. Someone must’ve refused to look away.
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			Brownies and Secret Lady Handshakes

			Terese pulls a batch out of the oven. These will make someone’s world better. Brownies for the homeless. Grandma Gene would be proud. But probably less proud of the grungy basement apartment, being unmarried, living with two boyish men, and putting hands on strangers for a living. She might frown on this cutoff tank top with no bra that says “peace is sexy” written in fabric paint and the Clark Kent haircut with no makeup. But it’s okay; Grandma Gene is dead. Her voice is a little haunting though, only because all of her social norms seem so backward and outdated a mere forty years later. What will social norms be like forty years from now? Maybe feminism will be antiquated. What would be next? Matriarchy. Mmmm hmmm. Terese cuts the brownies into equally sized squares. It’s important to be equitable when dealing with the homeless. Sharing a basement apartment with two dudes, same deal.

			There’s no sex stuff going on in this basement apartment. Putting that into “Mom terms” was no easy task when Mom cosigned on the rental agreement. Max would probably spring for it (it being sex stuff), but it’d be more hassle than it’s worth. He can be pretty self-righteous, and he doesn’t seem okay with his one-arm situation. Bartholomew, who goes by Mew, is possibly still a virgin? Thoughtful to a fault with no sexual vibe. They’re probably waiting for a supermodel to make all their dreams come true or something. Probably be a very long wait. It’d be terrible to be a supermodel, all vapid and unassuming, thinking that people are all nice and compassionate because that’s all their pretty face ever knew. Or maybe worse, never being able to trust what people say without asking, “Is it because I’m pretty?” Don’t have to worry about that. Whatever it is in this basement between the three of us, it feels real enough, safe enough.

			Terese brings a square of her homemade goodness to her mouth, and a big piece oozes off and lands on her jeans. “Damn it,” she shouts, wiping away the excess. A stain still remains. “These are my favorite jeans!” 

			From the living room couch, Max responds, “One thousand washing machines will thank you for your misfortune, Terese. The question is, which one will you choose?” Slouching on the couch staring at the television, he sees himself in a mirror resting on the wall next to the entertainment center. He pushes his hair back off his forehead revealing a widow’s peak and distinct wrinkles in his skin around his eyes and forehead. Time has done a little number. There is no going gently into any middle-aged night. Shoulders aren’t even because of the missing arm. Used to have a lot more hair. That’s just the greasiness, though. It makes it look thinner. Not gonna shower. It’s a morning without work. Why put on the salesman superficiality for friends. Smile as if living forever. Smile lines are way better than wrinkles.

			Terese sighs loud enough for Max and Bartholomew to hear. “If I had a thousand washing machines, I’d probably have someone to do my laundry.” She walks into her bedroom to change her pants. “But I don’t have a thousand laundry machines, and I don’t have someone to do my laundry.”

			“First world problems,” Mew interjects. “I guess life is just really hard, Terese.” He rests his arm on the corner of the couch with a VCR remote in his other hand. An old episode of The Simpsons plays on the television. A commercial comes on. He hits the fast forward button, silencing the basement for a moment. Just say “no” to commercials. They’re for bland people. Can’t afford to be bland. If you’re not different, you’re not valuable. He glances at what he’s wearing. These clothes are too normal; jeans; flip-flop sandals; a button down shirt serving as a remnant of a square life let go. If appearances are a commodity, what’s this look worth? Nothing distinguishable from any other twenty-something in the greater Denver area. It’s probably stupid to care when no one else seems to. The commercials end. Mew takes his finger off the fast-forward button.

			Terese shakes her head. “The struggle is real.”

			Max replies, “But so easily solvable.” 

			She throws the brownied jeans, hitting Max in the face. “Solve it then.”

			Max finds the chocolate stain and starts scratching off the chocolate. “Leave it to you to make a cripple do your dirty laundry.”

			From in her bedroom, “Pfff. You’d never do my laundry, even if you had both your arms.”

			Max takes a nibble of the chocolate from his scrapings. “What do you think I’m doing right now?”

			Terese guffaws. “Apparently, you’re feeding a chocolate addiction via my pants.”

			“You know, maybe things would’ve been different, Terese...” Max bites his lower lip and whispers, “... if it hadn’t been for that horrific laundry machine incident.”

			Mew shakes his head, keeping his eyes on the TV and says, “Here we go again with another one of these.”

			“Back before I was a salesman, and I had two arms, I had been seeing a woman for nearly a year, and for the entire time that we were dating, she would never let me do the laundry at her place. I would offer, and she would immediately say, ‘Don’t worry, dear. I’ll take care of it.’ No matter what the conditions. Caked on mud from mountain biking? ‘Don’t worry, dear. I’ll take care of it.’ Bodily fluids on the sheets post coitus?”

			Terese groans.

			But Max continues, “‘Don’t worry, dear. I’ll take care of it.’ After dating this woman for nearly a year, I had never even seen her laundry room. And, as a modern, male feminist, I figured it’s probably my turn to start doing some laundry. Thought it would be a good one-year anniversary thing to do.”

			Terese shakes her head. “Pretty sure that’s not how feminism works.”

			“So, I venture down to the only finished room in her basement, and what do I see? A lady cave of man muscle and a nearly ancient washer and dryer. She has pictures of hulky, shirtless dudes posted all over and attached to a very off-balance dryer is a... pleasure device.”

			Mew pipes up without breaking eye contact with the TV. “Ya’know, you must’ve been quite the oblivious lover for her to be doing so much laundry.”

			Max continues, “AND being the curious cat that I am, I turn the dryer on. The leg of the off-balance washer falls on my toe. I yelp and start hopping around in pain, my flailing arms hit the spin cycle. I slip on some silk underwear, and as I reach to catch myself, my arm goes in the spin cycle and I’m never the same after that.” Max throws Terese’s pants on the floor dramatically. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to do any laundry ever again in my entire life.” He picks up the pants again looking for any chocolate remnants. 

			Without looking away from the television, Mew shakes his head. “Not believable. You lost me at ‘pleasure device.’ Plus, laundry machines have, like, safety mechanisms. Definitely a fake.”

			“You don’t like that one?”

			From the kitchen, Terese replies, “You lost me at the lady cave of man muscle. Ladies aren’t like that.”

			Max puts down the now less-chocolified pants. “Really? You’re gonna make a generalization about all ladies?”

			“Maybe you’re right. I can’t speak for all ladies, but it doesn’t add up that the girlfriend from your story would fantasize about super buff dudes but be dating your lanky ass. And I am more qualified to make generalizations about ladies because I am one, and we talk to each other differently than we talk to men, which means there’s all kinds of things that you just can’t and won’t know about us.”

			Mew hits the fast forward button again and the basement feels quiet for a moment before Mew asks, “Are there, like, secret lady handshakes?”

			Terese raises an eyebrow. “Sure… but they wouldn’t be secret if I showed them to you.”

			Mew smirks. “It’s okay. I don’t think I really want to know.”

			Max cocks his head. “I think I do. What kind of access does a secret lady handshake grant you?”

			“Um. Tons. Seventy cents on every dollar earned, a bottomless urge to nurture, and free admission to any strip club.”

			Max sucks his back teeth. “No way. You don’t know any secret handshakes.”

			Terese frowns. “You’re right. If I actually knew any secret lady handshakes, you think I’d be living here with you two? My mom didn’t teach me or I wasn’t paying attention or something. Maybe there’s a class I can take at Front Range. Secret Lady Handshakes for Beginners.” Terese pulls out three over-sized tupperware containers and begins loading up the brownies.

			Max shrugs. “I would take that class.”

			Mew hears Terese opening the tupperware containers and asks, “So, why are we going to take all these perfectly good brownies to the people at the homeless shelter?”

			Terese squints. “That seems like a question laden with avarice and gluttony, Mew.”

			“Whatever. I don’t need your bible words. There’s enough brownies there for, like, the next two months… or weeks… or a few days depending on things. Why can’t we just,” he shrugs and makes a duckface, “enjoy them ourselves?”

			Max stands up from the couch. “You forget so easily who we are. We are not the slack-jawed, selfie-obsessed, simpletons of our generation. We are different. Us three, we actually care about other people besides ourselves in ways beyond Facebook-liking a celebrity’s non-profit organization with cute puppies or starving children or whatever it is that gets a rise out of the masses. When asked why we don’t have smartphones, we say because we refuse to be tethered to an electronic device.”

			Mew pauses the VCR. “We also can’t afford them plus rent at the same time.”

			“True. We also can’t afford them and we’re capable people choosing to live simpler lives, like monks existing on the edge of a technological society, celebrating moments instead of documenting every micro detail of existence. We don’t need to be self-involved with fancy laptops or high-definition televisions or the latest cell phones.”

			Mew protests, “What about the whole singularity thing? If you want to live forever, you have to document your life today. I mean, I’m interested in having my consciousness live forever.”

			Max raises his eyebrows. “Really? Consciousness can be pretty painful. I’m not sure I want that for, uh, forever.”

			“That’s the beauty of social media, though. People only share their good shit or the shit that makes them look like they care about things. No one likes a whiny post. The result is that only the best parts of you live forever.”

			Max asks, “Who are you living forever for?”

			Terese from the kitchen, “I think you mean for whom are you living forever.”

			Max continues, “What good is sacrificing today to invest in a tomorrow that’s just as banal and tedious because you have to stop and report everything to your social network? Our investments are immediate and with each other in the form of friendship and laughter at our own goofy bullshit.”

			“Yeah. So is Facebook, and it lets you share all that with friends in other parts of the country. I think it’s nice to have things and share thoughts across the interwebs for all of time. I’d like to have more money to have that. Maybe we could sell the brownies instead of just giving them away?”

			Max shakes his head slowly in disbelief. “You capitalist. You wanna go back to your nine-to-five lifestyle dreaming for retirement like an indentured servant dreaming about heaven?”

			“Whoa. All I said was maybe we can sell brownies instead of giving them to homeless people. Or maybe we could do, like, a kickstarter thing.”

			Max squints. “How would that even work?”

			Mew frowns. “We get people to donate for the brownies we’re giving to the homeless. That way they can feel good about helping the homeless without the hassle of doing anything.”

			“And we profit off of it?” Terese shrugs her shoulders in discomfort.

			Mew throws his hands in the air. “Where do you think all that money for pink ribbons goes? If you say cancer research, you’re being naive.”

			Terese shakes her head. “That’s super gross, Mew. These brownies are not about that.”

			“The point is that we are different.” Max straightens his posture and bumps his head on the low ceiling. “Damn it.” He rubs his head, then switches off the TV. “We don’t have to live like all the zombies binge watching their lives away.”

			Mew sighs. “I’m not a zombie, Max. I know I’m different. For me, it’s a matter of logic and how I can overcome it. I’ve seen the logical choice. It’s logical to run corporate. It’s logical to think of profit and self-advancement, to think selfishly. The world can change so quickly that it makes sense to lock-in as much security as possible. I’ve been trained my whole life to operate from self-interest and that that’s a good thing. It’s an unspoken part of our social contract which boils down to a single statement: work or starve. But I don’t think anybody should starve.”

			Max looks up in calculation. “What about the zombies?”

			Mew continues, “Even the zombies shouldn’t starve. Who needs to eat six dozen brownies by themselves? I can tell you I don’t. I mean, I could, but I don’t want that. Just because I signed on for that stupid working-or-starving contract doesn’t mean that I should get all greedy when other people decide against it. If free brownies are the way to protest the logic of self-interest, then I’m in.”

			Terese walks in with three brownies balanced on her hand and offers one to Max and Mew, then proclaims, “Brownies for the people!”
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			A .38 and a 44

			Gustave Tyner glances through the floor-to-ceiling window of his twelfth-story apartment to see the Denver high-rises dwarfing distant mountains. Sprawling on his Italian couch he admires his green silk robe and matching silk underwear. It’s uncommon this shade of green that shifts from the darkness of marijuana leaves to the pale green of United States currency. Stunning are the rewards of success. Currency begets the freedom to shoot someone in an imaginary world linked through a gaming system while the rest of the population toils away for that unreal, green paper exchanged in unseen, digital vaults.

			No one should come today, but even if they did, it wouldn’t be quiet. Just say no to prison. What says no louder than the .38 in the robe pocket and the shotgun under the couch. The game controller rests idle in his hands as he waits for the next game to start. Cue the aimless shit-talking of the other players in the virtual lobby.

			“So this guy has this shirt on that says, ‘I hate hippies’ and then he pulls out this gun and he shoots one bullet. The bullet grazed one guy, and then hit another guy in his hand, and then the bullet went through his hand and hit his girlfriend in the leg. I think they tackled him after that or something. Now, I mean, I hate hippies too, but, like… one bullet and three people. It’s that kind of efficiency I admire and that Halo 3 lacks.” The speaker’s screen name, WiseGuy6969, lights up as he jabbers. “If three people are lined up just right, and I pull the trigger, I want credit for all the destruction of my one bullet. I swear I’ve done it before, but the game only gave me credit for a double kill.”

			The screen name for KingofWeed420 lights up, “Kind of like how I lined up your mom, your sister, and your girlfriend with my cock last night.” Multiple “Ooooohs” cause the speakers from the sound system to crackle. They really should find a way to improve the sound for people talking on their headsets. “No. No. Listen. Listen. I just want them to pay the way they said they would.” More “Ooooooohs” ensue.

			Gustave rolls his eyes. If God existed, it would put an end to these verbal ejaculations. A prepubescent voice screeches as the screen name, PinkWarrior19 lights up. “You didn’t line up shit because your cock is too tiny, you assbag of weed.”

			The synthetic sound of laughter and breathing noises echoes through the loft apartment as the screen name SoldierofFortune99 lights up. “If you don’t have something to say that’s on topic, shut the fuck up.”

			KingofWeed420’s screen name lights up. “I got a topic: my balls in your mom’s mouth… She sounds like, ‘mrai mrove ma maste ov mralls.’”

			Gustave sucks his molar, wraps his lips under his teeth, and taps his foot on the floor before muting all the people in the room. Then he turns up the volume all the way on his headset as his screen name, JustGustave, lights up. “If I ruled the world, this would all be real, every death, final. I would end all of your weaknesses, forever. In case you noobs can’t read, I am a 44. The ranking system only goes up to fifty.” His gelled, black hair doesn’t move as he speaks. His eyes narrow and eyebrows furrow. “For you slow ones, that means I’m better than nearly ninety percent of you fuck-ups getting fatter on your mom’s couch, smoking your second-rate weed. If you’re unskilled, your opinion doesn’t matter. Just because you have a headset does not mean you should broadcast every useless thought you have.” Gustave unmutes everyone in the room again.

			As soon as he unmutes, he hears PinkWarrior19’s high-pitched voice repeating, “Your mom. Your mom. Your mom. Your mom. Your mom. Are you finished?”

			KingofWeed420’s screen name lights up, “Dude. Just say no to drugs.”

			The digitized breathing vibrates the loft apartment through the subwoofer. Fucking mouth-breathers. The game starts and Gustave pushes buttons and mechanically clicks the mini-joysticks as he scans the sixty-inch, LCD, 1080p, hi-def television for the opposing team’s combatants. He scrunches his artificially-tanned toes into the white carpet. The illumination from the TV casts lights of blue and green behind his couch, but it leaves the sun-tanned tint of Gustave unaltered.

			What actions differentiate him from others? The flex of a finger behind a shotgun, the shift of body weight behind a blade, the steadiness of a hand pouring poison into a coffee cup. In isolation, they seem so insignificant. Anyone could do it. It’s just the number of steps preceding the last that makes the dealing of death difficult.

			Moral restraints are for the weak minded. Anyone interested in attaining freedom naturally becomes a killer of one form or another. A salesman kills doubts with linguistic cunning. A farmer kills his crops with each harvest. A chef kills appetites with culinary prowess. A doctor kills symptoms or, if truly skilled, illness. An architect kills structural flaws. A soldier kills enemies. And Gustave Tyner kills whatever tries to stop him from getting free.

			“KILLING SPREE!” booms the voice from the television.

			“Goddamnit!” He clicks the button on the controller that lets him speak through the headset to the other players on his team mid-game. “Hey! I just received a memo from God, and He said that you should not play this game anymore! Maybe you did not get that memo. This is a ranked game. There is absolutely no reason for you to be playing ranked because your skill is insufficient! Do you understand this? Are you playing under someone else’s screen name? Are you intoxicated? Are your brain cells faltering due to the presence of THC? Everybody knows the boomshot is not intended for long distance combat... Damnit! And you just killed one of our guys with your complete lack of competency. You are bringing down the rest of the team, which is why I am going to CLUB YOU in the back of the HEAD.”

			“BETRAYAL!” booms the video game voice.

			“Just do everybody a favor and quit out!” he screams into his headpiece.

			He sees his cell phone light up and turns off the TV and the surround sound. He clicks the button on his Bluetooth. “Hello. Moe, good to hear from you. Our plants are finally ready? … Yeah… You never know who is listening. I will have the money wired to you in the next five minutes. Thank you so much for your efforts. I value your work… No. They say it is entering the final stages… No. Those fuck ups at the VA, along with the majority of the country, act like he does not even exist. It is as if everybody forgets there is a war on… Exactly… Exactly… It is a fucking shame is what it is. This should make him feel a little better. Thank you again, Moe. I will have one of my guys pick it up later today… Yes. … Always get paid. Goodbye.” He clicks the button on his headset and scrolls through the names on his phone until he gets to Zeke. “Z. How are you this morning… Good. That is good. Have you been over to see Corbin? … Yes… I have been busy, too. What can you do… I have two jobs for you today. I need you to make a pickup at the florist’s and then get security money from Armand… Yes. The plants. Armand should not be a problem for you. I need both by tomorrow afternoon… That is what I like to hear. Let’s go see Corbin after that… Yep. Bye.”

		

	
		
			4

		

	


			Confrontation with Silence

			Doobie paces, contemplating but not the stitches in his neck nor the polka-dotted medical gown in which he finds himself. Are words fire that will rain on anyone with ears? Do promises to protect the planet from fiery destruction have expiration dates? Does the promise exist if it’s never said out loud? When is it okay to let it all go? The words must be fire. They were there in the future bringing the end times. What if it’s going to happen anyway? What if it happens because no else knows? Maybe it happens because of a lack of words. What if silence is all wrong, and it’s just laziness or cowardice that brings the end times? Years of silence are long enough. “Am I being reborn or am I giving birth to a calamity?” So sorry. So sorry. So sorry to all people if fire destroys this shared reality.

			He flashes to the nearest barred window with unexampled speed for such a dilapidated body and sees no fire falling from above. He wrinkles his face with a glee not yet full-blown, incredulous of his ears. He considers the sound of trees falling with no listeners. Perhaps someone has to hear the words in order for it to all be real. Perhaps we are in dreams, perhaps in madness, perhaps in well-deserved hospital stays, perhaps this is only talking in the mind. Shouting might be a better test. “I’M A RAZOR BLADE CUTTING--” He screeches against silence before he throws his hands over his mouth. What a terrible sound. He checks the window to be sure and, with no fire, removes the self-imposed finger bars to continue. “--A FUSE TOO SHORT FOR AN EXPLOSION SO BIG!”

			A few heads in the psychiatric ward gaze, careless and semi-drugged.

			“No fire. No scorched Earth. No ashes.” He giggles softly, gently pumping old-man arms and legs in a jig. “My pupils are getting deeper, like tiny black holes. And now the future has somewhere to go.” He paces, still afraid to bring harm to the ears around him but ecstatic to not cause the end times. “Why? Why does the world come to me before everybody else? Whose whisperings are these and who’s responsible for their amplification in my brain?”

			No person listens, but every object does. The bricks, the tiles, the fluorescent light fixtures all acknowledge him as he paces, staring at his feet fitting in tile square after tile square. Assignments might be the truest form of love. He assigns reasons for existence to all the inanimate objects around him so that they might feel love the same way he does. Bricks unify their dull souls to block out external pressures. Floor tiles hold his feet in place. Fluorescent lights show him his path. And they all listen. Perhaps now his words might offer a reason for existence to people, too.

			“It’s more than a simple cranial amplification. I know what’s coming. Maybe I was wrong about the fire, but I know what’s coming. No one but me sees this massive potential energy, which I both cherish and despise all at once: cherish because my inner words are all I have—the only thing that no one can take away from me—and despise because I cannot share all the words and details with anyone entirely. And if you cannot share it, does it exist? I don’t know.”

			Glancing up from the tiles, he sees his reflection in one of the internal windows. The skin creases around his eyebrows like thrown-away scrap paper. Flash-frozen blue ice oceans are his eyes, harboring whole ecosystems underneath. His hands look like confused geographic maps with bulging rivers for veins and spackled cities overgrown into each other. Suburbs of scars and little mountain ranges nearly disappearing as he closes his hands into fists, quaking constant due to impure nerves. His gray facial hair, uncontrollable and who knows how many years thick, hides his smile.

			No nurses shave him; no visitors to impress. No one knows the weight of his years. The slow grind of cartilageless joints, the reliable ache of the morning, the endless schedule of wishes ungranted for so long they may lay dormant for all time. Doesn’t matter; everyone is dormant in their own way. After his vocalization, though, doubt stings. 

			He returns his gaze to the tiles, which have enough shine to reflect faintly his image. The difference between the image reflecting off the tile floor and the other image reflecting off the window bothers him. Does any reflection show the truth?

			With his newfound voice, he booms grandiose for no one in particular, “THREE! That’s the number of human catalysts that will push the pendulum and hammer down the gears into place. She is lilacs against an azure dusk in midsummer, veiling herself with stars pointing in her truest direction, guiding or misguiding her every action. He is a cyclone arguing from multiple tangents extempore, incomplete in physical form, but steadfast in his whirling revolutions and revelations. The other is a brittle container, disapproving of what he can’t contain, but happy to bust and put everything back together. Their reason for existence and my reason for existence will mingle,” he bats his eyelashes, “eye each other from across the room, ask each other to dance and…” The old man waltzes with an imagined partner, “... do what it is people do to create something new.” He stops his rhythmic tiptoeing for a moment. “If I were a gambler, how much would I put on all of these images coming to fruition?” He thinks for a moment. “Have I placed my bet by speaking?”
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			A Fake Pregnancy

			Christmas never appeared magical in the flying-reindeer, immaculate-conception sort of way for Max, Mew, and Terese. They walked through Cherry Creek Mall nearly aimless except for Terese’s desire to get something truly special for her mother for Christmas since her father passed away that year. In more recent Christmases, she shopped online to avoid the frantic shoppers, but this was before they were able to steal wireless internet from their neighbor. Maximus and Bartholomew went mostly as social anthropologists, but also to bear witness to the consumer spectacle.

			The Christmas spirit prevailed; decorated plastic trees with welcoming radiance behind bright red signs that said, “Do not touch” and “30% off!!” in various, eye-grabbing fonts. Mannequin families perpetually smiling and giving each other wrapped presents with nothing inside. Bells ringing at all times somewhere in the distance for the Salvation Army or chiming rhythmically through cheap Muzak speakers or toys clanking away on demonstration. The smell of frying foods and sodium caused the conditioned desire to consume and salivate. People’s overtly loud cellphone conversations with “like” injected every fourth word while discussing their obligatory gift-giving. Cell phone salespeople crowned with plush red Santa hats and suited in full business attire asking anybody who breathes, “Are you happy with your current cell phone service?” Shimmery, rip-off designer purses in Christmas colors. Pay-by-the-minute massage therapists speaking broken English as they offer Christmas gift certificates also sporting plush red Santa hats. Overpriced everything in ultra-white light with electronic dub bass music pounding out some remixed version of “Let It Snow” that infects the rhythmically inclined with an uncontrollable urge to dance. Store greeters poised to tell you about the best new deals on the winter fashions in rehearsed, friendly, memorized, nonstop voices. So many gadgets and trinkets made in China that might make, like, the most perfect present ever for the cousin you don’t really know.

			The mall jammed their senses with too many signals. Of the three of them Terese blocked the endless overload best up until they walked past Victoria’s Secret. She stopped and glared, grabbing Max and Mew by their arms. Loud enough for any passing mall patrons to hear, she said, “The pink iridescent glow of this store makes me think of my vagina, with which, by itself, I’m very comfortable, but this store makes my vagina feel like it might not be as bright nor as bold. I feel somehow insignificant next to this glowing, window-sized woman and her vagina covered by fashionable lace underwear. It feels like the store is telling me, ‘Resistance is futile. Join our underwear brigade and become part of the super pussy glow or watch your iris wither from neglect!’”

			All three of them stared into the store and Max said, “For me, Victoria’s Secret is more of a harmonious melding of seraphic pleasures with biologically-functional marketing.”

			Mew broke eye contact with the giant women in the window to glance at Max. “W’the hell does that mean.”

			Max took a deep breath. “A seraph is the highest order of angels which, I think you’ll agree, these ladies are. I revel in the idea of sexual plush ecstasy, and then I revel in the associative properties of the male psyche with its ability to mentally replace the flawed, freckled fertility fat of a real woman with the impeccable, streamlined, air-brushed body of an imaginary angel simply by changing the wrapping.” Max tilted his head. “It’s amazing what the mind can do in the dark. I admire the beasts for their efficiency and shamelessness in accomplishing this old bait-and-switch.”

			Mew asked, “Who exactly are the beasts in this situation?”

			Max shook his head. “Take your pick: the men mentally replacing their lovers, the numerous people involved in producing the advertisement, the women who objectify themselves while claiming to symbolize female empowerment, myself and my inability to look away. We’re all admirable beasts, aren’t we? Feasting on delicious manipulations.”

			Terese nearly coughed and exhaled at the same time. “It’d be a lot more delicious if I didn’t have to buy something or change myself in order to be a part of it.”

			Max squinted with his head still tilted. “Yeah. I’m glad I don’t have to look like a male supermodel in order to get laid. I value my function more than my form, and, under the right conditions, I believe the seraph on the poster would value my function more than my form as well. But alas, my fantasies are short-lived because this seraph is an artificial image devoid of any value besides selling undergarments. I can’t help but remember the end goal of the image which is get me to shell out more cash for the pictured undergarments. Cash, I, of course, do not have.”

			Mew cocked his head to nearly the same angle as Max, crossed his arms and declared. “I’d like to dive head first into her cleavage and make a home in between her breasts, or maybe just catch a nap there as the mall crowds trot and mumble in that static hum that makes me so sleepy.” Mew looked up and away and added, “I do wonder if I desire this airbrushed perfection, or if it’s society that has always told me to desire her. That my desires may not actually be my own...? That bothers me. I mean, if it weren’t for the bombardment of my senses with desirable imagery of an artificially pristine female form for my entire life and jerking off to so many thong-song-style music videos in middle school, would I still find the image of this woman attractive? I saw this thing on a show once about a South American tribe isolated from outside culture and how the men of this tribe still preferred women with symmetrical faces and a proportional breast-to-waist-to-booty ratio. The ratio was three-to-two-to-three the same as men from western society. I think they had a different name for it, but it’s like that Commodores song... ‘Thirty-six twenty-four thirty-six. Oh what a winning hand. She’s a brick... house.’

			Terese shook her head. “Please don’t sing like that in public ever again.”

			Mew rolled his eyes and continued. “What I’m really wondering is, am I naturally programmed by my DNA to be attracted to the proportions of this super model like the scientists say, or is my attraction the result of repeated media and marketing exposure and my conditioned sexual stimulation? Like, am I a ruined experiment? Can I ever claim any of my tastes or desires as truly my own or are they all products of my media consumption?”

			Terese bobbed her head and sucked her teeth dramatically. “The social scientists looking at the isolated tribe were probably trying to justify their own sexist desires.”

			“Or heavily influenced by the lyrical insight of Lionel Richie,” added Max.

			Mew gazed at the star-like shapes in the reflections of the woman’s eyes. “I want the social scientists to be right, though, because if I’m not hardwired to like a woman of even proportions, it means my mind isn’t actually mine. I’m submitting to someone else’s marketing, marketing I’ve been subjected to since I was a child, before I had any choice or self-control. That really bothers me. Like I’m a cow herded through some mental maze and all the cows eating the same thing makes the people who built the maze richer and richer.”

			Terese broke her gaze and kept walking. “You know what bothers me even more? The end game of all these materials. What is the final destination of all these fantasies and manipulations? What happens to the lingerie and plastic and electronics and shoes once all the fantasy has been squeezed out of them? Where does it go? Maybe to a garage sale where one more person redeems the value of a previously useless trinket only for it to finally decay in a heap somewhere beyond sight. Maybe these heaps of refuse will be shipped to some underdeveloped and overpopulated country where, maybe, tribes will pick through it for the parts of remaining value. And maybe one of the children of these scavenger tribes gets out and gets an education and grows up to spite the ways of America, doing everything, inside or outside the law, to bring down the beasts of fantasy. Or inversely, this child might be so thankful for the waste we threw out that she works as hard as she can to keep pumping the shiny crap through the expansive American earthworm’s digestive system so it continues excreting this fractionally-fantastic waste so the scavenger tribes can continue their newly formed way of life.”

			Mew nodded. “Yeah. I don’t see how it all can continue. If the labor force moves overseas, if bank accounts move offshore, if military technology moves to anyone with money, and if American middle-class consumerism moves to China, then what are American citizens left with? The mall seems to be the answer: not aesthetically pleasing but well-designed for maximum product exposure. Well-maintained, but thoughtless of consequence as it dresses up the rise of the rest of the world with low prices that exploit somebody out of sight.

			“Maybe that’s why I hate buying stuff; I’m preparing for the future where fantasy no longer relies on material wealth, where cars are outdated and for the excessively rich, and inane plastic particulars are only available in their recycled form. Where everyone but the top one percent sees the emptiness of material wealth and spends what little they have to make something for themselves rather than consume; where the vapid skills of market manipulation go bankrupt and instead favor tangible and practical production.” Mew shrugged. “Could also be that I’m just about broke.” The wordlessness of ringing bells hurled them back into the moment.

			Terese widened her eyes and lifted one side of her lip. “It’s definitely not over yet, is it. Just look. So much stuff to buy… you could explode.”

			Mew scratched the back of his neck. “Why the hell did we come here again, Max?”

			Max shrugged. “I make a point of going to the mall at least once a year just to make sure I still can’t handle it. It’s like a trial by fire or running the gauntlet or something. Because I’m not making googobs of money, I’m constantly bombarded with how I don’t belong here. Definitely still feel that way. Terese, do we have some kind of direction in this relic of consumerism?”

			Terese looked lost and horrified by her surroundings. “We should really do something about this.”

			Mew scratched his neck. “Like what? Head for the hills? Start a leftist guerrilla war? Strap a bomb to ourselves to purify the masses? We’re not freakin’ terrorists.” 

			Max drifted in the fog of clattering high heels and expansive ceilings before snapping out of it. “Mew, why is terrorism your first response to this? And why wouldn’t you just say ‘fuckin’ terrorists’?” Max shook his head looking at Mew. “Life’s not a sitcom, man. The FCC isn’t going to fine you. If you can’t say ‘fuck’, there’s no way you’re going start a leftist guerrilla war.”

			Terese slapped them both on the shoulder and pointed. “Warfare Schmorfare. We can do something about this place without getting blood on our hands.” She pointed toward the geographic center of the mall to a white, winterland known as the North Pole, the place where parents could bring their kids to talk to Santa Claus. The Santa turned around a sign that read, “Santa is away feeding the reindeer. Back soon.” Terese pointed to the sign more emphatically. “This is our time. This is why we’re here. My mom’s gift can wait. We can do something.”

			Max nodded with his entire upper body. “Let’s do it.”

			Terese, Max, and Mew watched as the Santa headed for the mall office. A couple of minutes later, he left in plain clothes with a lunch bag while hyperactive kids and impatient parents waited in line. Mew frowned before speaking. “That’s just a lack of stagecraft if you ask me. Any observant kid would put it together that Santa’s just a guy with a white beard who’s partial to sack lunches.”

			Terese pointed to a door. “There’s the office where he changed. Santa didn’t have the suit with him when he left. So, it’s gotta be in there still. All we have to do is get it. Ideas?”

			Max blinked repeatedly. “Wait. How is stealing the suit going to change anything?”

			Terese looked Max in the eyes. “One of us, probably you, is going to be Santa.”

			Max cracked a smile and scratched his chin.

			Mew wrinkled his brow and placed his fist in the palm of his hand. “I suggest a three-pronged attack. You two paint yourself off-white so you blend in with the walls, and I’ll paint myself cement gray so I can crawl along the floor and sneak up behind whoever’s running the front desk. A chloroform rag over the mouth and nose will ensure some quality sleep. The suit is probably right there near the front desk and one of you two can snag it.”

			Terese shook her head. “Tactically viable. But we have to move now before Santa gets back in town.” Terese’s eyes widened. “I’ve got boobs and a baby maker. One or both of those should be useful in this situation.” 

			Max squinted. “I don’t think they’re going to give you a Santa suit just for showing your boobs.”

			Terese rolled her eyes. “Not doing that. I’m talking about a fake pregnancy.”

			Mew nodded knowingly. “Terese, you know we’re all about a fake pregnancy.”

			Terese snapped her fingers. “Mew, take off your sweatshirt, and Max, I’m going to need that sweater. We’re gonna make a baby.”

			Max rumbles, “I’ve waited years for you to say that, Terese.”

			“Gross. Shut up. Let’s go.” Terese snapped her fingers again and held out her hand as Max and Bartholomew gave her their outer layers of clothing. Terese stuffed the clothing under her shirt. “How does it look?”

			Max scrunched up his nose. “Like a couple of sweaters stuffed under your shirt.”

			Terese started walking toward the office door. “We’ll have to keep their eyes on me and not my stomach. Mew, you’re my husband. Max, you go in and grab the suit while whoever inside is distracted. Let’s find a water fountain.” Terese threw water on her face and her crotch. “My water just broke. ‘Kay. Here we go.” She grabbed Bartholomew by the hand. “You need to hold my hand like a husband, not like a child. Remember, we have to keep talking.”

			Terese took off like a pregnant, world-class speed-walker with Bartholomew in tow toward the mall office. “The second we stop talking, they’ll see that I just have sweaters stuffed under my shirt. Say everything you think out loud. No pausing. I could never do this for real. There are totally too many people on this planet. If I got pregnant tomorrow, total abortion. I’m way too about myself to care for a kid. But babies are so cute, and whenever I see them, I want to hang out with them for no good reason. And seeing a man nurturing a baby makes me so... Doesn’t matter right now, just keep talking. We can’t stop talking.” Terese threw the door open to the mall office. “Oh god! Why? Why did you have to have such fertile semen!”

			“Oh. Of course! It’s all me and my fertile semen that got us into this, right? It has absolutely nothing to do with your fertile uterus.”

			“SHUT UP! I’m having this baby now! Right now!” She immediately calmed herself and softened her voice. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I love you. I totally love you.” She pulled Bartholomew down by the neck to kiss him on the cheek. “It doesn’t matter whose fertility is to blame.”

			An older gentleman with a white, handlebar mustache stood up. “Hi there, what’s the mat—”

			“I’m having a baby! I’m having a baby right now!” She frantically patted Bartholomew on the shoulder. “Honey, honey. Help me keep breathing.”

			“In-in-out. In-in-out. Just like the class.”

			Terese huffed and puffed while shaking her head. “We really don’t know what we’re doing here. Have you ever had a baby? OMG, what am I saying? Of course you haven’t had a baby. What I mean is, can you help us here?”

			The older gentleman said, “I’ll call an ambulance right now.”

			“NO!” shouted Mew and Terese at the same time.

			“We don’t have insurance.”

			Mew shook his head. “Nope.”

			The old man wrinkled his brow. “What do you mean you don’t have insurance?”

			“We can’t afford it, and I have wide birthing hips anyway.” She swatted the air at the older gentleman. “We’re not going to waste a doctor’s time.”

			The older gentleman responded, “Well, you must’ve seen some kind of a doctor.”

			Mew shook his head. “Nope. All natural. Look, this baby is coming and we don’t have time for you to question us. Do you have an office that’s a little cleaner and a little more private than this room?”

			“Um. Yeah. The head manager’s office is pretty clean.”

			Terese and Mew followed the older gentleman toward the head manager’s office as Max entered the small lobby. There was the suit with a fake beard just behind the counter. He grabbed it and walked out toward the bathroom to become Santa. Mew looked back down the hall from the open door and saw Max leave.

			As soon as they entered the room, Mew shook his head. “Are you kidding me?” He released Terese’s hand and gestured toward the room. “This office is nowhere near sterile. Honey, let’s get the hell out of here. There’s no way we’re having the baby in this bacterial paradise. Thanks for nothing, handlebars.” They marched out of the room even faster than they entered it.

			“I’m a janitor, and I cleaned this office myself.” He shook his head. “Freakin’ crazies…”

			Mew and Terese rushed to the bathroom where Terese disregarded the men’s symbol on the door. Max already had on the top half of the suit and the beard but wasn’t wearing any pants.
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			The Children’s Santa Rebellion

			Max looked at Terese and Mew in the mirror and asked, “How about a no-pants Santa? You know, a Santa who’s a little on the wild side. A Santa looking to party? Or maybe a senile Santa. What do you think?”

			Mew bit his lower lip. “It’d be funny, but you’d never make it to your Santa chair.”

			“Perhaps.” Max paused as if calculating before putting on the red pants. “Can you help me with the boots? It’s kind of hard with all this extra fat padding.” Bartholomew tied the boots for him. “So if I get arrested, you guys’ll bail me out, right?”

			Mew looked up at him and raised his eyebrows. “Jesus, Max. What are you planning?”

			“I don’t know. Just tell me you’ll bail me out.”

			Terese shook her head. “We’ll bail you out… but...”

			“Good. What about the arm?” Max waved the baggy sleeve with his stump. “Pin it up or leave it loose?”

			Terese looked for a second as Max kept waving. “Leave it.”

			Max stepped out of the men’s room waving his one arm as he walked to the center of the North Pole in the middle of the mall. “HO HO HO! MERRY CHRISTMAS!” He bellowed sounding drunk. The children waiting outside the North Pole clamored, and some clapped as he approached. There were no elves or other staff around the North Pole. Must’ve been on break, too. A ramp with hand rails lead up to his throne-like chair. Behind the chair were two twenty foot Christmas trees decorated with lights. Surrounding the ramp on both sides were layers of faux snow blankets with white lights mixed together. Max sat down in the giant red chair.

			The first child walked up to Santa. She looked like she was seven or eight with long hair that hung down just over her eyes. She kept looking up at her mother to see if she was paying attention to her. The mother rarely looked at her child deeply, but she kept a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. The mother shot glances at other parents and people in the mall to see if they were looking at her in a way that suggested embarrassment or disapproval.

			The little girl climbed up onto Santa’s lap and asked, “Santa, what happened to your arm?” She quickly turned around to her mother. She was on her cell phone.

			Max took a deep breath. “It was a much colder month than I or the reindeer or elves had ever expected. Food supplies ran out. I mean, you would think that living at the North Pole, the elves, Mrs. Claus, and I would be prepared for extreme cold temperatures and the food needed to keep us alive, but we were not prepared for a storm like this. Everyone was going to starve to death. The elves were emaciated little skeletons. There was only one thing that we could do. I told Mrs. Claus to get the Christmas Axe and to prepare a fire. I told her it would taste better if it was cooked. She said no at first, but I insisted. I told her no one was going to starve to death on Santa’s watch; they had all been so good that year. I told her I would be fine because I have this protective layer of blubber. I passed out from the pain, and Mrs. Claus, like a pro, stitched me up real fast.”

			The child’s eyes grew wide from under her hanging bangs. “What?” She moved her head back from Santa and moved the hair out of her eyes in disbelief.

			“Mrs. Claus chopped off my arm with the Christmas Axe. She counted to three and let the axe fall. The hard part was that she didn’t take it off clean on the first chop, but I don’t really remember the second one. So, I lost an arm,” Santa shrugged. “Not a big deal because I saved my elvin workforce from starvation. My big arm was enough for them to eat for almost a month.”

			The child’s face scrunched up in puzzlement. “The elves ate your arm?”

			“They did. So, when you wake up on Christmas morning and you’re opening the presents, remember all the effort and sacrifice the elves and I put into making those toys. Now, what is your name and what would you like for Christmas, my dear?”

			“My name is Tina and I want… um… a Bratz doll set.”

			“Oh. Which one is that?”

			“That’s the one with the people with the big heads and big eyes.”

			“Oh wait, I know, the ones with the famished little bodies?”

			“What does ‘famished’ mean?”

			“It means they are extremely thin because they are starving, kind of like the way my elves were.” He looked at his stump and shook it at her.

			“Yeah. They are the skinny cartoon girls.”

			“Okay. But don’t you think a doll set inherently conditions you to reinforce the gender roles that many women have worked hard to escape and that the Bratz dolls in particular might encourage some kind of eating disorder?”

			“Um… I dunno.”

			“Is there a reason why you need dolls even? Boys and girls don’t have to always like different things, you know.”

			“Girls rule and boys drool.” She gasped, “but not you, Santa.”

			“Okay…” Max wanted to keep with his line of questioning, but, disarmed by the little girl’s non sequitur, he was speechless.

			“Um… I have a lot of other toys I want. Can we hurry this up a little?” Going on eight years of age, Tina was all business.

			“Oh ho. Well then, you better tell me now.”

			“Can you say it loudly so my mom hears?” she whispered.

			It became clear to Max that this little girl was not as dumb as he expected all children to be. She had no illusions about a jolly man in a red suit delivering toys; the discomfort solidifying around her face came from sitting on a stranger’s lap, especially an armless stranger. And her repeated glances directed at her mother every few seconds were not out of fear, but instead to ensure her mother heard what she wanted for Christmas. “Of course.” Max felt deflated in his role, disheartened that the child did not believe in him or his arm and axe story.

			“I want a gold necklace, a puppy like the one in the window, and a black purse to carry the puppy. And a set of paints so that I can paint the puppy to match whatever outfit I’m wearing that day. Can you make this happen, Santa?” Again, she looked over her shoulder at her mom.

			“Why would you want a dog that fits inside your purse?”

			“Easy storage. I saw some TV people with little dogs in their purses.”

			“You don’t have to be like the people on TV.”

			“I know, but I want to. I want to be rich and have people take pictures of me and my puppy everywhere I go. Remember to say it so my mom hears,” Tina whispered.

			“You don’t think you’d ever get tired of people taking pictures of you?”

			Exasperated, she rolled eyes. “No, Santa.” She sighed and looked back at her mother. “You’re not helping me here,” she whispered through clenched teeth.

			Max felt a little used, but also sad for the girl. “So. You want a puppy, a purse for the puppy, and paint to color the puppy according to what you’re wearing that day,” Max boomed, getting the mother to look up from her phone. “Well, I’ll make a note of it. I can’t promise that I’ll be able to get everything on your list. Puppies can be difficult to carry in my bag.” The little girl rolled her eyes again as she hopped off his lap. “But we’ll see,” Max said as the girl walked away, towing her mother by the hand.

			The next tiny human climbed onto Max’s knee. “Santa, what happened to your arm?” asked a round, red-headed boy with green eyes.

			“There was a battle between a polar bear and myself. I thought he was a friendly polar bear, but when I went to give him the secret, friendly polar bear handshake, or paw shake, the way you always do to let friendly polar bears know you’re a friendly human, I discovered the polar bear was not friendly at all. As the polar ice caps continue to melt, the bears continue to move in on my territory…. We had to put that polar bear down. Donner and Blitzen impaled him with their horns, but not before the bear took my arm.” Max paused and shrugged. “What can you do…?”

			“Polar bears? You’re serious?”

			“Yes. It was actually just one polar bear. Those teeth will tear through your flesh and bone like this.” Max clapped his fingers into the palm of his hand and saw the boy’s eyes light up. “What’s your name?”

			“My name is Tom.”

			“What is it that you would like this Christmas, Tom?”

			“You don’t already know?”

			“No. I don’t. You have to tell me.”

			“I didn’t tell you last year and you got me everything I wanted.”

			“My psychic abilities come and go. If you don’t tell me, there’s a chance that I won’t get you what you want.”

			“Okay. I want a fire truck.”

			“Just a toy fire truck?”

			“No. I want a REAL fire truck.”

			“I don’t think a real fire truck will fit under the tree.”

			“You’re Santa. You can do anything. Just do it. My mom got a Mercedes-Benz last year, and you put it outside in our front driveway. Just put the fire truck out there.”

			“We’ll have to wait and see. Is there anything else you want?”

			“That’s it. Just the fire truck.”

			“Alright. I’ll see what I can…” Max paused. Who was he to rattle a kid out of his dreams, to tell him his desires were morally justifiable or not? By his way of thinking, a few factors came into play when determining whether a desire was morally justifiable.

			The first factor was originality. Did someone else drive this desire, or was it purely his? He would assign a value of zero to ten, with zero being, “I bought it because a celebrity said it would get me laid,” and ten being, “It doesn’t yield any results when you search it on Google.”

			The second factor was how much he was willing to expend in order to carry out his desire. He would give a value between zero and ten with zero meaning, obviously, that he was willing to spend nothing. A four would be a wild amount of currency like $100 dollars or more. A seven would be currency and jail time under a ridiculous, outdated law. An eight, currency, jail time, and mild bodily harm. A nine would be currency, jail time, bodily harm, and possibly death. A ten, a suicide mission.

			The third factor was human benefit. He would give a positive value for helping or a negative value for harm. Max consistently aimed to make sure his actions stayed in the positive, or at least zero. He added up the scores for each factor and if the final score was above fifteen, he considered it the right thing to do. If it was below ten, it was probably not worthwhile. For an economist, this scale would likely go the other way around since an economist would want to maximize benefit and minimize cost, but Max was not an economist. He wanted only to minimize boredom.

			Max double-checked the scale with his decision to impersonate Santa. Just a few minutes ago, he was a regular guy in a t-shirt, sweater, and jeans. Then he desired to be Santa Claus. This was not terribly original by Max’s thinking. Other people definitely desired this before him. But his intention of speaking raw truth to children without entirely dismantling their ability to imagine was somewhat original. He gave a six for the first factor.

			The second factor was somewhere between a seven and an eight; he considered bodily harm a possibility. Fines and jail time were possible, too, if the situation could not correct itself. He had to add one because Terese and Bartholomew were also involved. As his best friends, he would instantly do just about anything for them or their entertainment. Human benefit? If the children learn something… three tops. The final score on Max’s Moral Justifiability Scale (MMJS as Max decided to refer to it) was around fifteen or sixteen, meaning the situation was morally justifiable.

			Tom scored rather high on originality. A full-sized fire truck is an original desire. He got a six there. But for the second factor, he received a zero because he appears to automatically expect that Santa is going to produce the desired results at no cost. Plus, the harm-to-others factor is at least a negative three because an unmanned fire truck means there could be a fire somewhere with no fire truck to stop the flames. So, Max responded by saying: “No, Tom. There’s no way I’m going to get you a full-sized fire truck. There are several reasons. One, the elves have never been successful with the production of diesel engines. Two, you’re five and you can’t drive, which means the fire truck would just be sitting there. That’s called a waste. It’s when you have something but you don’t or can’t use it. Three, the price of diesel fuel is skyrocketing and will likely continue to go up, which means your mommy or daddy will not have the ability to pay to use the fire truck. Four, as magic as my Christmas bag is, it will not fit a full-sized fire truck. I tried once, and we almost had to cancel Christmas. So, you’re not going to get a real fire truck.” Max broke eye contact to see two security guards standing at the front of the line.

			Little Tom disagreed. He pointed a finger. “My daddy is a firefighter, and he said you could do anything. I asked him about you going through the chimney, and he said you could do it. I asked him about you knowing what I want without me telling you in person, and he said you could do it because you know everything and you’re always watching. I asked him if you could get me a real fire truck for Christmas, and he said you could do it. Now you tell me you can’t do any of those things? Either my dad’s lying, or you’re not the real Santa.” The boy jumped off Max’s knee, and the security guards moved closer. Max was left pondering the validity of MMJS.

			A security guard with a golden, metallic name badge that said G. Thompson stepped up the ramp and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “He’s not the real Santa. He seems to be confused.” He looked down at the boy. “Go ahead and get out of here. We’re gonna have some words.” The boy walked out of the North Pole without looking back.

			G. Thompson looked colossal enough for Max to worry about the structural stability of the North Pole’s plywood stage area, which creaked and begged for mercy under the weight. G. Thompson looked like an offensive lineman or an ex-military type who gave himself free range with Twinkies and Doritos and chicken pot pies, traces of which could be detected on the corners of his mouth. G. Thompson wore those wrap-around sunglasses with the gold tint which looked like one solid piece of curved mirror with a cut-out for his nose. Max always associated that style with Iraq war vets. Max saw his reflection in the sunglasses and noticed his beard was slightly crooked.

			Max asked, “And what can Santa bring you fine gentleman on Christmas morning?” as he adjusted his beard.

			The second security guard’s golden, metallic name badge read H. Foster. He looked like G. Thompson’s little brother. Same diet, but softer. Has authority, but maybe doesn’t have the skills to support that authority. H. Foster spoke. “Santa, I think you need to come with us.” He sounded like a lame imitation of every TV cop ever. Max saw H. Foster make a fist. It looked like a carved ivory cannon ball.

			Max smiled through the fake beard. “Really. Now why would that be?”

			G. Thompson looked up at the second floor of the mall. “Because we know you stole the suit you’re wearing.”

			H. Foster leaned in and whispered, “We know you’re not the real Santa.”

			Max made his eyes wide. “How dare you call me an unreal Santa! Do I look like a figment of your imagination?”

			G. Thompson shook his head. “Don’t make a scene here, please. It won’t be good for the kids or for business, or for anything.”

			“I will not leave!” Max pointed down to the stage of the North Pole. “This is where I BELONG!”

			H. Foster put his hands up in a stopping gesture. “Hey. We’re just doing our jobs here, alright? You can’t be here because we don’t know who you are.”

			Max raised his eyebrows as he looked up at the two security guards. “Well, I’ll tell you who I am.” He pointed at his face. “I’m Santa Claus.”

			G. Thompson’s face lost all expression. “You’re a liability is what you really are. It only takes one kid and one lawsuit to destroy Christmas. Now, please. Let’s go and we can discuss this in the office.”

			H. Foster leaned in toward Max. “We don’t want to make this ugly, but we will if it comes down to it.”

			Max leaned towards them and whispered, “I guess it’s going to get ugly then, gentleman, because I’m not going anywhere.”

			G. Thompson took a step towards Max. “You’re asking for this, here, Santa.”

			Max frowned. “No. You’re asking for this.”

			G. Thompson grabbed Max by his lone arm, and Max went limp, which did not appear to be much of a problem for G. Thompson. H. Foster grabbed his leg, and the next second they were dragging Max out of the North Pole.

			As they dragged him, Max hollered, “Children! Please listen! You do not need any of the toys you think you need! You’ve all been brainwashed by your cartoons to want to buy things! But you don’t need any of it! This marketing dreamland will haunt you all through your life as you get older, telling you how you need to buy new cars and new homes and new clothes and new cell phones, but the truth is that you don’t!” His voice echoed over all the bells and ringtones and holiday choruses surrounding the North Pole. Max closed his eyes for a second. He was the Santa Claus Che Guevara—the romantic one, not the executing one. Bartholomew and Terese watched from the second level laughing hysterically as Max continued, “Why? Why, I ask you, would you waste your money on CRAP when you could buy tools to make something on your own? Be producers, not consumers, children! Be a pro— GZZZAAAAAHHKK!”

			G. Thompson tazed Max while H. Foster put up his hand and proclaimed, “Sorry, kids. This is not the real Santa Claus. This man is clearly a little out of his head. Sorry, folks.”

			Max let out a deep whooping cough and caught his breath after twitching uncontrollably for a few moments. His shout rose to a wail. “THIS MAN IS A LIAR, CHILDREN! HE’S GOING TO PUT SANTA CLAUS IN PRISON AND THEN THERE WILL BE NO CHRISTMAS! IF YOU BELIEVE IN SANTA CLAUS AT ALL, YOU SHOULD ATTACK THIS MAN AND HELP SANTA GET FREE! I WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO VISIT YOUR HOMES ON CHRISTMAS UNLESS YOU HELP ME NOW!”

			Children started exchanging glances uncomfortably, some of them tearing up.

			“AREN’T YOU TIRED OF DOING NOTHING? CHRISTMAS IS GOING AWAY FOREVER! ARE YOU JUST GOING TO STAND THERE HOLDING MOMMY AND DADDY’S HANDS FOR THE REST OF TIME? YOU CAN DO SOMETHING NOW OR WAKE UP TO AN EMPTY CHRISTMAS MORNING! THINK OF ALL THE OTHER CHILDREN WHO WILL GO WITHOUT CHRISTMAS IF YOU DON’T DO SOMETHING NOW! COLLF!” G. Thompson hit him in the stomach with his nightstick and again in the ribs, making a horrific, low, smacking rumble that resonated through all of Max’s innards.

			The violent act triggered screams of sorrow and anger from the children. One child yelled, “C’mon!” and without any other words, the children responded. They shrugged, and wriggled, and clawed, and bit their way out of their protective parents’ hold. With screaming faces and full-on child sprints, they attacked the security guards hauling Santa away.

			In the boredom of security guard duty, G. Thompson and H. Foster had once hypothesized about just how many sugar-addled ADHD kids they could successfully combat. They settled the debate by saying that all they would have to do is take a nightstick to just one little rugrat and make an example of him (it would have to be a boy) and that that would turn the rest of them away, hypothetically. However, a real cause for which the kids would risk getting hurt never entered their hypothesis. Plus, hitting a seven-year-old with a nightstick is easy, even humorous, in theory, but difficult in practice.

			The children tactically immobilized the guards by strapping themselves to the guards’ ankles and then knees. As soon as the guards reached down to push the kids off their legs, more kids grabbed onto their arms. If it had been a matter of life and death, the guards might have thrown children into other children to stop the flood, but they did not, as some very worried parents were already apologizing and attempting to remove their kid or kids from the guards, which only made movement for the guards more difficult.

			The children swarmed over the guards. They kicked. They bit. They clawed and poked and punched and Indian-rope burned. Some of them even knew pressure points, but most all of them knew the power of the crotch kick and utilized this attack most mercilessly, which drove the guards to finally release Max.

			Max got up and looked at his little emancipators who remained free of their parents’ less-than-watchful eye, sitting atop the writhing guards. “Merry Christmas, children! I thank you for your bravery! You saved Christmas! No matter what your parents say, you are all definitely on the good list this Christmas! Never forget that fighting for a cause can benefit you in the end! Now I must go! MERRY CHRISTMAS!” He signaled to Terese and Mew of his need to escape. Terese and Mew helped Max hobble out of the mall.

			“Pain inhibits only the irresolute,” stated Max on the way home. Those cracked ribs didn’t matter. It was a high score on the MMJS.
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			The Future is Now

			A middle-aged man in a long, white coat walks uncomfortably fast with a visibly muffled excitement. His heel plants and then all his weight shifts to the ball of his foot and finally to his toes so that each step is a scarcely successful effort to prevent an airborne leap. His method of movement appears time-tested because he does not fall on his face. The man inside the white jacket has eyes that bulge so much that his peripheral vision must be close to 300 degrees. The roundness of his eyes make the squareness of his head more pronounced. His glasses are perfectly circular, thin and black. They fit him perfectly, but he pushes them higher up on his nose out of habit. The only unexpected features on his face are his long and angled sideburns which come to a sharp point at the edges of his mouth.

			A pin above his coat pocket says, “DR. CALVERT,” which is his name and how he prefers to be addressed during the rare instances when he has sexual intercourse. The scarcity of his sexual dalliances do not come from any particularly hideous features of his physical being (aside from the sideburns, perhaps); his sexual camelism develops more from his impatience for anyone who does not understand him on the first try, an impatience of which he is unaware. He only knows that he already has one job, and any relationship that requires more work than that is not worth his time. As a result, he never experiences relationships worth his time. So, he makes his job his life. He loves his work. He never puts his love to words, but he knows it exists. His awkward-looking gait stems from his unspoken love.

			The white of his coat and skin and eyes make him feel like a permanent part of the white of the hospital and tiles and pills. He likes being a small part of a larger working system; he never considers what that might mean about himself.

			Dr. Calvert shares one characteristic with Doobie: they both fear for the continued existence of humankind. Dr. Calvert sees the end of the world in what he believes to be realistic terms. His horror comes in the form of a flu pandemic, global warming, or, perhaps worse, a worldwide energy shortage in which electricity stops running. The idea of not being able to turn on a light switch or check his email or charge his cell phone or even keep up with the outside world via the internet plagues his neural pathways in the last nebulous moments before slumber. What would his life be like without electricity? He pictures hordes of violent renegades roaring up to his house with guns and communicable diseases and with full beards that make his sideburns look effeminate, breaking down his door to plunder everything he owns. No cops to call. No grocery stores. No National Public Radio shows to listen to in his underwear and slippers on the weekend.

			But his fear lays as dormant and passive as he is. A dark-aged, dystopian future agitates him well beyond his realm of control. Sure, he has a year’s worth of food supplies in his cellar. Sure, he has a gun with a license. Sure, he has an electric generator hooked up to his exercise bike. But beyond that, he keeps to his job of helping the mentally distressed and not becoming one of the mentally distressed himself.

			Dr. Calvert reaches Doobie. “I’m glad to see you’ve decided to talk again.” So smug, and he delivers the words without any zest despite his genuine interest.

			“Hey!” Bright eyes and the long graying beard of Doobie turn ecstatically towards the coat. “You’re the sonofabitch with the drugs! Did I ever punch you in the face?” Definitely did. “I’m sorry if I did.” Not actually sorry. Only being polite. “Drugs’ll make you do crazy things.”

			“All is forgiven.” Dr. Calvert means it. Punches in the face are just another facet of his job. A punch outside the hospital or by a colleague would be a different story, forcing him to decide whether retaliation is necessary or futile, a decision he gives great thought to in theory but never needs to carry out in practice. His world outside the hospital is so very benign. In the hospital, a punch in the face is acceptable because it confirms the reason why he works. People need his help. “I must say,” Dr. Calvert purses his lips together in a near smile, “we’re pleased you’re talking again.” He never looks up from his clipboard.

			Doobie replies, “Well, I’m pleased that fire is not coming out of the sky and burning everything alive,” with the same contained excitement that mimics Dr. Calvert.

			Dr. Calvert smiles. “Okay. I need to ask you some questions.” 

			“Question away. I’m glad to share some words finally.”

			“First off, what’s your name?”

			“Teiresias.”

			“Oh. How do you spell that?”

			“T… E-A-T-S-H-I-T.”

			Dr. Calvert pushes his glasses up on his nose. “Ah, haha, right. You are very funny. It would appear I’ve written ‘teatshit’ as your name on this form. Thankfully, I have another. What’s your real name?”

			“Doobie Hugh Lyte”

			“Doobie Light. Ah… I sense you are still joking.”

			“No. It is funny, though, isn’t it? That’s my parents. Funny people.”

			“Doobie. Is that with a ‘y’ or an ‘i-e’?”

			“‘I-e.’ I ran away from home when I was little.” 

			“And Light… i-g-h-t or…”

			Doobie closes his eyes and says, “Dr. Calvert, I see you eating filet mignon by yourself on a patio with women in dresses made of snow that never melt. You keep yourself free of smoking a cigarette or weed or drinking absinthe or even looking up at the women. Instead, you sip a single-malt and you never break your eyes away from the meal in front of you. The only person you speak to the whole evening is the waitress to order food. No small talk. No pleasantries. Your sterile, blank life sickens me. Purity is for the cowards.” Dr. Calvert looks over his glasses at Doobie with his pen still on the form in front of him as Doobie finally adds, “But it’s L-y-t-e.”

			“Hmmh. Thank you.”

			“You can’t even get indignant. What do you do when you get home from work?”

			“That’s really not important right now.”

			“C’mon. It’ll help me if you answer a few of my questions.”

			Dr. Calvert sighs. “Okay. I shower. I check my personal email. Fix myself dinner or go out. I grab a drink. Go to sleep.”

			“Are you satisfied with this?”

			Dr. Calvert smiles the professional smile that is his only defense. “What I do outside of work is not what satisfies me, but eating out is nice.”

			“Did you have filet mignon last night?”

			“Yes. It just so happens I did.”

			“Were you by yourself?”

			“Again, we’re not here to talk about my personal life.” 

			“Is there anything that isn’t personal?”

			“Can I get your social security number?”

			Doobie’s ragged eyebrows bunch together to nearly form a single, frustrated caterpillar. “Are you going to try and bill me?”

			“Well, our services aren’t free, but…”

			Doobie shakes his head and sighs. “Look. Does food taste as good if you don’t have someone to explain the flavor to?”

			“I don’t know...”

			“Why? Why are you so static and gutless? There’s no chance that you’re going to end the world. Why would you keep to yourself if you didn’t have to? And when you walk, it looks like you want to skip. Why don’t you do that? Just skip down the hall instead of doing that weird speed-walker-on-mescaline thing you do. Just try it. That’s all I’m saying.”

			“Interesting.” Dr. Calvert adds the word “avoidance” as a note on the side of the form. “Can I get your social security number?”

			“I really don’t have time for all this. You’re not listening, and I’m going to leave soon.”

			“Oh? Where are you planning on going?”

			“Right out that exit door.”

			“You’re not cleared to leave yet. You might be a threat to yourself. You understand that, right?”

			“Sure.” Doobie takes a deep breath. “All you need to know is that there are things I can see that you can’t, so…” He shrugs. “… yeah… I’m going to leave in a little while.” Doobie checks his wrist for a watch that isn’t there.

			“Fair enough, Mr. Lyte. We can get your information later, but I have to ask why you’ve been silent all these years.”

			“Why? Because I’ve seen how the stars crash, and the whole mess becomes disintegrating dust motes. I’ve opened my mouth and set in motion a vast, reactionary machine that may yet spell out the end. So while time is your guessing game, it’s my ménage a trois. Just watch. You’ll see… I’ve seen the end times, and my words may still cause the end. But now I figure, if fire rains down, fire rains down. I’m no savior. I’m done with silence and self-sacrifice, especially if it’s to save people like you. If the end is near, bring it on.”

			“Okay. Thanks for sharing that.” He continues taking notes, mostly because, as much as he loves his job, he hates not knowing what to do, and notes are something to do. “Mr. Lyte, I’m going to ask you not to make any attempts to leave the premises at this time.”

			“Well, thanks for asking.”

			“And we will talk more later.” Dr. Calvert gets up and walks through the “Staff Only” door.

			Doobie pretends to look out the barred window intently until a page comes for Dr. Calvert over the intercom. What good is his stupid white coat with his name on it? Maybe if it had some kind of chain mail inner lining or if it was bulletproof it might be worthwhile, but otherwise, you might as well just wear a nametag that says, “I think I know better than you.” He’s probably got the knowledge on prescription drugs and the body, but it’s not absolute. Doobie shakes his head and starts walking toward the exit whispering, “Here we go. Here we go. Here we go.”

			A rhinoceros of a patient named Lambert charges past Doobie at full speed toward the safety-glass exit door. Doobie does not flinch as the wind from the charging man makes his hospital garment push against the back of his calves. He feels the floor tremble as the giant strides past. A nurse glances up from her workstation behind a glass window, hoping the situation might fix itself without her attention. A second later she screams, “Lambert’s on the run again! Phil! Better get a doctor in there!” Phil, the nurse’s aid, zooms past Doobie, who continues to pace, watching each foot fit in single tile square after single tile square. Lambert rumbles five feet from the door and moves like a one-man buffalo stampede.

			“Godspeed,” Doobie whispers. Lambert runs like he might bust right through the door like a cartoon, leaving a hole in the shape of his body. He lowers his shoulder and a most horrific meat-compacting thud follows the slap of Lambert hitting the cold linoleum tile.

			Lambert lays entirely still. Doobie, still twenty feet away from the fallen Lambert, creeps closer to the exit without looking up from his calculated steps.

			“Doctor! Doctor! Get in there! He’s not moving!” shouts the nurse. Phil reaches Lambert first and checks for consciousness. Lambert does not respond. Dr. Calvert’s white coat glides in and swoops to a stop above Lambert. He mechanically takes up Lambert’s wrist in search of a pulse. Lambert’s hand awakens, rolls around in a flash, and jerks Dr. Calvert around into a chokehold with gorilla-like force. Dr. Calvert fears the end might be now. Lambert hoists himself and Dr. Calvert up by leaning up against the wall.

			Lambert locks his arm around the neck of the doctor. How disturbingly human they both look. Dr. Calvert’s normally expressionless face blooms into animation, losing condescension and supposed authority. His arms flail helplessly to grasp Lambert’s face, while his mouth gargles for words of any meaning. Lambert’s crimson face freezes emotionless to some invisible distance or deity, like a faithful monk in meditation. No thought poaches his mind. Lambert tightens his grip further, afraid to let go. His bloodshot eyes fix beyond the walls of the hospital, perhaps to some promised land unimaginable where violence is pure, righteous, and without second thought.

			Doobie dislikes such ugliness. He pretends not to notice as he reaches his destination next to the exit door.

			A nurse’s voice shouts, “Call security! Get them in here now! Lambert! Stop it! You’re hurting Dr. Calvert! Do you understand? Dr. Calvert can’t breathe with your arm around him like that! STOP IT!”

			The exit door buzzes and clicks open and two burly attendants rush the room. They take out their mace and start spraying it all over Lambert, moving to dislodge the doctor, who also feels the wrath of the mace. Lambert stands strong for a few seconds before collapsing, coughing and tearing up with the discovery of his misconception.

			With their mission accomplished, the attendants exchange dutiful looks, coughing a little from the spicy nutmeg particles still wafting around them while helping Dr. Calvert. They fail to notice Doobie exiting through the doorway like a dust mote floating over the floor. Mr. Doobie Hugh Lyte walks out of the psychiatric hospital, free to find the three individuals of his cataclysmic prediction.
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			Sunday School

			As a child, Gustave’s father baked and drank happily during most of his waking hours. Since his parents couldn’t afford daycare, Gustave stayed in the bakery and watched his father give away cookies to customers. When he asked his father why he did this, his father told him it made him feel good to make other people feel good, and giving people free cookies made them feel good, too. He never argued with free cookies until he went to the toy store one day.

			There was a miniature pinball machine that he thought would be the height and maybe the end of all his desire, the toy that would prevent him from wanting another toy ever again. He loved the flippers and little football players and bells and springs and lights that lit up and the scoreboard that rolled higher and higher as you hit more springs. With this toy, by his seven-year-old reasoning, the need for more toys would end. He explained this to his half-drunk father who told him he did not have the money to pay for the toy pinball machine.

			Determined, young Gustave approached the cashier, a well-groomed teen with a smiling face, and asked him, “Do you like feeling good?”

			The somewhat puzzled cashier responded with a nod.

			“Do you like making other people feel good?”

			Again, the cashier responded with a yes.

			“Do you feel good when other people feel good?”

			A final nod from the cashier brought a look of happy anticipation to the boy’s face. “Well, then maybe we can help each other out. You see, my dad doesn’t have the money to get me that pinball machine, but it’s the last toy I think I’ll ever want. So, do you think you could give me the pinball machine?”

			The cashier took a deep breath and pressed his lips together.

			Gustave continued, “Because you said you like making people feel good. This would make me feel really good, and you said that you feel good when other people feel good. So if you give me the pinball machine, both of us will feel good.”

			The cashier gave a half-hearted laugh and explained how he would like to give him the pinball machine because it would make him feel good, but that his boss would not like it at all. The cashier said that he would lose his job if he gave toys away. Young Gustave walked back to his dad and punched him in the knee. His father asked him why he did that, and he spewed, “Because you’re dumb and you give things away when other people don’t give things away.”

			Gustave stopped sharing after that. He did not care about what any of the Sesame Street characters said. He cared even less what his teachers and parents said good people do. If he had a ball or a prized pastry for a snack, it was his, and he would not share unless he could see what he would get in return.

			His mother kept the books for the bakery and had a few other small accounts she helped manage. She did not like that her husband gave cookies away, either. Precision and adherence to fiscal responsibilities mattered. Her husband’s kindness lacked an exact calculation, but she loved him and that was enough to make up the difference. Gustave could never comprehend this.

			However, he calculated that he owed his parents for bringing him into the world. He paid his debt by keeping his mouth shut about their obvious shortcomings. He covered his eyes to his mother’s affair with the lotto, which she treated as a religion. Whenever numbers did not add up at the bakery, she would say, “When I win, we won’t have to worry about any of this shit.” She played every week.

			His father’s alcoholism melted any attempt at passing along wisdom. Encouragements such as, “You can be anything you want to be, son,” “Honesty and hard work always pays off in the end,” or “Follow your dreams,” felt hollow when coated with the scent of grain alcohol from a man who appeared to work hard without any sizeable payoff. He smiled and pretended to absorb his father’s advice. The love his parents reported for each other made their minuscule lives acceptable. His parents’ affinity for the unreal eventually grew to include their perceptions of their firstborn son, but the death of a cat forced them to action.

			When he was nine, there was a cat across the street from his aging, suburban home. He crossed the street to pick it up, and the cat scratched him hard enough that he started bleeding. The sting at the sight of his own blood angered him. He looked back at the cat. Its tail was up in the air exposing its tiny asshole in an all-knowing way, which he found completely disagreeable. He took a rock from the landscaping in the front yard and hurled it at the cat. He missed, and the cat seemed to continue unfazed. He took a bigger rock this time and threw it at the cat as hard as he could. It hit the cat in the back of the head, and the cat collapsed. He walked over to it and saw that it was bleeding. He did not like the redness of the cat’s blood because it appeared the same as his. The cat stared blankly, and its paws twitched slightly. He poked the cat in the ribs, and it did not move. He saw its ribs were not moving up and down the way that the ribs of most living things moved.

			The widow who lived across the street came running out of her house screaming and tearing. “You killed Coreen! You killed my cat! I saw you just now throw that rock! You little beast! Why would you do that?” He could not remember the widow’s name. All he could remember were the exaggerated bobbing motions of her grayed hair approaching him at what must have been her top speed.

			“It’s just a cat. And he scratched me. I just didn’t want that to happen again.”

			“You…” She shook her head in disgust. “How could… Dammit. I loved that cat. It wasn’t even supposed to be outside, and now she’s just dead... because of you.”

			Gustave shrugged. “The cat didn’t love you.” He thought it would make her feel better, which, judging by the way her face morphed into revulsion, it did not.

			“How can you say that?”

			Gustave shook his head without any expression. “He only cared about the food you gave him.”

			“You’re a devil!” The morphed face was now leaking and sobbing. “Don’t you feel anything bad about this?”

			“Why would I? I only feel bad that the cat scratched me. And I feel good knowing he won’t be scratching me again.”

			“There must be something wrong with you! I’m going to talk to your mother about this.”

			The widow told his parents that the best way to remedy the boy’s sickness was to “get some God in him.” His parents complied without the knowledge that their nine-year-old son had fully developed the ability to present himself to his parents as obedient and selfless despite having thoughts and actions which did not align. Grudgingly, he agreed to do church time.

			The Sunday school teacher announced, “Today we’re going to talk about turning the other cheek, which is what Jesus did whenever someone tried to hurt him.” The teacher wore a baby blue sweater and his two front teeth looked like two continental plates, one unpleasantly crossing over the other. Braces weren’t a part of God’s plan. “Okay. This paper I’m handing out to you has an iceberg on it. This iceberg represents the different manifestations of violence. You see, the tip of the iceberg is the deadly sin part, like hurting someone or stealing. But if you take a look at the part of the iceberg that is underneath, you see the actual cause for the violence, like a lack of faith, or a history of being an abuse victim, or thinking that there’s just not enough in the world to go around. It’s this kind of underneath part of the iceberg that people don’t see. It’s the tip of the iceberg that can sink a ship like the Titanic, but it’s the massive part underneath that allows the violence to happen. It’s all the submerged stuff that makes people think violence is the only way they can be heard.” Gustave shifted in his uncomfortable plastic chair. He disliked the windowless classroom basement of the church which imprinted the smell of mildew on his white button up shirt and tie. The teacher continued, “Jesus recognized this pattern. He knew that when people hurt other people, it’s because they themselves were actually hurting in some way. That’s why he said that you should turn the other cheek when someone does something mean to you, because hitting someone back only makes for more hurting and more violence. The important thing to remember is that there is always a way around violence. You can always prevent a violent situation by communicating. So if someone ever does something mean to you, take a deep breath and remember that that person is hurting already. Hurting them back is not going to do any good for anyone. Okay?” The teacher distributed crayons to the students. “Here’s some crayons. You should color your icebergs with all your favorite colors. And don’t forget to color the polar bears and penguins, too.”

			Most of the kids engrossed themselves in coloring, but Gustave had a wrinkled brow. Whenever the teacher told the class to turn the other cheek, he wanted to make a fart noise. Instead, he imagined a floating, white-gloved hand slapping his face. In his mind, he smiled and turned his face away from the gloved hand. However, the hand followed him in his imagination. The hand pulled back and slapped him again, harder this time, and again he turned away. The scenario repeated many more times in his mind until he imagined the white-gloved hand giving him a thumbs up signal after slapping him, which he took to mean the hand enjoyed slapping him. He slapped the white-gloved hand and it disappeared.

			If the white-gloved hand enjoyed slapping him, other people in real life might enjoy it, too. He decided to make an announcement to the class. He put his hands around his mouth to make something like a speakerphone. “If anybody tries to hurt me, I’m going to hurt them back. I don’t care if Jesus turned the other cheek. I’m just warning you now. If you mess with me, I’m going to mess with you right back.” A few other kids chimed in with “me too”s.

			The teacher clasped one hand in the other and tilted his head at an angle to address the students in a gentle voice. “No one here is going to try and hurt any of you. You’re safe here.”

			Gustave found a red crayon and started coloring. “Okay, I’ll turn the other cheek so I can fart in your face.” The boy made a fart noise with his tongue and lips as the class broke into laughs. He looked up from his coloring and asked, “Why should someone else’s hurting be my problem, mister?”

			The teacher pulled up a chair and sat down next to the cantankerous boy before his ideas spread around the class. “It’s not always about you,” the teacher said trying to make eye contact.

			“I’m pretty sure it is.” Gustave did not look up from his coloring. 

			“It’s like the way Jesus wa—”

			The boy stopped coloring and stuck his chin out. “RAAAR! I’M A POLAR BEAR AND I’LL EAT YOUR FACE OFF!” he shouted in a scratchy voice. With the red crayon, he made blood drip out of the polar bear’s smiling mouth.

			The teacher chuckled a little, but stopped when he saw the picture of the polar bear. “The polar bear doesn’t look too happy.”

			“The polar ice caps are melting. Why would he be happy?” Continuing his coloring, he spoke like a robot because he thought it was more fun talking that way. “I am a robot. That’s why I talk like a robot.”

			The teacher persisted in a hushed, grave tone. “When people only care about themselves, sin takes over their souls. Everyone sins sometimes, but we have to try not to sin, because when sin wins, your soul goes to Hell.”

			“That rhymes. Sin wins. Sin wins. Try saying it really fast. It’s like a tongue twister. Sin wins. Sins wins. Sin wins.” He still did not look the teacher in the eye. “It’s kinda hard, but it’s kinda fun.”

			The teacher readjusted his position in the chair designed for a five-year-old and cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t say that.”

			“Why?”

			“Listen. When the end of the world comes, I want your soul to go to Heaven, not Hell. Do you know what Hell is like?”

			“Is it like a stinky basement without any windows?”

			“It’s much worse.” The teacher lowered his voice. “There is no hope. Only pain, fear, and suffering. Fires burn your flesh for all of time. Demons cut you into tiny pieces and eat you while you’re still alive deep, deep under the Earth.”

			“I think I’ve seen TV shows like that, but my parents said it wasn’t real.” 

			“Heaven is so much better. You want to go to Heaven, right?”

			“Do they have Super Nintendo?”

			“They only have good things in Heaven, for good people, and good people forgive others for their sins by turning the other cheek, like Jesus.”

			“I like Mortal Kombat III. Does heaven have Mortal Kombat III?”

			The teacher paused, “Maybe.”

			“Can you use the cheat codes? Because the game is only fun with the cheat codes.”

			The teacher closed his eyes for a moment. “God’s love is better than a video game. Let’s think about non-violence in a different way. It’s like the greater good. You can make your community safer by considering the feelings of the people around you. If you hurt somebody that hurt you, maybe they don’t hurt you next time, but they hurt somebody else instead, and then that other person hurts you. By turning the other cheek, we show the person doing the hurting that what they’re doing is below us. We show them that there’s a better way to live with the goodness of Jesus Christ in their hearts, which is the way we can end the chain of violence.”

			“I would just defend myself so that no one could hurt me.”

			“What if you couldn’t defend yourself?”

			“I can. I know karate.”

			“What if this person was better at karate than you?”

			“Then I guess I’m going to get beat up anyway. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t try.”

			“What if the person who knew karate thought you defending yourself was actually you trying to hurt him or her?”

			The boy clenched his jaw and pressed down harder with his crayon on the picture of the iceberg. “You’re kind of bothering me.”

			“But then he’s justified in hurting you, right, which would mean that the fighting would never end because you both thought you had the right to hurt the other person.”

			The boy widened his eyes and finally made eye contact with the teacher. “I don’t care. If karate doesn’t work, I’ll find another way. Giving up and turning the other cheek,” he paused to make another fart noise, “is for dumb people and I think you’re dumb for thinking that.”

			The teacher stood up from the undersized chair. “Calling people names is unacceptable in this classroom.” The teacher turned his green card to a red card, which meant he would not get to play outside for the fifteen-minute recess at the end of class. 

			Young Gustave would not let it go. “See? You’re not turning the other cheek. If you thought turning the other cheek was the right thing to do, you wouldn’t do anything when I called you dumb.”

			“I’m trying to teach you a lesson about what is acceptable and what isn’t, and in a way that isn’t violent. I’m not calling you names even though you’re calling me names.”

			“I’m not calling you names. I think you must be dumb in real life, like you have brain problems, to believe that turning the other cheek is the best thing to do when somebody tries to hurt you.”

			“Calling someone else dumb is rude and insensitive, and it can be one of the things that leads to physical violence, like our iceberg exercise shows here.”

			“So, you want me to lie about what I think.” The boy gave the teacher two thumbs up and a big, fake smile before making his face expressionless again and returning to his coloring.

			The baby blue-sweatered teacher sighed. “We can talk about this further during recess. Let’s just concentrate on coloring right now.”

			“I’m done coloring.” The picture of icebergs and playful cartoon polar bears and penguins was mostly red. He held up the picture and explained, “Those are dead penguins coming out of the polar bear’s mouth.”

			The teacher and student did not talk more during recess. The teacher asked the boy to remain quiet the whole time with his head on his desk. A month later, the Sunday school teacher asked Gustave’s parents to keep him at home. 

			One day, in the midst of his Sunday school stint, he saw the widow across the street. He waved and walked over. “Whatchya doin’?”

			The widow responded, “I’m planting flowers. How do you like Sund—”

			“Is that where you buried your cat?”

			The widow’s tone turned cold. “Yes it is.”

			“Maybe your cat is like Jesus.”

			“I beg your pardon.”

			“Maybe your cat died for your sins.”

			She stayed patient yet firm. “I think you’re confused. My cat died because you threw a rock at it.”

			“And Jesus died because the Romans put him up on a cross. So, I’m kind of like the Romans and your cat is kind of like Jesus.”

			She took a short breath. “No. I still think you’re confused because Jesus was resurrected to Heaven and he was the Son of God.”

			“What kind of god lets his own son be killed by the Romans?”

			She raised her voice. “The kind that wants salvation to be possible for all of mankind.”

			“Maybe your cat was resurrected to heaven, too.”

			“No. I’m pretty sure Coreen is still buried in the garden here.”

			“But how do you know if you don’t check? I’ve heard god can work in pretty mysterious ways.”

			“I don’t think you’re getting the whole point. Jesus did all those miracles. He made the blind see, he walked on water, and he taught people that it’s better to love people. Not to mention, Jesus was the one true Son of God. Coreen is not.”

			“Oh… You should have a little more faith in your cat. I mean, can you prove that your cat didn’t perform miracles?”

			“I think you need to pay a little better attention during Sunday school.”

			“Mmm… Whatever… I’m sorry I was like the Romans,” he said over his shoulder as he galloped away.
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			Love Hypotheses

			During development, Bartholomew’s body continued to grow while some formless part of him did not. He described his virgin status as “not knowing the cavernous depths of a woman.” Being a virgin well into his twenties made him question his own sexuality. Vocal admission of non-heterosexuality combined with his lack of sexual engagement would have been all but proof of his homosexuality to his male peers. So, during his formative years, pointing out and disliking anything that resembled gayness became tantamount. However, if he had ever examined his attempts to gain favor with the opposite sex, he might never have needed to question his orientation in the first place.

			When he was eight, he liked the buttery flavor of Ritz crackers. So, the night before Valentine’s Day, he sealed all the valentines for everyone in his class except for one, which he designated for the prettiest girl. Inside he put two Ritz crackers. His mom must have been out on a date of her own when he came up with this idea because he couldn’t recall anyone trying to tell him it might be a bad idea. The next day, the prettiest girl in class opened the valentine with the crackers and found only crumbs. She thought somebody played a joke on her and Bartholomew wished that he had not signed his name on the valentine. The prettiest girl in class from then on thought he was a “total weirdo” and told all of her pretty friends to avoid him at all costs.

			At age thirteen, he made a boat. It was less a boat and more an oversized piece of styrofoam he found in a dumpster. In any case, he called it “the love boat.” Whenever he thought of the love boat, he heard someone saying it in an extremely deep baritone voice. The love boat. A man-made pond near his childhood home served as a test site. He managed to convince the girl he liked at the time, who lived up the street, to take a ride on “the love boat.”

			Unfortunately, Bartholomew had tested his oversized piece of styrofoam with his weight only. So, when he and the potential girlfriend sat down on “the love boat,” they both fell in the muck of the pond. No voice of reason called out inside Bartholomew’s head during or before his attempts to impress the opposite sex.

			At seventeen, he devised a rule for himself: do not do stupid things around girls. However, “stupid” is a relative term. As a child, his actions were stupid; the feeling behind them was most likely not. As he started dating in his almost-adult life, his attempt at not doing stupid things made him fearful, which is its own kind of stupidity. He dated many women, but usually not for long. His dates would occur in a way similar to the following:

			An airy female voice would say, “Tell me, Bartholomew, what do you dream about?”

			He dreamed about naked women and men with limbs and sexual organs rotating and interlocking like the gears of a clock whose faces would change when the sex organ teeth of gears finally met. All he could do was watch the gears grind away as their plain faces turned ecstatic with the proper gear alignment. After not saying any of these thoughts, he would say, “I have a lot of dreams about catastrophes.”

			The woman would pause and smile. “They say catastrophe dreams indicate an unfulfilled potential.” It would be their second date. “What do you think your unfulfilled potential is?” she would ask, biting her lower lip.

			His unfulfilled potential would be his sexual desire, but he would respond, “I don’t know… I could probably... read more books.” That’s what she would want to hear.

			“Hmm… I could read more books, too.” After a long pause she would ask, “Do you want to come upstairs for some coffee?”

			“OK.”

			Between sips of coffee, she would say, “Wow, I’m sleepy. Are you sleepy? You can stay the night here, if you want.”

			He imagined all the interlocking sex gears piling on one side of a balancing scale with absolutely nothing on the other side, and yet the scales would never tip. It would be a clear invitation, and he would want so much to make love to her like in his dreams; unspoken, understood, and inconsequential. But this would be reality and she a person with words, not just a gear in which to fit his cog. He would tell himself that he was a gentleman, but then he would remember that sex is not a gentleman’s game.

			He played the game in his mind; he would have already fucked her. He knew fucking is all it would have been at that point, and for six months they might fly blithely sedated on the fumes of passion he had watched his mother go through so many times when he was little, not bothering to actually show their true selves, submitting to the whim of the other in order to make a longer term relationship seem like a positive possibility. And one day he would have seen how short-sighted he was in his meaningless sexual advance, how it would start as a sweet love song but build to a slow-motion bear trap.

			Her words would become transparent mimicries of possession founded on the imagined, unspoken contractual agreement which would’ve read something like, “The woman and man agree to forego possession of self and, in return, each party shall gain possession of the other.” He would know that she did not belong to him, and he did not belong to her. She would not understand this, and it would hurt her; or, even worse, she would understand it better than him and start sleeping with someone else first. He would regret being the root of this kind of misunderstanding which he may not be able to escape. Having already seen the endpoint, he would stammer, “I’m not really that sleepy after all this coffee.” He would consider himself wise and powerful for his ascetic mastery over passion.

			Next, the girl would lose sexual interest and they would become friends, then acquaintances, and, finally, a forgotten few evenings. Night would come, and he would despise his own immutable but infallible forethought and tell himself it would be obvious when the right girl made herself known.

			Growing up with the name Bartholomew generated its own set of difficulties. The nickname “Bart” evoked a sort of sweaty, beer-drinking, wife-beater-wearing bastard, or so his mother told him, making it clear the name was his long-gone father’s idea. So, she called him Mew. The name somehow stuck, which served to build Mew’s habit of getting in fights.

			“Mew? You know what that kind of reminds me of? A pussy. Ha! Ha!” Right hook to the lower jaw, two missing teeth, and a three-day suspension. Happened monthly at the public school. As a result, Bartholomew’s mother sent him to a private school where kids with names like Walter, Edmund, or Percy might find peace. After establishing that his existence did not include being a cat, nor effeminate, nor a vagina, he came to accept his nickname. Escaping the realm of the hyper-aggressive, heteronormative male peer group didn’t hurt either, but it left a certain mark on his perspective.
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			Singles Group

			When Terese was in school at the University of Ohio, her dorm phone rang and an unfamiliar voice asked, “How far would you be willing to go to serve God?”

			“That’s a pretty tough question, really. If God is all powerful, than I’d be serving God even if I didn’t mean to, right? So, yeah. I guess I’m always going the distance to serve God, even when I’m not sure I mean to.”

			“Ok. Good. A little bird tells me that you don’t have a boyfriend, either…?”

			“Uh, weird. How would you even—”

			“There’s no such thing as coincidence, my dear; there’s only God’s will. I work for a non-profit organization that is interested in spreading love, and I think I might have found the perfect man for you.”

			“Really?” Terese put her hand on her chest to contain the warmth and excitement she suddenly felt. She questioned, but she already believed.

			“Just come to the big church just off of University this Friday at eight and you can meet him.”

			Terese was just lonely enough to go. Unable to find an obvious group of singles, she found the priests’ office and asked shyly, “Father, could you tell me where the singles’ group is?”

			The father hissed through his nose twice and cracked a smile, tilting his head down so his eyes could look over his reading glasses and see Terese. “Singles’ group…” He shook his head and sighed. “They’re right down the hall.”

			Terese followed his directions to an open door to find a long table with what appeared to be a council of nuns. The room felt dark despite the white fluorescent lights. Their lips turned down in the corners but still put forth the effort of making a smile. If smacking knuckles is your only means of human contact, it must age the face prematurely. How sad to have no guarantee the reward they toiled for would ever come, in this life or after. It was nice of them to put the singles’ group together, but no sex? That’s just silly. If their God existed, it made them human. To deny any kind of sexuality would be to deny God’s will. The older nuns had wisps of fuzzy facial hair on their jaws and upper lips at which Terese tried not to stare. Then she noticed a complete lack of men in the room.

			“This isn’t a singles’ group?” asked Terese still hoping that the perfect man might be on the other side of some secret door. Churches have those, right?

			“Oh, you are correct about that my dear. We’re married to the Lord,” replied one of the nuns in a perky way that seemed absolutely unholy. “Come on in and join us!” As the down-turned corners of their identical mouths struggled to smile bigger, they motioned, nearly in unison, for her to sit down.

			“No, no. I think you misunderstand. I’m here for the singles’ group. I was told a perfect man would be here…” And she put it all together. Singles group. It was never specified if they would be attempting to overcome their singleness.

			A cute-faced nun opened her mouth wide. Terese thought she must have been new; her smile had the fewest frown lines. The nascent nun shrugged and said slowly in a high-pitched voice, “It’s Jesus.” Her voice was nasally, and the words oozed out of the woman’s mouth the same way her tongue tried to squeeze through her teeth. She smiled as if someone told her the more teeth she showed, the more Jesus would love her.

			Their attempts to deny eternal frowndom weren’t just displeasing to the eye; they represented Terese’s possible future. Nope. She shook her head before speaking. “This is not… a good way to find new nuns.”

			“We thought that with your advanced home economics skills and your lack of a boyfriend, a nunnery might be a good fit for you.”

			“Wow.”

			“Have you considered being a nun, dear?”

			“No. I’m going to leave now and imagine this is less insulting, embarrassing, and depressing than it actually is.” She turned to leave, but turned back around. “Anger is not my currency, and if it were, I would not spend it on your sad situation.”

			“Wait. God brought you here.” One of the nuns put up a hand to try to make her stop. “What would He say if you denied this opportunity?”

			“God would say, ‘Y’all are nuts.’ Maybe tone it done a notch on the whole recruitment process. You know, actually this a great opportunity. You’re what drives me crazy about living in this country. I don’t know how you got my information, but I don’t want any contact from your organization ever again. You’re trained to think that you have a monopoly on goodness, and you seem to have zero remorse for the marketing, packaging, and manipulation of God. Does this work? I mean really. Are there women who come here thinking they’re going on some speed-dating thing and then realize being a nun is easier?”

			The youngest nun with the weird smile looked down at the table, closed her eyes, and said, “Jesus will never hurt you the way that men will.” She tilted her head with her eyes still closed and jutted her jaw to the side while pinching the closed fingers of her fist. 

			Terese put her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry some asshole drove you to this. But I’m not that afraid of even the most fucked up men.”

			One of the older nuns squints. “Given that you came here alone after a cold call without any other information, you’re clearly not.”

			“Yep. Shame on me for believing this was a dating thing and for not having a male escort to keep me safe. I’m totally a wanton hussy in need of some unsolicited Christ love.” Terese walked out the door. “Bye ladies. I hope Jesus finds your clitoris.”
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			Colonial Neighbors

			With Terese in the kitchen packing up the brownies and Mew taking a mid-morning nap, Max feels aimless. He walks over to the corner of the living room, looks at a little line of ants crossing a solid but aged desk, and pounds it crushing a few of the tiny arthropods and rattling an ancient-looking computer. It can barely connect to the neighbor’s wireless internet which is titled magicpornmachine01. Why 01? Was magicpornmachine already taken? Whatever. No password required. The computer collects more dust than user information since the signal never rises above two bars. It’s a protection service really. At no cost, the endless distractions of the internet remain out of reach. No YouTube or streaming videos or downloads of any kind reach their screen unless they start it, pause it, and let it buffer overnight. They tell themselves this is good; purity through simplicity like technological monks on the edge of society. However, when Terese hears Max crashing on the desk, she wonders if it might be worth it to throw out her ideals and an extra few bucks a month so that Max might have a less-noisy way of entertaining himself. Even technological monks need a little something from time to time. Pound rattle. Pound rattle. Pound rattle. Pound rattle.

			Terese leans her head out of the kitchen and interjects, “Killing them won’t make them go away, you know.”

			Max sucks at his teeth. “Well, we have to stop them somehow. They’re attacking my desk.” 

			Terese walks out of the kitchen after putting the last batch of brownies in the oven to see the full absurdity of Max and all the tiny crimson blotches on the desk. “Well, now, maybe they’re not actually attacking, Max. Maybe they’re just curious or even polite. Think about it, somebody new moves into the neighborhood and they just want to make friends… with their new neighbors… as a colony.”

			“I don’t want to make friends with them.” Pound rattle. Pound rattle. Pound rattle.

			Terese rolls her eyes. “So you crush them like sinners under the fists of a vengeful god? That’s a cruel thing, Max. How would you feel if an angry fist fell out of the sky and crushed you?”

			Max pauses with his fist at its pinnacle, “I wouldn’t feel anything because I would be dead.” Pound rattle.

			Terese raises her pointer finger. “What if the fist fell on the only one you could ever love in your whole life?”

			Max lowers his eyelids and stares at Terese. “Ants don’t have love lives, or complex emotions.”

			Terese raises her eyebrows. “How do you know they don’t have complex emotions? How do you know you have complex emotions?”

			Max purses his lips together and shrugs. “I kinda try not to.”

			Terese looks down breaking eye contact with Max as he smashes the desk again. “Mmmm, healthy. What if the omnipotent fist of the sky decides you don’t have complex emotions?”

			Max stops and sighs. “They’re just ants.”

			“You’re right, Max. They are just ants. So why is it so important to obliterate them?”

			“Because they’re attacking our desk!”

			“Max, they’re not attacking. They’re just walking on it looking for food. Speaking objectively, you’re attacking the desk more than they are.”

			Louder pounding and rattling.

			Terese pleads, “Just stop, Max.”

			Maximus pauses and leaves the room only to come back carrying a fly swatter in his hand and bug poison under his good arm. He dances joyously, swatting like a one-armed tyrannosaurus rex at anything resembling an ant.

			As he’s about to go for the bug spray, Terese intervenes and takes it away. “You’re not going to spray the whole basement with that toxic shit.”

			Max swats the desk one more time emphatically. “Fine. But I want you to understand something. Death is nothing more than a mathematical certainty. It means nothing. My mass killing of the ants will not have any momentous outcome. Even if you had let me spray the whole basement with bug spray, the downside would be that I might die slightly sooner from toxic fumes. It means nothing to me because when I die, I’ll be dead. I won’t have any questions to ask because I won’t have a mouth or a brain to ask them.”

			“You’re crushing an entire civilization, for what?”

			“It’s not the entire civilization; it’s more like I’m pruning the civilization.”

			“That sounds like it could be a...” Terese puts up finger quotes. “...momentous outcome. Like, you’re altering their evolutionary path or something.”

			Max shakes his head. “Ants don’t breed like that.” Pound rattle. “They work as a colony. Wiping out the workers doesn’t really change the gene pool.” Pound rattle.

			“Would you ‘prune’ a human civilization? Are non-breeding humans just as disposable?”

			Max stops pounding. “Of course not. Humans have potential. Ants steal sugary stuff.”

			Terese opens her eyes wider and glares at Max. “You steal my sugary stuff all the time. Should I crush you with my fists?”

			Max squints with one eye. “I do, but I’m a human. My potential is way more valuable. The point is that the ants don’t sit around and contemplate why an omnipotent fist of the sky wipes them out of existence. They just do their I’m-looking-for-food thing or their I’m-protecting-the-queen thing. They don’t have to worry about having potential.” Max pauses. “Wouldn’t that be nice. We could just do our slaughtering-some-ants thing until an omnipotent fist ends us.”

			Terese lowers her jaw a little and squints her eyes. “You’re so frivolous and full of shit, Max. The only thing ants can do is their own thing. They lack the ability to question their world. What you’re saying is that it would be more preferable to live and die like ants? I’m sorry, but no. If I can stop the omnipotent fist, I will.”

			Max holds up a finger. “If you could stop an omnipotent fist, it wouldn’t be omnipotent. It would be a semi-potent fist.” He cocks his head and looks up. “Semipotent?”

			She sighs. “You’re an idiot, Max. Death might be nothing but a mathematical certainty, but life is definitely something greater than frivolity and some kind of avoidance of potential.” She takes the last batch of brownies out of the oven.

			Max shakes his head. “It must be very pretty to think so. I’ll tell you, it’s sometimes very pleasant to smash things.” Pound rattle.
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			Trigger

			Gustave barely finished high school. He saw through it pretty early on. Winners and losers so often depended on a teacher’s favorite instead of the smartest person in the room. The poor school he went to didn’t offer anything that interested him. College wasn’t for him because he didn’t want to jump through hoops anymore. What would college be besides more hoops followed by a job with more hoops and a boss telling you how high to jump? No thanks. He saw an opportunity much closer to home.

			Despite not having the money for him to go to college, his parents bought heaps of useless goods made on the other side of the world; an instant S’more maker, a George Foreman grill, promotional bags from Avon, Tupperware, a candle-making kit, a water purifier, an ab-o-matic exercise machine, multiple massage devices, countless pairs of shoes and cheap sunglasses, imitation designer jewelry, camping goods that made it out of the packaging exactly one time. A heap of infomercial dreams unrealized.

			With such an accumulation of unused products, he calculated he could take some of them without his parents ever missing them. With the intention of testing to see how long it took before anyone noticed, he began stealing the random and useless items. He would put it back if or when they asked. He started with the junkiest pieces first. The S’more maker and the imitation jewelry never made waves. The George Foreman grill raised a single drunken afterthought from his father. The last item he took from his mother was a gaudy diamond ring from his great aunt. She asked two days later if anyone had seen it. He put it back the next day, thinking he had found the upper limit on what he could take. Two days would have been more than enough time to get some money for it at a pawnshop.

			Then he hit his parents’ friends’ houses in order to practice, this time keeping what he took. If he had been caught, which he never was, he would have given or snuck the goods back to avoid any legal trouble. Finally, he moved on to strangers’ houses. He managed to pay his bills (and then some) by stealing the smallest but frequently most valuable items. He stole the thing that people might not even notice was missing and nothing else. He never cleaned anyone out of an entire jewelry box, nor did he displace anything else in the house. In this way, he believed his chances of culpability to be almost zero. He looked for houses with unlocked doors, and if he suspected an alarm system, he exited immediately.

			He took all the other precautions that he could— gloves, a ski mask, pre-break-in shower and shave to limit DNA evidence. He even installed an anti-theft system at his tiny apartment so he would know how to disarm it. Most importantly, he made sure he left no trace behind. He took the bus out to the suburbs of Westminster or Lakewood far from his low-income hovel, walked the next day to a pawnshop he had not been to previously, and came home to sleep the rest of the day with money in his pocket.

			He might have continued with his simple thievery if he had not decided to rob a more extravagant house one night. He usually avoided houses like this one because they more often had alarm systems, but the slightly open garage door invited him to slide under. With luck, he might find his valued item without going inside. He slid under the door, looked around, and saw a lawnmower, hedge clippers, tools that looked like they saw regular use, old clothes, used sports equipment, all too noticeable or would not fetch much money.

			He cracked open the garage door that attached to the house and continued into the unlit house. Crawling was better than walking upright when breaking into a house where the inhabitants might still be inside. Distributing his weight evenly made for less creaking noises. If he had to hide, he was already closer to his final hiding position, whether it was behind a couch or under a table.

			The first room he encountered was the dining room. There was a half-finished bottle of scotch sitting out on the table and a nearly-empty glass with the ice mostly melted sitting next to it. He considered this a good sign. Drunks sleep soundly. The dining room had bottle openers, wine glasses, candles, candlesticks, fine china; nothing he wanted. He moved on to the living room; a Persian rug, some pillows in a similar color on a well-kept couch, The Joy of Sex, and one of those Magic Eye books sitting on the coffee table. He stepped upstairs where he saw a bathroom on his right. Prescription drugs would sell for a nice price back home. He slowly opened the medicine cabinet; aspirin, band-aids, Neosporin, Vicks vapor rub. Useless.

			He heard someone walking toward him from the other end of the hall. No place to hide except the tub. He pulled the curtain up from the bottom in order to limit the noise of the hooks sliding along the curtain rod and slinked into the tub. A hall light flicked on. Caked on the tub basin and shower curtain were multiple layers of dirt and grime. The filthy lack of cleanliness raised multiple points of concern; the first being the skin around his eyes and mouth not covered by his ski mask directly contacted the grime; the second being his ability to taste the multitudes of bacteria and possibly fungi as he breathed through his mouth to stay quiet; the third being that no gentle, God-fearing, easily overpowered person would permit shower filth to this degree. Clean people follow the rules; dirty people break them.

			He closed his eyes and pressed himself as flat as he could against the bathtub. The door opened slowly and footsteps echoed over the tile floor..

			A voice that sounded like cigars and whiskey dragging down the New Jersey turnpike, pumping air with bass from a gut overgrown, confident and fearless asked, “If you were going to kill a man, how would you do it?”

			He stayed as still as he could, face down in the tub, hoping the voice on the other side of the curtain might be monologuing. The barrel of a shotgun swung the shower curtain wide open and looked down on the creature in the bathtub.

			“I asked you a question, but maybe you didn’t hear me. If you were going to kill a man, how would you do it?”

			The face behind the controlling side of the shotgun hung gelatinous with eyebrows stressed together in disgruntled mounds across his forehead. The hanging part of his skin below his chin, pot-holed from repeatedly shaving acne-infected areas, trembled minutely with each pause. Tiny whiskers grew unexpectedly on the greasy, moon-like surface of his neck. The frames of the man’s glasses had a broad upper rim and thin lower rim, like the kind worn commonly in the Kennedy era, and his thick lenses made his brown eyes appear bigger than they were.

			The young man at the unfavorable end of the shotgun tried to turn around to face his new adversary. 

			“No.” The man with the shotgun poked the back of his neck with the end of the barrel. “Stay right where you are and answer my question.” His gruff voice kept casual as he held the gun like a stressfully compressed spring. “No answers. Okay. If I were going to kill a man, just by myself, I would take him to a bathtub. Make him lie down on his stomach. Shoot him in the back of the head. Chop up his body with a Sawzall and put all the remains in a septic tank. So now I’m going to ask you again, if you were going to kill a man, how would you do it?”

			With the right half of his face flush against the tub floor, he looked up over his left shoulder to calculate if his response would be his own fate or if this was a man set in his ways. His guts were roiling acid, ready to projectile vomit. The shotgun asked for an answer, but if death was to be his final answer anyway, there was no reason to give the voice behind the shotgun what it wanted. 

			“Are you asking me as a friend or are you seeking guidance? Because, as your friend, I would recommend not killing anyone, especially me. If you are looking for guidance, I would not be a good reference because I have only killed small animals in my lifetime. Fortunately or unfortunately for me, your plan appears sound. I am convinced that I never should have crawled under your slightly opened garage door. But I have to say, if I were going to kill a man, I would not do it with a shotgun in the suburbs in a house too large for me to live in alone. I hear no voices of conscience coming from you, but I am not so sure about the other inhabitants of the house.”

			“What are you doing in my fucking house?”

			“I intended to steal one item from your home.”

			“One item… BULLshit.”

			“One item that ideally you would not even miss. This is my mode of operation. I do not steal more than one item, and I do not take an item that would immediately be missed.”

			“I don’t like your talking.”

			“Me neither, but words are all I have, and I’m telling the truth.”

			“I should kill you…I have every right to kill you.”

			“Why would you kill a man, when you could use him instead?” Gustave forced his teeth together to subdue his frustration. Death by shotgun due to failure. That’s acceptable. Every second he doesn’t pull the trigger, the failure is on him. Too many failures in such a small space. “Listen, I am a very capable individual.” The sweat, grime, piss, and fungus smell soaked through his ski mask and made the back of his throat itch. “You must have something that needs to get done. I can do it. You do not want to kill a man in your own house. There are so many variables. You miss a detail, you go to jail. I do not imagine jail is any fun.”

			“I know it ain’t.” The metal shotgun trigger curved, gently welcoming pressure. With his breath increasing, the man with the shotgun considered what he would do after he pulled the trigger. Can’t let the cops get involved. Have to clean it all up alone. Sawzall in the garage. Paint mask. Trash bags under the sink. Arms off. Legs off. Torso in half, and half again, and half one more time. It’s a lotta blood, and guts smell terrible. Bags in the septic tank out back. Clean up. Tub sure as hell could use it. Drain-o. Pay in cash in multiple stores. Drain-o down the septic tank. Means no golf tomorrow. Burn clothes and slippers. Fuck. These are really nice slippers. Can do him more damage if he’s alive anyway. Red is scarier on a balance sheet than in blood. The man with the shotgun sighed. “Alright. Here’s how this is going to work. First, I’m gonna need to know who you are. If I don’t get a straight answer from you, I kill you.”

			“I am not one of those kinds of thieves who keeps his ID with him.”

			“That’s good. Heh. We’re going downstairs, to find out who you are. Once you see what I’m capable of, you’ll be more likely to keep your word. Let’s go. Nice and easy. This gun is fulla buckshot that’ll tear you apart if you move in a way I don’t like.” Slowly, Gustave stood up glaring directly at the owner of the shotgun. The man with the shotgun backed out, keeping a safe distance from the intruder. The two of them walked downstairs with the shotgun at Gustave’s back. “Here’s my office.”

			Gustave sat in front of a dark red desk.

			The man with the shotgun ordered, “Take off your ski mask.”

			Gustave closed his eyes with his hands still in the air while trying to think of a way out.

			“You’re either dead or I own you; there’s no other way out of this. Take the mask off.”

			Gustave slowly took off the mask.

			“Turn on the computer. Now, you’re going to run your name. If nothing comes up, I’ll know you’re lying. Go to my documents and open a file named Colorado Residents’ Directory.”

			“It’s asking for a password.”

			“It’s encrypted. Move.” The man with the shotgun jabbed the barrel into the intruder’s stomach keeping his left finger wrapped around the trigger while his right hand typed in the password. Gustave watched the fingers type. K – L – I – N – G – O – N – 4 – 6 – . There was one more digit and the intruder believed it was probably nine. The man with the shotgun pressed enter and a screen with the Colorado State Seal appeared. “Now. Do a search…”

			“Uhh.” Gustave moved the mouse to the top of the screen.

			The man with the shotgun shook his head. “Control F. Are you a moron? Control F.”

			Gustave entered his name in the search bar and hit enter. A picture of his state driver’s license, social security card, rental agreement along with his bank statement showed up on the screen. “We have a match,” shouted the man with a shotgun in erratic glee. “I’m glad you’re smart enough not to lie to me.” Gustave looked the same as he did when he had his driver’s license picture taken. “Now, Mr. Gustave Tyner, I know exactly who you are, how much money you have, and where you live. This is just a records database. I also have access to active databases. I can put a warrant out for your arrest for child pornography and provide the authorities with the evidence to convict you faster than the time it takes to send an email to your mom from prison. I can make it impossible for you to rent or buy property anywhere in Colorado. I can take away any money you have in any bank. I can destroy you. Understand?”

			“Yes.” Just a quarter of a second to swat away the barrel of the shotgun.

			“So this is what I need from you.” The barrel of the shotgun rested away from Gustave for an instant. “There is a detective who is dangerously close to finding me. His name is Miguel Garcia. He lives in Parker. I want you to kill him.”

			Gustave considered this unfair. The work of another man would never be his work. The dealer of his potential death stood three feet away. He took his ski mask in his hand and shoveled it at the face of the man with the shotgun and, in one fluid motion, ducked and rolled out of the chair. The man with the shotgun fired off a round into the chair, scattering cotton stuffing across the room. Gustave stood up out of his roll. His fists blurred and buried into the man with the shotgun, a right to the groin, a left to the rib, and a right to the throat. He wrapped his left arm around the shotgun so that the barrel was under his armpit and his hand held the butt of the gun. Using all of his bodyweight, he threw his right fist into the nose of the man with the shotgun, rotating his left arm away to gain full control. The older man fell to the floor. Gustave whirled the unfavorable end of the shotgun on the fallen man and pumped the weapon, ejecting the used shell.

			“PLEASE NO!”

			“You failed.” Gustave kinked his pointer finger around the welcoming trigger of the shotgun and blinked as the blast resonated. The buckshot tore through the chest and ribs of the homeowner, throwing him and a spackling of countless perfect circles, red, against the wall. Gustave expected more of an echo; the brevity of it startled him more than the blast. Gustave looked into the man’s eyes and found a purity, a restoration of balance, a correction for a mistake. The feeling was beautiful. The sound, gurgling and wheezing as lungs found blood instead of oxygen, was disgustingly pathetic. He turned his back on the puddle of man and blood soaking into the carpet. Before shutting down the computer, he realized a mist of blood covered the front of his body. He stared blankly as the wheezing in the corner slowed and stopped. A killer is a different kind of human, one who depends on precision and control in all aspects in order to deny an irreparable inequity.

			To appear gentle, God-fearing, and benign, he needed to be clean. He left the office and walked efficiently back upstairs to the bedroom. The blood needed to disappear. Get the blood off. The house needed to burn down. Keep the computer with the Colorado residents’ information. Even without access, it would be a priceless leveraging tool in whatever business he conducted next. One failure was enough to settle his mind on giving up theft. He paused and thought lucidly about his escape. He thought a court would not understand his thorough disapproval of failure. Foul play was a more than probable conclusion where the body rested now. He walked back downstairs still covered in blood and checked the oven. A gas range. Back in the office, he dragged the body of the homeowner into the kitchen. The bulky size of the old man’s dead body proved difficult to move. His collapsed chest cavity gushed bone fragments, organs, and fluids out onto the floor. What a mess. 

			He placed the man’s body in a chair next to the half-empty bottle of bourbon. He picked as much of the bone and organ remnants as he could and draped them across the kitchen table behind the man. Then he grabbed the shotgun out of the office, placed it on the stove, and shot the dead body a second time, aiming for the exact same wound. Difficult with a shotgun. A gas leak and an explosion should destroy most of the evidence. The recoil from the blast sent the butt of the shotgun smashing into the back of the stove. He wiped all of the blood off the weapon and put it back exactly how it was after he pulled the trigger.

			He went back upstairs, showered off in the grimy shower, put on some of the homeowner’s clothes, and disconnected the computer downstairs in the office. Finally, he turned on two of the gas burners in the kitchen without igniting the flame and fled the house the same way he came in, sliding back under the slightly open garage door. He stole exactly two items—a desktop computer and another man’s life. If anyone noticed his possession of these two missing items, he never knew. 

			Four years passed since he became a killer. The tension of his first kill remained with him. It changed the way he spoke. Every syllable of every word carried the significance of death and required precision; any amorphous situation or mistake felt like a threat to his life and he reacted as such. He operated with meticulousness to create a world in which he had full control.
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			Bums

			The outside air tastes vivacious but burns a little, too. The plants’ final pushes of pollen, the smog, and the not-quite-humid cold of morning make Doobie’s inner workings pound as he steps further and further from the hospital. It’s richer than the indoor air running through ventilation systems and filters caked with dust, the relentless scent of ammonia and disinfectant, and Dr. Calvert’s deodorant. The outside makes Doobie a newborn again. 

			He looks down at his bare toes; the once-hardened creatures waving back to him are gooey, pliable and accustomed to all the niceties of polished, friendly tiles. The tiny rocks on the sidewalk lodge themselves in his feet and slow his pace. No one appears to be following him. The sun warms the sidewalk and Doobie’s feet thank the sun. Shoes and regular clothes would make him more thankful, not to mention help him avoid capture.

			He wonders how hard it would be to make his own shoes. A dead bird’s feathers wave at him from the side of the road. Doobie considers making shoes of feathers or wings like Mercury. What bothers Doobie is that he can’t see the bird’s eyes. Without seeing the bird’s eyes, it’s an inanimate object with no reason for existence but to decay and provide nutrients for scavengers, or microbes, or plants. Sadness overwhelms him for the deceased bird because it flew once, but it does not fly now. He wishes he could strap the bird to his feet and breathe life back into it so he might fly to his next destination. Without tools or any tying material to keep the feathers together, he keeps moving. 

			The sky makes him smile even though the blueness overwhelms him; there are no clouds to hinder the blue. He squints to deal with the brightness. Resting under a tree and comparing the yellow of the falling leaves with the blue of the sky for the rest of the day is tempting, but time wouldn’t allow that. Despite the unfriendliness of the rocks grinding against his gooey feet, movement encourages his ebullience.

			He reminds himself aloud, “My words no longer need be my prisoners. I’ll let them rewire the brains of the people with ears so that they’ll want to give me all my minute comforts before the end times finalize our destruction.”

			Doobie sees a man with a cardboard sign sitting on a corner. The sign reads, “Why lie. I need a beer.” Doobie stops his movement to watch the man sit on the curb and do nothing. Ebullience evades this stranger. His face is swollen like a boxer who lost; sturdy, stoic, and expressionless. The blackness of his eyes and the blackness of his hair mean that the two might be from the same material; both appeared slightly wet. Perhaps the honest man who needs a beer could see better with the hair on his head than the eyes nearly lost under skin. The wind blows his hair and Doobie imagines tiny lenses at the end of each hair follicle collecting thousands of light signals to be sent to the brain to compensate for other lost signals. Doobie wonders if he looked this way when he carried his sign before asking him, “Does this work?”

			The man with the sign keeps his gaze at the passing cars and says, “I’ve already heard your speech. Blah blah blah. You’re a pimple on the face of society, a walking pocket of filth or whatever. Clean up your act. Get a job. I’ve heard it all before, alright.”

			Doobie blinks and stares at the man.

			The man with the sign sighs still not looking at Doobie. “I got a job for you; it starts with ‘b’ and ends with ‘low me.’ Get me a beer or get the hell outta here. You’re blocking my angle.”

			This thirsty man must be in conversation with some other unseen person. Doobie says, “I don’t have a beer, and I don’t know what a ‘below me’ is.”

			The man holding the sign finally looks at Doobie and says slowly, “Eh. Nobody expects real answers from me anymore. What’s with the hospital get up?”

			Doobie scratches his side. “That’s why I was asking about the sign. Any ideas where I might acquire some clothes or shoes or at least some cardboard and a pen so I might communicate with the driving folks in their cars, as you are doing?”

			“Hell.” The man holding the sign sighs. “I got an old pair a pants and a dirty undershirt at the bottom of my cart there. Don’t smell too good, but they’ll keep you from getting pinched. Better than all that hospital crap at least. I spent some time in a hospital, and I hated that place just as much as prison. I’d probably never get around to washing that stuff anyway. Just take it.” The man with the sign resumes his glare at the passing traffic. “But keep movin’. Nobody gives to bums workin’ together.”

			Doobie reaches under a blanket covering a grocery basket with a sleeping bag and towels and toilet paper and Planter’s nuts. He reaches past the sleeping bag and finds a damp pair of jeans and a shirt. “Thanks.”

			“Homeless shelter is about twenty blocks up. Might have luck with shoes there. Don’t let’em catch you, old-timer.”

			Doobie puts on the shirt first; it smells like mustard and vomit. Doobie chooses not to bring the jeans anywhere near his face. They’re stiff from layers of dust and grease, but they fit.
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			Mumbai Mack

			The scent of Terese’s freshly baked brownies veils the musty, inherited-furniture smell of the basement apartment. Terese places the last set of brownies in her tupperware container, about ready to make a call to the cab service. Mew reads while Max stomps out a few of the ants he missed under the desk. Max stands up proudly, believing he’s filled his ant-killing quota for the day, and thumps his head on the low ceiling.

			Terese calls the taxi company. In this city of car-huggers and suburban homes with tiny backyards emulating wide open spaces, the taxis stick to the main drags.

			After ringing several times a voice with an Indian accent says, “Hey, thank you for calling Hira’s Taxi Service. Please hold. Oprah is on the other line.”

			“Wait. Neal. It’s me, Ter—” Terese sighs as some jazzy-fresh Kenny G hold music hums over the line. Some people never change. He’s done this ever since Terese met him in college. Usually people outgrow pointless fibbing at a certain point. Neal is not usual people.

			The music stops and Neal drops the Indian accent. “Terese?”

			Without cracking a smile, Terese asks. “How’s Oprah.”

			Neal chuckles. “It wasn’t actually Oprah.”

			Terese rolls her eyes. “I know it wasn’t actually Oprah.”

			“It was Oprah’s people, though. She’s going to be in town this week. Did you know that?”

			“Whatever you say, Neal.”

			“Seriously. She’s doing shows here all next week. I’m helping her staff coordinate transportation.”

			“No offense, Neal. Normally, I would acknowledge and play along with all your little fantasies, but I’m kind of in a hurry. Can you come over here and we can talk about Oprah on the way?”

			“Fine. I’ll be right over.”

			“Thanks.”

			[image: ]

			Neal and Terese went to OU together. Neal studied business; Terese never knew what that meant. He grew up around the world, but when asked, he claimed India as his homeland. His real first name was Nahil, but he thrived on his Americanization. He loved America’s cars, women, economy, and, most of all, business.

			Terese remembered the first time Neal showed her his dorm room. His boombox consumed most of the space on his desk. He frequently left the volume all the way up, even when he left his room to remind the dorm residents of his presence or lack thereof. His first question to her in highly Americanized English was “Do you like rap?”

			She looked up in thought and said, “Sometimes.”

			He said, “You have to check this out.” He put on a song without any immediate lyrics, with synthetic drums, a sampled sitar, and lush female vocals cooing in a language Terese didn’t know. The only personal pieces of furniture in Neal’s dorm were a leather executive chair and a diffused light lamp with a dimmer, which he claimed provided ambiance. He sat with his elbows resting on the armrests, fingertips pressed pretentiously together as he rapped.

			“It’s the Mumbai Mack warmin’ up the wax

			Tellin’ you otha sucka’s ‘bout the skillz ya lack.

			I got the girlies and the gold and my money for free

			Cuz when you run I don’t run from the powers that be

			And when you sleep I just rock most intelligently

			So sitya’self down and take a lesson from me.”

			The Indian woman’s voice rang out again over the boombox and Neal spun around in his chair during his rapping interlude. Terese just laughed. She hoped the rap was over, but as soon as the Indian woman’s voice stopped, Neal began rapping once more. 

			“Woke up from a night of not knowin’ a thing

			Look left and in my bed is a girl with a ring.

			She’s sleepin’ still so I got some time

			To ax myself is she yours or mine?

			She slept with me so it’s plain to see

			Your lady friend was a sexin’ me

			Now you ax yourself how it came to be.

			Neal is the greatest most definitely.”

			Terese shook her head, walked over to the boombox and turned it off

			“Night started off all slow and legit

			Then homie came with some chronic shit.

			Hey. Hey, I’m rapping here.”

			Terese shook her head. “No. You’re just embarrassing yourself.”

			“I don’t need a beat.” Neal pressed on undeterred. “And when I took a hit my mind went skip… skip… Don’t skip the… dammit.” Neal threw his arms up in the air. “I do need a beat for that part because it sounds like the record skips. It’s the best part. Why did you do that?”

			Terese nodded emphatically. “Because I feel sorry for you.”

			“What are you talking about? I sound just like the rappers. It’s fun.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “I feel sorry for them, too.”

			“Why?”

			“Because most of it isn’t real.”

			Neal shook his head. “It’s as real as I make it. It was real for Biggie and Tupac.”

			“You’re not Biggie nor Tupac.”

			Neal pleaded with an upward facing palm. “C’mon. It’s fun. Everybody else likes my rapping. You’re the first person to ever cut off the music.”

			“Just because everybody likes it doesn’t mean it’s real, or good for that matter.”

			“Yeah it does. The point is to entertain; I’m entertaining.”

			“That kind of thinking lowers the quality of all creative acts.”

			“What?”

			“Because entertainment has no direction, no final destination. It’s easy and saccharine. It requires no thought, and any creative, artistic endeavor should aim to provoke thought.”

			“So are you the sole member of the thought police then? Judge and jury? Are you going to round up all the entertainers who don’t provoke thought in their audiences? What I love about the USA is that anybody’s opinion counts.”

			“Neal, there has to be some kind of standard. Some way that we can agree on the importance or validity of a creative work.”

			“No. There doesn’t. You have your standard, and I have mine.”

			“Neal, you’re smart. I know you are because you brag about your scholarship every chance you get. And even with all your brains, what is it you decide to rap about? The exact same thing that everyone else raps about: money and girls. Does that really qualify as good?”

			“If I get rich off of it, it does.”

			Terese sighed. “Why don’t you try harder?”

			“Why would I try harder if I’m rewarded the same way, or more even, for less effort?”

			“Why do you require a reward?”

			“Why would I work for free? Not even an animal does that.”

			“What if your work was your reward?”

			“All I asked was if you liked rap music, Terese. You could’ve just said you didn’t.”

			“I like art. Your mimicry is not art.”

			Neal asked her out the next day and Terese entertained the idea until she overheard him talking to his roommate about how many freshmen he could hook up with in the first semester; he claimed eleven freshmen girls, and that was before Thanksgiving break. So gross. She overlooked his self-aggrandizement and enjoyed many more debates in which he failed to convince her of the quality of his rhymes, and she failed to alter his opinion about art’s role in society.

			[image: ]

			Neal arrives in his taxi a few minutes later in the alley behind their basement apartment. They share a desolate backyard with the upstairs tenants with whom they never mingle due to the sectioned design of the house. Mounds of gray, dusty dirt create drifting clouds as they traverse the backyard. Shade from eighty-year-old trees make the climate in the backyard acceptable in the summer, but with the leaves gone, the sun breaks through to provide some warmth. The lack of well-kept yards in their neighborhood comforts the three friends because it is one less detail to fritter over, one less competitive proving ground of success, one less waste of time, energy, and resources. In their neighborhood, homeowners’ aesthetics take no priority because no one owns their home.

			With the taxi still running, Neal holds the door open for Terese. As soon as she enters, he runs around to the driver’s side saying over his shoulder, “I trust you can close the door yourself this time. Right, Max?” 

			Max shakes his head at the joke referencing a night at the bars they all shared together a few weeks ago.
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			A Night on the Town

			After a second beer, Mew asked, “Where do rich people come from?” The wind blew through the breezeway of Lo-Do Bar and Grill’s open rooftop. A variety of hairsprays, perfumes, and aftershaves wafted with the breeze. Terese, Mew, Max, and Neal came for the view of Denver and the distant mountains as the sun set on the end of summer.

			Mew hated this bar. No one knew the bartenders. Drinks were over-priced and intended for the recent sorority and fraternity grads convincing themselves the party would never end. Everyone looked corporate, wearing those trendy button-up shirts with vertical lines, wrinkle-free and stuffed with personally-trained muscles. The women flitted in short dresses showing the smoothness of shaved, carmelized legs—no telling if their tint came from the sun, a tanning bed, or a can. They looked bad when they danced. The kind of bad that made you rethink your own go-to dance moves. He came for his friends.

			Terese sighed and rested her head on her hand with her elbow on the table and replied, “Well Mew, when a rich man loves a rich woman…”

			Mew widened his eyes and said, “Just look, Terese. We’re surrounded. We’ll be outbred in a generation. Imagine a majority of only-children so self-centered and lacking grit that there are more Wall Street bankers, psychiatrists, and drug dealers than there are construction workers, farmers, and engineers. And there’s no place for these two groups of people to interact.”

			Terese shrugged and sipped her beer.

			Mew continued, “Bars and booze are supposed to be the midpoint of the rich and poor. The great equalizer…”

			Terese closed one eye and scrunched up the same side of her face. “That’s education, actually, but I get what you mean. Drunk rich people and drunk poor people can relate to each other better than sober rich people and sober poor people.”

			“But no one here looks different. No one here looks working class.”

			Neal shook his head and frowned. “Why would anyone want to look working class? The lower class dresses up and the upper class dresses down. What’s wrong with that? No one minds the good-looking midsection of middle America.”

			Mew guffawed. “I mind. The mid-section of middle America makes me think of all those people who get their stomachs stapled or those who can’t afford to get their stomachs stapled. No one here knows themselves; they just know they like to drink. They’re just dressed up the way they’re supposed to be. No one here can identify themselves as unique because everyone has bought and sold themselves so many times over to some statistically calculated prime market. They’re all working off the same data and it results in this complete lack of identity. It’s so automatic they don’t even know it.”

			Terese sucked her teeth. “You’re just intimidated because you don’t look like everyone else here.”

			Mew raised his eyebrows. “You’re right. I refrain from plastic surgery. Tanning salons waste electricity. Gyms are for narcissists. I live in a single pair of jeans at a time, and I never buy new.” He pointed to his Jimi Hendrix t-shirt. “I’ve had this shirt since the tenth grade. This is my freak flag, my non-verbal communication that says, ‘I’m not a part of this.’” Mew took a breath and sipped his beer looking out at the crowd for a second before looking back to Terese. “Not like you fit in either.”

			Terese wore a long skirt made up of uniquely-sized patches all with earth tone colors: navy, burgundy, tan, and blue denim. None of the patches shared the same print; some prints were flowers while others were from old army uniforms or the unworn part of an old pair of jeans. She made the skirt herself. “Right, but I’m not the one complaining.”

			“I’m not complaining about the way that I look. I’m complaining—”

			Neal interjected, “You’re complaining because everyone else doesn’t have a moral dilemma every time they go out.”

			Mew shook his head. “That’s not—”

			Max pointed a finger at Mew. “You love this place because it reaffirms how unique you are.”

			“No.” Mew looked at the city skyline. “It’s just boring and… sad.”

			Neal rolled his eyes. “Only boring people get bored. Go get another drink, Mew, and get one for me, too.”

			Mew shook his head, got up, and walked to the bar. While waiting in line, he watched a slick group of guys talking to a group of girls. He could not resist doing a little interpretive dialogue of the situation in his head. 

			Guys (in a strange baritone-on-steroids coagulation of slurred words): A hey hey. Nice shoes. Are you tired? Are your pants shiny? Did it hurt? Do you come here often? What’s your astrological sign?

			Girls (in a high-pitched and dissonant robotic chorus): A hee hee hee. We have boobs. A hee hee. Her dress is pink while my dress is blue. A hee.

			Guys (in a “how was your day?” intonation but still with the semi-intoxicated hypermasculine vibrato): We should fuck. You’ve been running through my head all day. Because I can see myself in those pants. Did it hurt when you fell from heaven?

			Girls (pouting lips occasionally): A hee hee hee. You should buy us drinks. A hee hee. Chicks before dicks. A hee. We’re so feminist.

			Guys: Boinkin’. Assuagin’ the sausage. Testin’ the tubes. Drillin’ for pleasure in the holey wildlife preserve. Puttin’ your flag on the moon, sexy style. Shakin’ hands naked. Scorin’. Sayin’ nice to meet ya without any words. You buyin’ and me sellin’. Sendin’ the soldier down the foxhole. Bumpin’ uglies. Puttin’ my ramalama ding dong in your shimshimila shooha repeatedly until satiated. When do we start?

			Girls: A hee hee hee. You’re cute. A hee hee. Thanks for the drink. A hee. How many babies can you feed? A hee hee. Sex and the City. A hee hee. Pretty things. A hee. I’m like Samantha and she’s like Miranda. A hee hee. I want men to pay attention to me the way that my daddy didn’t. Why don’t men take me seriously?

			Guys: I’ll seriously give you a deep dickin’.

			The part that irritated Mew the most was that stupidity worked. Like a bee going to flower after flower, like a lab rat trying every button until it gets its reward, like a salesman making call after call feigning friendship for their own ends, their repeated, cheesy pick-up lines eventually yielded a connection. But what good is a connection if it feels that empty? Anybody could say a cheesy pick-up line or hormone-driven compliment, and if it worked once, would it work again for the next dude with a cute smile?

			A divine or mystical connection that defied explanation and traditional mating rituals would be ideal. Maybe not divine or mystical; those look dumb from the outside. To fall into conversation and then love, and not so much succumb to sexual desire, but instead find the one who might match it. But how to find this person when the pursuit seemed so pedestrian, so cheap?

			The bartender handed Mew a gin-and-tonic and a rum-and-coke. If it’s a bad idea to buy useless items, is it bad to buy alcoholic drinks? He looked at the rum-and-coke after a sip. It’s useful to feel good, to forget discontentment, to enjoy the company of people with whom you might normally disagree, to restore faith that the world might still surprise you. Because the drink might make you carefree enough to fall into the right conversation. Mew walked back to the table and set the gin-and-tonic in front of Neal.

			Maximus didn’t have a stool at the high table like everyone else did, but he felt happy to stand under the summer stars in the city, even if he was an obstacle to the bar patrons. Being a very good drinker, Maximus felt a personal responsibility to everyone else in the bar as if it were his civic duty. Watch out for those who can’t walk straight. Smile when anyone bumps into you. Help short people find the other members of their party. Do what you can while clinging to chemical euphoria.

			What made him that way? Probably the suburban upbringing, a sort of good ol’boy mentality. Wearing the unwrinkled, button-up shirt and slacks, a costume adorned with firm handshakes, broad smiles, clean shaves, and analyses of local sports teams dropped into conversation. Being likable and meeting people on common ground opened doors. It’s the favorable side of an invisible line that, once crossed, prevents a stranger from helping another stranger.

			Being on the less favorable side of the line makes it possible to look away from a stranger’s suffering. The worst part about the line is that it’s invisible and moves on you depending on the crowd. Camouflage puts you on the safe side of that line, makes you an insider, a member of the club of socially-capable gentlemen, making possible a life of light labor and heavy drinking, the American dream of mediocrity. What does the cordial camouflage costume cover up? A disdain for the life, so lauded by the rest of society, that makes a complete lack of independence palatable. Acknowledging how suburbanites are so interdependent and not very free at all could make you an outsider. Better to keep that hidden. Easy to hide in plain sight at a bar.

			Mew asked, “How many of these people are single and desperately lonely?”

			Neal responded with, “If she’s hot, WHO CARES? Let’s do a shot! I think it’s time for whiskey. Whiskey all around?” Everyone agreed.

			When Mew first met Neal, he expected him to share in his cynicism over the string of events that soiled the image of the United States. But the second Iraq war, the Patriot Act, Hurricane Katrina, the bursting of the real estate bubble, and the expanding credit crisis made Neal laugh. Neal conceded that the American dollars he sent back to Mumbai each month did not enjoy the same strong exchange rate they had a few years ago, and the unpredictable cost of energy frustrated him. But it meant he could justify increased rates in his fleet of taxis whenever he wanted. The rest of it was not his problem. He made money so he didn’t care. Mew thought this attitude made Neal a true American. To Mew’s chagrin, Neal took this as a compliment.

			Neal took off for the bar, dancing and chatting up anyone he ran into along the way, every person a potential friend or customer. Instead of surmising emptiness or thoughtlessness based on the rather uniform nature of the bar patrons, Neal saw an opportunity to uncover each person’s uniqueness through conversation. He smiled, shook hands, and spread business cards like seeds in a rich soil.

			Mew asked, “When did drinking become THE de facto option for a weekend? Are all young urban professionals borderline alcoholics? I guess I’m more urban unprofessional. But is this new? Is this a new trend? Are these people happy? Is this what happiness looks like?”

			Max smiled while looking out over the crowd and replied, “You can’t ask these questions when you’re at the bar, Mew. Those are questions you ask yourself when you’re staring in the bathroom mirror at three in the morning after not finding your significant glass slipper of the night. Here is where the potential is highest for human connection. You have to try to be here, or there really isn’t a point.”

			Neal returned to the table with shots. “What are we drinking to?”

			Terese sang over the din of the bar, “To the endless everything and all the ends we endeavor to endure!”

			Mew tried not to let his face squelch up from the aftertaste of whiskey. “There’s not a single song played here tonight that I haven’t heard ten times before.”

			Max shook his head, losing a little of his good ol’boy zen. “Are you going to complain like this all night?”

			Mew shrugged, “They gonna keep playin’ shitty music?”

			Max clapped his hands. “Alright. Time for a change of venue. I hope you’re up for some walking.”

			“Where are we going?” asked Neal. 

			Max herded his friends toward the exit. “You’ll see.”

			They left the trendy Lo-Do bar and headed toward 16th Street to catch the free Mall Ride all the way up to Colfax. As they made their way toward the capitol building, Neal’s uneasy eyes jutted from side to side as the scent of decay wafted from litter and the people in sleeping bags in Civic Center Park. “I don’t want to get robbed, guys. Where the hell are we going?”

			Annoyed and not slowing down, Max insisted. “You’re not going to get robbed.”

			Mew put his pointer finger over his mouth. “Shhh. Homeless people can sense your fear, Neal. Once they know that you’re afraid, that’s when they’re most likely to attack.”

			“Man, I’m not afraid, but I’ve been robbed. It sucked. This area feels a little robbery-possible.”

			Terese scrunched her eyebrows. “I thought you said nothing in the states compares to the slums back in India.”

			“Pff. Yeah. Poor people in India can’t afford raging drug habits that cause violent outbursts. Slums there are’orrific ‘cause no one’ll give’em medical care. But they’re peaceful ‘cause they accept their place in society. You heard of the caste system? There’s nothing like that here. Might be worse here. If you’re poor in India, it’s cuzofa fucked up system. If you’re poor in the states, it’s your own damn fault. Shit. That’s why I moved to this country; so that I didn’t have to deal with little girls and their children clinging to them, banging on my car window asking for my help, knowing that if I help one, I’ll have to help them all as I lock the automatic doors so there’s no chance of getting their disease and falling to their level in the caste system.”

			Terese blinked and frowned. “Damn, Neal. That’s a heavy image.”

			Neal continued. “It makes you cold, and then when you get robbed in that same environment, it makes you not ever want to chance it again.”

			Terese pauses. “Can you imagine the chain of events that would lead to begging in the streets or robbery?”

			Neal responded, “I don’t have time for that. I’m more concerned with not putting myself at risk.”

			They walked past the capitol building, and Colfax revealed itself as incessant flashes. White and red and yellow vehicle lights bordered by aged neon signs with missing letters, flickering like spastic lighthouses beckoning for business. Bricks over a hundred years old lined with taco stands and Ethiopian cafes and Thai restaurants and American diners and bars and music venues and pawn shops and porn stores and hot painted windows offering huge savings on laundry service. Dead and alive, beat and vibrant, like a graffitied starry sky. An invitation to a reeling oblivion, rough and worn and full of fight.

			Max led them into a Ramada Hotel.

			Neal asked, “Are we getting a room here?”

			Mew responded, “Um… I think the evening is too early for finding a place. It’s only eight-thirty.” The lobby interior entirely contrasted the streets of Colfax. It looked recently renovated. The carpet exhibited a strange softness and newness that made each step a short slide as thousands of plush fibers fell one way or another under an individual’s weight. A flat screen TV above a gas fireplace had CNN on mute mentioning the death toll of another suicide bombing in Iraq. The front desk attendant did not pay much attention. “Here, this way.” Max pointed to a hall. They turned a corner and left the bland, mild-mannered comfort of the well-lit hotel lobby for a dark and somewhat confined bar which felt entirely different from the comforts of the hotel.

			The floors were black and white checkered tile. The ceiling was black. A mural of a woman with short hair and panties holding up oversized boobs made to look like bombs greeted them as they entered. The mural stood out because it was white on the black of the colonnade in the center of the bar. To the left was a small karaoke stage where a tall, too-thin man with long greasy hair and an oversized white t-shirt that went down to his knees bellowed and howled out Hank Williams’ “Family Tradition” as if his throat was a flamethrower scorching his audience. The benign twang of the slide guitar and gentle, electronic instrumentals contrasted his piercing scream that asked, “Why do you drink?” to which the man screamed lyrics that did not show up on the karaoke screen, “TO GET FUCKED! Why do you smoke? TO GET STONED! I guess I’m just carryin’ out a FAMILY TRADITION.” When the song finished, he shouted to his friend standing in the front and said as if there was a massive crowd, “I gotta represent here. Three oh three in tha house. Just tryin’a keep this karaoke a little real.” He promptly headed to the bar and downed a shot with his buddy.

			On the opposite wall from the karaoke stage stood a man whose entire body slouched. Huge bags under his eyes, the roll of a developing gut, unkempt facial hair unified the man in a lackadaisical malaise. His hat backwards and sweat-stained said, “Coors” in the beer company’s trademark font. He held a bright orange shotgun attached to a video game where the object of the game was to shoot deer, sheep, and wolves as they crossed the screen. He shot fiendishly as each realistically-animated creature appeared. He and his drinking colleagues were at it all evening.

			One of the two televisions behind the bar had some ‘80s wrestling matches playing. A wrestler in electric pink spandex pantalets grabbed the other wrestler in baby blue spandex pantalets and they landed on top of each other with each wrestler’s face in the crotch of the other as they pounded on the platform melodramatically.

			A sign on the wall had specials listed: 50-cent Jell-O shots, two-dollar PBRs and four-dollar wells. Behind the sign were the eyes of a tiki mask hinting at the theme of a previous incarnation of the establishment. The Irish flag hung over the bar as well, adding to the indiscriminate agglomeration that was the place and the people in it.

			“This is the Rockmada.” Max had five Jell-O shots stacked in each hand. “Let’s get started.” They sang songs and sucked down so many Jell-O shots they forgot to count. By the time an oversized, red-numbered digital clock announced ten-thirty, the four friends sang and stumbled to every song on the karaoke screen. Max grabbed Mew, Terese, and Neal in a huddle and growled over the music, “The night’s not over. Now we go to a real dive!” 

			They strolled haphazardly back to Colfax and walked all the way down to Broadway, passing people with all their belongings in supermarket baskets. Mew’s eyes rattled slightly with each step. Whenever he passed someone less fortunate on the street, he felt resounding but momentary guilt, and whenever a Porsche or BMW drove by on the street, he flipped them off as his large drunken steps scuttled him forward in the only act of class warfare he could afford.

			Neal staggered. “Thisiz a might bit dangery. Can we getta taxi back to Lo-Do? I’m kinda done seeing how the other half lives, ‘kay?” He laughed immediately after he spoke.

			Mew asked, “Are you afraid, Neal?”

			Max quickly insisted. “Relax. None of us look like we have enough money to rob.”

			Neal responded, “I’m just sayin’… I own a taxi company. Lemme jus’ call one and we’ll be set.”

			Terese said, “Walkin’s part of the deal, Neal. You miss everything when you drive. Walking forces you to really look,” She pointed to her eyes, “and asorb your srroundings.”

			Neal nearly tripped over his feet. “I don’t ‘member ‘greeing to any deal… Plus, I’ve asorbed plenty this evening, and I’m not talkin’ ‘bout scenry, right?”

			Max threw up his hands. “We’re almost there, an itsa nice night out. Just enjoy bein’ drunk and outside in comfortable weather.”

			After a few more blocks, Max signaled for a halt with his hand. Generic sticker letters spelled out “Atrium” above a tinted glass door. The Atrium was one door surrounded by black in a long strip of otherwise lucidly-intentioned storefronts. The glass door had a bell, which indicated when a customer entered or exited. The place felt damp and musty inside. The people inside the bar were not corporate. They did not look the same.

			Neal did not see any of these people as shells in a shells game. He scanned the room. A shirtless man with white hairs extending out of his chest and missing teeth linked arms with some ladies whose broad shoulders and lack of curves defied the traditional definition of female. Neal detected an Adam’s apple on the one with curly black hair. Their skin looked as if an invisible magnifying glass singled them out, baking their freckled cancer-tan permanently. They looked sixty, but they might have been thirty-five. An impossible-to-miss patron in the middle of the room appeared to be nearly four hundred pounds in an oversized, rainbow tie-dye shirt with conflicting salt-and-pepper crew-cut hair.

			The heavy hippie hollered, “Red alert! Red alert! Straight men entering the bar!”

			“We walked all this way for a ga—? Max. They’re staring at us.”

			Max motioned toward the bar. “Go getta drink. You be fine.”

			“What if they want to have sex with me?”

			“Don’t flatter yourself, Pumpkeen,” bellowed a man with oily, black hair put up in a ponytail and a thin mustache. His cotton, gray, skin-tight shirt accentuated his nipple rings, which startled Neal. Mew and Neal headed for the bar, both treading tentatively in their inebriated condition.

			Terese grabbed Max by the arm as they moved toward an empty table. “Thizis not like any kinda gay bar I been to, Max. I gotta say I’m custom to gay people being more… pretty.”

			Max gave Terese a half-smile. “Stereotypes are for people with no time to listen for the truth, and we got nothin’ but time.”

			She frowned, nodded, and shrugged a little before asking with drunken zeal, “Are we slumming?” She put up finger quotes around slumming. “Izziss slumming right now?”

			“I’m sure as hell not makin’ much more than anybody else here. Are you?”

			“Guess not. I jus’ feel more like an anthropologist than a bar patron.”

			“A drunken anthropologist… yeah. I usually feel like that no matter where I go, but I’m just curious.”

			“Ooohhhhh.” Terese tilted her head straight back still looking at Max. “You’re curious… about guys?” Terese felt unsure if she was teasing or drawing a logical conclusion.

			“No. I’m not into dudes for sex.”

			Terese spilled a bit of her water as she raised an eyebrow. “You don’t feel threatened bein’ in a bar fulla mostly gay men?”

			Max hiccupped. “If you know where you stand, there’s nothin’ to be threatened about. Men get all frightened by possibility cuzit’s possible for anyone to carry out a sex act, homo or hetero. Th’ grips a sexual stimulation and gratification can be so strong that a person forgets who they are, loses all sense of time and becomes discombobulated, ya’know, allowing total vulnerbility. I think lotsa heterosexual dudes fear most the possibility of that vulnerbility so much so they hate it. They turn on that possibility because they fear its consequence. In parts of this country still, being different can mean rejection from society or family or loss of a job. That’s scary. Some men do the knee-jerk reaction of denial, dismissal, and hatred.” Max shook his head. “Sad, but a lot of people don’t know who they are to begin with.”

			“Totally agree. It’s a lotta social condishning…” Terese nodded. “Sex is absurd no matter how you do it. When I was six, my friend tol’ me how she thought babies were made. She said a guy pees into a girl, that’s ezactly what she said. I told her she was makin’ stuff up. When my mom filled in all the details, I told her it seemed like a silly waya doin’ things, which she nodded about, but she said thass just the way the world was.” 

			“Yeah… Sex is pretty fuckin’ weird.” Max looked and saw open seats next to Mew and Neal at the bar. “Les go to th’ bar.”

			Max noticed the wood of the bar was grainy and sticky. He looked at the bartender and thought she could have been a mountain or a volcano. Her angular head came to a rounded point at the top, broadened out at her jaw, and swelled further at her jowls before ballooning. Her mouth looked as if it frowned at all times because of an underbite. She had acne scars on her face while her teeth indicated a long-time lack of orthodontic care. It was not so much tooth decay as it was a general discontinuous alignment of teeth, some appearing longer than others. She was proud to smile because she knew what her smile conveyed, which was warmth and ease. Max put on his good ol’ boy smile, which apparently held less value in this bar because the bartender served everyone else waiting before getting Max his four shots of rum.

			The bartender scrunched up her face and said, “Rum… ew.” Her voice sounded like years of chain-smoking. “I remember when I was a girl. My mom would rub rum on our teeth if they were ever sore. You can see how much good that did.” She laughed. “So one time, my older sister decided to have a lot of rum when I was still a little girl. She passed out in the dirt street outside our home, and me and my brother dragged her to the water pump. We pumped water on her until she got up and started chasing us around, but she couldn’t catch us because she had so much to drink. So I didn’t ever do rum because I didn’t want to become a pump girl like my sister and because it makes my teeth hurt for some reason.” She laughed louder than expected as she poured out the shots. Max told her to leave it open as he turned away with the shot glasses.

			Terese held up her shot glass. “Whatarwe drinkin’ to this time?”

			Mew shouted, “To Moesuddha!”

			“What’s Moesuddha?”

			“I’m Moesuddha,” replied a crinkly voice attached to a bulbous belly. His eyes were wide and round and brown with iridescent blue-green centers. His skin was a deep copper and his curly, coarse hair appeared meticulously straightened. Mew introduced him to the rest of the group, and Max ordered another shot for the new friend.

			“To Moesuddha!” They all threw back their shot of rum.

			After they recovered from the shot, Mew explained, “Moesuddha has hizown garden, an’ cooks hisown food.”

			Moesuddah smiled. “It’s a little magic.”

			Terese asked, “What makes it magic?”

			“I have a permit that allows me to grow my own medicinal marijuana.”

			Max nodded. “Wow. That’s really cool.”

			“Yep. There is nothing I love more than being able to wave my permit right in the cops’ faces, and you know, since it’s legal to have an eighth or less… it’s kind of like heaven.” He laughed, and the laugh bellowed from the cavernous depths of his belly and wheezed out through his lungs. “Do you guys smoke?”

			Mew raised his eyebrows a little. “Can’t say I smoked since my private school days.”

			“Neal and I smoked a few times back in college.” Terese added, “Iss like, you ever cross-stitched… on weed.” Only she laughed at her own joke.

			Neal quickly interjected, “For me, i’was moreova private kinda thing.”

			“‘Cept for when you were braggin’ ‘bout it in your super cool gangsta raps.” Terese wrapped her arms around her shoulders striking an old school b-boy pose and promptly broke into a laugh.

			Neal rolled his eyes, putting a hand of protest in the air. “My skillz are undeniable, okay.”

			“Whatev, Neal. You and the Young Republicans League treated your little Mary Jane expeditions like top-secret vacations. Didn’tchyou guys take a’ oath a secrecy to preserve your potential polit’cal careers?”

			“I’ve no recllection regarding the ‘vents of which you speak,” stammered Neal.

			“Well,” Moesuddha asked, “Would you guys care to smoke some this evening?”

			Mew raised his eyebrows even higher. “Could we do that here in the bar?”

			Moesuddha frowned. “In the bar? No. You can’t smoke anything in the bar, but all we have to do is go to the smoke patio out back and then take a little hike into the alley… No one here cares.”

			The four of them exchanged looks. Neal’s eyes widened, and he showed his nervous teeth. Mew left his eyebrows at their highest, tilting his head slightly considering the offer. Terese looked to Max who bit his lower-lip and nodded.

			“I’ll let you think about it. The offer’s on the table. I’ll let you know when we’re going to take our… little hike.” He laughed again and got up to talk with someone else at the bar.

			Max smiled a larger than normal smile. “It’s quite an offer. I think you know where I stand on the matter…”

			Neal shook his head slowly. “I’ss like... too good an offer. He didn’t say a thing ‘bout cash.”

			Mew smirked, “I don’t think he’s gonna charge us anything.”

			“Tha’ss all the reason more not to trust’em.” Neal concluded before asking, “What’s he gettin’ outtuv it?”

			Terese looked quizzically at Neal. “Camaraderie’s still a thing, right? Friendship isn’t all quid pro quo all the time.”

			Neal looked over his shoulder. “Maybe he’s tryin’a hook us high-end customers on his super weed so we get addicted like everyone else here. Maybe all these people started out with some comfy life before they tried the super grass and ended up trollin’ the bottom of the social pyramid.”

			Terese rolled her eyes. “No. Neal, that’s stupid. Drug dealers are only like that in the D.A.R.E. program.”

			Neal squinted. “I juss… don’t trusta free anything.”

			Max leaned in toward Neal and whispered, “Peer pressure, Neal. Come on. Don’t you wanna get high with us?”

			Mew chimed in, “C’mon, Neal. All the cool kids are doin’ it.”

			Terese opened her eyes much larger than normal. “Yeah. Do it, Neal.”

			“Alright. Alright. I’ll do it. But don’t leave me by myself cuz there’s totally guys lookin’ like they wanna get in my pants.”

			Moesuddha gave a head nod in Max’s direction. Max gave a head nod back and they followed Moesuddha to the back exit. The back patio opened to a grungy parking lot. Moesuddha led the way past the end of the parking lot and into the alley. Neal’s heart pounded like a tabla in varying tones, and his brow wrinkled as if dealing with a client he knew wanted to take advantage of him. He checked his back and both ends of the alley for cops again and again. Around the corner was an abandoned garage that could have held a semi truck, open to the alley for the entire length, dark and out of sight. 

			Max commented, “Thissiza pretty convenient location you got here.” A pigeon’s wings echoed in the far corner, which made Neal jump.

			Terese failed to notice the pigeon. All of the alcohol making its way through her system dizzied the sounds and her surroundings. Her eyes couldn’t keep up with the movement of her head. She took a deep breath and steadied her body.

			“The only downside is that there’s no music here,” Moesuddha said as he began rolling a joint.

			“What’s the story with your name?” asked Mew.

			“Mohammad, Jesus, and Buddha all wrapped up into one. No matter who you are, I got something you can believe in.”

			Neal asked as cooly as he could, “So, what we owe you for this smoke we’re ‘bout to… smoke?”

			Max tightened his jaw. “Neal, don’t kill the vibe of random human connection with dollar exchanges.” He turned to Moesuddha. “I’m sorry for our friend.” 

			“No worries. Truth is that if I ever get caught selling the stuff I grow, I can lose my permit and go to jail. It’s a strange sort of regulation. They don’t want any of these medical grower types to get too big by selling to the general public. It’s not worth the risk when I can sell it to people with a prescription legally. But…” Moesuddha sealed off the joint with his tongue. “If you wanted to buy me a shot back at the bar, I wouldn’t object.” Moesuddha smiled and held up the joint. Max smiled in awe of Moesuddah’s smoothing of the situation. “So who’s going to spark this off? Max? I’m looking in your direction.”

			“I can’t say no.” Max brought the tightly rolled joint to his mouth, flicked the lighter on, and inhaled. Max saw the end of the joint as tiny, bright orange wolves howling into his lungs, disregarding the rules of men limited by grids and walls and properties and paperwork and deadlines. He held in this wordless howl and passed the joint to Moesuddha who took a quick hit and passed to Mew. The smoke coiled in a nearly straight line until Mew took a drag. He passed to Terese, hunched over in her still narrowing frame of view. She inhaled and passed to Neal before bursting into rough coughing. Neal asked if Terese was all right. She nodded as she continued to cough and tear up. Neal inhaled and joined Terese in uncontrollable coughing while considering that he might be the first marijuana-related death, and that each heave from his lungs might be a tumble down the social hierarchy. Max took up the joint and made the wolves howl again before Moesuddha took one last hit without burning his fingers.

			Max suggested, “Le’s go grab another drink,” as Terese and Neal finally began to recover.

			They walked back inside where Max started to order five rum and cokes before Terese waved a hand of protest and changed it to four. Terese’s vision became a stop motion movie with a gradually decreasing frame-rate. The heavy eyelids caused continually longer periods of wait before the next frame recorded in her brain. She said to Neal that she had to use the restroom and then asked him to watch the door for her to make sure nobody gave her any trouble.

			Neal stood with his arms crossed in front of the door and let thoughts of paranoia weave through his mind. They probably think a terrorist is in their bar with his dark skin and bushy eyebrows and convex nose. They probably think only a fundamentalist would guard the women’s bathroom like this. They probably hate for no reason at all. They probably want to put his name on a list and monitor his phone calls just because they can. It’s never reasonable.

			As Max walked past Neal on his way to the men’s room, he asked, “Havin’ fun?”

			“If by fun you mean scared for my life, my future, and my asshole, then totally.”

			Max laughed louder than normal and slapped Neal on the shoulder as he entered the men’s room. He bypassed the urinals for the toilet with a door and more privacy. Someone else entered the restroom and Max assumed the standard bathroom blank facial expression staring six feet beyond the wall in front of him. Max heard the stranger’s footsteps approaching his stall. Right as he wished there was a lock on the stall, the stall door swung open and clanged against the wall.

			“You lonely in there?”

			Max nearly broke stream. “Um. I consider the men’s room a place of solace and reflection.”

			“Thiss lil’ bathroom’s way too small for all that.” The stranger, whom Max could not see, hung onto the doorway of the stall for drunken life. Max saw the corner of the stall jostle.

			Max maintained despite forgetting the starting point of their conversation. “World gets smaller all the time, I s’ppose.”

			The man stood next to Max and started peeing in the same toilet. “Are you gay or straight?”

			“I’m straight.”

			He looked over at Max. “I admire that…”

			Max made no response as the sound of two streams falling into water continued.

			“Bet that makes my presence rather uncomfortable for you.”

			“Um… sure does.”

			“I’m sorry.” He stopped and staggered out of the stall. “Just thought there was a chance…” 

			Max heard the man’s footsteps stumble out of the bathroom. When Max exited, Neal and Mew were supporting Terese.

			Neal shot a frustrated look at Max. “I called a taxi. We’re done walkin’.”

			“Fair ‘nough.”

			“Should be ready to go in a couple minutes.”

			Max found and downed one of the rum-and-cokes he had just purchased, gave the remaining three to Moesuddha, and closed his tab with the mountain-like lady bartender. He met Neal, Terese, and Mew in the taxi.

			Max shook his head for a second. “Yep. That happened.”

			“What happened?” asked Neal.
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			Brownies

			Max makes sure to close the taxi door behind him. Terese secures her containers of brownies in the trunk. The full taxi accelerates toward the homeless shelter depositing them at Walnut and Park Ave a few blocks from the homeless shelter. Terese, Max, and Mew each carry some of the brownie containers.

			Mew takes in a breath and says, “This is still hard for me.”

			Terese snorts through her nose. “Instead of thinking how hard this is for you, imagine how hard it is for the people who are there. Imagine having nowhere to go. With a family that can’t or won’t help you. Imagine experiencing some trauma that triggers bouts of debilitating depression and or anxiety.”

			Mew replies, “I get it. I get it. I’m an asshole for being afraid.”

			Terese continues, “Imagine all the things you haven’t experienced. No childhood abuse. No addiction in your family. No poverty. No malnutrition during school, no unfavorable treatment from teachers, no prison record that prevents you from getting a job. It’s not laziness that leads people to homelessness; it’s a series of unfortunate events. Just because you haven’t experienced them doesn’t mean you should forget they exist for other people.”

			Mew sighs, “Okay. It’s not like I’m going to go running out of there screaming or something.”

			Battling himself in silence, Mew remembers the way he felt walking down Colfax flipping off BMWs and Porsches thinking about class warfare. If you own a luxury vehicle, your morals must be askew. How can you justify the luxury when you could tip the scales of social inequality? In a world with such inequality, why do homeless people not fight and steal all the flashy cars and drive them into the sea or sell them on eBay to rebalance everything?

			Mew finally unleashes, “If class warfare were to break out, a homeless shelter would be ground zero. The twenty bucks in my wallet is probably more than what any homeless person has. Why would they differentiate between my wealth and someone who drives a flashy car around?”

			Terese blinks twice. “You’re giving brownies away, aren’t you? If this is ground zero, at least you’re doing something to show you’re on the right side.”

			Still whispering, Mew replies, “But the other side has drones, M16s, and Apache helicopters. Not real interested in picking sides in that fight.”

			Max interjects, “Soldiers are on our side, right?”

			Terese shrugs. “The war’s not here yet, so you don’t really have to choose anyway. Just think of it as good karma in case that war does come.”

			Mew wonders what class warfare would do to his karma levels but asks, “Does that mean the people in the homeless shelter have bad karma?”

			She raises her eyebrows. “I don’t really know.”

			Max chimes in, “So, they deserve being homeless because of their karma?”

			Terese responds, “‘Deserve’ is a complicated word.”

			Max looks up, “Does anybody deserve anything?”

			Terese shakes her head and shrugs. “All I know is everyone deserves brownies, good karma or bad.”

			Mew smirks. “You know what I’m getting at. Karma is just another way of assigning reason where there is none at all.”

			Max adds, “Yeah, like when people say that ‘I am where I am because of some good or bad deed I did in my last life.’ Or like ‘God chose us, so we’re the chosen ones. We only have to do these little things to make it look like we care about the impoverished.’ Vainglorious.”

			Mew nods in agreement. “Sounds like so many flaming bags of crap being thoughtlessly stomped out. You end up with so much philosophical bullshit on your shoe.”

			Terese asks, “So people should just watch the shit burn?”

			Mew replies, “As long as the flame doesn’t get out of control and burn the whole house down? It’s better than getting shit on your shoe.”

			Max closes his eyes and puts a finger on his forehead. “Getting confused on your metaphor here. The flaming bag of bullshit is social inequality and stomping it out is like welfare programs?” 

			Terese ignores him. “Helping someone else doesn’t require getting any shit on your philosophical shoes. Do you need a reason to help someone else? Do you doubt that we’re all made of the same stuff?”

			Mew sighs. “No. I’m not a selfish bastard. I don’t need a reason to help other people.”

			Terese continues relentlessly. “No one becomes homeless out of sound reasoning. Do you know anyone who wakes up in the morning and says, ‘Oh yeah. Homelessness. I’ll do that for a while.’”

			Max frowns and shrugs. “People go camping all the time.”

			“Hilarious. But that’s different and you know it. Homeless people don’t have a safety net or a rewards account at REI.”

			Mew reasons, “Maybe they don’t want one. Maybe being homeless is actually very freeing. No job. No bills. Maybe the homeless revolution is simply personally opting out of society. Or maybe class warfare is just around the corner.”

			When they walk in, the walls of the shelter are a gentle yellow pastel and the scent is a mix of lemon disinfectant, baby powder, and bleach used to sterilize and mask the smell of sweat and dry-mouthed human breath. Terese checks in with a staff volunteer who points to an empty table with chairs where she might distribute the brownies. Terese hops up on a chair and hollers, “Who wants brownies?” The weathered people of the homeless shelter smile and walk over. Terese, Mew, and Max hand out brownies to the people from behind the table.

			Max smiles through his discomfort. It’s a little cliche helping the less fortunate, but it beats boredom. Discomfort comes from a recognition in the people inside the shelter. Aimlessness, illness, petty arguments, greedy fear of not having enough, an inability to plan for the future. Being honest, he shares all of those traits. The recognition causes a clandestine anxiety humming a tune with a repeated chorus: stay too long and you could join them forever. If blessed be the poor, what are their blessings? The term homelessness is just a term, stigmatized but still abstract. Catching glances of so many faces up close sharpened the term. To share a bitter look beyond disillusionment, dreamless and perpetually starving, existing in daily hunger and scrapping for shelter. It must stifle the chance to see something that does not yet exist. They’re not all like that, though. Maybe they’re smiling through the discomfort, too.

			Reality is better than fantasy, but being real the way people in the homeless shelter were real? No thanks. Max hands over another brownie. Count the differences for reassurance: a place to sleep, daily showers, cleaner clothes, less hardened skin, the semblance of sanity. Damn. Still the same humans, though. Still capable of love and hatred, happiness and torment, help and harm, life and death. Why do some seem more able to love, be happy, help and live? How could the same bodily form be so different in function? 

			The hum of human sameness means it’s impossible to ignore how a small turn of events by a truly omnipotent fist could catapult anyone from home and friends at any time. Could be a car accident, or a brain hemorrhage or an unforeseen allergic reaction or cancer or a rampant cougar attack or a zombie apocalypse or falling in love or some other blinding addiction. The horror tune wails on about the whimsy of a universe out of control. Better to dance splendidly with this horror, waltz politely, bow at the appropriate time, take the lead if the chance arises. No sense in sharing this tune that no one else hears. Why share it when you’re more readily able to offer a smile?

			Terese looks into the eyes of a woman with a black bandana wrapped around her head, and two french braids resting just below her collar bones. Her hair is dirty blonde, eyes green. She wears a Sturgis t-shirt. Terese asks, “Excuse me, ma’am. I hope you’re enjoying the brownie. My friend here thinks that poor people might be here to start a class war. I’m just curious what brings you to the homeless shelter.”

			The woman half laughs. “That’s like asking a prisoner what they’re in for, kind of, isn’t it. Except that we didn’t really do anything wrong.” She half laughs again. “At least, I didn’t.” She pauses and looks down before looking back up at Terese. “I lost my job. I couldn’t pay rent. I went through all the money I saved. My family disowned me because I’m gay. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m not starting a class war. It’s hard finding a job without a place of residence.”

			Mew says, “I’m really sorry. That sounds hard. What kind of work did you do before?”

			The woman takes a small bite from her brownie. “I worked in accounts payable. They went to an automated system. My job just disappeared. Company made a profit from it.”

			Mew asks her, “Wouldn’t it be nice to stick it to them?”

			“Sure. How?”

			“Class war. Empty bellies are what bring real revolutions, right? There’s a plethora of empty bellies here.”

			The woman shrugs. “Um. My belly’s not really empty. I got breakfast earlier. This brownie is delicious. Things could be worse. That’s why I’m not actually interested in some class war. War would destroy the thing that lets me have a job in the first place, that lets me move out of my parents’ crazy house of rules.”

			Terese looks the woman in the eyes. “That’s good to hear. I’m sorry that I can’t do more to help you.”

			She smiles. “Just talking is nice. Usually people don’t even have time to listen. They make up their own reasons why a person is homeless and don’t have time to hear the ones that are real. And I get it. It’s hard to hear or listen to real desperation. People are busy. I’m trying, though, and some people are helping.”

			Mew takes one more brownie out of the tray and places it on a napkin held by hands of dirt, callouses, labor, liquor, burnt Marlboro lights, meat and bone attached to arms with an indecipherable tattoo that may have been a dragon, or a snake, or flames on a day in the past, covered partially by a faded green army surplus jacket with someone’s name on the chest, which contains a body with ribs protruding from a stained undershirt and liver slightly swollen from years of trying to feel better about being on the bottom, all attached to a neck coated with prickly, thick hairs that only become thicker as the neck grows into a jaw and a chin with skin to match the hands and hazelnut eyes piercing but downtrodden.

			Mew says, “Here,” to complete the transfer of the brownie to the man in the green army surplus jacket. The piercing eyes blink and the head nods, a gesture saying “thanks” before looking back down. Mew feels a pressure on the back of his neck through his deep-sea suit. Not enough to crush him, but enough not to ignore. Asking the man in the surplus army jacket for his story would lead to a vulnerability, would expose a prejudice. To ask is to care; to care is to show up consistently. There is no knowing the man in the army surplus jacket without following him beyond a brownie handout. But to follow someone unknown would break a rule he set for himself, a rule intended to prevent the world from crushing him. (For more on these rules see Appendix A: Mew’s Precepts.)
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			IED

			April 15, 2009

			Hey Bro,

			I wanted to give you an update on where Im at. Dont know the name of drugs they have on me but feeling good now which is nice. Hands still recovering from the burns so my buddy OBrien is typing for me. Im alright though. Make sure mom doesnt worry. I know you guys dont talk these days, but if you do talk to her just calm her down. Spoke with her yesterday she wouldnt believe when I told her my injuries werent bad. She was just crying and angry and cussing things. My legs and arms and brains are still in one piece. Let her know. She was kinda crazy.

			Anyway OBrien was there too when the IED went off. He had the protection of the door of our armored vehicle. I was outside the vehicle because I didnt even know there was a damn IED. Few minutes passed since we took down this building we thought had bad guys in it. When we heard this kid under the rubble. We wanted to haul ass out of there but the kid kept saying help in English in a awful way. We should of let him die alone.

			Hoffhauer and Henderson rushed over to help the guy. I was covering them while they worked. Fucking hate those neighborhoods. Theres two dozen places gunfire can come from windows, rooftops, balconies, doorways. Im looking for any place where a sniper might pop up working the perimeter for Hoffhauer and Henderson. When I turn round for a second to tell them to hurry the fuck up I see a flash and it feels like a baseball bat hit me in the chest. Im able to pull myself up and I see Hoffhauer and Henderson literally in pieces. Both Hoffhauers hands were blown to shit. I mean not even there. His face was fucked up. I couldnt hear anything because my ear drums were blown out, but I can still see Hoffhuaers skin all peeled off his face and half of his lower jaw just trying to jabber away. Im glad I couldnt hear because I can only imagine the sounds coming out of him. Grabbed him by his body armor without thinking and threw him in the vehicle. Thats how I got the burns on my hands. Hoffhauer and his vest were smoking hot. Martinez grabbed what was left of Henderson and we got the fuck out.

			Hoffhauer and Henderson died on the way. I didnt notice cuz I had some pretty nasty shrapnel wounds. Did you know that the nastiest kind of shrapnel is bone fragment? When it blows up it splinters. It turns out I caught a piece of Hoffhauer or Henderson or that cocksucker with the bomb in my thigh. It just missed the femoral otherwise they say I wouldve bled out before we made it back to base. Pretty fucking crazy. Dont tell mom that part. So I get a good month or so off. There not going to send me home though. This place is a real mess. I cant wait to get out of here. Three more months and I wont have to take orders from some dull tool.

			I hope the “car dealership” is going well. And you better have a job for me when I get back. Maybe you can hook up OBrien too. I dont know what else Im going do once Im stateside.

			Best,

			Corbin Tyner

			PS OBrien wants a suit and Cadillac when he gets back to the states. Do you know anybody who can get a good deal?

			________________________________________

			PFC Corbin Tyner USMC
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			Urban Quests

			“Make the future, rain the fire. Be the suture of desire. Say the words they will require to make the future, rain the fire. Be the suture of desire. Say the words they will require to make the future, rain the fire. Be the suture of desire. Say the words they will require...” Doobie looks up still repeating the words under his breath and sees them from across the room dispensing brownies. Doobie lets the crowd clear. 

			The other people here must think the goods are gone because they’ve cleared out. Doobie catches a glimpse of Terese. Skin reflects light as if made of stars. Contrasting black hair occasionally curls. Blue eyes whisper unintelligible secrets. She exudes a faith that her body is not her sole essence. She’s right. Doobie Lyte approaches, calculating each step to fit in single tile square after single tile square.

			Max looks at the man. “I think we’re all out of brownies, sir.”

			“Sir…” Doobie looks down and shakes his head before looking back up. “‘Sir’ is what you call people who don’t know. Geezers. Someone with googly eyes that can’t see or walk straight, thanks to the degradation of age. ‘Sir’… It wasn’t always like that you know. It used to be that age meant wisdom. Days of yore when cultures were one or two trick ponies, hunters, gatherers, and the elders knew the tricks best. Now the tricks go changing every couple years and age doesn’t mean respect; it means you’re out of it. ‘Sorry, sir, we don’t have a payphone.’ ‘No, sir. That’s where you put the credit card.’ ‘Do you need help crossing the street, sir?’ I think you,” Doobie points to Max, “should pay closer attention, sir.” Doobie points to the back corner of the bottom tray. Max takes the lid off the tray and sees one last brownie sitting in the tray.

			Max hands him the last brownie. “I stand corrected.”

			“I’m not entirely out of touch. I know not to ignore everything everyone else fails to see. I see the hair on your head migrating slowly into your ears and how close you are to the age of ‘sir’ yourself.” The old man bites into the brownie with crooked teeth. “Mmm. This brownie is pure. Almost too pure. The three of you gotta mix it up. You need to toil and roll in the hay and boil your brains away and bubble and birth yourselves complete a bit. Especially you, Bartholomew!”

			Mew blinks and rears his head back. “How do you know my name?”

			The old man replies, “You three bear the mark of outsiders,” poking the sticker on Mew’s shirt that reads, “Hello my name is… Bart.” The old man lets out a wheezing laugh and quits just as quickly as he starts. He closes his eyes and allows a long swath of air into his lungs before proclaiming:

			“Here’s a story that ought provide you with

			The caldron of thought which potential brews.

			In Universe’s laws that guide the pith

			With rules, seasons, and math’matical stews.

			Steams of madness and inconsistency

			Confound and splinter all the world in two;

			The thoughts of man’s contrived periphery

			And physics bland augur that gives preview.

			Them both I have and I will pass along

			To you the trinity who tend the steams

			Of God’s whisper. You whisper back, the song

			Of sweet nothings, condens’ed forms pith’s beams.

			Don’t let my ancient form distort your face.

			I only mean to put the fire in place.”

			Terese’s eyes widen like graffitied full moons. Max’s eyebrows squeeze together as if the closer they come the more sense the words might make. Mew looks over his shoulder in fear of pickpockets who might profit from distraction. Before being able to react, Doobie addresses Terese:

			“Precipices build a man sharp like blades

			Who holds his point against the weaker-thans

			For hire. Green blooms you’ll buy while value fades

			Transcend his wrath to divert colder plans.”

			Doobie slaps Mew in the face, grabs his chin and says:

			“Magnificent flames of delight await

			As perking lips that read your secret wish

			To stumble from your lonesome ideal state.

			Fall with the girl whose flames might demolish.”

			Doobie grabs Max by the shoulder:

			“Us two will look down darkest dells of dead-

			Giver’s demon, handheld controlled and froze.

			Pleased we will be with thoughts forgot instead

			Of calculations, afterlife and woes.

			“Dear sirs of no choice, tomorrow requests 

			Your full rejoice in these your urban quests.”

			Terese, Max, and Mew stand motionless in disbelief. Doobie waves his hand in front of them. “Okay… that’s the whole thing. Go ahead and ah… get… get going. You’ve got your ah… quests now. Get to it.” Doobie makes a shooing motion with the backs of his hands.
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			MacDonald’s Slide

			Twenty blocks away, a man in a light blue suit steps out of his light blue Grand Royal Cadillac. The suit, pristine and wrinkle-free, has a tag on the inside which reads, “100% Polyester.” A thin gold chain rests atop the light blue suit. He hates the Bee-Gees, but knows his look fits their music. Disco is garbage, but the suit, not at all. Can’t take it back either. He bites his upper and lower lips at the same time, pulling his skin tighter around his face which, under the right circumstances, could itself become a weapon. He lost most of the hair on his head in his late twenties. So why bother with any at all. Every third day, he shaves it. He walks into a building with a dingy sign over it that reads, “Dom’s Flower Shop.” What a shithole. Hardly any flowers and the ones here are dying. A short man wearing a tight pink, red, and yellow flower print shirt with slicked, black hair and a thin line of a mustache stands behind the cash register counter. A small nametag on his shirt reads “Alonzo”.

			The man in the light blue suit walks up to Alonzo, glances over his shoulder, and asks, “You got the plants?”

			Alonzo gives an artificial smile touched with the fake politeness that comes with working a service job for too long. “Why yes. We have all sorts of plants.”

			“I’m here to pick up a specific kind of plant that you and your boys in the back have been workin’ on.”

			“Well, do you know the name of the plant? Because this is a flower shop. We have a lot of different plants here.” Alonzo’s fake smile stinks almost to the point of disrespect.

			The man in the light blue suit bites the inside of his lips. “Look. What I know is that my boss sent me here and he told me to ask for the plants and that you would know exactly what I was talkin’ about.”

			“Maybe you should go back to your boss,” Alonzo puts up little finger quotes around the word boss, “and ask him what kind of plant it is he wants. Okie-doke?”

			The man in the light blue suit speaks as if to a child, smiling to match his fakeness. “Do I look like a guy who buys flowers?” He drops the smile. “Huh? I’m talkin’ about the plants. Maybe you got a separate greenhouse or somethin’ for people like me who don’t get into the intricacies of flowers. I’m lookin’ for plants that do somethin’ more than look pretty. Plants that have a certain medicinal value? Do you understand me now?”

			Alonzo’s face morphs into a look of sarcastic concern. “Sir, this is a legal flower shop, not a drug store. If you need drugs, I suggest asking anyone not associated with this very legal business place.”

			The man in the light blue suit balls his hands into fists. “No. This is the place. He said you boys had been cookin’ up somethin’ real nice for him. Now where are they?”

			Alonzo shakes his head and shrugs, “Maybe you have the wrong address.”

			“Who do you think you’re dealing with?” The man in the light blue suit grabs Alonzo’s name tag and rips it off his shirt to read it more closely. “Alonzo.”

			“Hey, that’s my name tag. I’m supposed to wear it.”

			“Well, you can wear it over there.” He throws the nametag across the room. Alonzo moves to fetch the name tag, but the man in the light blue suit stops him by grabbing him by the collar. “This is the last time I’m going to ask you politely. Where are the plants?”

			“Maybe I should call my mana—”

			“That’s it. I didn’t want to have to do it this way, but you give me no choice. My boss told me specifically to ask for Alonzo. You’re him and you’re hiding something. We’re going for a little ride.”

			“What, where are we going?”

			“I’m feelin’ like a little bit of McDonald’s this afternoon. We’re gonna pay good ol’ Ronnie Mac a visit.”

			Alonzo scrunches up his nose. “I’m not really up for McDonald’s. I ate earlier. I’m watching my carbs.” He pats his tummy.

			The man in the light blue suit smiles, puts his elbow on the counter, rests his chin on his hand, and says, “I’d like to make your nose an inny instead of outty. My boss says I have anger management problems. That’s why we’re going to go to McDonald’s instead.” The man in the light blue suit opens up his jacket and reveals his gun. “Let’s go.”

			“Fine.”

			The two men walk out to the light blue Cadillac where the trunk pops open.

			The man in the light blue suit points to the trunk. “Get in.”

			“No, man. I’m not going to ride in the trunk.”

			“I’M not you’re fuckin’ CHAUFFEUR! Get in!”

			Alonzo yells back. “Alright! I’ll get in!” He climbs in looking indignantly at the man in the blue suit who slams the trunk closed before Alonzo can settle below clearance. The trunk hitting Alonzo’s head makes a dull clunk sound.

			“You’re too slow, Alonzo!” He slams the trunk a second time and this time it closes. When the man in the light blue suit opens the trunk again, Alonzo sees the golden arches of McDonald’s towering into the sky. The man in the light blue suit grabs Alonzo by the collar and asks, “You like playgrounds?”

			“I can’t remember. Your trunk rearranged part of my memory.”

			“I’m gonna refresh your memory, Alonzo.” The two men walk into the McDonald’s. The man in the light blue suit makes a single head nod to the teenaged manager behind the counter who nods back. The manager walks into the playground area and announces that the playground needs to close for cleaning. Herds of disappointed children and numb parents clear out of the playground area. The manager connects a car battery to a collection of wires hanging from the slide, and then lets the two men into the playground area, locking the doors behind him. The teenaged manager stands with his arms crossed in front of the entryway to the playground. He puffs out his chest and rolls his shoulders forward to try to compensate for his lack of build.

			The man in the light blue suit looks at Alonzo. “I kinda like this place when it’s quiet and no kids are screamin’. Now we’re gonna climb to the top of this playground, alright?”

			“Really?”

			A curious child notices the two climbing up the children’s playground and asks, “Daddy? What are those two men doing playing on the slide?”

			Without looking up from his freedom fries he answers, “They’re probably cleaning.”

			“Why?”

			“Some kid puked in it or something.”

			“Why does that cleaning man look scared?”

			“Mmm… Cleaning vomit is scary stuff, honey.”

			The child stops to think as she continues watching the two men in the playground. “Yeah… I think maybe they’re playing cops and robbers or something because it looks like that guy’s got a gun.”

			The father looks up from his meal and sees the two through the bubble window. “Hey, I got an idea, sweetie. Why don’t we take your happy meal to-go? Does that sound good?”

			“Okay.”

			As they reach the upper level of the playground, the man in the light blue suit asks Alonzo, “You ever been on one of these plastic slides, Alonzo?”

			“No.”

			“I’ll tell you what, the static on these slides… it’s a reeaaal bitch. Those little metal bolts can pack a powerful punch. When I was a kid, it used to zap me every time right on the ass. Kinda hurt. That’s how I came up with this little device. You see that little car battery down there?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’ve taken the liberty of connecting that car battery to all the bolts on the slide, and unless you tell me where those plants are… you’re in for one hell of a shock all the way down.” The two men stare at each other, awkwardly scrunched in the children’s tunnel near the entrance to the slide.

			“Are you serious?”

			“My advice, if you’re not gonna talk, is to not let your chest or both your arms touch any of the bolts. It could make your heart stop. No one’s died yet, but I’ve seen guys carried out of here with burns in places they didn’t know could be burned.” He pushes Alonzo closer and closer to the slide with his feet.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Where are the plants, Alonzo? Just tell me where they are. It’s not hard.” The steadily building pressure of his voice matches the pace of his foot pushing Alonzo’s hip ever closer to the start of the slide. “You should know I’d rather not shock you, and you’re about six inches away from the first connected bolt.” He keeps pushing. “Last chance.”

			Alonzo looks the other man in the eye. “You’re full of shit. I ain’t buying your scare tactic. I’m not gonna give in on a child’s playground.”

			“Finally, you show some sense of dignity.” He kicks Alonzo in the stomach sending him down the slide.

			Alonzo’s right hip and tailbone each touch a different bolt, completing a circuit with the battery. “GHAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!” Alonzo arches his spine so that his tailbone loses contact with the offending bolt, only to discover that his right calf and his left elbow complete another circuit. “AHHYYYAAHHHH!” Gravity continues its force as he makes his way down the slide. Uncontrollably, he slams his back down on the surface of the slide where two more bolts find his skin. This causes a tightening sensation all the way up his spine that hyperextends his entire back. “NAAAHHHHA!” Alonzo feels the cartilage between his vertebrae scraping away as he gyrates. Remembering the suited man’s warning about cardiac arrest, Alonzo rolls onto his side and feels four bolts make connection at his knee, hip, rib and shoulder. The pain burns like branding irons driven deep into muscle, causing the muscle to lock in contraction. “OOOUUUUUCCKKKKK!” He contorts his shoulders and back so that for a brief instant, no part of his body touches the slide bolts. He finally sees the end of the slide’s tunnel. His ankles clear the end of the slide, and he bends his knees so that he can use his calves to propel himself out. There was one last set of bolts on the last section of slide, which zapped him on each buttock. He sits up, but he hits his head because the slide is too narrow for his adult size. He screams out, “GAHDDAAAMMIT!” With his hands locked on to the top of the slide, he pulls himself the rest of the way through the slide’s tunnel. Alonzo wants to get up and run and scream for help, but he discovers standing is not an option for his legs; his calf muscles are locked. He falls over. Smelling smoke, he sees burn marks on his flower print shirt and his khakis. He rolls over and vomits on the soft playground floor.

			The man in the light-blue suit exits the playground tunnel entrance. “Oh. See, now, this is exactly what I wanted to avoid, but you felt the need to be inconsiderate and deny me the information I needed. Now you’ve made a mess.” He squats next to Alonzo on the opposite side of the vomit. “So, should we do the slide again or are you going to tell me where the plants are?” 

			Alonzo coughs to catch his breath. “Alright. Alright.” A glob of spittle hangs from Alonzo’s lower lip as he sprays, “They’re in a park.”

			“Like a public park?”

			“Yeah. We have a camera in place so that we can keep an eye on the plants without getting pinched for them.”

			“Whose fuckin’ bright idea was that?”

			“It was mine. There were a couple of cops snooping around and I had to move them. I thought you were with them because of your stupid suit.” As he catches his breath on his back he asks, “What kind of criminal wears a stupid flashy suit like that? I thought you were a cop. You better not be because I will sue your ass for this shit.”

			The man in the light blue suit explodes. “I own all the cops in that fuckin’ neighborhood! You gotta be an idiot! Why wouldn’t you just move the plants to your house?”

			“My significant other would not allow it. We have a kid.”

			“If you’re lying to me… we’ll be coming right back here and you’ll be havin’ a lot of rides on this slide. You understand?”

			Alonzo nods.“It’s the leisure suit along with the matching Cadillac… it was just too—”

			“Just tell me what park the plants are in.”

			“The Hungarian Freedom Uprising Memorial park. It’s just off of Speer, a few blocks from the florist. If you didn’t know they were there, it would be nearly impossible to see them. I hope that no one took them while I was away. I was the one watching the camera at work.”

			The man in the light blue suit asks slowly, “Did you... plant them in the park?”

			“No. I hid them in an empty fountain.”
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			Venus Fly Trap

			“Are you really that macho-fascist-bullshit scared to where you won’t go into a flower shop?” asked Max three days earlier as they approached the dilapidated “Dom’s Flower Shop” sign.

			Mew stood silent as he contemplated; flowers are vaginas; flowers wilt; flowers are some archaic barter; one flower for another flower; Georgia O’Keefe; flowers are for girls and for people who like arranging flowers and for men who like it in the butt. Butt flowers. Finally he said, “I just don’t see the point if we know we’re not going to buy anything.” Terese’s presence would have provided acceptable passage through the flower shop, but she had a massage appointment.

			“C’mon. Flowers are tiny eccentricities, whimsical but perpetual sex data paraphernalia.”

			“You’re not making it sound real masculine.”

			“Why do you even care?”

			“I just don’t want people to get the wrong idea about who I am.”

			“No one gives a shit. You can be a masculine dude and like flowers.”

			Mew took a deep breath.

			“Okay.” Max changed his voice so that every word he spoke sounded like a subdued gag reflex. “Then let’s go check out the most bitchin’est biological machines… Brah. I bet they totally have Venus Fly Traps, and those things are super awesome like, jaws of death. We can totally find some bugs and throw them in there. And afterwards we can go check out a monster truck rally and shoot some deer.” He halted his hypermasculine idiot gag reflex voice. “Is that masculine enough for you?”

			“Shut up.”

			“Seriously though. They probably do have Venus Fly Traps in there. We should start looking for bugs now.”

			“I guess it’s worth looking into.” Mew scanned the cement for bugs. “Up. Roly poly two o’clock.” Mew squatted down. “Roly poly. We got a roly poly.” Mew picked it up and put it in his hand.

			“Roly poly versus Venus Fly Trap. I like where your head’s at, Mew.” They went inside the flower shop.

			“Good evening, gentlemen,” said Alonzo from behind the counter. “Is there anything I can help you find?” Alonzo’s blood carried copious amounts of THC throughout his body. He believed his duty as a plant specialist entailed trials of the product he sold. Not to mention that customer service was much easier high as a kite.

			Max strolled aimlessly looking at the cut flowers near the entrance while Mew walked not far behind with the roly poly cupped between his hands. “What would you say the finest plant in your store is?”

			Alonzo’s face froze up. He immediately believed they knew; they totally knew about the cultivated marijuana plants in back and the grow house at Moe’s. “Uhh. We have some truly lovely orchids over there.”

			“I’ve seen orchids. They’re nice, but I’m looking for something a little more mind-blowing.”

			Alonzo shuddered as he thought about prison showers and kept telling himself not to say “marijuana.” Who were they? Random walk-in customers? Rare. There’s a reason why the exterior appeared so run-down. Maintain. “You’re trying to impress a lady friend?”

			“Mmm. Not at the moment. I just want to see what you’ve got.”

			Alonzo felt the end approaching, the end of his life as a free man. It’ll be alright. Everybody goes to prison sometime. The white-person service job was always a lie anyway. Do they have guns? Momma can’t afford a funeral. Don’t get shot. Maintain. Resist. Not busted yet. “Well, you’re welcome to look around here, but unless you have a warrant, what we grow is our business.”

			Max stopped his aimless walking and asked with his back turned to Alonzo, “You think I need a warrant?” Impersonating a cop for some free weed? High marks on the MMJS.

			Alonzo stammered, “That’s what the law says. Liberty and justice for all.” 

			With his hands still cupped around the roly poly bug, Mew asked, “Do you have any Venus Fly Traps?”

			Alonzo pointed. “Yes. Right by the garden gnomes.”

			Max put an arm around Alonzo’s shoulder and walked him toward the Venus Fly Traps. “C’mere. I want you to take a look at this. Mew, go ahead and drop the roly poly in there.” Mew placed the closed up roly poly in the center of the Venus Fly Trap. “You see this roly poly right here? It’s like you. You’re closed up and you think you’re protected because you think I have to have a warrant, but what you don’t know is that the Venus Fly Trap is like the Patriot Act in a police state; it’s got you so that the second you move the wrong way,” Max snapped his fingers. “It’s got ya. You don’t even know that you’re already in the trap.” The roly poly unrolled in the depths of one of the traps, but the trap did not close.

			Alonzo started chuckling and pointed. “He’s getting away. Look. The roly poly is getting away.” The bug fell into the dirt.

			Max raised his eyebrows. “He might get away this time, but I promise you, he won’t get away every time.”
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			On Ugliness

			As Max, Mew, and Terese walk home from the homeless shelter, a woman walks in the opposite direction. One eye looks higher than the other. On the side with the higher eye, her cheek appears swollen, but she has no bruises. The lower-eyed side looks slightly depressed. Her nose zig-zags as if scrawled by a drunken hand. Her pock-marked skin shows no signs of physical trauma, only bacterial trauma. Her jowls jostle and hide the bones of her jaw and chin as she walks with uneven, pigeon-toed steps. She tries to smile through her rather disjointed face as she passes.

			Max scrunches up his face after the woman passes. “Ugly people make me feel uncomfortable.”

			Mew chuckles but shakes his head. Does a chuckle grant approval? “That’s terrible, man.”

			Terese does not laugh. “You shouldn’t say that. That woman might’ve heard you. It’s not a kind thing to do, Max.”

			Max beams a smile. “I didn’t say anything about the woman who just passed us. I have to ask here, Terese. Should I not raise my voice because it’s wrong to point out anything ugly, or because you consider the woman who passed us ugly and it’s wrong for her to hear about her ugliness?”

			Terese sighs. “I don’t know if I would use the word ‘ugly,’ but I have to think you were talking about her. She was not pleasing to the eye in any way. I can’t deny what my eyes tell me.”

			Max feigns shock. “Wow. I didn’t think you were like that, Terese. So judgey.”

			Terese shakes her head. “She’s probably already aware of her appearance. I’m more curious why you feel uncomfortable around ugly people, Max?”

			Max pauses. “I always feel like there’s a looming tragedy.”

			Terese rolls her eyes. “You’re a looming tragedy. Burn.”

			Mew squints and asks, “What does that even mean? Looming tragedy?”

			Max looks more seriously at the sky. “When I’m around an ugly person, all I want to do is love them, without cause or reason, just as I would love someone who is exceedingly beautiful. And you guys know what I mean when I say ‘love,’ right? Not the like the romantic comedy kind of love, but the unconditional type of love, like that thing where we met.”
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			Zeroes

			It was under a giant tent for a spiritual retreat at a camp in the mountains where Terese, Max, and Mew met. A tall, thin man with well-tended hair stepped up to the slightly elevated stage in the front of a log cabin cafeteria.

			“Hello everyone. My name is David Baker, and I would like to welcome you to this seminar for newcomers to the Center for Spiritual Living.” David Baker led a revolution against tobacco companies in high school and earned his peers’ admiration at a young age. However, since he became a leader of soul-searchers, he felt less like a revolutionary and more like God’s minor league publicist. “There are a few ground rules. First, love everyone here. Not necessarily all at once. Honestly, folks. Being civil is not enough. Show some genuine affection. Why don’t we all break the ice with a hug? Turn to the person next to you, introduce yourself, and hug them. Don’t be shy. You only live once, unless you’re a Buddhist, in which case you’ve got eternity to figure it out. That’s a—” Max laughed in a loud and artificial way from his location in the audience. “joke. Glad somebody got it.”

			Maximus greeted the people around him, but it reminded him of the polite disguise worn when meeting new people. No one asked him about his arm, but no one seemed afraid to give him a hug, either. Usually he looked for people he knew to say “hello” to, but he didn’t recognize anyone. Maybe no one wanted to be around him because of his clapping behavior.

			The church, Mile-Hi Center for Spiritual Living, thought itself hip by performing easy-listening songs of the Kenny Loggins persuasion and then encouraging the crowd to clap along in an attempt to be soulful. To be clear Max had rhythm, but sometimes he chose to ignore it in the name of expressing his alienation from the congregation. Also, Kenny Loggins’ tunes did not make him feel one with any kind of Holy Rhythm. Faking soul was more painful than not having any. So every time the clapping began, a look of consternation overtook his face as he slapped his hand on his thigh or, if the music were particularly terrible, his stump. His face signaled his search for the downbeat, but his search proved fruitless. Invariably, his off-beat thigh slaps would throw off the clapping of everyone around him. He looked so into his attempted rhythm, no one dared ask him to stop, especially when slapping the stump. That would not be very accepting and the Community for Spiritual Living aimed to be all-accepting. Max found this very entertaining. Perhaps his acquaintances from church found it less entertaining.

			Not far away sat Terese. She greeted the people around her by hugging them for as long as she could with the intention of generating an oxytocin release. It’s the love hormone.

			Mew was not sure about God, but he knew he didn’t want to piss Him off. This posed a problem because he didn’t really know The Guy. Thanks for being Catholic and instilling an irrational fear of a bearded, boogeyman in the sky who tabulates the good and the evil deeds of every being on Earth, Mom. Maybe this will make up for all the masturbation. 

			David went out in the audience, hugged a few people and socialized before making his way back to the stage. “Ah yes. Love is good. We have a few other rules, though. No drugs and no sex.” Several groans ensued. “Yeah. I know. They’re fun, but they often cloud our perspective, and that’s not why we’re here. And it might sound cheesy, but a spiritual experience is usually a lot better than sex or drugs. Think about it. You don’t have to worry about hair getting in your mouth and the strangeness of the morning after and the often shady price negotiations, the ongoing quest for a better high or a better lover and then the loss of brain cells, sanity, or life ambitions. All of these being applicable to both sex and drugs by the way. With either, you always end up wanting more. Although my livelihood does depend on you coming back for more spirituality, a spiritual experience can be different from a chemical one in that it stays with you and offers peace of mind and confidence wherever you are.

			“With that in mind, I’d like you all to take a deep breath in and get centered. Close your eyes if you want. Imagine yourself walking through a beautiful peaceful meadow. The sun is warming you, and the wind is cooling you at the same time to create a perfect balance. It’s the best feeling you’ve felt in a long time. Now, in this balanced silence, I want you to open your eyes and ask someone to walk with you through the meadow. The person you ask to walk with you will be your prayer partner.”

			Mew sat in the audience puzzled. He expected a church retreat with a focus on capital G-o-d and His associated word. But, thus far, God received almost zero attention. What kind of priest or reverend would talk so lightly about sex and drug use? It made him feel a little uncomfortable because, if Catholic God was watching, being here could be a problem for his eternal soul, if that was really a thing.

			“I can’t believe we’re not allowed to have sex here. We’re adults. We can make our own decisions…” Terese said to Bartholomew who sat to her right. Bartholomew raised his eyebrows and shrugged. Terese continued, “Everyone who comes to these things knows that God is everyone and everything. Sometimes sex is the best way to be close to God.”

			Mew responded, “Maybe.” If he was going to Hell, at least she would be there, too.

			Max overheard her complaint and interjected, “I’d be happy to break some rules with you.”

			Terese reared her head back. “Um. Who are you?”

			“My name’s Maximus. I’m an aquarius.” He winked at Terese. “Rules… are meant to be broken.” He reached his one hand out and shook hers.

			Terese rolled her eyes. “I’m Terese. I was questioning authority, but I’m not trying to break any rules with someone I don’t know or trust.”

			Max put up his hand and his stump. “Whoa. Not trying to be a Sexual Sally, just trying to find a cool prayer partner.”

			Mew put up his pointer finger. “What’s a Sexual Sally?”

			“Not important, Chief.” Max turned his gaze back to Terese. “Would you care to…” Max paused and lowered his voice. “Walk with me through the peaceful meadow?”

			Terese shook her head. “That’s a hard maybe on the prayer partner thing, but I, too, would like to know what a Sexual Sally is.”

			“It’s easy. A Sexual Sally is someone obsessed with sex. Like your typical frat bro talking to another frat bro about the hot chick they supposedly hooked up with, or a douchey guy who keeps rubbing up on you on the dance floor. Could be a girl, too. Just doesn’t happen that way very much.”

			Mew shook his head. “Why Sally?”

			Max counted on his fingers. “Sexual Sal sounds too dangerous. Sexual Steve would have a creepy moustache. Both totally different beasts. Sexual Sven…” He looked up for a second. “That doesn’t sound sexually obnoxious at all. Does it?”

			“No. Sexual Sven sounds like a very fit swimmer, with streamlined muscles, and a speedo.” Terese nodded.

			Max tipped his head as if to bow while maintaining eye contact with Terese. “As your prayer partner, I can guarantee to conjure delightful images and hilarity for the remainder of the weekend. What do you think?”

			Mew looked around at his options for other prayer partners besides Terese, but she was an island of unique vibes in a sea of suburban types. “Wait. I want to be your prayer partner, too.” 

			“Listen. Here’s what we’ll do. What’s your name?” asked Terese.

			“Bartholomew.”

			Max grinned. “Man. That’s a lot of syllables. There’s no shorthand for that?”

			Flustered, Mew responded, “Yeah, there is actually. It’s Mew.”

			Max reached his hand out to pat Mew on the head. “Like a little cat. Mew. So cute.”

			Mew moved his head away from Max’s hand. “I’ve broken noses in the past when people’ve made fun of my name.”

			Max withdrew his hand. “Oh. Mew the tough guy.”

			Terese clasped her hands together. “Ok… Here’s a solution. I figure I’ll be Max’s soul partner. You can be my soul partner and then Max will be your soul partner. But let’s leave broken noses out of the equation.”

			David Baker returned to the stage and clicked on his headset microphone. “Alright. Let’s quiet down for a second. Now that we’ve chosen prayer partners, we’re going to do a little exercise.” David Baker’s voice echoed over the cheap sound system. “I want you all to think of one thing that could make your life better. It could be anything: a better relationship with a loved one, a better job, a new car, an education. One thing that would make your life better. Once you have it, I’d like you to share that thing with your prayer partner and consider ways that you might make your life better.”

			The three of them threw out timid bits of eye contact, and withdrew that contact from each other intermittently, waiting for someone to go first.

			“Okay. I’ll go,” Terese offered. “I guess my life would be better if I could not only have a relationship with God, but also have a relationship with other people who see God the same way I do. I mean, I don’t really think of God the way everyone else does. It’s come to a point now that I’m almost ashamed to say I believe in God because it seems like a turn-off… like someone who believes in fairy tales and embraces non-truths from antiquated writings. I don’t have a problem with fairy tales, but I do have a problem with people trying to make laws around them. It’s like if you say you believe in God, you’re instantly associated with fundamentalist crazies who want to take life back to the 50s. You’re a relic from the Dark Ages, theorizing about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. Something good happens; God must love me. Something bad happens; God must hate me or be teaching me a lesson. That’s bullshit. I don’t think God works on the good and bad scale. I think God is the amplification of whatever thoughts you have throughout the fabric of the Universe. The less you think, the smaller God is. So my life would be better if I could find some friends who thought along the same lines.” Terese looked over to Mew indicating that it was his turn to speak.

			“I was going to say my life would be better if I had a steady girlfriend, but after a response like that, I feel like I oughta go a little deeper.” He took a breath. “I guess it’d be nice to… feel like I was the best. When I was little, I was the best. I got the best grades. I was the best at all the sports on the playground. Especially dodgeball. I was really good at dodgeball. My teachers loved me as long as I wasn’t punching anyone in the face, which I was also the best at. I just wish that I could be the best again, even if it was only at one thing. If I had that one thing, I could make all my other inadequacies acceptable. That would make my life better. At the same time, it’s probably impossible because no one is the best for very long. Michael Jordan was the best. Now, LeBron is the best. I know I won’t be the best like them, but it’d be nice to feel like I was the best. That would probably make my life better.”

			The reverend walked around and checked to see how all the groups were doing, and he paused to hear Max’s life resolution. “I’ll tell you what. It sure would be nice to have this other arm of mine back.” He pointed to his stub in case any of them didn’t get it. “Yep. My life would be a whole lot better if I had that arm.”

			The reverend asked. “Tell me something, brother. How do you think you could accomplish this goal?”

			“They didn’t even try sewing it back on; it was mangled beyond repair.” Max laughed awkwardly in a way that made everyone within earshot uncomfortable. Mew chuckled right along with Max to ease his own discomfort. “Yep. The bones not only broke, they splintered.”

			“Now you’re just going into the past. I want you to think really hard about what it would take to get that arm of yours back.”

			“Rev? Are ya blind? My arm is gone, man. Looky here. See. It’s a stump.” Max waved the stump at the reverend. Mew ended his chuckle, and only Max continued to find the situation amusing. No one wanted to make eye contact with the waving mass. It was as if Max had stuck his arm in a pot of boiling water, and the skin at the end came to a permanent boil. 

			But the reverend persisted. “Well this is good. You’ve progressed into your present situation. Now, what are you going to do in the future? What are you going to do to try and get your arm back?”

			Max stopped smiling. “Hey Rev, I’ve had a lot more time to try and find a solution to my armlessness. I haven’t come up with anything yet. If you have an answer, you should let me in on it. If you don’t, stop trying to put a happy suit on my disfigurement.”

			“I wasn’t trying to say that you aren’t trying hard enough. I was just trying to show you how there are no limits to what is possible.”

			“I’ve heard what you’re saying before and it’s really easy to tell someone else to think positive, or let go and let God, or it’s all a part of the Divine Plan, or whatever warm, fuzzy… platitude you want to pass off as wisdom. You know what really would make my life better? If I heard something from you that wasn’t bullshit you heard from somebody else.”

			Terese frowned. “You don’t have to be disresp-”

			Max continued. “Because I’d like to believe like you do, like most people seem to believe here, but everything you say seems like something that I could just as easily get from one of those Chicken Noodle Soup for the Soul books. I mean, how do you manage to feel good when there’s so much terrible shit going on all the time? What makes you so convinced that God exists or gives a fuck as to what happens on our little rock?”

			“Ask and you shall receive.” David Baker took a deep breath. “Here’s where I start. Something started the Big Bang and the Universe, right? Something started it. I don’t think it was just a chance event…Would you agree?”

			Max pressed his lips together. “Just because you can’t imagine the way that the Universe might’ve began doesn’t mean that some omnipotent being started it all. And even if it did, there’s zero evidence that this omnipotent being has any kind of care or concern about us little beings in our corner of the Universe.”

			“That’s plenty rational.”

			“Well thanks, Rev.”

			“The truth is that I don’t know. People will argue about it forever, and no one will definitively know because no one was there to witness the creation of the Universe or perhaps the flirt, finger-snap, or flatulence just prior to. Even if there was somebody there to witness it, would you believe them? For me, proving God’s existence is irrelevant.”

			Max pulled his head back. “Why would I bother believing in something that’s irrelevant?”

			“Just listen for a second. I don’t always disseminate this particular verbal prescription to start because most people do find comfort in the platitudes. I’m making an exception for you because I think you are more apt to understand the truth.”

			“So you lie to the dumb ones?” Mew asked.

			“Some people need to hear a platitude, like ‘God loves you.’ If they don’t have that confirmation that something loves them, they’ll never be able to accept love as real. They’ll be forever convinced that whatever it is other people are showing them is derived out of self-interest. Think of it like counting. When you start counting, you have to start with zero. It’s a placeholder. A starting point. There is no reference point for one if there is no zero. God is the zero that makes everything else count. Can you prove that zero exists? No. Can you prove that God exists? No.”

			“I disagree, Rev. Zero can be succinctly defined as any number subtracted from itself. Can you define God as succinctly?”

			“God is everything. God is evolution. God is the Universe. God is all you would have if you subtracted everything from everything else. Think of it like adding zero to any answer you find. It doesn’t change the actual value, but it’s still there.”

			Max tilted his head before uttering a distinct “Hunh.” The “n” sound came not from the tip of the tongue, but from the cutoff of air in the back of the throat. Max placed the palm of his hand on his chin and looked skyward. “I guess the problem with that is, why would I believe in something that doesn’t actually add any value to the sum?”

			“Um. It’s practical.” The reverend saw Max’s incredulous look. “’Kay. What do you do for a living, brother?”

			“I sell prosthetic devices. And don’t call me ‘brother.’ It creeps me out.”

			“Fair enough, fellow human. You’re a salesman. Do you prove a sale or do you make a sale?”

			“Make the sale, but that’s more a matter of phrasing.”

			“What I mean is, do you believe in the sale before it exists?”

			“Sure,” Max replied.

			“What happens to your sale if you don’t believe it’s possible beforehand?” Max let the reverend answer his own question. “You’re probably not going to make it, right? If you waited for the evidence of a sale before you ever tried, you’d never make the sale you were trying to prove?”

			Max frowned a little, “Mmmm. Still not happy with your analogy.”

			“If you don’t believe first, there’s no reason to try. Belief in this zero, this placeholder for belief, this God opens the mind to possibility. So… the way I see it… God is the sale. God is the zero. Wordless. If you were a baker, God would be the next cake. If you’re an engineer, God would be an improved engine because to create any of these things, you have to believe in seemingly nothing to begin. Trying to prove an idea or concept while it exists only in your mind is irrelevant. The way in which you apply your idea, concept, or belief is not at all irrelevant.”

			Max nodded, but frowned. “It’s just,” he paused, “How do you know which whimsical idea to believe in? People have been believing in far-fetched ideas for too long. Immaculate Conception. A 5,000-year-old planet. Psychic abilities. Ghosts. Demons. Sprits. Heaven. Hell. Libra. Virgo. Mohammed. Jesus. Krishna. Your placeholder allows all those people to run as far as they want with their imaginations.”

			The reverend shrugged and smirked. “If the numbers don’t add up, adding zero isn’t going to change how wrong the answer is. Nor does adding zero make it right. You can’t substitute God for observation and testing.”

			“You’re still leaving a big loophole for insane folks,” said Terese. “As soon as you say it’s okay to believe in something that’s not there, you open the door for interpretation, which is wonderful when everyone uses it. But when not everyone does, the room for interpretation leads to an open door for manipulation, and then the next door is political attachment, self-righteousness, isolated perspectives, enforced suppression of those who disagree, and inquisitions. After that, you lose the room for interpretation which, to me, is the real problem with any organized religion.”

			Mew added, “That’s what separation of church and state is for, right?”

			“Tell it to the crazies,” Max said, “who are so sure their zero is greater than any other zero.”

			David Baker smiled and put up his hand. “If you still need something more concrete, here is something we can prove: we’re all made out of the same stuff, the same carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, and whatever else. Of all the atoms and molecules in the Universe, our sets of atoms get to be aware of their own existence. If you don’t see the value in all of these self-aware sets of atoms, you haven’t thought about how big and unaware the rest of the Universe appears to be. And if we’re all made up of the same stuff, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t be able to relate to each other, to help each other solve problems, and confirm each other’s existence without conditions, or at least not hurt each other. I think God is just a moniker for this too often forgotten relationship between self-aware sets of atoms. I’m sure I’m not the only one who has said this, but it’s not bullshit, and it’s probably not in Chicken Soup for the Soul.”
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			On Vanity

			“When I’m around an ugly person, all I want to do is love them, without cause or reason, just as I would love someone who is exceedingly beautiful. And you guys know what I mean when I say love, right? Not like the romantic comedy kind of love, but the unconditional type of love like that thing where we met. The love where you’re acknowledging each other’s existence. But then, I see a terrible possibility of this ugly person attaching themselves to the first thing that offers them love, like a leech.” Max continues despite guffaws from Mew and Terese after he says “leech.” “Now, if it were just me and the ugly person, ugliness wouldn’t matter at all. It’s not like I’m going to run out of love or anything. I’ll give as much love as they want. It’s not like that, though. There’s a whole world of other people who are not so ugly and loving them might just be… better. The real tragedy comes when I think to myself that maybe by loving the ugly person, I might be repulsing the other, not-so-ugly people.”

			Terese narrows her eyes. “Why is your love based on beauty, Max?”

			“I can’t help it.” Max says suddenly exasperated. “I want to be friends with the most beautiful people. I want to mix with the finest, most beautiful lot, and the most beautiful people are a little bit vain because they probably want to be around other beautiful people, too. Being with beautiful people confirms an individual’s beauty. I fail to love the ugly person because the friendship opportunity cost is too great. Then, I imagine the pain my failure would cause the ugly person. Imagine being an ugly person and then finding someone who really loves you and then that person turns their back on you. I just can’t handle that kind of guilt. The pressure to love the ugly person would become unbearable and eventually not very loving at all.”

			Terese shakes her head. “Everybody is beautiful. You just have to look harder sometimes.”

			Max rolls his eyes. “Ahh Terese, why don’t you write a nice letter to Hallmark. Maybe they’ll hire you, and you can start doing greeting cards for them.”

			“Fuck you, Max. People are beautiful,” Terese says. 

			Max leans his head forward and jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Tell it to the crazy-faced lady back there. She’ll be real happy to know she’s beautiful. And I bet if you actually did that, went and told her she was beautiful, she probably wouldn’t even believe you. She would probably think you were making fun of her or being condescending.”

			Terese shakes her head. “Who’s fault is that?”

			Max raises his eyebrows. “Not mine, which is exactly my point.”

			Terese wags her finger. “No. You act like you’re protecting the ugly, but you’re not talking about love and beauty anymore. It’s vanity. You’re worried you might look ugly because you’re next to an ugly person. Ugly by association. You’re putting a condition on your love. Must be pretty lonely.”

			Max shakes his head. “Do no harm, right?”

			Mew laughs through his nose and interjects. “You are far from a love doctor, Max”

			Max continues, “If I love the ugly chick, I’m probably going to hurt her. All I’m saying is that if I’m with her crooked face and some hot chick sees me with the crooked-face lady, then the hot chick might very well think I have a thing for crooked-faced chicks. In which case, if I were to go and strike up a conversation with the hot chick, she might develop a complex and think it’s actually her face that’s crooked.”

			“Hmmmm. Now you’re just underestimating the intelligence of women.”

			Max shrugs. “Maybe I’m just crazy. You don’t think about the way your association appears to other people?”

			Terese shakes her head. “Not if I’m claiming to love someone.”

			“Well, that’s why I didn’t claim to love her, because I don’t think she’s beautiful.”

			Mew rolls his eyes. “You started by saying you want to love everyone.”

			“I said I wanted to. I didn’t say that I did.”

			Mew nods his head and says, “You’re kind of an asshole right now. Everybody’s ugly some of the time. If you can’t love somebody when they’re ugly, it’s not really love.”

			Max stops walking and lets Mew and Terese walk ahead of him. “Mew.” Mew and Terese turnaround. Max glares at Mew. “I am never ugly.”

			Mew throws his arms in the air in a grandiose gesture. “You have a stump for an arm! I’m arguably your best friend, and even I think it’s hideous.”

			With supreme confidence, Max continues walking, “It’s an imperfection, Bartholomew. There’s beauty in imperfection.”

			Terese sucks her back teeth. “Who’s the Hallmark writer now?”

			Max sighs and nods, deflated. “Valid. That was pretty Hallmarky. But what if there’s nothing beautiful about her on the inside either? What if her looks personify her evil and deranged soul?”

			“It doesn’t even matter,” says Terese. “She’s still a human, a set of self-conscious atoms, and it’s primitive to cast someone into a second-rate group based on their appearance.”

			“Fuck, I guess I’m primitive then because I can’t tell everybody I love them all at once. I must be casting some of them into a second-rate group. Should I just deny that I do that? Is it better for me to lie and say I love ugly people?”

			“It’s not about lying. It’s about giving people a chance to show the part of themselves that is beautiful.” Terese puts up a finger before Max can speak. “What if I had said, ‘Naw. That Max dude only has one arm. I can’t handle hanging out with that freak because the dudes I want to sleep with have two arms, and they might develop a complex if I hang out with him. I can’t handle that kind of pressure’?”

			Max sighs overdramatically. “I’ll never win.”

			Terese shakes her head. “That’s right, white dude with a steady income and roof over his head.”
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			Smoothness

			Gustave Tyner, the man who favors green silk pajamas and once killed a man, clenches his jaw tight. His eyes widen. His knuckles become whitish-red rock formations crystallized solid around the steering wheel of his 2007 Land Rover. A white particulate known to increase heart rate and provide a sense of euphoria dangles from his nose hairs. He sniffs hard again. He throws his vehicle out of reverse and lets the wheels squeal as he exits his gated parking lot. He checks himself in the rearview mirror, sliding through traffic while he sniffs and wipes his nose. Turning right on Speer to get downtown, he drives fast, but completely under control. It feels good to be flawless, the most flawless driver in the history of driving. No maybes. No maybes. Only flawlessness.

			Music matters when driving fast. He gulps as he swerves to miss a minivan. His favorite CD mix of music labeled “FUCKING FLASH” plays through the stereo. Method Man’s self-titled song off the Enter the Wu-Tang album growls and encourages Gustave’s weave through traffic. He runs a red light with his head still nodding to the heavy piano beat. He arrives at his destination: Shotgun Willy’s. He checks his appearance one more time in his rear-view mirror. Fuck mirrors. They’re pointless when you look this good.

			To know what no one else knows feels outstanding. He walks through the door, nods to the bouncer. His nod is up and back; the bouncer’s nod is downward, a nod of prostration. Feels amazing to be superior, to be the alpha. Withdrawing five twenties from a roll in his front right pocket, he smiles at the cash attendant. She returns five stacks of ones wrapped with rubber bands. Gustave snatches up the stacks and enters the strip club.

			Five stages inside the club support five different women all wearing a thong and a bra or less. He heads straight for the bar and orders a redbull and vodka to maintain a favorable combination of chemicals in his system.

			A woman at the center stage bends so far over that her elbows touch the ground and the crest of her tailbone arches, becoming the pinnacle of her body. She rests the top of her head on her forearms to balance the swaying of her hips. She makes a pouting face visible under the towering triangle structure created by her spread legs. She must be bored. What might remedy her boredom? There’s a kind of perfection in the smoothness of her motion. The way she keeps her pelvis in motion at all times as she moves, there’s no wasted motion. The nearly indistinguishable moment her hips change direction is like the indistinguishable shift from blue to orange to pink of a summer sunset. Perhaps in the height of sexual ecstasy, there might be no distinguishing the driving inward motions from the pulling outward motions of synchronized hip thrusts speeding fast and faster with no end. Her precision is a marvel--enveloping, entrancing, enticing--until the man next to Gustave speaks.

			“She got a nice pooper, huh.”

			Gustave clenches his jaw and turns his head slightly to see the man with a mustache so thick it might hinder mastication. His glasses magnify his iris and pupil so much his eyes appear ant-like while his skin looks like a balloon composed of uncooked bacon, ever-expanding and greasy. This waste of flesh must be here because he has no other sexual alternatives. Gustave imagines removing all the tiny cocktail straws from the shot glass at the end of the bar and, in a swift motion, driving each straw through the man’s neck at different angles so as to make him a fountain of pyrotechnic hemorrhaging. Gustave picks up his drink and walks to the stage without acknowledging the mustachioed malignancy.

			Pulling up a seat in front of the stage, Gustave puts a one-dollar bill behind each of his ears. She’s blonde with her hair up in pigtails. She crawls from one patron to the next by extending one leg and letting the side of her hip dip and touch the floor of the stage. Gustave looks the stripper in the eye knowing it makes her think twice: once for the money and once more for herself. He knew this made him better than anyone else in the strip club, more appealing and sought-after by strippers, because he met more than their monetary needs; he met their eyes. The other men in the club are either jaded and disillusioned with faces that do not change or overzealous and insatiable like teenaged boys—but always they gaze at the ends instead of the means. Gustave knows his acute skill is unlike anyone else’s. He looks a woman in the eyes and makes her see what he sees, and it attracts the strippers. No doubt of it. The blonde probes his scalp with her fingers and runs them down the back of his shirt. “What’s your name?” he asks her.

			“Saturalia.” She lets her face just touch his and whispers in his ear, “You’re cute.”

			What an unclear word, “cute.” Do strippers fuck cute guys or is her little brother also cute? He feigns concession so as to let her see what she wants. This is the golden rule regarding strippers and people in general: let them see what they want to see.
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			Back from Iraq

			Three months earlier, Gustave visited the same strip club with his brother, Corbin, and his brother’s friend, O’Brien, right after they returned from Iraq.

			Corbin leaned back in his chair in a slouch position and said to his brother, “Gus, you’re crazy if you actually believe strippers want you for anything more than your money.”

			Gustave locked eyes with a dapple redhead. “You cannot argue with results, little brother.” 

			Corbin shakes his head. “It’s a business. You have the cash. I’d think you’d know—” A tall brunette grabbed Corbin, shoved his head in between her breasts, and shimmied. The stripper laughed and looked over at Zeke O’Brien who gave her the okay sign with his fingers while nodding and laughing.

			Gustave slapped Zeke on the shoulder. “I like this guy. Look, I am just glad both of you made it back in one piece. Any post-traumatic stress?” None of the men moved their eyes away from the strippers as they spoke.

			Corbin said, “My stomach’s been bothering me a little bit. And, of course, I’ve had my share of dreams. Loud noises make me want to kill, but I think that’s normal.”

			Gustave asked, “Are we actually making a difference over there or is it all just destruction in the name of keeping oil supplies flowing?”

			Zeke shrugs. “That’s a question way above my pay grade.”

			Corbin frowns. “Hell if I know. I don’t speak their language. I never knew if I was needed or tolerated. God her tits are perfect.” He creased a dollar and rested it on the table in front of him. Corbin kept his eyes locked on her areolas as she rotated them and made them twirl in unison then bounced them independently. “A lotta people get really wrapped up in the meaning of all the guys that got killed, saying if we pull out now and lose Iraq, it’s like their death was for nothing. All I can say to them is that the dead guys are dead, and I don’t want to join them. If it were up to me, I’d pull’em all back. It’s a fuckin’ quagmire. Goddamn do I need to get laid.”

			A new stripper entangled herself around Gustave. “I thought about trying to use some of my influence to stop the war or get you guys back sooner…”

			Zeke looked over to Gustave. “What kind of influence are you talkin’ about?”

			Gustave squinted his eyes. “I could’ve applied some pressure, but it could’ve left me exposed.”

			Zeke asked, “You’re talkin’ about protesting?”

			Gustave raises his eyebrows. “Protesting works best when it’s soldiers doing the protesting.”

			Corbin piped up. “Yeah. Ya’know, some of those guys signed up just to fight, just to blow shit up. Can’t see them protesting. Blowin’ shit up is plenty fun and all, but when you see it’s somebody’s house and you got a mother cryin’ in the street? That just sucks... But... I’m not going to do any protesting or anything. I signed up for military service. Totally voluntary because I wasn’t makin’ shit money here, and it looked like a way to make a better life. I’m more worried about finding an alright job than I am about whether the war continues or not. If people don’t want to go to war, they don’t have to sign up.”

			A stripper pushed her thick-rimmed glasses up on her nose and said, “I’d agree with you except that we don’t get a choice about paying taxes that pay for the war.” When the brothers had no response for her, she added, “No taxation without representation.”

			Gustave worked his eye contact. “I hate taxes.”

			Corbin shrugged, “We do have state representatives, though.”

			She gazed into Corbin’s face, bit her lower lip, and shook her head. “Like they represent us.”

			Corbin shifted out of his slouched position for the first time and asked, “What’s your name?”

			She laughed, “You can call me Pre-Law. And thanks.”

			Corbin squinted. “For what?”

			She blinked twice. “For defending our fascist nation’s oil interests.”

			Corbin raised his eyebrows.

			She winked at Corbin. “Come get me if you want a lap dance.” She picked up her top and moved to a new stage.

			“If I had looked her in the eyes, she would have been mine,” said Gustave, but Corbin was already out of his seat in pursuit of Ms. Pre-Law.
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			Eye Contact

			What an unclear word, “cute.” Do strippers fuck cute guys or is her little brother also cute? He feigns concession so as to let her see what she wants. This is the golden rule regarding strippers and people in general: let them see what they want to see. Gustave smiles and says, “No. You are cute.”

			She says to him, “I want to take you over in the corner and molest you.”

			Gustave responds, “That is a very good idea.” It’s her idea. She wants to be closer because she sees some beautiful part of herself through his eyes. If Corbin were here, this would be more fun. It’s more real when you can reminisce with someone else. Fuck cancer. Brother will be gone soon. Should have smoked a bowl before leaving, just to forget. The doctor has done all that can be done legally. Should bring the doctor to the strip club, too. It would be cheaper. Fucking VA terminating coverage on a vet, a hero. $150,000 for an operation with a fifty-to-one chance. Fuck that. Fuck being only stripper rich. He is so stupidly healthy, too. Whole Foods robs him blind. Says he developed a granola addiction in Iraq. Yoga. Earthy motherfucker gets cancer. No cigarettes, no drugs. Hardly drinks. Gets cancer. A few months earlier, they would’ve covered it. Same marines who never leave a man behind and gave him a purple heart won’t return the favor when he’s writhing in pain trying to find that one position that won’t hurt.

			The blonde with the pigtails parades Gustave toward the leather couches. When her eyes leave his view, Gustave watches the reverberation of the ground’s impact jostle the flesh on her bare ass as they make their way to the loveseats. She throws him down into the seat and straddles him in the chair so he can’t move. He locks his eyes on hers until she rides up and puts her breasts in his face. He sees only his ability to show her what she wants through his eyes. Once eye contact breaks, she scans the dim light for her next twenty-dollar endeavor.
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			Queen

			Terese parts ways with Max and Mew who head back toward the apartment to get ready for work. Terese sits down on a park bench next to a stone sign that reads, “Hungarian Freedom Uprising Memorial Park.” The sun’s distant warmth mingles with the immediately pressing cold air to form a pleasing fall afternoon in Denver.

			A squirrel leaps down out of a nearby tree. So much joy in its little heart. They aren’t rodent carriers of pestilence. That’s what Max would call them. They’re expressions of physics and chemistry, avoiding predators and finding food. Balanced enough to persevere, yet unbalanced enough to ensure the continued uptake of oxygen and desire for reproduction. Total balance means cellular death or the end of the species.

			The squirrel concerns itself with predators and food sources, not joy, or chemistry, or expression. Of course, the squirrel lacks the words to express any of his concerns. The squirrel runs off as soon as he sees a large woman dressed in a variegated shawl wheeling a Safeway grocery cart. Under the shawl, she wears a maroon sweater, which fits her rotund body as if custom-tailored.

			The large woman looks at Terese suspiciously, then looks up to the sky and proclaims in a robust growl, “I AM DA QUEEN of da universe! I CONTROL da ROTATION of da stars! LOVE is ALL dair is, and I might be da only one dat knows it.”

			Terese hears the large woman’s words and they make her think of a booming bell, but instead of a tone, an arrhythmic soul song sermon echoes across the half block-sized park. She should be on the radio. She may be loud and different and have a strange odor about her, part tomato juice, part whiskey, but there’s no sense in running away like the squirrel did. Terese reaches out her hand. “It’s an honor to meet… the Queen of the Universe.”

			“You ain’t gettin’ fresh wit me now, are ya?” The woman puts a hand on her hip, tilts her head downward and raises a questioning eyebrow towards Terese.

			“Wouldn’t you be honored if you met the Queen of the Universe?”

			“I AM da Queen of the Universe. Dair IS no oader.”

			“Then the King. Wouldn’t you be honored if you met the King of the Universe?” Is it okay to be afraid of someone who is bigger, louder, crazier, and a different skin color? Is this a racist-fear thing or is it a content-of-character-fear thing? Stay calm. Everything is fine. Try to get to know her character.

			“Girl, my universe needs no king.” The Queen of the Universe sits on the bench. “What brings you to dis mystacular location a’ my universe?”

			“It’s a nice day… and… I’m following a hunch.”

			“What kin’a hunch?”

			“I just have this strange feeling I’m supposed to be here… like I might find someone to love.”

			“You can love me if you want to, girl, but da Queen of da Universe don’t usually swing dat way. If you know what I’m sayin’.”

			“I swing lots of ways, but you don’t have to worry.” It’s embarrassing being afraid like this. It’s like being a squirrel. Any loud noise, any imagined threat, anything different and you want to run away to some artificially safe haven like the suburbs. But you’re not a squirrel and your skin isn’t innocent enough to be ignorant. Terese asks, “What’s it like in your skin?”

			“Do ya mean what is it like bein’ da Queen of da Universe or do ya mean bein’ a black woman in America?”

			“Both I guess.”

			“How much time do ya have?”

			“How ever much you need.”

			The Queen of the Universe takes a deep breath. “I talk in a way dat’s different. It matches da way my skin is different. I refuse ta change myself to make oader people feel more at ease because dair’s no’ting wrong wit da way I speak. I felt people’s judgement for dis. I saw people tink less of me. Not want to be around me or work wit me because of dis difference. I learnt to lie. I practiced speaking normally, the way my white teachers taught me. I was a year away from graduating high school, and took a job at da grocery market ta help out my family. A white man was my boss and he took liberties wit me. A pinch here, a rub dair. I believed him harmless, unteel we were alone in da stock room one night. People told me men could be like that, but I couldn’t let my universe be made that way. I keeled him, and made my universe mine again.”

			Terese gulps. “Damn. Like you literally killed him or you, like, killed his memory or something?” 

			The Queen of the Universe rummages through her cart. “It does not mattah anymore. I paid my debt. Hey, you want to buy sometin’? I got all kin’a stuff in here.”

			Terese squints and smiles. “Now, why would the Queen of the Universe need to sell anything?”

			“I got love beads and love potions. Oh and I just found dese two plants dis mornin’.” She whispers, “I tink it’s weed. But I’ll sell it to you.”

			“You don’t want the plants for yourself?”

			“Lawrdy no! Da Queen of da Universe is drug-free. Dey try to make me take all kin’a drugs, but I just say no.”

			“That’s good for you. I’m not a big pot smoker, but I have a friend who might put it to good use. How much?”

			The Queen of the Universe smiles and blinks. “How much do ya have?”
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			Changing the Channel

			Max freshens up a bit by throwing on some cologne, refusing to wear deodorant because of all the chemicals. Mew occupies the shower in the name of removing his excess sweat. Max replaces his shirt with a fresh button-up and attaches his prosthetic arm. He has two. One is flesh toned for looks. The other has a metallic hook, which is mildly functional. He wears the one for looks. He grabs his extra large suitcase full of prosthetics and walks to the bus stop. Time for transformation. Max rolls down the sleeves of his shirt. It’s a perfect way to disguise emptiness, to live and breathe as a commercial convincing anyone who listens that products can fill their void, too. When the bus comes, he steps on, flashes his bus pass, and sits.

			“How’s it going, friend?” He smiles big and offers a handshake with his prosthetic arm to the man next to him.

			The man looks at the fleshy latex hand and asks, “Why am I your friend?”

			“Can we not be friends?”

			The man sighs and stares toward the front of the bus. “I don’t usually make friends on the bus. Do you?”

			Max shrugs. “Sometimes.”

			Annoyed, he asks, “What’s with the arm?”

			“I am a bona fide prosthetic sales man. I’m not only a proponent of these life-changing devices, I’m also a customer.”

			The man on the bus crosses his arms and looks out the window. “Did you lose the arm just to become a salesman?”

			Max ignores the stranger’s annoyance. It’s good sales practice. “Nope. Used to transport the cocaine up from Colombia. They do not like it when you sample the product.”

			He looks back at Max and wrinkles his eyebrows. “What? How’d you get involved in that?”

			“How does one get involved in anything? You make friends with your coke dealer, and then you make friends with their coke dealer, and, voila. They’re asking you to move product on account of your private pilot’s license. I thought I was going to get off with just a warning because they took me to this fancy-ass house. I thought there was no way they would spill my blood anywhere up in there. Then they showed me a wood chipper.”

			The stranger raises his eyebrows. “Damn.” 

			“They said blood was good for the soil or something. I guess they were right because that garden of theirs was amazing. Roses as big as your fist.” Max makes a fist in demonstration.

			The man cracks a smile. “You know, you do seem very, chipper, about the whole thing.”

			Max raises his eyebrows. “Puns? Really? That’s not very clever.”

			The man laughs through his nose still staring forward.

			Max rolls his eyes and shrugs. “I guess I do have a pretty positive outlook on all of it. Could’ve gone a lot different. They could’ve put my head in first.” Max shrugs. “They were merciful. Aside from that one fuck up, I was a good employee.” Max takes a breath before asking, “What do you do for a living?”

			“I’m a teacher.”

			Max reacts, “That’s a helluva job. What do you teach?”

			“Math. Science. Reading more than anything else.”

			“What kind of school? Public? Private?”

			“It’s a public charter school for kids who don’t really fit in the regular public system. It’s called Denver Liberty High. A lot of kids that have been expelled from other schools, have criminal records, live on the streets.”

			Max frowns. “Damn. How’d you end up with that gig?”

			He sighs. “I guess I’m the kind of guy who falls into teaching because... it’s the only thing that seems halfway honest. Everything else is a lie to fool somebody else that they can’t do something themselves. The only lie you tell in teaching is the one about who you are. The one where you present yourself as this flawless role model while exaggerating the struggle it took to become that. If you’re lucky kids relate and start to believe in themselves.”

			Max makes a shivering motion. “Geesh. I could never do that.”

			The man next to him shrugs. “Eh, it’s a job, and I do get paid. Not as much as other people with college degrees, but better than either of my parents at my age.”

			Max nods. “That’s good. That’s really good. Teachers should make more.”

			The man continues. “I feel lucky. Really lucky to have the job that I have. Most people from where I grew up can’t find a decent job.”

			Max looks distantly out the bus window. “That sounds tough.”

			Something in the other man’s face changes as he looks at Max. “You probably don’t know anything about that, huh?”

			Max wrinkles his eyebrows. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“Why would you know what I mean. Your world must be delightfully singular. I imagine that as long as you’re in a white suburban environment, you’d be fine. But if I were to set you in the middle of one of my classrooms, you’d get eaten alive, not because of the color of your skin, but because you expect the world to meet you where you’re at instead of meeting the world somewhere in between.”

			Max nods. “I can’t imagine...”

			“What’s it’s like to be black? I imagine you can’t because you’re so… happy or pleased with yourself, or maybe oblivious to how other people live. And, yes, that might be because you’re white. Or maybe it’s just because you haven’t spent any time with people who aren’t white.”

			Max smiles and looks down at the bus floor. “I’m trying to talk to you, now.”

			“Yeah. I’m not trying to be a dick. It just weighs on you after a while. A lot of white people get indignant as if the world were already post-racial. They start talking about their struggles. How they earned their position through hard work without thinking about how much harder it might be with a different skin color.”

			“Or the way people say, ‘All lives matter’ right after somebody says, ‘Black lives matter.’”

			“Ooh. Don’t even get me started on that one. That’s willful ignorance of the fact that a disproportionate number of unarmed minorities are killed each year by the police.”

			Max nods and sighs. “It’s messed up. It’s messed up.”

			“We know it’s messed up, but when do we do anything about it? You have to go sell stuff. I have to go teach. It’s like we just change the channel when there’s a problem that looks too big.”

			Max rears his head back a little. “Teaching can’t be like that though, right? You’re shaping minds every day.”

			“I’m trying.” He shakes his head and stares out the window. “Sometimes it feels like painting by numbers. Like I’m part of a system preparing kids for a future that doesn’t exist. And the teachers I work with... some of them, not all of them… They have these unacknowledged biases that are not conducive to student learning. I don’t get how they got hired in the first place. They make these broad, sweeping statements about students, like, ‘That’s just the way these students are. You can’t expect them to do anything.’ It’s almost all minority kids, too, you know. So their prejudices alter the way the kids work, even the way kids think of themselves. When a teacher doesn’t expect anything, a student won’t give anything either.”

			Max smiles. “I can tell you must be a good teacher because you’re so passionate about this.”

			“How could I not be passionate? I don’t have a choice. I’m fighting this slow-motion, day-to-day battle for the future. It’s not a traditional kind of fight. It’s the kind of fight where your opponent is an imagined future where kids miss a life of prosperity just because no one told them the rules of the game or how to break out of the game without breaking the law.”

			Max looks down at the bus floor. “I wish my life had that much meaning. My struggles seem so small in comparison.”

			“A struggle is a struggle and it can mean whatever you make it. My struggle is a part of who I am because no one expected me to finish high school, much less go to college. I had to prove them wrong.”

			Max nods and thinks. “I don’t know if I’ve ever had to prove anyone wrong in that way. I don’t know if anyone has ever opposed my prosperity. What’s a struggle without opposition?” They sit in silence for an uncomfortable few minutes as the bus grumbles forward. Max glances at the stranger’s hand from the corner of his eye so that the stranger doesn’t notice. It’s a different pigment. It’s just a different shade. How does this tiny difference alter the path of a life? Too many ways to count, probably.

			The stranger sighs. “You could be a part of the struggle. You could come talk about your career, in my classroom. Extend your privilege. Do you use math or science in your prosthetic sales?”

			Max scratched the back of his head. “Mmmmm. I don’t know.”

			“You’re hesitant since you lost your arm because of the cocaine thing. Whatever. It’s a good cautionary tale... as long as you’re clean now?”

			Max nods. “Yeah. I don’t do that stuff anymore, but for reasons I don’t want to go into right now, I don’t think I’d be the best guest speaker for your students.”

			The stranger sucked his teeth. “If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.”

			Max pulls the cord for the bus to stop, stands up, and picks up his suitcase. “I’ll do what I can to be part of the solution. Good talking with you.” He steps off the bus and looks out over the mass of suburban houses and says to no one, “Somewhere in this suburban expanse there must be some who need prosthetic devices, and I will be their solution.”
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			Door to Door Sales

			At the first house, a petite woman answers the door. Max offers his rubbery hand for a handshake. “How are you today, ma’am? My name is Maximus and I’m selling prosthetics this afternoon, and I was wondering if you might be interested.”

			Max’s quick talking overwhelms the woman so much, she doesn’t notice the hand she’s shaking is not a real hand. Shocked, she jerks her hand away and rubs her fingers together as if some residue remains. Max looks the woman in the eyes but sees peripherally how she’s feeling her fingers to make sure they still exist. She asks, “What happened to your arm?”

			“Shark… Yep… He bit me pretty good, didn’t he… Surfin’ like that down in the Gulf of Mexico ‘ll get ya every time. Just the way it is, I guess.” Max sighs.

			“Oh… my goodness.”

			“Shark could’ve easily taken the rest of me. I poked it right in the eye. It swam off and somebody called the paramedics. Lucky I didn’t bleed out.”

			“Wow. Well, I don’t think I have any need for any prosthetics. I have all my limbs, as you can see.” She starts to shut the door.

			“Ma’am, please wait. I don’t usually do this, but… you look like you could use a different type of prosthetic.” The idea came to him long ago when the sales of more publicly accepted prosthetics failed to bring in enough income. He diversified. He unsnaps the panel of his case with the models of the prosthetic arms and legs and turns it around.

			The woman’s face goes blank. She blinks slowly and pushes the nosepiece of her glasses back up on her face. The idea settles in and the woman’s face scrunches up as her head tilts slightly. “You sell dildos door-to-door?” 

			Max puts up his artificial hand and shakes his head slightly. “Please, women’s sexual toys. ‘Dildo’ is a term best left for the middle-schoolers.”

			The woman snaps out of her puzzlement. “What the hell did you mean by saying I looked like I could ‘use a different type of prosthetic’?”

			“Well, uh, I just meant women in general could always use a sexual toy. I mean, dealing with men can be difficult. Am I right?” Max raises his eyebrows. “Maybe you don’t want to have to put the energy into,” he pauses, tilts his head and shrugs, “going out and putting on makeup, and saying the right things without being a,” he bites his lip and shrugs again, “whore and then getting just drunk enough to where you don’t care that he’s not Mr. Right. And who wants to deal with pregnancy scares? It’s all a pretty big hassle. And these offer a real, worry-free solution greater than most men can naturally provide.”

			The woman’s perplexed eyes drift from him over to the collection of women’s sexual toys. 

			Max continues to hold the suitcase open for her, smiling. “You see this one has this French tickler for the clitoris. It’s the knobby thing right here. I’ve heard it called a French tickler, but I’m not sure that’s as technically accurate as knobby thingy. The bottom line is that it feels very good. I don’t know how much understanding you have of male anatomy, but no man has an extra knobby thing like this. There are the glass ones here as well. They’re a bit pricier, but they are dishwasher safe.”

			She looks them over for a time and finally says, “Well… I have been curious about these types of toys for a long while, but those sex shop places are usually so sketchy… I didn’t want to go inside. And with the internet, who knows who’s keeping track of all your purchases with all those tracking cookies and spyware and viruses and such.”

			“That’s my reasoning for going door-to-door.”

			“Alright, how much for this little one here?”

			“Ahh. The pocket-rocket is nineteen ninety-five. It’s a top seller because it fits easily inside your purse or bag, and it doesn’t share the same phallic shape of the larger models. If you were in a pinch, you could explain it away by saying it’s a massager.”

			“I’ll take it.”

			“Excellent.” Max reaches into the suitcase and gets out a box. “What color would you like? We have hot pink, black, and green.”

			“Oh. Hot pink. Definitely. Let me get my purse.” Max waits outside with the hot-pink pocket-rocket in his hand. “All I have is a twenty.”

			“Don’t worry. I have plenty of nickels.” She hands him the twenty, and he gives her the nickel from a dispenser attached to his belt. “You have a nice day, now.”

			“Okay. Thanks. Umm… Don’t… tell any of the neighbors about this.”

			“Your secret’s safe with me, ma’am.”
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			Searching for Plants

			The man in the light blue suit, Zeke O’Brien, scans the Freedom Uprising Memorial Park and finds the fountain Alonzo told him had the plants. Why would Alonzo choose the fountain for a hiding spot? And where was the camera he had mentioned? It doesn’t matter. Just find the plants. He carefully climbs into the dried-up fountain. He walks all the way around it thinking that maybe they were under a ledge. He stops and runs the palm of his hand over his smooth, bald head in exasperation. He mumbles under his breath, “Alonzo is fuckin’ dead.” He steps back out of the fountain and walks with an agitated gait back towards the light blue Cadillac.

			The Queen of the Universe silently observes the man in the light blue suit as he continues toward his car. “You lookin’ for some plants?” she asks as he passes her.

			The man in the light blue suit immediately turns around. “What do you know about my plants?”

			“I saw a woman come by here not long ago carrying two plants and I tink she got dem outta dat fountain you just finished walking ‘round in. She dressed real nice so I figured it was time to collect her Universe Tax.”

			“What the hell are you talkin’ about?”

			The Queen of the Universe held up a wallet.

			“I see. And that belongs to the lady that you saw take my plants?”

			“Yep. How much you gonna pay for it?” She asks as she takes it back into her clutches.

			He snaps out a bill from a tightly-wound roll. “I’ll give you twenty bucks.”

			“Da Queen of da Universe knows you ain’t paid your Universe Tax in ages. Better make it fifty. Information ain’t cheap.”

			He stares at the woman and tilts his head to the side. Too big to fit down the McDonald’s playground slide. “Fine.” He pulls out a fifty, smacks it spitefully into the woman’s hand, and snatches the wallet. As he continues his fierce pace, he flips through the wallet to find an address. “If you’re lying to me, I’m going to find you and get my fifty dollars back.”
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			Selling Out

			Mew centers a nifty bowtie. The word “nifty” describes it because no one with dignity would ever use “nifty” to describe anything. The bowtie is a public display of his own subservience required for his job. He bites his tongue gradually harder staring at himself in the mirror. What a waste. Tearing tickets and playing security guard so kids are not sneaking in the exits. Writing up work schedules that fit everyone’s needs while ensuring a fully staffed concession stand and clean-up crew. To choose this instead of casual Fridays, better pay, less responsibility, afternoon games of Call of Duty on the company server, and fewer interactions with annoying people makes him wonder why he quit that old job. Ideological precept number ten: Do not take more than you need. (see appendix A).

			It’s a dive out of the middle-class corporate regalia and a plunge into the work of “the people” as a way of understanding the common man. A construction job might have offered a better look, but with such dainty hands... When will the dive be deep enough to counterbalance privilege? Probably when you can’t get out, or you have kids, or both. Transpose all those dreams on to the kids. He looks in the mirror again. A nifty bowtie for a nifty fool who no longer believes in granola.

			His name badge for Green Mountain Granola, Inc. rests on his messy bedside table. The magnetic strip that granted him access to the office is useless, but the words, “Better health through better food” remains legible.

			He spent 1,852 days of his most youthful life devoted to granola. All of those days without a mortgage or kids or medical ailments demanding health benefits spent convincing people constrained by one of these conditions how great Green Mountain Granola really was. It had less fat. They made it from sugar cane as opposed to high fructose corn syrup or hydrogenated soybean oil. There was no BHT preservative that most other granola bars required for their mass production and long-term storage. BHT is probably carcinogenic. The company gave him information, and he shared it.

			When he first entered the workforce he saw himself as a knight in a modern feudal system. The rulers of the dominant kingdoms of the twenty-first century were employers and corporations. There was the Liberated Union of Microsoft and the Conglomerated States of British Petroleum and the People’s Republic of Daimler Benz and the United Emirates of Coca-Cola and Lockheed-Martin Land and no reasonably conscious consumer could forget the Slave States of Nike and Foxconn and the Unified Commonwealth of Wal-Mart. The corporations feed and shelter their employees. The modern serfdom identifies themselves more with their employers than their mother country. These competing kingdoms improve humanity because the same corporations could exist in rival countries and exert their force to prevent military actions. The ammunition of tomorrow’s wars would be superior products, and consumers would determine the victor with purchasing power instead of the number of dead people or the territory occupied.

			The second Iraq war dismantled his perspective of this business utopia. Green Mountain Granola, Inc. landed a major contract with the Pentagon to supply troops in Iraq and Afghanistan with all the granola they could ever need. The massive Christmas bonuses the CEO happily shared brought no comfort because it made him a war profiteer. He profited on a war which destroyed lives overseas and at home, a war with no justifiable cause or foreseeable exit strategy that would most likely leave the nation in debt for at least a generation, if not longer. The utopian theories crumbled because they overlooked the fact that corporations profit from military action. The mundane and repetitive days he could handle. After all, no one loved their job except movie stars and athletes. But no one should profit from someone else’s suffering. Sure, the granola did not cause direct suffering, but if there were no war, there would be no extra granola sales. No extra granola sales, no profit.

			So, he quit the corporation. He left the Green Mountain Granola Nation to discover what it might be like to live without a caring parental corporation/government. Mom kept asking “You’re going to grad school, right?” or “You’re going to study up and go to medical school, aren’t you?” or she would send information about the next testing session for the GRE and LSAT. However, more schooling was not the solution because an entirely different problem plagued him. The real problem was that he lived in a place where he had to make money in order to survive. Going to grad school would mean borrowing more money which would imply a future of making money and having a job in order to pay back money owed for grad school. None of this logic addressed the need to make money in the first place. 

			Two weeks in the mountains living off the land led to near starvation on Mom’s doorstep, mostly bones and unshaven. Such a defeat to realize that lack of independence. How much he missed grocery store goods and a comfortable bed. She hugged him, but kept an I-told-you-so tone that threw Mew into a serious depression. He might never have come out of his basement of abandon if he had not signed up for the weekend retreat where he met Max and Terese.

			Looking in the mirror, the bowtie appears perfectly straight. Leaving Green Mountain was the right thing to do. A few months ago, they laid-off half their sales staff. At least the movie theatre industry is stable.
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			Game Show Host

			A sixteen-year-old Mew pretended to hold a microphone up to his face. “Who’s the lucky winner this evening, folks? Who could it be? Let’s see if we can get a one-on-one interview with the Lady of the Night herself.” He put his imaginary microphone up to her as she put on makeup. “So tell us, who’s the lucky gent this evening?”

			“Mew, would you kindly let me be?”

			“Oh HO, ladies and gentleman. Maybe she should’ve thought of that before she had a teenage son.”

			“Bartholomew, it’s important for you to understand that I, as an adult, have the right to explore a relationship with whomever I please. Besides, Mew, it’s a Saturday. Why don’t you have a date of your own?”

			“Wow, folks! She is not above throwing salt in open wounds, is she? She must not remember the gems of advice she gave me about hooking up with women that I deeply care about as opposed to the girls that were easy just years before. For the viewers at home who missed that show, your host had just returned from a make-out party, in which girl #1—a girl your host had previously hooked-up with—cried and cried, asking male friends for violent favors to be placed upon your host’s head while your host hooked up with girl #2. Violence did occur, but your host averted any personal injury, thanks to your host’s quick face-punching abilities. Despite the averted violence, the Lady of the Night needed to point out how detrimental it can be for a woman’s psyche to undergo quote-unquote, the cold shoulder, from someone with whom intimacy was shared, taking an hour of your host’s precious time to say essentially the same thing many times over with citations of personal experience. At this point—”

			“Why do you play this game, Bartholomew?” His mother pushed the imaginary microphone away from his face.

			“At this point, your host reevaluated the mildly physical nature of his extended interludes with women and took the advice of the Lady of the Night by refraining from women unworthy of his keen lips.”

			“This is not a healthy way to communicate.”

			“And this, ladies and gentlemen, is why I don’t have a date of my own. So now let us return to our original query: who is the lucky guy who gets to put the moves on my mom this evening?”

			“I’m not going to play this game anymore.”

			“Could it be… RRAAANNNNNNNNDDYYY, the six-foot-two athlete-turned-feng-shui-interior designer with long blondish hair and a soft, high-pitched voice that reminds your host of a feather falling effeminately?” Mew let his limp wrist waft back and forth to simulate the feather.

			Mew’s mother continued applying makeup in the mirror.

			“If not Randy, perhaps it’s… STEEEEEVOOOOO, the earthy drummer with a salt-and-pepper Beatles cut who recently sold you a slightly defective djembe drum so that you too could be one with the Earth’s rhythm.”

			“He’s married now with a baby on the way,” she said removing curlers from her hair.

			“Hmmm. I guess you couldn’t deliver the goods he was seeking. That is a shame. I would’ve enjoyed a little brother whose salt-and-pepper hair I could ruffle. What about JJOOOOOHHNNNNEEEEEE, the insurance guy who took time to play catch with me? He seemed better than average, if you could look past his terrible puns.”

			“He was a recovering heroin addict.”

			“Aha. It all makes sense now why he mentioned most pipes and nearly anything long, skinny, and cylindrical as reminding him of a syringe. I guess that might’ve been a wise decision.”

			“Mm-hm.” Mew’s mother didn’t smile nor look Mew in the eyes during his game show routine. She did not find it fun, but neither did Mew.

			“So tell us, Lady of the Night, who is it that calls upon you this evening?”

			“You know, Mew, I’m very much against you calling me ‘lady of the night.’”

			Mew dropped the TV host bit. “It’s Darrell, isn’t it? I don’t understand. You said he made you feel cheap.”

			“No. I said he made me feel like a woman.”

			“Why? Because he jogged your memory regarding your personal vaginal distention records?”

			Mew’s mother broke her preparation processes of hair-curling and makeup application and looked away from the mirror for the first time. She slapped him across the face. “What makes you think it’s acceptable to say such things?”

			Mew pretended to be unaffected by the slap. “What makes you think it’s acceptable to sleep with someone who’s second-rate?” he whispered.

			“Because it makes me feel good, Bartholomew. It feels good sleeping with Darrell. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

			“Not at all.”

			“Then, why? Why do you keep hounding me about who I date?”

			“Because it doesn’t make sense. You say you know Darrell dates and sleeps with other women. Why do you go out of your way to coat yourself with makeup for a low-quality douchebag? Why do you go through with the charade of dinner and a movie? Why do you insist on continuing your relationship with him?”

			“Because I want him. I want him to like me, and I want him to like sleeping with me, and I want other people to at least think that he wants me as much as I want him. And I like dinners and movies, and those things are proof that he is willing to give up some of his time and money to be with me, which is proof that he might want me as much as I want him. That’s just the way it is sometimes.”

			“That is so sad. It’s so completely sad.” His vision blurred with sadness. “I don’t ever want to be or even be a part of anything that sad.” Water fell off his face.

			“Crying is unproductive, Mew.”

			He left the bathroom where his mom applied makeup and went downstairs to find something on the television and to regain his normal vision.
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			On the Way to Work

			Mew puts on the flimsy maroon vest over his white dress shirt that completes his work attire. He attaches a pin to the vest, which reads, “Manager.” He shakes his head as the gold plating of the pin catches the light. He ducks down through the doorway and up the steps of the basement apartment to catch the bus to work. The cement under his feet angles unevenly because trees force their roots up from underneath. The angled cement draws further attention when he notices tiny graffiti tags with arrows all yellow. It appears to be a stencil with indiscernible scrawl. He likes the pattern of curves and straight lines thrown together in the stencil. The letters are unclear, but he likes the way it disrupts his usual experience of standard sidewalks.

			He keeps walking and sees the bright yellow tags in the same corner every fifth square. The tags appear slightly wet. He steps in one with the toe of his shoe and discovers that they are wet, a smudge of yellow remaining on the tip of his shoe. Looking up ahead on the cement trail, he sees a figure crouched about two blocks up who appears to be the spray painter. She’s on the same path he needs to take to get to work. Curiosity kills. What do the tags mean? Why so many and why in broad daylight? She’ll probably run away.

			Be nonchalant, ninja-like. Crossing to the other side of the street, he uses the well-established trees and bushes as cover. Are these sneaky efforts worthy of police action? An arrest in this movie theatre manager’s bowtie and vest would be a grand embarrassment. He looks around a tree. She has punch-you-in-your-teeth red hair, like a carrot or a traffic cone, vibrant, unpredictable and long—but natural, not dyed—with a green handkerchief tying it back.

			From four feet behind her, he speaks out to her, “What are you working on?”

			She jumps in her skin and stops spraying. “Who wants to know?”

			“Ahh… a manager.”

			“A property manager?”

			“No no. A cinema manager.”

			She turns around to reveal a second green handkerchief over her mouth and nose. “What does a cinema manager care?”

			Mew wishes his nifty bowtie would disappear. “I’m just curious.” Or that he could make the bowtie spin.

			“This is my art.”

			“What does it say or mean?”

			“It’s my name in the way I see it.”

			“Alright, I know there’s an M, but what is the rest of it?”

			“Melissa. See, the ‘I’ is here and two ‘S’s sort of wrap up the whole thing.” She puts her yellowed hand out.

			Mew shakes her hand. “I’m Bartholomew Schaff.” Both their hands become bright yellow. “So why the symbol every few cement squares?”

			“It’s part of an exhibition I’m putting on where I have works in different parts of Denver. The yellow logo is like a trail marker for those in the know.”

			“How does one get in the know?”

			“I’m very active on the internet.”

			“Don’t you worry that the police or whatever might also be very active on the internet?”

			“No. This is a special spray paint that comes off after ninety days or so. The police already know about it because the city commissioned my work.”

			“Really?” Mew smiles. The paint smelled like regular spray paint to him.

			“Yep. I have all the major works done, and I have another few days to connect the works with these symbols. It makes a tour of Denver and the places I think are valuable.”

			“That’s brilliant.”

			“Thanks. The final stage is to create formal maps for people to take at the photo exhibit at the DAM. Then people can go from location to location and get a tour of Denver. Do you want to help me? I have a couple stencils. I’m running behind and I could really use some help.”

			Mew winces. “I don’t know if I should. I have work that I should probably go to.”

			“Mmm. Right. Manager.” She smiles and starts another stencil. “Hey, nice bowtie. Does everybody get one of those or is it just your own personal touch?”

			Mew rolls his eyes. “Everybody wears a bowtie. And… one of my important responsibilities as manager is to make sure everybody else is wearing theirs.” He sighs.

			She gets up and moves another five squares down the path. “Man. Sounds like you love your job.”

			Mew follows her. “I can’t say that I do.”

			“That’s why you should help me.”

			Mew puts his hands in his back pockets, rocks backwards on his heels, and exhales so his cheeks puff out.

			She starts spraying the next stencil. “C’mon. How important is your manager job really? It’s just money. If you lost your job right now, could you get by?” She looks up at him and raises her eyebrows.

			Mew pauses to process. Why be a manager? Why face humiliation one more day with a nifty bowtie? Why concede to the meaninglessness of moviegoers who swim in the same cinematic cesspool when real meaning made itself known here on the sidewalk with an enticing woman? Why pass her up when he could die any day or lose his job arbitrarily from low ticket sales? Why risk losing immediate harmony, immediate mystery for a future mundane, predictable? “Yes. I could, but I want you to know that I’m not a flake. I try to be true. My job is not my truth. Just a way to pay bills.”

			“Cool. Here’s a stencil.”
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			Dreaming in Light Blue

			When Zeke O’Brien arrives at the address on the driver’s license, he pounds on the basement apartment door. Terese opens it. The man in the light blue suit shifts his head back to absorb what he cannot comprehend. A tidal wave of possibility overtakes him.

			“I’m home, honey,” says Zeke, except he has no light blue suit. He has a tie and a dress shirt.

			“How was the office?” asks the woman standing before him.

			“It was murder.”

			“Well, dinner will be ready in a minute. Why don’t you just relax and have a beer?”

			“Why are you here?” repeats Terese.

			He smiles forgetting why he stood, how he stood, what he stood upon. “Hey. My name is Zeke. Uhh. I found your wallet in the park and… you know, this might sound kinda strange, and if you don’t want to, I’d understand, but ah, do you want to come have dinner with me?”

			Terese’s brow wrinkles at the sight of her wallet in his hands. “Hey, I didn’t even know I lost it. Thank you so much.”

			Zeke grins.

			“But dinner I’m not so sure about, disco Stu. I think my bell bottoms and platforms are at the bottom of a goodwill pile.”

			Zeke chuckles. “What, you don’t like my clothes? Because I can change my clothes. I’m a pretty versatile guy.”

			“Maybe I’m more worried about the guy who thinks he can actually pull off wearing a baby blue… whatever kind of artifact you call that garment, and with the gold chain…? You’re either someone who bends at the will of the world or expects the world to bend at his.” This is a test, a litmus test of people with whom she would or would not spend her time.

			“I’ll bend however and whatever you want, if you’ll have dinner with me.”

			Pass? Terese thinks as she lets her jaw go crooked and attempts to stare through Zeke to determine if he is purely physical or more transcendental; could he produce more than his body? There’s a trick to falling in loving with anyone; turn off the senses in order to love unconditionally. The problem is the extreme level of devotion that follows the initial trick. The trick unleashes the soul, but leaves a vulnerability to the selfish desires of men.
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			Shuddering

			It’s called shuddering and it establishes a sound foundation of self. It involves shaking until the shaking can’t be controlled. When Terese started shuddering, she thought she had control over it. It was frightening to discover she couldn’t stop.

			An empty bottle of Stolichnaya slept restlessly on its side, flashing its label and its lack of contents as it rolled over the kitchen table. As Terese shuddered, the table, her chair, the lamp, the walls of the kitchen, and the rest of reality shuddered with her. There must be an explanation for this. She listened to her body. No response. There was always a response. Why not now? There must be something wrong. When will the thoughtless caress of slumber drown the shuddering?

			A bulb in the fixture above her dining room table flashed out of existence. So dark. Still no response from the body. Time for a cigarette from the longstanding supply in the freezer. Smoking was so rare, the tobacco had to be preserved. The flame of her lighter, more often employed for candles, found the end of the unsteady cigarette. Inhaling, Terese thought of the tar anesthetizing the tiny natural filters in her lungs like a black snow falling inward. She laughed darkly, bringing the instrument of death to her lips again, unsteady, pondering her disinterested procrastination; why make death wait? Bartholomew would have objected to a lit cigarette in his living space, but this was before she met Max or Mew.

			That night started at her favorite café that prided itself in creating zero waste and a menu purely organic. A man she loved unconditionally and sexually was at the bar of the café with a woman not greater than or equal to Terese. The other woman pulled back glass after glass of wine as if the contents might tauten up her sagging jowls and wipe away the creases in her skin that gave away her age. What good was the hate? But also, what good was the other woman with the man she loved unconditionally and sexually? Such a paradox; sex is a condition. She played it off by talking with all of the friends she accrued. She was free. He, named Sal, was free.

			As a chef of organic expertise, Sal concocted organic meals with the touch of home and fine cuisine for which people paid extra. Terese fell for Sal because she saw the best things he could be: a traveler, a rebel, a creator, a talker, and a phenomenal lover. His strong hands healed and released her tension, preventing all kinds of shuddering. His magical touch removed hurt and insecurity. In addition to healer, he was a medicine man because he sold marijuana that Terese occasionally dabbled with purely for its healing properties of uninhibited laughter and inner exploration.

			There was no such thing as a secret for Terese when it came to whom and how she loved. Orgasms per day, obscenities shouted mid-climax, the way bodies communicated, and the depth of true soul connections made newer acquaintances slightly uncomfortable. At her knitting club, she gleefully divulged how the up, over, and through motion of knitting reminded her of sexual intercourse. Pushing comfort zones created friendships.

			Despite sharing the details of intimacy, the status of Sal and Terese’s relationship remained a nebulous arena. Terese deflected her friends’ concerns like a devout cult member saying things like: They saw each other as important people in their lives. They existed outside the realms of traditional definitions of relationships like boyfriend-girlfriend, or dating, or committed, or going steady, or fuck buddies. The labels were limiting factors. Why should love have any limits?

			Externally, she made no notice of Sal and his other woman. She told herself Sal would acknowledge her with a “hello” and a visit to her table. When he did not, Terese began drinking, and laughing, and dancing louder than anyone else. She desperately did not want to be wrong. The only way that she could be wrong was if she felt hurt by Sal and this new woman. What good is feeling hurt? Love is free and limitless. Sal definitely didn’t use her for sex and then ignore her. To be free includes the freedom to explore. She used him for sex. She told herself that she was not in love with Sal but in love with every molecule of every living thing and gulped extra hard when she said she did not expect anyone to fully understand this kind of love. When she said it, she shrugged to emphasize how well she could handle the mass of her loneliness and feelings of betrayal.

			After she made her show of how little she could feel, she left her favorite café and went home to finish the bottle of the Stolichnaya in her freezer next to the cigarettes. It’s not the alcohol or the cigarettes that cause the shuddering. It’s the voiceless understanding that the reality she knitted with Sal proved not as strong as she thought. Pure, unconditional love might not be the cure-all in which she invested herself so thoroughly. The embers from her cigarette wavered in near darkness until the hot ashes fell and rested on the top of her thigh. She winced, still shuddering, but made no attempt to remove them.
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			Eating Alone

			Can unconditional love and sexual love converge on this stranger? Terese looks at his suit again. The anachronistic style really works. He has his own sense of self, but he does need guidance.

			Zeke leans his head to one side and pleads, “Come on. Do you know what it’s like to eat at a restaurant by yourself? I’ve seen people eat in their car just to avoid that kind of discomfort. You got people starin’ at you wonderin’ what kind of freak has to eat alone.” Zeke imitates the voice of an old woman from New Jersey. “‘Maybe he has some kind of social anxiety disorder. Or maybe he just doesn’t like people. In any case, I’m going to sit as far away as possible.’ You laugh, but I’ve heard this.”

			Terese squints. “You don’t strike me as the self-conscious type.”

			Zeke sighs. “Food doesn’t taste as good when you have no one to talk about it with.”

			Terese remembers the words from the man at the homeless shelter. A man sharp like blades. Is this the guy? Who has the guts to ask out a stranger anymore? Oogle. Hoot. Holler randomly on the street, sure. But to be seriously asked out? It’s kind of cute. “What did you say your name was again?” 

			“Zeke O’Brien.”

			“Well, Zeke O’Brien, my name is Terese Flannigan.” As Terese extends her hand, Zeke reaches out and meets hers gently. “And I’ll eat some food with you tonight. What time would you like to eat?”

			“Seven?”

			“I’ll see you at seven then, and let’s make it something healthy, Zeke O’Brien. I don’t want death’s knock to come in the form of a heart attack due to a fatty diet.”

			As Terese closes the door, Zeke sees the plants for which Gustave, his boss and war buddy’s brother, paid top dollar. He raises his eyebrows. “You got that right.”
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			Stencils and Cops

			Mew wonders if the pendant, which reads, “Sexy,” on her necklace is irony or self-projection. It would be easy to make fun of her, but she does look sexy. Her rolled-up, pinstripe dress pants show the curve of her smooth, bare calves. The curve of each pinstripe clings to the tops of her hips. Her silk-looking, kelley green shirt is tucked and matches the handkerchief serving as a headband with the knot on top of her head. Her hair is braided back loosely enough so that strands of her red hair blow in the breeze. He looks back down and sprays another yellow stencil of Melissa’s unique name.

			“Are those cops?” Melissa asks.

			Mew turns around, looks up from his painting, and sees a cop car.

			Melissa shakes her head. “No. Don’t stare at them.”

			“What does it matter? You have a permit right?”

			“…Yeah, but… it makes life easier if we don’t have to deal with them. I mean we’re just getting on a roll.”

			Mew finishes his stencil and looks, covertly this time, at the cop car. “They’re parking.”

			“Mmm…” Melissa starts to put her paint away in her purse.

			Mew asks, “What does ‘mmm’ mean?”

			“‘Mmm’ means put the cap back on your paint and give it to me.”

			Mew gives her the paint and asks, “Should we run?”

			“No. Running will make them chase us.”

			Mew suggests, “Maybe they’re stopping for some other reason.”

			Melissa shakes her head and says, “Nope. They’re headed this way. Get up and walk with me.” Melissa stands up and starts walking. “Do not look back at them.”

			Mew smiles and shakes his head. “You don’t have a permit, do you.”

			Melissa raises her eyebrows and responds, “Not exactly. I have a permit for the major works, but not for these stencils.”

			Mew smiles and says, “I didn’t think you did. The spray paint is permanent, isn’t it.”

			“… relatively. I mean, it’ll wash off eventually. Nothing lasts forever.”

			Mew shakes his head. “Where are we walking?

			She blinks and looks him in the eyes. “Does it matter?”
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			Agents Everywhere

			While Terese waits for Zeke, her cell phone rings. “Hello?”

			“May I please speak with Terese Flannigan?”

			“This is Terese Flannigan.”

			“I’m calling on behalf of Oprah Enterprises. We recently came across some of your brownies and we were wondering what your recipe is.”

			Terese blinks three times in succession and rears her head back. “Wow… I’m honored, but… my recipe is a secret of the trade.”

			The man on the other end of the line is all business. “We agree, and that’s why we’re willing to pay for your marvelous recipe.”

			“Really?” Terese paces over the hard, gray carpet, balancing the ball of her foot on the metal floor piece that divides the kitchen from the living room each time she passes it.

			“Yes.”

			“Wait.” She stops her pacing to rest at the mini-bar in the corner of the living room. “Is this Max? Did Max pay you to do this? Because this smells like Max’s doing.”

			“I don’t know any Max.”

			“Good.”

			“But I do know Oprah, and she is putting out a cookbook. That’s why I’m calling.”

			Terese scratches the back of her neck. Her rise to success and her willingness to help others is admirable, but she shills saccharine products and sentimental, spiritual books to hormone-pumped, prescription-drugged, middle-class women. Terese raises her eyebrows and responds, “I don’t think I want to give up my recipe. I’ve thought about putting together a cookbook of my own someday.”

			“We’ll pay you five thousand dollars and you can be a guest on the show.”

			Terese pauses and wrinkles her brow. But why is it wrong for women to buy products that bring them happiness? It’s not the happiness that’s wrong, it’s the implied happiness of a product. A product offers a short-lived substitute for what brings real happiness—human interaction. “How did you find out about my brownies.”

			“Oprah has agents everywhere.” Silence. “That’s mostly a joke. A few of us were at the homeless shelter the other day for another piece we’re doing this week, and we heard about your brownies. We like them, and we think America will like them, and we would like to include your recipe.”

			Oprah is the height of feminism in a capitalistic society. She is a woman dictating what it means to be a woman and what products women should buy. Maybe it’s just jealousy, though. Who wouldn’t want to live on a pedestal of admiration and wealth and have her own image on the cover of her own magazine each month? Terese replies, “Oh… I heard a rumor that Oprah was in town. I guess you confirmed it.”

			“Yeah. Officially, she’s here for a few environmental organizations. They’re doing some things up in Aspen and in the Rocky Mountain National Forest. Unofficially, she’s also trying to patch things up a little with the American Cattle Ranchers Association. But that’s neither here nor there. We like to have local guests when we do a city visit like this.”

			“Hmm.” Terese resumes pacing with oversized steps, more like lunges, in excitement. “If I did sell my recipe to you and Oprah Enterprises, would my name still be on the recipe?”

			“Well, we will mention you in the write up with the background on the recipe, but your name probably won’t be associated with the recipe title itself. We’ll probably rename the recipe to something like ‘Homeless Folks Brownies’ or ‘Brownies for the Poor’ or ‘Sweetest Service Brownies,’ something like that, that incorporates the sweet tooth with service to the less fortunate. The whole book is a kind of call to arms for women to help others. That’s the other sweet part of the deal for you. We would like for you to come on the show this week since we’re in Denver. We’ll also do a short feature on you and your recipe in the Oprah magazine. Plus, we’ll even throw in a lifetime subscription.”

			Terese looks up and to the left for a moment. The image of Oprah’s smiling, airbrushed face on the cover of O magazine, gives Terese a shiver of excitement. How great would it be to hide Oprah magazines in all of Max’s and Mew’s stuff every month, forever? Who puts their own image on the cover of every magazine like that? She pictures Oprah’s out-reached hand and smiling face. How many women still prefer inanimate, material affection over the riskier affection of a human being. “What is it that Oprah gets out of all this?”

			“Oprah is the eyes, ears, and mouth of the middle-class American woman. She lives off of bringing the stories of women to the rest of the country.”

			Terese closes her eyes. “Not interested in the PR spin. How do the numbers break down?”

			“We figure twenty stories at $5K each plus overhead expenses comes out to $300K. If we sell the book at $15 a copy, which is a low estimate, especially if we go with a hardcover, all we have to do is sell 20,000 copies to cover costs, and most books with Oprah’s name and sponsorship on it sell at least 100,000 copies right off the bat. This doesn’t even include corporate sponsorships within the book itself. We’re betting that between Betty Crocker, Tupperware, and American Dairy Farmers, in-literature promotions alone will cover the overhead.”

			Terese rolls her eyes and grimaces. “Fuck Betty Crocker in her ear. I use all local organic ingredients.” Terese hears the voice on the other end chuckle as if humoring a child. She cringes. Like, it’s a joke to actually resist corporate influences. So gross. 

			“That’s fine. We won’t put any corporate stuff around your recipe. We want to make your section more mountain-mama, mother-earthy. Really catch the Colorado brand of being a healthy part of nature. We’ll probably mention that you use all organics from local markets as a backdrop for the story. The goal is to create a book that embodies as much of America as possible. The Rocky Mountains capture people’s imaginations and health-consciousness hits a big demographic, too.”

			“I guess.”

			“So what do you think? Will you give us your recipe and a little bit of your time so that we can make this book a success?” 

			Terese frowns and shrugs. “Why not make it $10,000 instead of $5,000? It sounds like you’re going to be making a very healthy profit off of this venture.”

			“$5,000 is the maximum I’m allowed to give out before the book goes to market, but if you have a non-profit organization we can set it up so that organization gets a percentage of the profit.”

			“I guess I’m going to start a non-profit organization? I don’t mean to be rude. I am very excited by your offer, but my recipes are a major part of me, and I don’t know if I want Oprah’s name all over them.”

			“I’ll tell you what. Whether or not you decide to sell your recipe, we would like to have you on the show tomorrow, if not as a special guest, then as a member of the audience. If there’s time, we may have you on the pre- or post- show.”

			“Really? What would you plan on talking to me about?”

			“When you brought your brownies to the local homeless shelter, how it felt to give them to the less fortunate, your perspective on Denver’s homeless population as a resident, etcetera. Then, perhaps, after the show, we can negotiate the possible sale of your recipe.”

			“I can’t say I have anything against a possible TV appearance. Is there anything I should bring?”

			“Wear what you feel most comfortable in and, of course, some of the brownies.”

			“Okay.”

			“We’ll see you tomorrow at three o’clock at the Denver Performing Arts Center. Let me get your email and I’ll send you all the specifics.”

			“Right. My email is terese.flannigan@gmail.com.”

			“Oh, and please be prompt because it is a live show tomorrow.”

			“Ok. Will do. Bye.”
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			A Real Threat

			Two simple tasks remain: Gustave’s plants, which Terese has in her kitchen, and the money Armand owes. Zeke storms into a tiny corner grocery store with big letters painted on the side that read “Armand’s Market.”

			Eyes are curses because they caught her image. This Terese. Composure, discernment, and punishment. These are the lane lines disrupted by her image. Might be better to twist and burn out these seeing contraptions that bring this weakness. Her beauty is a tender tumor, growing and never-ending the more it’s viewed, always consuming more. How else to escape this beauty and prevent the tumor from proving frail his body? Damn the seeing tools.

			Overcompensating his exterior movements to conceal his interior mental mechanizations, he rolls robotic through the grocery store with no intention of buying anything. Disregarding the ‘Employees Only’ sign on a door towards the back of the store, he bursts into an office with his gun drawn.

			“Hey, Armand. You’re behind on the neighborhood insurance!” Zeke fails to notice his face boiling red as his voice shatters the peace of the market back room. First visits are usually calm, cordial with whispering threats. Zeke wails beastly, “Gustave needs his money. Now!” Zeke’s raging mouth catapults spittle onto Armand.

			Zeke hears the quivering voice spray out, “P-Please. I h-have your money.” How to combat an internal betrayal. Can’t walk away. Can’t surgically remove what’s been seen. She has the plants, too, making the situation inoperable.

			“Don’t make me break a sweat. Give it here!” Zeke snatches the wad of bills from Armand. She might consume his insides. Zeke walks out of Armand’s Market expressionless and with $1,500 more than when he entered. He marches towards his light blue Cadillac and drives toward the beautiful death that might welcome him. He arrives at Terese’s basement apartment shortly after seven.

			The doorbell rings and Terese hops off the couch to answer it. Terese mentally runs through her checklist for the evening: mace, in case he is harmful, fake cell phone to receive a fake emergency call in case he is an idiot, and a condom in case she is unable to wait. She checks her hair one more time and opens the door for Zeke.

			His jaw shifts open and then forms into a smile. “You’re a dream.” The blue dress gripping the healthy curves of her body floods his system. “I don’t know if I’ll ever wake up.”

			“Thanks I think? Am I a good dream or a bad dream?”

			Zeke nods. “Good. Real good.”

			Terese flashes her bottom teeth. “Are you sure. Dreams can get weird.” Terese raises one eyebrow and back-peddles into the apartment. “You can come in for a second if you want. I have to grab my purse.” Zeke follows her in. “Dreams leave you wanting more,” she says over her shoulder.

			“Yeah. I guess I coulda just said you look pretty, but I figure you hear that pretty often.” He gives his best smile even though she isn’t looking and holds his breath as he gazes at Gustave’s plants down the hall in the kitchen.

			“Well, thanks.” She returns to the tiny living room with her purse. “Are you ready to go eat some food?”

			Zeke nods. They walk to the Cadillac, where Zeke opens the door for her. After Zeke starts the car, she asks, “So, what did you do this afternoon?”

			Zeke inhales deeply. “I took some money from a store owner by threatening him with a gun.” Zeke’s serrated knuckles protrude from the steering wheel. He resists the urge to glance at Terese to see her reaction.

			Terese’s heart rate jumps. Calm and slow she asks, “What does that mean?” Eyes forward. If you can’t see the gun, it’s not aimed at you. She puts her hand on the mace inside her purse.

			“It means that he had money that didn’t belong to him.” Zeke smiles. Everybody likes somebody who can break the rules. He shrugs. “So I took it.”

			Terese laughs as if stuttering. It’s a joke. A very odd joke. “Seriously. What did you do this afternoon?

			“I’m tellin’ you the truth.” He chuckles. All or nothing.

			“Are we planning on any other heists before dinner?” She cracks a half smile. He probably doesn’t have a gun. Just acting like a bad boy to get attention.

			“I wasn’t planning on it, but I’m all ears if you have any ideas.”

			“I don’t.” Seven seconds of silence before Terese asks, “So you take things from people?”

			“Somebody’s gotta do it, right?” No way that will land. She’s not trustworthy if she doesn’t care. Truth might cut away this beautiful tumor.

			Nine seconds of silence before Terese asks, “How much did you get from this store owner?”

			“About fifteen-hundred bucks. I didn’t clean him out and I didn’t hurt him, but I wasn’t nice about it, either. Rich people don’t get rich by bein’ nice.”

			Resignation seems foolish. He seemed so sweet a minute ago. This is not a drill. This could be a real danger situation. “Are you rich?”

			“Fifteen hundred bucks in my pocket doesn’t feel poor.”

			“So then you’re not nice.”

			“Probably not.”

			Terese stares blankly at the passing cityscape along Speer Boulevard. “And this money, it doesn’t belong to you, right?”

			“No. It doesn’t.”

			“So, can I take it?” Her eyes remain locked ahead of her. Is this captivity?

			“You could. Sure. Do you need it? Because I can get cash from somewhere else.”

			“I don’t actually want it, Zeke. I’m trying to make a point.”

			“What point is that?”

			“To whom does money belong, the person who earns it or the person who takes it?”

			“It doesn’t matter who it belongs to. Nobody’s going to keep it. All that matters is that there is money and how I’m going to get some of it.”

			Four seconds of silence. Terese finally looks at him. No gun looks back. “I want to know the rules under which you operate. I’m concerned with what other things you might take at gunpoint.”

			Zeke blinks slowly. Enough with the self-amused attitude. She could become an enemy in an instant. “Look. Terese, I think you’re beautiful and fragile and I would never do anything to hurt you.”

			“I’m not fragile. I’m no more fragile than you, and how do you know I’m beautiful if we just met?”

			“All I’m saying is that I’m capable of treating you in a gentle way. You’re outside of my world… and… I would like to join you there. I’m not proud of what I did to get this money, but it’s what I know. There’s absolutely no reason for you to feel unsafe around me. If there’s one thing I can do, it’s protect you and keep you safe.” Is this gonna work? “I want you to see all of me. I’ve been trained to be forceful, but it’s not all of who I am. You’re beauty is dangerous to me because you might be able to take me apart, unravel what I know which is that I’m a soldier in peacetime without a lot of options.” 

			Terese shakes her head and puts a hand up. “Wait. How did we come to this conversation? You don’t know me, and you’re already talking about being a part of my world and protecting me and keeping me safe? Is there a fucking priest in your backseat? Where’s my wedding ring? I haven’t even known you for twenty minutes and you’re already my protector?”

			“What, you want me to make small talk with you? You want me to complain about a boring middle-class life and tell you about my favorite stupid TV shows and what my parents did for a living and my childhood? My life isn’t boring. I don’t own a TV. I didn’t know my parents and my childhood was… unpleasant. Alright? I just figured I would tell you the truth and you would either handle it or you wouldn’t.”

			“Oh.”

			“And as for protection, everybody could use it. There are people trying to help who do harm, and there are people trying to do harm that do harm, and there are people looking out for themselves who do harm, and there are people who just want to make the next day’s dollar who do harm, but I don’t want any harm coming to you. I’m sorry if that makes you uncomfortable, but it’s the truth.”

			Terese sits still for a long while in the hum of the car her palms resting uncomfortably on her thighs. Serendipity is shit. The homeless guy was probably super high. The Queen of the Universe was a pickpocket who lost her mind. This guy’s a thief and probably a liar. Everyone’s in it for themselves. She turns to Zeke. “Do you have a gun right now?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can I see it?”

			“If it will make you feel more comfortable, sure.”

			Terese nods and holds out her hands for the instrument.

			Zeke takes out his gun from the sidearm holster. “But be careful because it is loaded.”

			Terese holds the gun in her hands. “I don’t like guns, Zeke.”

			“Why not?”

			“Guns are designed to end life.” She studies the sharp edges of the gun. It fits so comfortably. It’s frightening how easy it could permanently dismantle a life... to do so much damage in such a short period of time with so little effort and no way to restore it—no take-backs.

			Zeke glances at her while keeping an eye on the road. “I like guns. They level the playing field. You could take me out right now even though I’m twice your size. Doesn’t that make you feel safe?”

			“Life has unpredictable and infinite potential. Taking away that potential,” Terese closes one eye and peers past the sight at the opposite end of the gun pointing at the dashboard, “is the most horrific thing a person can do. A gun makes it effortless to take away that potential.”

			“Guns stop threats. That’s why I carry one.”

			“Guns create threats.” Terese clicks a lever on the side of the gun labeled safety and points the gun at Zeke.

			Zeke keeps both hands on the wheel. “Please be careful.” Be cool. The Cadillac has one of the finest suspension systems of all cars produced. There’s no way a bump in the road could jar a passenger holding a gun enough to cause the weapon to fire and splatter brains across the leather interior. Zeke opens his mouth and lets out several quick breaths.

			Terese cocks her head. “Are you a threat, Zeke?” It’s exhilarating seeing him this vulnerable. He’s human and fragile like everybody else. Usually men only look like this when they’re naked and being straddled. It’s better this way. No giving or taking of the body. Less commitment.

			“I’m no threat to you. I’d feel a lot better if you did not have that gun pointed at me.”

			Terese clicks the safety back on. “I’d feel a lot better if you didn’t rob people for a living.” Terese stares out the window at the sidewalk passing by. “I’m keeping this.” She stores the gun away in her purse without looking at Zeke. “So where are we eating, Mr. Gangster Man?”

			“You don’t need to call me that. I’m not just a gangster.”

			“What are you then? A thug? A hoodlum? A low-life? A crony?” She pauses after each moniker. Squinted eyes act as tiny icicles hurtling toward Zeke.

			Zeke’s brows wrinkle as he exhales slowly. “I don’t want to be any of those names, and I’m not… right now… with you. I take… I have taken what I can… like a hungry fool. I am… I was good at taking. But I’m tired of taking… I’m tired of being this good fool of bad deeds.” He takes his eyes off the road only to see her disinterested gaze.

			“I’d like to believe you, Zeke, but I don’t.” Terese rests her head on the window and lets her mind leave the car, watching the surface of the passing street blur to gray. “No one is made of words.”

			Zeke takes a deep breath. She’s getting away, ready to give up. Do nothing and it will be a long, pointless dinner. Death would be better. Zeke frowns. “Then shoot me. Shoot me in the head right now if you think I’ll be cold forever. Shoot me if you think I’m full of lies. Take away all the harm you think I’ll do in the future.” Zeke stops the car.

			Terese turns to him motionless except for her quickening breath. She examines his pleading face exposed, unthreatening. He is ready to die.

			Zeke looks at her somberly and completely controlled. “Take the gun out. Click the safety off. I know you know how. End the threat that is me.” Zeke moves closer to Terese, reaches into her purse, and retrieves the gun. He places it in her hands and moves her hands so that the gun barrel rests directly against his temple. “Because if you can’t see any good in me…” Terese leans in toward Zeke moving the gun away from his head until their faces are inches apart. “…there never will be.” Terese cups the back of Zeke’s head, and Zeke leans in as soft and as slow as an eclipse and grazes her lips with his.
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			Nothing on the Other Side

			Max comes home from work after eight to find the whole apartment empty. He starts making a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. When he gets to the kitchen for the peanut butter, he notices two potted plants. Smells like a blurry time, the way only marijuana can. Terese has never been a major league smoker, but these plants said otherwise. Maybe Mew? Nah he’s always near broke. “Hunh.” Ask tomorrow. Looks delicious, though.

			Max starts eating the sandwich. Thirty-three prosthetic devices—not even one being an arm or a leg. Not bad. He finishes his sandwich in the cold, silent kitchen and goes to bed.

			Sleep eludes him and his mind drifts. How are magnets different from gravity? They both seem to fall into each other. I wonder if they fall into each other at the same rate? One’s attraction is based on close proximity and the other distance doesn’t seem to matter. Are objects actually attracted to each other? Physicists say yes, but what if they’re wrong?

			Maybe people are like magnets—attracting, repelling—or atoms, sharing electrons or taking electrons depending on position or proximity. Wouldn’t it be nice if sex organs had magnetic interlocking ability? Hands-free insertion. That woman on the street was so ugly. Wonder if her vagina was as crooked as her face? Probably not. Probably the most perfect vagina. Straight-lipped. Perfectly trimmed. Oh the irony. Blah. Perfection. Eyes of the beholder.

			What if the Earth is a big magnet, a super magnet that attaches to every single thing? Nah. That’s stupid. Magnets have parts that push away from each other. Gravity doesn’t work like that. If people were magnets, then she was a super magnet, because anything from life could attach back to her: music, wardrobe choice, losing an arm, all the explanations for the missing arm. Wonder what she’s up to these days? All the memories go back to her. What fundamental force or particle are memories in this game? Photons maybe? Gotta find a new super magnet. Max drifts into sleep.

			Max hears Mew open the door and whisper to someone, so he feigns sleep. It’d be terrible to ruin things for Mew. A feminine whisper pouts slightly as Mew retorts with something involving the words, “my roommate,” followed by more light pouting. The whispering pauses. Max hears Mew whisper back, “Alright, but we have to be quiet.”

			“Can I take off my shirt?” whispers the woman.

			Mew replies. “Umm, yeah. You sure can.”

			Max almost hears Mew smiling.

			She asks barely audible, “Can I take my pants off, too?”

			Mew whispers something about the shirt being lonely on the floor.

			Max recognizes the sound of unzipping pants and raises one eyelid to see what he can see in the dark. A glint of porch light from the window above Mew’s bed creates a silhouette of the woman. Max cracks open his other eyelid. Would any woman appear as angelic as a silhouette in the middle of the night?

			Rustling sheets and giggles simmer from Mew’s bed. Max feels a division in the room. It’s like being a penguin in the zoo watching a couple on their first date, the only penguin in a habitat designed for a flock. Silence. Soundproof glass separates the penguin and the couple. Momentary unconsciousness. The soft clapping of lips and tongues pulls Max back to consciousness. The glass disappears, but the penguin cannot escape. Mew needs this.

			Max rolls over and clamps his pillow and blanket under his good arm before announcing, “Holy excrement. I’m sleepwalking. This is so strange. It’s like a strange dream where I can’t see or hear the people across the room who want to have sex. In this strange sleepwalking dream, all I want to do is sleep on the couch so they can break the bonds of sexual repression that strangle so many people in this puritan land.” Max closes the door behind him before yelling over his shoulder, “Be safe. I don’t want any kids running around here.”

			Max sets his pillow, blanket, and self on the couch. Talking like that might’ve ruined the mood. Max hears heavy breathing a few moments later. Time for a song to block out the faint moaning coming from the other side of the wall:

			There’s nothing nothing nothing

			On the other side of this wall wall wall.

			No people getting it on on on

			No love for them to fall fall fall

			The song fails to block the noise of heavy panting, so he switches to counting penguins in his mind instead. One single penguin walking by itself, unstable and cold. Two very awkward looking penguins discovering the edge of their man-made environment. He hears Mew’s moan through the wall, “Ooh. That feels so good.” Three penguins curiously testing the wall with their beaks. Would a penguin prefer warm weather to cold weather? He imagines a sitcom TV show with a penguin living in San Diego called Tropical Penguin: Bird of Prey or Bird of Seduction. Is San Diego considered a tropical climate? Bedsprings coil and recoil rhythmically.

			There is no fourth penguin, because at that moment he hears her voice aloud for the first time. She says so ecstatically, “Say my name. Tell me, Bartholomew… tell me who’s the hotness.” Max is a penguin frozen in ice lodged in the mouth of a killer whale: alive and still aware of the doom on the way because he knows her name before Mew can say it. The whisper or the silhouette could’ve been anyone, but he knows the voice. How did a killer whale get into the penguin habitat? He knows the voice very well. Max closes his eyes tight and tries to wish away the words coming next.

			“You, Melissa. You’re the hotness!” Mew’s helpless voice pants. Max hears the words reverberate a million times in a second. Oh jaws of the killer whale, please crush this penguin quick. Stop reverberating that panting name. Melissa. Again and again in his brain. Melissa. He loses touch with reality. Nuke the penguin exhibit, and the couple, and the Zoo, and the pilot sitcom, and San Diego, and the killer whale because, now, the past is present.
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			Invincibility

			Max used to have two arms. He used to be able to smoke a joint with one hand and drink a beer with the other, a common occurrence from age nineteen to twenty-three.

			It was another night full of beer in one hand and home-rolled smokes in the other at some party that Max would normally not remember. He was in the midst of a drinking contest with some long-haired hedonist with a beard creeping up close to his eyes. Max smiled and threw back another shot of Jack Daniels. He did his best to look his opponent square in the eyes, but his hairy opponent wanted to spin along with the rest of the room. He placed his shot glass on the table, and the crowd cheered. His opponent let out a smile that somehow showed through his jungle of a face. The beard took his shot and made a face that looked like splinters lodged themselves in his throat all the way down. The crowd once again roared. The bearded man wobbled. Max knew he had him beat. Max grabbed his next shot and took it with ease, smiling the smile that identified his entire personality: exuberant in every forgotten second. Everyone chanted incoherently, like ancient tribesmen to a deity. The bearded man hushed them as he took his next shot. Max felt as if he was the only stationary thing in the room, as if the whole party revolved around him. No one seemed to notice the spinning. He put a finger on his nose in an attempt to center himself. “This is the center, the eye of the storm.” He crossed his eyes to look at his nose and took his next shot. Laughter and aimless cheers boomed from the onlookers. The bearded man took his next shot, and vomited. Beard plus vomit equals not pretty.

			“You were a worthy adversary, my friend,” Max said with the full volume of his voice, “but there can only be one Maximus.” Max did his best to stand up. He lost his footing a little, but still managed to take a victor’s pose as the crowd showered him with drunken, wordless hoots. Max staggered to a couch nearby as he heard someone holler from over his shoulder at the bearded fellow, “This is my mom’s fucking rug, man! She’s gonna fuckin’ kill me!”

			From the couch, Max had a view of all the beautiful bits of lust in the room. Jeans too low to contain thongs hanging on to hips, rocking back and forth like teeter-totters. Tight pants caressing asses just enough to jiggle ever so faintly despite the cloth constraints. Shirts that were not quite long enough, letting just the right amount of midriff peek out every few seconds. Max absorbed all this and smiled big.

			Then he saw something he did not like: some guy’s thumb and pointer finger clamping together on a girl’s behind. Max thought about the strange details he noticed when intoxicated that might not normally be apparent to him sober. Normally, he might have pretended not to see, but the girl in this case was no ordinary girl. This girl was the same girl with whom Max built a treehouse in the seventh grade. The same girl with whom he spent his never-ending summers. The same girl who held him in check with a water balloon or a snowball depending on the season. She was the girl who drove him to the party, and who always made it clear to everyone that she and Max were not together. Her name was Melissa, and her hair was like fire. Max loved her alright, but he could never say it. In all of his drunken bravery, saying that truth still scared him.

			Max walked right up behind the guy who pinched Melissa’s ass and placed his hand firmly on his buttocks and squeezed violently. The pincher jumped about six inches in the air and immediately turned around.

			“Oh hi there,” Max shouted directly in his face.

			“Why did you grab my ass?” asked the squinty and irritated face.

			“I don’t know. It just seems like a really great way to communicate, ya know? Like, ‘Hey, you seem like a really great person. Let’s sleep together.’ Right? That’s what the ass-grab says, doesn’t it?” Max talked so fast that the other guy did not have a chance to respond. “I mean, I know for me personally, it’s just a huge turn-on when somebody does, like, anything to my ass.” The other guy had no response. He turned and started walking away. “Hey, where are you going? I thought we were in a real moment there.”

			“You didn’t have to do that, Max. I could’ve fended him off.” Melissa smiled slightly. Max smiled back at her. “You want to go smoke?” she asked.

			“Yass. Yass I do.”

			“I got this really amazing stuff. I think it’s laced with a little something extra.”

			“Excellent. Something new.”

			The two of them exited through a sliding door and sat down on the back lawn. Melissa pulled out her pipe and packed it with the green bits that seemed to have bits of white in it, too. Melissa took the first hit and passed the pipe to Max. He lit the lighter and watched the orange glow engulf the contents of the pipe. He breathed in for a numbed and distanced world. He closed his eyes, held his breath for as long as he could, and passed the pipe back to Melissa. She took another hit. He took another hit, and his memory started to skip after this. He couldn’t remember how many times he and Melissa passed the pipe back and forth. He also didn’t remember his whiskey contest. Things stopped spinning around him and started spinning around Melissa instead. He could hardly hang with so many spinning objects. With the pipe cached, they went back inside.

			“This stuff is amazing,” Melissa said slowly, smiling.

			“It suuuure-ly izzzzz, girrrl, it sure-ly izz.” Max blinked slowly concentrating on counteracting the world’s spin with each step.

			The two of them meandered back into the house. A voice called out to Max, “Come do a shot with us!”

			“Yoooouuuu got it… maaaan.” Someone handed him a shot glass.

			A scraggly voice wailed out over the drunken hum of background music and stumbling conversation. “A toast… to the unstoppable… on an unstoppable night.” And the pack who heard threw back their drinks. Tables and couches seemed to throw themselves in front of Max’s path all over the place as the party began to burn down. Melissa eventually caught up with Max again after explaining how super high she was to some of her other friends.

			“We oughta get outta here, Mel.”

			“I know, but I can’t drive right now.” She laughed.

			“I don’t think I can, either. Things keep running into me.” They both laughed at the absurdity until they could no longer remember the source of their laughter.

			“We should try to hitch a ride home.”

			“Okay.” Max staggered and stood on the couch and hollered, “Hey, any sober person. We need a ride home. Anybody? Please? Cuz, I mean, we could probably drive, but that—” Max fell off the couch and landed hard on the floor. He laid there and laughed and laughed and laughed until he could not remember how he arrived on the floor. Melissa looked down at him.

			“This guy can give us a ride, but we have to sit in the back of the truck.”

			“Cool. I dig truck rides.”

			They left the party in the back of an old Toyota pickup truck. Max put his arm around Melissa. The wind blew her hair in every direction, and Max lost himself in the blur of streetlights and whirling hair dancing around his face. She smiled with her eyes closed. Her peaceful disregard for her chaotic red hair flaming in the wind made him want to kiss her very much. He whispered it right in her ear. “I want to kiss you very much.”

			“I’m not stopping you.” She turned her head and raised her eyebrows slightly. Max lost his last fear. He dove headfirst into the flames and touched her lips with his. He edged back, and she stayed locked with his lips. He kissed her with the force that he held back for all the years he knew her. Perfection. The truck’s engine blabbered impassioned, rhythmic nothings. The wind pushed particles into a dance, hitting the interlocked faces and encouraging the contact of their bodies while stars shot photons and offered their blessing for the sipping lips to feed off one another and the Earth shuddered in its rotation at the mirth of these two particular souls’ entrapment. The truck drove. The wind blew. The stars shined. The earth spun. And Maximus and Melissa kissed.

			Max was invincible, completely void of any fear as the two of them held each other in the back of the truck on the long ride home. Once he realized his invincibility, Max stood up. He stood up in the bed of the truck going fifty miles an hour, escaping the realm of action and reaction. Logic was a cheap joke he laughed at as loud as he could. He stood up holding on to the roof of the truck and basked in his fearlessness.

			Melissa asked over the wind’s howl, still stuck in the realm of physics and logic, “What are you doing?”

			“I’m enjoying the view. I’ve never stood in the back of a moving truck before. It’s something else. Check it out.” Max held out his hand to her.

			“Max, you’re going to fall!”

			“No. I’m really not. I’m sure of it. You gotta see this.” His open hand invited her to another plane of existence.

			“You’re crazy!” But she took his hand and carefully stood next to Max.

			“This could be our lives.”

			“It could.” They stood in pure awe at the world zooming by them. “Max, how long have you loved me?”

			“I always have.” He bent over carefully to kiss her, still holding on to the roof of the car, but this time she drew back. The truck turned, and she was losing her balance. Max saw her teetering, about to fall out of the truck. His invincibility supplied protection for only one. He let go of the roof of the truck. He reached out his hand and grabbed hers. He pulled her back into the bed of the truck with all his strength, but this pulling process threw him out of the truck. An action and a reaction.

			He remembered hitting the pavement, but after that, he blacked out. The doctors at the hospital said it was a miracle he avoided any head trauma. They couldn’t save his arm, though. Apparently, after Max hit the pavement and came to a stop, he laid passed out in the middle of the road with his arm extended away from him. The car behind the truck swerved in time to miss all of Max except his arm, which shattered beyond repair under the pressure of the car’s wheels. The doctors told him the bones fragmented into so many small pieces that they had to amputate. They had no choice.

			Max handled the amputation well. What he did not handle well was Melissa not returning his phone calls. There was that feeling when she drew away from his kiss. It never went away. He replayed that moment so many times in his head that he developed the practice of making up a new story just to avoid verbalizing the truth ever again. He never knew if she dodged the kiss or reacted to the turn of the truck, but, judging by the unanswered phone calls, Max concluded the former. He never had any definite answers because Melissa never talked to him after the accident. He never knew why. All he knew was his broken heart and his missing arm.
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			Cereal

			Max hauls himself off the couch as pieces of the dawn smash him in the eyes. He cracks the door to his shared bedroom and sees two people in Mew’s bed. It’s no dream. That’s Melissa’s aged face. She sleeps with a hint of a smile resting on Mew’s shoulder—her hand touching his chest. Max looks away from the bedroom and blinks. This pain has nowhere to go. It sits just below the ribcage. A tiny, invisible army twists his intestines, stomach, and heart like lifeless washcloths. He breathes in and his body trembles. No sense dwelling on it even though that’s the only thing to do. He trudges to the kitchen and grabs a bright red cereal box with a picture of a smiling cartoon frog printed in bright, happy reds, greens, and yellows across the front. He pours the milk over the cereal and and sits down.

			Max looks at the cartoon frog on the cereal box. “What the hell are you smiling about?”

			The frog persists in his wordless, eternal exuberance.

			“Yeah it’s real fuckin’ funny, isn’t it? My best friend just lost his v-card to the only girl I ever loved. But you’re still livin’ large with your lightly sweetened rice, aren’t you?” He takes another bite of cereal. “Keep smiling, you dirty marketing whore.” He turns the box away to avoid the smiling face. He puts his thumb and his pointer finger on his forehead and lets them slide down his face, dragging his eyebrows and then his eyes downward as he shows his teeth like an agitated animal. He rolls his eyes as far up as he can and holds this pose as he takes another bite of cereal.

			Mew strolls into the kitchen with a nearly-audible, post-coital smile. “Hey Max. How you doin’?” Like a wino, drunk with a good story.

			Max frowns and breaks eye contact. “Oh, I’m finer than fine can be fine, Mew, which is just fine. Just fine.”

			Mew puts a hand on his hip and stares out the tiny basement window as if the view was majestic. “I… uh huh heh… we… didn’t wake you up after you left last night, did we?”

			Max shakes his head. “N- no no no no. I slept like a big, fat redwood tree martyred into thousands of logs for a funeral pyre last night.” He slurps down three quick bites of cereal.

			“Well ah… can you keep a secret?”

			“Sure, sure.” Milk dribbles out of Max’s mouth.

			Mew looks at the low ceiling dreamily. “I think I’m in love. I can’t hardly believe it, but I really think I’m in love.” Mew pours himself a bowl of milk and cereal, sets the smiling box of cereal down so the smiling frog faces Max again. “Ah Max. Happiness is a bowl of cereal after sleeping with a beautiful woman.” He pauses. “Ehhh. Maybe it’s just sleeping with a beautiful woman.” He nods in agreement with himself.

			Max gags and chokes a little, passing it off with a clearing of his throat. “I thought you two just met.” He stabs his spoon into his milk and cereal trying to break the golden rice puffs in half like a guillotine, splattering milk in the process.

			“Well, yeah. We did, but uh…” Mew shrugs bashfully, “Let’s just say that last night was a special night in my life.”

			Max squints. Is it possible to post on Craigslist for a firing squad? Maybe just rig up multiple guns to a string, take a seat in front of the weapons, and pull the string. “WOW. That’s really nice. Really, really nice.” The smiling frog on the box of cereal and Mew look like long lost brothers. Maybe the frog got laid last night, too—fucking frog. Max eats his cereal more rapidly and violently, slamming each bite into his mouth so that his teeth scrape the spoon.

			Mew breaks from his dreamy gaze. “Are you okay, Max?”

			“Yesf, Yesf! I’m juss GRAND!” Milk and cereal explode out of his mouth sending a milky mist onto Mew. “So you gave her the old in-and-out, did ya?” Max nods with his eyes as wide as he can make them. Milk drips from multiple locations off his chin. His nostrils flare. His jaw muscles pulse as he forces his back teeth closer together.

			“Max, what the hell is wrong with you? That’s really not an okay way to think about what she and I did last night.”

			Max looks away from Mew as if he wasn’t in the room anymore, listening for something in the distance. If there’s not motion, all of the past might not burst out. A single drop of milk falls off Max’s chin.

			“Max, are you in there?”

			Max maintains his stare.

			Mew waves his hand in front of Max’s face. “Max!”

			Another single drop of milk dangles and finally falls off his chin.

			“Max? Did you take some kind of drug?”

			That’s a good idea. Max jumps out of his chair knocking it backwards. “No.” He tromps out of the room. “I gotta go.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“My mind must escape, Mew.” Max grabs one of the potted pot plants from the kitchen.

			“From what?” Max slams the door behind him, leaving Mew with a wrinkled brow. “Damn.”
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			Parachute

			Terese raises the sheet up over her head and lets it parachute down on her face. “What are we doing here, Zeke?” whispers Terese from under the sheet in the calm of the morning.

			“I think we’re doing what people do,” Zeke whispers back.

			Terese pulls the sheet back so that her head and her fingers were the only parts of her exposed. The ceiling seems so far away. Zeke’s apartment has high ceilings. “Yeah. I know. We did that last night. And it was wonderful by the way.”

			“Oh. You mean right now what are we doing.”

			“Yeah.”

			“We’re enjoying the warmth of a comfortable bed.” Zeke looks over from his pillow to Terese.

			She looks at him. We’re all giant children. “What are we going to do next?”

			Zeke frowns and looks away. “Well, there is the issue of those plants…”

			“Yeah. I’m really glad I didn’t have an itch to try and smoke yesterday before you came over.”

			“Trust me, the joke would’ve been on you. That stuff is highly potent. Gustave’s brother, Corbin, and I were in Iraq together and now Corbin has stomach cancer and won’t eat anything. Gustave doesn’t have enough money for Corbin’s treatment, which has been making Gustave a little insane. So, Gustave ordered this extra-potent weed because he does have the money and the connections for that. He figures if his brother can’t have the best medical care, at least he can have the best weed.”

			“That’s really sad. We should go pick those plants up and get them to your boss.” Terese gets up from bed. “What are you going to tell him?”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			“You think he’ll understand?

			“No. He’s not gonna be happy that his best foot soldier—who knows a good chunk about his operations—is having a change of heart, but as long as I have the plants, there’s a chance he won’t kill me.”

			“It shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sure those plants are still sitting on the kitchen floor at my place.”
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			The Tobacconist

			Max steps out on the sidewalk with his arm around the potted plant. He walks like a robotic duck with one leg longer than the other, trying to move faster. Max shakes his head. “God, You are a funny cat. Yes, I’m talking to You the mythical creature that made all of this possible. You’re a funny cat.” He looks up at the sky. “And I hate cats. They are so stupid and annoying! You try and pet them, and they just get disinterested, and then they fall asleep on your face and make you sneeze. Then they play mind games with you and make you think about them when they aren’t around and you sound like a crazy person whenever you try to explain it. Why? Why do cats do that? I don’t know. Probably toxoplasmosis. Probably the real cause behind all the cat memes. For You, there is no convenient explanation. I don’t know why You operate the way You do. I don’t even know if You operate. I just hope some so-and-so is getting something out of this fucking mess because I’m not. I am really not.”

			A stray dog prances toward Max, hungry, but mostly disinterested. Max stares at the dog. “I’m mad-doggin’ ya, dog. Whattur ya gonna do about it?”

			The dog does four double-takes towards Max while trotting.

			“GRRAAAAAAAAHHH!” The dog darts away for a second before resuming course. “Fuck everything! I wish I could breathe in until I explode.” He takes a sniff of the marijuana plant. “That’s the plan. I’m going to try. I’m going to try to breathe in so deep I explode. Where’s that fucking tobacco shop? I knew I never should’ve thrown away my old pipe. That was stupid. Noo. Of course there will never be another time in my life where I want to smoke marijuana. Why do I have to be an idiot sometimes?”

			A pedestrian in a brown corduroy jacket and the air of a professor approaches Max. He’s too young to actually be a professor because his sideburns still have bald spots, and the jacket doesn’t fit properly. A cigarette dangles from the pedestrian’s lower lip. This guy might know where a tobacco shop might be. The wannabe professor looks away to avoid eye contact. Max asks anyway. “Hey man. Are you a devoted smoker?”

			The pedestrian steals the cigarette from his mouth. “Right now I am.”

			“Good. Very good. Can you tell me where I might find a tobacco shop nearby?”

			“I think there’s one about three blocks up and four blocks east.”

			“East?”

			He uses his hands to indicate. “Yeah. Away from the mountains.” The smoker pauses looking at the plant Max carries. “Is that…? Is that a pot plant?”

			“Nooo. This is my pet plant. His name’s George. Say hi, George.” Max looks at the plant expecting a response. When he doesn’t get one, he responds, “He’s shy.”

			The smoker looks away from Max quizzically but keeps walking. “Best of luck to the both of you.”

			Max walks past him. “We’re on our way now, George.”

			Max arrives at the tobacco shop, which has a sign above the door that reads “Mike’s Smokes” in generic cursive writing. He sets the plant down just inside the doorway of the shop.

			“What’ll it be for you, sir?” asks the thick-but-pristinely-bearded fellow behind the glass counter. He stoutly vocalizes his words with his brow perpetually clenched and wears a flannel jacket with very inconveniently combined colors: purple, orange, black, and more thinly, red.

			Max examines the man’s appearance. This guy resists change and buys his clothes from Wal-Mart because they’re cheapest there and color is not a concern. Fox News blares on a tiny portable TV behind the counter. Maybe he’s color blind. Gray-haired age peeks out all over like a sycamore tree covered in spanish moss. Time for some good ol’boy charm. Max smiles. “I’ll take some rolling papers and a pipe, please.” Totally normal, totally trustworthy.

			The tobacconist sets the papers and pipe on the table, but narrows his eyes as he sees Max’s smile. “I s’pose you’ll want some tobacco to go with it, right?” It’s a question, but there’s only one right answer.

			“Nope. Just the papers and the pipe actually.” Max rattles his fingers tatap tap tatap tatap on the glass case that holds a collection of fine lighters and exquisite tobacco. He looks back and forth between the barred windows and the tobacconist. There’s a whole world of changing people out there and this guy’s stuck fifty years in the past. Shouldn’t the free market encourage him to cater to the customer?

			The tobacconist’s face shifts from solid sycamore to a smiling babbling brook. “Say, if you don’t mind me asking, what kind of tobacco are you planning on using with these papers and pipe?”

			Max rears his head back. Maybe he’s not all fire and brimstone. “Well.” He rubs his fingers together and smells them. “It’s this really special,” he throws up finger quotes, “homegrown,” more finger quotes, “green,” yet another set of finger quotes, “tobacco. You know what I’m sayin’?”

			The tobacconist’s smile violently vanishes back to white bark. “You’re planning to use these papers and pipe for marijuana?”

			Max drops his jaw and puts his hand on his chest. “NO! No no no.” He wrinkles his eyebrows to match the dismay on the tobacconist’s face. “My uncle, he has this special… green tobacco… that he grows in his backyard. Entirely unrelated to marijuana. Entirely… In fact, I’m almost shocked and appalled that you might make such a suggestion. Do I look like one of those doper types? Are my hands jittery for my next fix?” Max shakes his hand violently to mimic an addict and then holds it completely still, parallel to the ground in front of his face. “Did I say ‘dude’ at any point during our conversation?”

			“No.”

			“You’re damn right I didn’t. I would never poison my God-given body with such vile chemicals. Marijuana is for those flower-pandering, tree-hugging pansy types who can’t handle the in-your-face toxic beauty of tobacco and nicotine that—”

			“Yeah…” The tobacconist looks away from Max and aggressively cleans out his ear with his finger in annoyance. “Yeah, I hate to interrupt, but is that your uncle’s tobacco plant sitting there by the door?” The tobacconist points to the plant sitting near the entrance.

			Max pauses for a moment. “Yep. He gave it to me as a gift. Can I go ahead and get this stuff in a bag?” Max has his money out.

			The tobacconist ignores Max and walks to the plant sitting inside the doorway by the window. As the tobacconist walks away, Max grabs the papers and pipe off the counter and leaves three twenties. The tobacconist takes a closer look at the plants. His hunch confirmed, he points a finger of wrath at the vegetation near the doorway. “That is NOT tobacco! I think you and your uncle should have a long talk because, right now, he’s making you a federal criminal! I’ll give you this warning, youngster. Marijuana will make you do crazy things. You understand? Now listen. When I was just a little younger than you, I had a friend, and he decided it’d be a,” he pauses to shake his head, “a fun time, to smoke some of this green tobacco, as you call it. He asked me to try it with him, but I said, ‘Hell no.’ Now, I’m a man of science, but I’ll be damned if my friend didn’t turn into a monster or a hell demon of some sort.”

			Max resists laughter. “Oh. As a man of science, how did you know he was a monster or demon or whatever?”

			“Because he was screamin’ ‘I’m a monster from hell! I’m a real live monster demon from hell!’ His eyes went big and got red, and he started tearin’ up everything in sight. He took a portrait of his mother that was hanging above his mantle, slammed his head clean through it, and said, ‘Now my momma’s a monster too!’ Scariest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			In no mood to exchange drug stories, Max asks, “Does this mean you’re not going to sell me the papers and pipe?” With the papers and pipe in his pocket, Max moves toward the door.

			“You’re asking me to sell you drug paraphernalia. That plant is marijuana and I will do no such thing.”

			“Have it your way then. I better get back to my uncle and explain the folly of his ways.” Max walks out with his plant, papers, and pipe. Where’s the nearest park?
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			Fate and Rotation

			From atop a park bench, Doobie hollers, “Now--you naysayers and naydoers and nonbelievers of the nonexistent, anaesthetized in your net gains, inept to network with the neurological nether regions of your innards--this is a warning! I implore your immediate introduction into the inescapable influx of doom, destruction, and death by dumb hands halved happily from the helpless by honorable horrors of self-preservation. Don’t let your cell phones, headphones, earbuds, and Blueteeth block the basic paths of communication. Why do you, with no blockades at all, keep passing me by? I’m warning you and you won’t even listen.” Doobie shakes his head and looks at the ground. New form of the same look-away game.

			He takes a deep breath and continues. “Succulent succubi stimulate stationary sleep syndromes, silence sounds of spite, spitting at expanding spaces between middle and maximum, meek and middle milquetoasted by media mogul millionaires who make money melting minds with moments of mistruth via squares of electronic box seduction—boob-tubes of bellicose belligerence beckon and bribe bereavement from beauty but bars between. Bare your brains briefly because fire falls frantic from these phonetics fecund with fury! Find your own final words while the wealth of the world wobbles, weakens and writhes, wrought-up under the wailing whispers of willing oblivion. Only hours until the infinite off… Bare your brains to your beloveds… BARE YOUR BRAINS BRIEFLY!”

			The Queen of the Universe sits at the next park bench about twenty meters away, her arm resting along the backrest, her head tilted downward with her eyes peering upward from under her eyebrows. “Dey ain’t gonna listen ta dat.” She frowns and shakes her head. Her other hand mingles with a golden veneer shawl with frilly strings on the ends.

			“Why not?”

			“Dey been told too many tings. Dey ears gone dumb.”

			“Who are you to tell me what they will or won’t believe?”

			“Dat’s what I mean. Who are you ta say I got answers and warnings? If you ain’t on TV or in some magazine, you just anoader crazy.”

			“I’m the crazy who can see where all the stars will land.”

			“Join da club. I control da rotation of da stars.”

			Doobie watches the Queen of the Universe’s fingers analyze and separate each strand of her shawl. Does she intend to dismantle the shawl or weave it anew? The Queen of the Universe looks up and notices Doobie’s downtrodden face. “Look. You got a message? Make it plain. Like me. I got a tag line. I’m da Queen of da Universe. I control da rotation of da stars. Take out da mystery.”

			“But there is mystery. The mystery is where exactly now is.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

			“No no. You can’t say ya don’t know. Nobody’ll follow somebody who don’t know. Start witchya name.”

			“My name is Doobie Hugh Lyte.”

			“Doobie like…?” The Queen of the Universe puts her thumb and pointer finger together, brings them to her mouth, and makes an inhaling noise.

			Doobie nods, exasperated.

			“Dat will be a problem. Why donchya make a name foryaself dat’s more serious, dat people will take seriously, like… Osiris? It sounds like ‘serious.’”

			Doobie squints.

			“Too mystical? How about Tom Brokaw or Jon Stewart? Dey are pretty serio—”

			“I will retain my own name.”

			“Fine. But remember, people don’t got time for ideas.”

			“Okay. I’ll try it your way.” Doobie returns to his oratorical post upon the park bench. “Attention worker drones, you will die. Television will not save you. I know the future. My words will cause the end of the world. New stars will burn everything to dust. There’s only a few hours remaining. Stop distracting yourselves. Be with your loved ones. Share your last thoughts.” Doobie repeats the same message. No one seems to hear. Doobie sits on the park bench dejected. So many years of silence for a planet that doesn’t even care. He walks over to the other bench and slumps next to the Queen of the Universe. Even with words, the isolation is the same. He looks over at the woman with the golden shawl. “Queen of the Universe, would you like to be my date for the end times?”
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			Fresh

			Max walks past the sign that reads, “Hungarian Freedom Uprising Memorial Park.” He sits down on the edge of the fountain and looks at the plant he aims to consume. So simple and unimaginative in form. “If the universe made more sense, marijuana would always have popping stars around it, or maybe it would have some kind of iridescent glow, or maybe it would just talk to you with some lounge singer voice. Like, ‘Hey. Hey you. You’re beautiful, people. Let’s share a secret.’ The marijuana bud would look around to make sure no one was looking ‘I can make you feel different and all you have to do is breathe.’ All I want is to make things different. I want to exist in one second. Be happy. Not remember all the other seconds. I want to be fresh, like a newborn.”

			A practiced party trick of the past allows Max to roll a decent joint with only one hand. Will this be good straight off the stem? Probably supposed to let it dry or something. Whatever. He plucks the simple green buds and places the pieces in the thin tobacco paper. He rolls the paper and the bud on the surface of the fountain until the unit forms a solid mass. With the spark from a lighter, he creates a glow at the end of the rolled up paper. Inhale, inhale, inhale with belly breathing like the meditating monks, until shoulders start to shrug, until the solar plexus begs for mercy. He inhales the sun. The world goes black and blank. The burning mass can’t stay there forever, though. He coughs out stars and blows the world back to light. Each cough feels like the sun running through his blood searching for an escape route through his skin or his eyes. The planet quakes at the imbalance of such an immediate concentration of mass and energy found and lost in Max’s lungs. Does anyone else see these coughing stars?

			Max pauses to regain control and consider everyone else’s reality. For them, it’s the same relatively predictable world. They probably think, “How sad. Some guy with one arm in the midst of a terrible coughing fit. I hope he doesn’t have tuberculosis.” Max hears his body tingling. No telling how long the coughing continues.

			He lays out on the yellowing grass, soaks in the blue heavens above, and inhales with the joint against his lips. All the clouds in the sky enter his lungs until a thunderstorm brews in his chest. Lightning strikes the top of his head from inside and at the tips of his fingers. He drowns in internal rainfall, which forces him to blow the clouds back out so forcefully that what were rain clouds in his chest go back to scattered fluff in the sky. It’s possible half an eon passes as he lays on the ground, but he knows it can’t be that long because he still has half a joint and the sun remains in about the same place in the sky.

			A bearded, old man interrupts Max’s vision. Max sits up. Is that God? Nope. God wouldn’t speak to humans with words. Something about “bare your brains”? Who’s that next to the would-be God? A lady linebacker? Don’t seem to be a threat. Max lays back down.

			The old man approaches and speaks. “I see you’ve already started the party without us, Maximus.”

			Max squints and recognizes the poetic homeless guy he saw yesterday at the shelter.

			Max smiles and rests on his elbows. “Time waits for no man, man.” He laughs until he forgets why. “But you should really try this.” He squints. “It’s ah… ah…” He nods continuously. Thoughts on a merry-go-round fail to get off the ride. Max passes over the joint still nodding. “... really… you know… something.”

			The old man takes the joint between his fingers. “I thought you might want to share.” Doobie brings the joint to his aged lips and makes the stream of smoke tailing off the end disappear while the embers glow brighter. Dad would be proud. The old man coughs ferociously, quivering like a frightened child between each expulsion.

			“What’s your name, old man?”

			Doobie winces and asks between subsiding coughs, “Does my name really matter?”

			Max shakes his head in slow motion. “No. I guess it doesn’t matter, but I don’t want to just keep callin’ you ‘old man.’ Ya know?”

			“My name is Doobie Hugh Lyte.”

			“Okay… Doobie… huh huh… awesome name... Who’s your friend?”

			“This is the Queen of the Universe. We just met.”

			“Does she have a name, or does she just go by the Queen of the Universe?”

			“You can call me Da Queen of da Universe, or just Queen of da Universe.”

			“My name is Maximus.” Max rolls himself up on one knee, takes the hand of the Queen of the Universe, and kisses it. “It’s an honor to meet you. Would you care for a smoke, Queen of the Universe?”

			“Nope. I gotta keep control.”

			“What are you controlling?”

			“I control da rotation of da stars.”

			“Oh.” Max pauses. “Do you think you could reverse it? I mean if you reversed every rotation of every star, would our world reverse, too?”

			“Hey. I’m just doin’ my job. If I started spinnin’ da stars da wrong way, who knows what else might go wrong.”

			“Maybe you could just spin my star back… Spin it back to before I was a ball of plasma…” Max closes his eyes and sends himself into space trying to spin the stars back on his own. “Spin it back until I’m a molecular cloud… Spin it back until… I’m the void between atoms.” He falls back to Earth again and opens his eyes. He stands up and Doobie passes the joint back to Max. “I guess I’m no Queen of the Universe.” Max laughs again and spins around in a circle as fast as he can. Max brings the joint to his lips again, still spinning. He and the joint form a giant cyclone vacuum promising to clean the whole world of everything out of place. All the problems in the world disappear inside his lungs for a second. No wars, no genocides, no greed, no rapes, no suffering quietly while best friends and cryptic lovers share same sexual space and time on the other side of a wall. The stillness burns. He exhales, everything floats back to its previous place. He spins and coughs until he falls over, resting and watching the world whirl.

		

	
		
			47

		

	


			Things Really Come Together

			Terese and Zeke exist as part of the spinning world, neither of them able to stop and watch. They are panicked gears rotating faster than they should. Frantically, they pace in straight lines, bouncing off invisible walls, contemplating the missing plant.

			“If we can’t find it,” Zeke shrugs, “I guess I’m going to die.”

			“I think we’ve got a little bit of time.” They stopped pacing and kiss intensely. “We can dilute each other until death comes for us, or we can try to push death away with a plan.”

			“What’s your plan, Terese?”

			“I think we should just get rid of the plant that’s here. Your boss doesn’t know I ever had it, right?”

			Zeke smirks. “Good. That saves you, but it doesn’t save me.”

			“Is he really going to kill you over one marijuana plant? I mean, who does that?”

			“Gustave Tyner does that. They aren’t just any marijuana plants. It has a boosted THC content and some other hallucinogens with altered genes or something. It was developed especially for stomach cancer patients because it gives you extreme munchies. At least that’s what the guy, Moe or Moesuddha or whatever his name is, told Gustave. I don’t know if I believe all that, but I know he paid a boat load for each plant.”

			Terese pauses when Zeke says the name Moesuddha. Sounds familiar, but from where? She continues pacing. “So, you can’t just replace this stuff.”

			“Exactly.” He looks away and raises an eyebrow. “If someone were going to take the marijuana, why would they only take one plant when they could take two?”

			“Max.”

			“Max?”

			“One of my roommates. He only has one arm. He wouldn’t be able to take both plants.”

			“So, is he the entrepreneurial type? Does he know the people to sell it to, or is he the kind of pothead who will keep it hidden away somewhere?”

			“Let’s check his room.” Terese opens the door to Max and Mew’s room. “Oops. Sorry.” She closes the door, leaving it open a crack. “Didn’t know you had any guests, Mew.” Looks cramped in there with his tiny bed.

			“Hey Terese. We’re under the blankets. You can come in. I would like you to meet my friend Melissa.”

			Melissa extends an arm to Terese from under the blankets. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Nice to meet you, too. This is my new friend Zeke.” Zeke throws up a hand from the doorway. “Look, I don’t mean to disturb you, but we have a problem that is rather serious.”

			Mew grins. “Serious like you and Zeke are seriously in need of some crazy four-way action?”

			Melissa slaps him playfully on the chest and whispers, “That’s gross. Don’t say that.”

			“No. Serious like those pot plants that were in the kitchen belong to Zeke’s boss who kills people and Zeke really needs them so his boss doesn’t kill him and us.”

			“Damn. Um. Max left with one of them. He left all fast and crazy. I didn’t know what his deal was.”

			Melissa’s face changes from disinterested to extremely distraught as Mew speaks. “You said Max, like Maximus?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How many arms does he have?”

			“One. Do you know him?”

			Melissa sits up out of bed. “Yes.”

			Mew wrinkles his eyebrows. “How well do you know him?”

			“Uh. Very well. We were friends from childhood until I was just out of college.”

			“Did you know him… intimately?” Mew gulps.

			“I guess it depends on what you mean by intimately.”

			Mew opens his mouth and bites his tongue. “Did you…?”

			“No. We didn’t have sex, but we were very… close.”

			“Mmmm. Okay. So you guys were childhood friends.” Mew looks to the side and shrugs. “That’s not a big deal, right?”

			Melissa pulls the blankets up close to her chin and raises her eyebrows.

			Mew breathes for a second and bites the side of his lower lip. Something is not good here. Did Max do something to her? She looks so uncomfortable. “Let’s discuss this more later after we find this life-threatening plant. Let’s get dressed.”

			Terese and Zeke close the door behind them.

			Melissa puts on her clothes she so carelessly took off the previous night. “So, that was Max that got up and did that little ‘I’m sleepwalking’ bit last night?”

			Mew looks blankly at the wall. “Yes, it was.”

			“I thought his voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it.”

			Mew throws on his own shirt and pants and watches Melissa’s nonstop movements as she continues getting dressed. “I’m a little befuddled by this whole situation. I mean, are we not a thing now that Max is in the picture? Did he do something to you?”

			“No. Look. Has he ever told you why he only has one arm?”

			“Only a thousand different times, but none of them are ever real.”

			She zips up her pants and looks intently at Mew. “It was me. It’s my fault. Max lost his arm because of me. He didn’t hurt me at all. He saved me.”

			“Did it involve laundry?”

			“No.”

			“A shark and surfing in the Gulf of Mexico?”

			“Nope.”

			“A foiled bank heist?”

			“Not at all.”

			Mew sighs. “So where am I in all of this?”

			“I’m crazy into you. I really am. But I did Max a wrong I never made up, I thought I never could make up, and if Max has a marijuana plant, it’s up in smoke right now. That means we need to find him as soon as possible before he picks the whole plant clean or gets shot or something.”

			Mew clenches his jaw. “Agreed.” He opens the door.

			Zeke looks to Mew. “So where would this Max guy have taken the plant?”

			Melissa’s eyes brighten. “He always liked being outside whenever he got high. He used to say that there was a better chance of something interesting happening outside as opposed to inside.”

			“So a park of some kind. Does he have a car?”

			Terese shakes her head. “Nope.”

			“Well that narrows it down, right? He’s gotta be at a park within walking distance.”

			“This is Denver. There are tons of parks within walking distance. Plus, Max loves walking.”

			“Is he into dudes?”

			“What?”

			“You know, Cheeseman Park. If he likes guys and he wants something to happen…” He wobbles his head back and forth. “Cheeseman Park.”

			Terese closes one eye. “I think we can rule that out.”

			“What about that park with the two huge manmade lakes?”

			“Washington Park?”

			“Yeah.”

			Melissa shakes her head. “No. That place is covered in goose shit this time of year. He would never be able to handle that, especially if he were high.”

			“What about that park where the plants were yesterday? That place isn’t far from here.”

			“Let’s try it.” 

			The four of them race out the door headed towards the Hungarian Freedom Uprising Memorial park when Zeke’s phone rings. Zeke makes his face expressionless.

			“Hey Gustave. … Your money, yes. Your plants, partially. … It means I have one of your plants. I’m currently tracking the second plant. I need to mention that none of this would have happened if Alonzo at the flower shop had half a brain. I recommend letting him go. … The issue is that the plants were not where you told me they would be because Alonzo moved them.” Zeke’s eyes widen. “Alonzo thought I was a cop. … No. Sir. I am not a— … Yes, sir. … We think it may be near the Hungarian Freedom Uprising Memorial Park. … Good. See you there.” Zeke ends the call and looks at Terese. “This could get ugly. We better get there first.”
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			End Times

			Max and Doobie sprawl across the grass, clouded and famished with the Queen of the Universe shaking her head and rolling her eyes. Max swallows some of his own saliva. Is the bark off of trees edible? “Doobie. Do you have any food? I’ve never been so starved in my life. I just want to munch on something, ya know?”

			Doobie blinks. “Bodily nourishment eludes my clutches too often on this last day of days, but I undoubtedly empathize with your sudden hunger pangs.”

			Max claws at his stomach. “I feel like my stomach is a bear waking up from hibernation. Like, grrrraaaaahhhhaarrrr. Give me some damn food. Hey maybe this dude here has some food.”

			A man steps out of an all black Land Rover. As he walks, every step crushes the face of an imagined enemy twice—heel, toe, heel, toe. His Armani-suited arms do not carry any food.

			Max hollers out to him from his seat in the grass, incapacitated and ravenous. “Pardon me good sir, man. Do you think you could spare us some Cheetos? Because you look like a man who knows his Cheetos. If I had a regal ride such as yours, I’m sure I would keep it fully stocked with Cheetos.”

			“I do not have any fucking Cheetos, you piece of shit.”

			“Whoa, dude. Rude. You’re just lying to me because you think you can. You’re some kind of a Cheeto Baron. I know your type. I bet you have a whole vault full of Cheetos, and you just don’t feel like sharing, which is not a classy thing to do, man. I’m not asking for all your Cheetos, Mr. Cheeto Barron, I just want a couple handfuls.” Max sees the clean-cut, square-headed figure continuing his approach toward him. He must want to strike a deal.

			Doobie crawls up and walks away with the Queen of the Universe. This man looks like the friend of death.

			“Shut up. Where is my fucking plant?”

			“I don’t think this is your plant at all, man. I’m willing to share, but don’t start making claims that you can’t back up. No one owns the Earth or its creatures or its plants, okay.”

			“It’s my plant, you moron. My brother has cancer, and the thought of eating makes him lurch, and now you have stolen the only way I can offer some comfort to him.”

			“Don’t worry, it hasn’t gone to waste. If it makes you feel any better, I’m hurting, too.” Max’s squinty eyes deepen their gaze at Gustave Tyner. “This plant belongs to the Earth, and the Earth put it in my basement. I thought it was a gift from God or something. This plant found me is all I’m trying to say. These buds came to alleviate my pain. Please don’t add yourself to my list of them.” Gustave pulls out a gun and aims directly at Max’s head. Max smiles and crosses his eyes to look at the gun against his forehead and says under his breath, “No need to post on Craigslist. The firing squad found me.”

			Gustave looks down at Max. This human pestilence deserves to be dismantled. Not only is this filth lazy and clearly useless, but a thief as well. This blotch of weakness that believes in utter falsehoods needs removal from the human gene pool. Now. In broad daylight. “You steal from me...” Big, loud words like a chopped redwood tree hitting the ground, unexpected and making the Earth tremble. “... I steal from you.”

			Max listens and scrunches up one side of his face with the gun barrel still at his forehead, totally hackneyed. “Is that what you say to someone before you kill them? Because I know you can do better.” Talk faster. “Seriously. This could be the last time you get to kill someone; make it count. How about, ‘Taste the sweet taste of nothing you… muthafucka…’ or, you know, you can fill in the blank there because ‘muthafucker’ is fun to say and all, but it’s way overused. I can see by the look on your face that ‘sweet taste of nothing’ isn’t working for you, so we can still do better. How about, ‘don’t let infinity bite you in the ass’…?” Max shrugs. “Agreed. That’s lousy. Just a slight variation on a clichéd tune. Um. ‘Fall forever and may Fate’s phalanges fornicate ferocious in the sphincter of your specter.’ That one’s better, right...? Ahh Cheeto Barron.” Max shakes a single finger in the air. “You are a hard man to please. Here’s another. In the name of Me, God, Allah, the Mother, the Father, that ghost that’s holy, the Infinite Spirit, the Is, the Was, and the Will Be, Ra, that piece of wood, the water, the fire, the air, the Earth, the sky, the stars, the moon, the sun, the Magna and the Minutia, I command, demand, and mandate the exodus of all your remaining breaths, heartbeats, synaptic signals, muscle contractions, memories, imaginings, desires, and actions via my hands, my will, and my handheld projectile accelerator.” Max pauses for no more than a second. “It’s a little long… maybe a little too pompous? I mean, by the time you’re done sayin’ it, the person could be on the other enda’ town, and if any of your cronies are around, they’re apt to think you’re totally into dudes because it’s flowery as fuck, but only dumb people hate flowers, right? If they don’t understand something, they pin it on something else they don’t understand. We know better though, don’t we Cheeto Barron? So, I’ve given you some options here. You could totally mix and match that last one. Condense it to fit your personal belief system. But whatever you choose, you gotta say it from way down deep, like from your balls. Dig wa—” 

			Zeke walks next to Gustave and looks down at Max. “Gustave. Let me take care of this guy. He’s my problem. My responsibility.” Zeke gets out his gun and points it at Max.

			Gustave turns to his left to see Zeke with a group of unarmed strangers—two of them women. Maybe the suit and the Cadillac were first steps toward some pimp aspirations. Who is the scrawny guy? Does he have a gun? Is Zeke undermining his authority? Does this need to be a double death situation? His look left blinds him to what approaches on his right: a wrinkled body heaving at an old-man full sprint.

			Mew sees Doobie sprinting. The veins in Doobie’s calves appear to be a pale blue, green blur. Mew’s mouth is agape. No plan. Precepts are useless when it comes to taking action. Disaster looms moments away, and why? Why did Max steal the marijuana instead of confronting him about Melissa? Either the guy with the gun will obliterate Max’s brain, or there will be a struggle in which the gun goes off, and stray bullets would splatter innocents and innards on the deadened grass of the park. Powerlessness feels like an immobility dream.

			Terese cracks a smile. The old man knows. His words triggered this moment. If he hadn’t spoken, how would it have been different? Was this his creation or was he just a messenger? Who cares. Zeke is here, with her. Love is probably real.

			Zeke sees Doobie approaching, but keeps his eyes on Max. If a bloodbath comes, be the body. Stop the bullets. Terese lives. That’s a noble death. 

			Melissa peeks around Mew feeling responsible for all the current chaos. If the driver of the truck had turned just a little more gradually, if she never stood up in the back of that truck, if she never purchased the laced marijuana, if she had left Max laughing on the floor that night, if she never spent hours of her laborless youth with him, Max would still have two arms and no gun to his head. The cascade of “if”s were supposed to be over after cutting contact from Max after the accident. Here they come again. If she chose a different path for her spray paint trail, if the cops caught her, if she found Mew ugly instead of sweet, if she never landed the exhibition with DAM, if she had not pouted outside Mew’s room to let her sleep with him. Her anxiety builds to tears, trembling down her face.

			The Queen of the Universe runs. White people are extremely dumb when it comes to situations with guns in their general vicinity. Stars cannot stop bullets; no rotations can change that. She hides behind a parked car across the street from the park. 

			Doobie sprints toward the man holding the gun. Feet feel like tiny rockets on fire, propelling forward. Hair feels like a jet exhaust trail waving in the breeze. The beard a wind screen. More aerodynamic. Each running leap makes the gut roll and wave in retaliation for so many atrophied years kept locked, quiet, and safe. The end of the world echoes through him with each bound. Run like a man welcoming the call to arms, a man welcoming death. Eyelids press together. No tears in these last moments. Black infinity is the fate of all creatures and the planet under throbbing feet. The endpoint is the reason for this existence.

			He dives fully extending his hands and takes the gun out of Gustave’s hand. He rolls and stands with the gun. Dance! Dance for the age, the years of silence, the drugs, and all the muted inward joy deemed meaningless. He hustles and humps the air. He jigs and do-si-dos without a partner, then disco style; each time he points the hand with the gun in the air, he fires off a round straight up, making everyone jump and duck.

			Eyes widen and mouths hang open where inner tunnels of neuronal imbroglio botch their routes, crashing and misfiring in conflict with the input signals.

			Doobie screams, “This is my calamity! I’ve made you see. My words have brought this fire down on our ears, and like a cheating card player, I’ve come to collect my pot.” He picks up the sought-after pot plant beside Max who shakes with silent laughter, bursting in spates of “HA HA” before reverting back to silent shaking. Each passing second erodes the memory of why he laughs until he catches another glance of the bearded fellow named Doobie with a gun dancing and screaming about some incoherent vision.

			Doobie continues his rant. “What are you gonna say? What can you say? In the height of your baffles, will anyone else ever believe the same way you do? What good are you without your own confusion, without your own wild visions and measurements, your own baffling logicalities you can’t ignore? I have the answer.” He nods frantically. “Nothing. A black void unable to move forward locked up by self-imposed momentary regulations unenforceable—idle without a start.”

			Gustave grinds his teeth. Nonsense spews from this old man’s mouth. Time to end it. He reaches at his ankle and gets his Derringer. He removes it from the holster as Doobie carries on aimlessly. He points the gun at the madman and wails, “Drop the weapon! Nobody cares about your crazy words. Just give up the plant and the gun. No one has to get hurt right now.”

			Doobie shakes his head and looks down his nose at Gustave. “No. Someone is going to get hurt. There’s no way around this.”

			Gustave shouts, “It will be you!”

			Doobie looks down at the ground. “No. You’re the one who will be hurt in this particular situation.”

			Gustave applies pressure to the trigger of the little Derringer pointed at Doobie.

			Doobie closes one eye as if he expects a loud noise, gazing at Gustave with the open eye. When the noise doesn’t come, Doobie slowly places the gun on the ground. Wrong again? A loud cracking thump emanates from Gustave’s body. Gustave’s Derringer falls out of his hand as he collapses. He lands next to Max, face up on his back, staring at the sky.

			Max smiles and forgets about the guns, the dancing, and the shooting until he sees blood leaking from Gustave’s head, forming a puddle in the grass. He moves away and to his feet.

			Doobie looks up at the sky. He runs into the street because he recognizes it. He whips his arms in circles at varying angles, aimless while spinning his torso out of control and kicking the air in a dance with no origin. Looking up, he sees the ripping black clouds, the inverse lightning, the luminescent falling stars, and white-hot eternity exploding out of every atom. He lets his eyelids turn it all black, as everything becomes a charred abyss in an infinitely condensed space.
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			Aftermath

			Max rolls on the ground, laughing like a child, wavering into high pitches. “Did you see the way his body was moving? I didn’t think it was possible for an old person’s body to do that. It was like each limb was having its own centrifugal seizure and his torso was chasing each limb at once but couldn’t catch any of them. I hope I can move like that when I’m old.”

			Mew says, “I think he’s dead, Max.”

			Terese looks quizzically at Gustave’s body. “What happened?”

			Zeke bobs his hand up and down while pointing. “I think… I think when the old guy was doing that disco dance thing and firing rounds off into the air, he must’ve shot the gun off nearly perfectly straight up. And then the bullets came back down. One of the bullets got the old guy, too,” Zeke stares over Gustave’s body and the blood exiting his head.

			“Well, what do we do now?” asks Melissa. “Do we call the cops?”

			Max waves from his spot on the grass. “Oh hi Melissa!”

			Melissa wipes the tears off her face. “Hi Max.”

			Max makes a little megaphone with his hands. “How was the sexo last night with my best compadre, Bartholomew?”

			Melissa closes her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

			Mew straightens his back, turns his head, and blinks several times looking at Melissa.

			Melissa puts a hand up and rests it on Mew’s shoulder. “I’m not sorry for you. I’m sorry for Max.”

			Max looks down and back up again. “Why didn’t you ever talk to me after the accident?”

			“I thought you would hate me. I saw you fall out of that truck and lose your arm because of me.”

			“Do you not remember our kiss before that? I know it was memorable for me.”

			“I do, I did, but I didn’t feel… the same, which… made visiting you in the hospital all the more impossible for me.”

			“AWWWESSSSSSSSSOOOOOOOOOMMMME!” Max tilts his head toward the sky. “I lost my arm for someone who wouldn’t even say ‘thanks.’ Great. I guess that was a superb decision on my part. Have fun with that one, Mew. She’s all yours. May I recommend not giving up your arm for her.”

			“I’m truly sorry. I didn’t want to see you with one arm.”

			“I didn’t want to see me with one arm, either. Let me just get one thing straight, though. I saved you, didn’t I? I didn’t just imagine that you were about to fall out of the back of that truck. I pushed you back into the truck and because I saved you, I fell out of the truck. Right?”

			“Yes. You did.”

			Max sighs with a growl and looks at the space between his pointer finger and thumb. Maybe two centimeters of distance. “That makes me feel about this much better. Not a whole arm’s worth better.” He shrugs his stump estimating where his arm would end if he still had it. “Not this much better.”

			“I wish there was something I could do.”

			“Yeah. You know, I’m craving Cheetos in a most fierce way. If you have anything, anything at all, it would make me super happy right now. Forgiveness is several horizons away, and I can’t say I feel like moving, but Cheetos would be a major step in the right direction.”

			The Queen of the Universe wails over the dead body of Doobie. “O stars! Why would you rotate dis man out of existence? You make me tink you feast on da souls of da deceased. I curse you and da five-course meal you’ve made of my friend to impress your mistress, and I curse da romance in your eyes and da love you’ll make and da offspring of souls you’ll spew just as indiscriminately, all to overcome your simplistic boredom. Your harvesting habits make me ill to da core!”

			Terese’s eyes light up. “Damn it. Brownies and Oprah at three o’clock!”

			“Two people are dead, Terese,” says Mew. “I think Oprah will have to wait.”

			“Oprah waits for no one.”

			“Brownies. Yeah.” Max smiles and nods. “Brownies’ll work. I will totally get up for some brownies.”
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			Live Audience

			“Mmmm-hmmm. These brownies are a blessing.”

			Terese blinks twice. Oprah just called her brownies a blessing in front of several million Americans. Terese beams a smile.

			“Thank you so much for bringing them.”

			Terese nods to Oprah’s television smile.

			“Terese Flannigan and her all natural brownies for the homeless will be featured in my new book Oprah Cooks for the Community in bookstores November fifteenth. We’ll be right back after these messages.”

			Someone standing near the camera yells, “And we’re clear.”

			Oprah wrinkles her brow still smiling. “These have some kind of earthier flavor I’m not used to.”

			Terese smiles. “All natural ingredients.”

			“I’m so glad you decided to come. It’s such a rare thing that a booked guest falls through.”

			“I’m glad I made it, too. Who did you say the next guest is?” asks Terese as her stomach feels somewhat warmer than normal.

			“He’s a cancer patient who can’t pay his medical bills.” A woman with a headset touches up Oprah’s makeup. 

			A loud voice booms across the stage, “We’re back in three, two…”

			“My next guest is Corbin Tyner, formerly Private First Class Tyner. And you will find his brave story of survival heartbreaking. Let’s give a warm welcome to Corbin Tyner.” The audience claps on command as a gurney is wheeled on stage carrying a young man with a buzz cut. Terese claps along. The gurney stops next to Oprah’s chair, and the clapping subsides.

			“Tell us Corbin, how long did you serve in the Marines?”

			“I was in the Marines for a four-year commitment.”

			“And where did you serve during that time?”

			“I spent one tour in Afghanistan and two tours in Iraq.”

			“Tell us about your experience in your last tour in Iraq.”

			“Um. It was hot.” He pauses and smiles. “I mean, it was a lot of being bored and then a lot of trying not to die, all while being very hot.”

			“What made you join the Marines?”

			“I was broke and hated it. I was working two jobs, one as a gardener and another as a pizza delivery guy. I felt like neither job got much respect. I could never find the woman who wanted be with the pizza delivery guy. Plus, I didn’t have any kind of benefits. I thought the Marines would be an answer for both of those problems. It’s respectable, and they take care of their own.”

			“There was one day in which you truly exemplified that idea of taking care of your own, wasn’t there? Can you tell us about the incident which led to you receiving the Purple Heart?”

			“I don’t like to talk about it too much because I always feel guilty, like I could’ve done more. That’s… um… the hard part.” Corbin half laughs. “Plus getting an award when one of your buddies is dead.”

			Oprah gives him her most heartfelt, concerned look. “If it’s not a story you want to relive—“

			“No. I’ll tell it.” He closes his eyes. “I’ll tell it because I want people to know how brave Hoffhauer and Henderson were. Basically, there was an enemy who went down in an urban area. We thought he was dead, but we had to get a closer look and make sure the threat was neutralized and maybe get the guy medical attention if it was at all possible. We now think the guy was still alive and just waiting for people to come near him to set off an IED he had attached to himself. I can hardly imagine why a person would do that, you know? I mean, if I were shot and dying, I would be reaching for help or trying to hang on until help could arrive, not playing possum in the hopes of trying to kill a few more people. They really try and push that questioning part of you out when you’re a Marine. Ours is not to question why; ours is but to do or die. Anyway, Hoffhauer and Henderson were approaching with guns drawn. They were standing right over him and starting to give him medical help when there was a flash, and I couldn’t hear anything. I saw Hoffhauer and remembered how he liked to throw pretty much any kind of food way up in the air and catch it in his mouth. His hands were gone and it looked like his mouth was trying to chew the air. I just picked him up by his vest and carried him to the hummer. My hands were burning because his vest was smoking hot, and the explosion sent shrapnel all over into my legs.”

			“But that’s not why you’re talking to us from a hospital bed right now, is it?”

			“No, ma’am. My feet still work.” He waved his feet at the audience and again tries to smile. “The reason why I’m here is because I have stomach cancer and I’m trying to raise money for the American Cancer Society and the Iraqi Veterans Fund. While the Marines’ll patch you up when you’re still one of them, once you’re out, they don’t always care for you so much.”

			“When I got your letter, I just thought it was such a shame. There you were risking your life and limb for a fellow soldier, and then when you’re life is in danger, there’s no one there for you. That’s why I’m going to pay for your experimental surgery along with a $250,000 dollar donation to the Iraqi Veterans Fund.” The audience applauds. “And I encourage,” she puts a hand up as the crowd continues clapping, “I encourage everyone at home to make any kind of donation that you can for the Iraqi Veterans Fund. We’re now going to open it up to our audience for further questions.”

			Oprah looks to one of the microphones set up in the audience. A pale, stout woman with boyishly-short white hair steps up to the microphone. “I just want to say God bless you for your service to this country and for your courage in the face of such a painful disease.”

			Corbin smiles at the woman and says, “Thank you ma’am, but I don’t believe in God.”

			Oprah’s eyes widen. “Oh. That was… honest.”

			Terese laughs a little.

			Oprah stares at the camera with a confused look and stammers, “Uhhh… Maybe… Maybe it’s not about God so much… Maybe… it’s about love versus… fear. My hands feel funny. I have to say, my hands feel really funny talking about this kind of thing, but there are so… so many ways to reach enlightenment. There are so many ways to do good… and… maybe uhh… maybe Corbin has found one of them.”

			A woman steps up to the microphone wearing a white turtleneck with tiny, pink and white flowers printed on it. “The Bible says that Jesus is the only way, the only way to get to Heaven, and if you say there’s another way, then you’re leading people down the path to Hell.”

			“So, you’re telling me…” She blinks slowly and looks at her hands. “My hands feel really really strange, people… it seems hot in here. Am I getting hot flashes?” She laughs. “Mmm. Hot flashes… You’re saying that the remote tribe people in Africa or South America or wherever… have no chance of reaching Heaven just because they don’t know Jesus?”

			The woman at the microphone replies, “Scripture says that Jesus will not return until His teachings have reached the four corners of the Earth.”

			“Well. I don’t want to have a religious discussion with you because you’re entitled to believe what you want. We’re here to talk about… Corgan’s… I’m sorry, Corbin’s experience. Right?” Oprah looks to someone behind the camera as if she needs confirmation.

			Terese stands up from her chair. “I have some input on this.” Terese feels her heart rate increase. It’s nerves on account of speaking her own truth to millions of people. “The problem with your scripture is that the Earth doesn’t have four corners so… either we’ll be waiting for the Earth to change shape before the second coming of Christ or maybe your scripture was written in a time when the Earth was still thought to be flat with corners.” Feels so pure. This is a message that must be made clear. Moments ago self-consciousness ruled, but now is the time to continue talking. “The Earth is round and ever-evolving; if you don’t see it that way, enjoy your bliss in the next world, but don’t legislate in this one.” Her body tingles. She looks at her hands as if they were not hers. “All I know is that I’m not Satan. I am not being controlled by Satan. I want to help people in no one’s name. If that means I’m baking brownies by myself and taking them to the homeless shelter alone, so be it. My faith is in myself, not a hokey new-age book that Oprah’s pushing or a widespread old-age Bible.” She makes a confused face. What was that last sentence? Part of the audience starts clapping while other parts boo.

			Oprah forgets the audience entirely. “Corbin. You’re cute. I gotta say it. You’re real cute.” The entire audience hears every word. “What are you up to after the show?”

			Corbin smiles at Oprah and then smiles at the camera. “I’ll be going back to the hospital.”

			“Well. I want to see you, and what Oprah wants…” She leans over on Corbin’s bed and put her finger on his lips. “… Oprah gets.” Someone next to one of the cameras snaps their fingers. “Who’s snappin’ their fingers at me? I’ll snap my fingers right back at you.” She snaps her fingers. “Your finger-snapping is of no consequence to me.” Oprah glances at the teleprompter and very clearly reads off the words. “I… am not… feeling wel—no. I’m feeling fine, you snappy teleprompter. Just fine. What were we just talking about? Corbin, Corbin the Godless soldier who I’m giving $250,000 to. Your godlessness was a surprise I wasn’t ready for, Mr. Marine.”

			Terese stops listening to Oprah for a second. This feels like being stoned. The brownies. It must have been the brownies. Max must have made them magic. Why else would he be so insistent on chopping and sautéing the walnuts? Who sautés walnuts? She sighs and laughs. There could be legal troubles with all of this.

			Oprah continues her intoxicated tirade. “… All I’m saying is that maybe Corbin is right. Maybe God doesn’t exist. I’ve never seen Him for sure. Maybe we’re all delusionary whispers fading in and out of broadcasting range, consuming each other with and for no answers. I like saying that word… ‘delusionary.’ Say it with me. Delusionary…” People behind the camera stare and gulp as Oprah and the audience repeats with her in unison, “Delusionary.”

			Terese reaches over to her tray of brownies and offers one to Corbin as a big glob falls on her pants. “Oops. I got some brownie on my pants.” She laughs at Oprah, and the audience, and the brownie on her pants, and the faithless and the faithful who caught bullets with their heads all the same, and the trickery of Maximus, and the shyness of Bartholomew, and the aimlessness of love. Then she forgets why she laughs, but she keeps laughing all the same.

		

	
		
			Appendix A: 
Mew’s Precepts

			
					Do not hurt other people. (Especially punching people in the face.)

					Do not make women into sexual objects.

					Do not settle for the mundane.

					Do not follow someone you do not know.

					Do not buy useless items.

					Do not pay more than absolutely necessary for useful items.

					Do not cry.

					Do not fail.

					Do not say things you cannot prove.

					Do not take more than you need.

					Do not let anyone else dictate your needs to you.

			

			If he had to live by a set of rules, he wanted the rules to be his. Eleven made him feel like he one-upped the ancient book he wanted to outgrow.

			To break these precepts could fragment the interwoven mesh of people; if he broke his own moral code, then everyone else could break theirs, too. Maybe all of humankind lived millimeters away from destroying their neighbor and taking someone else’s partner and someone else’s car on a leviathanic orgy without consideration of consequence. What if everyone decided to break their precepts at the same time?

			By adhering to a determined set of moral principles, he donned a deep-sea suit protecting him from everything that could turn him into an absolutely cynical asshole: the wars, the suffering, the famine, the catastrophes, the eyes begging for help, global warming, the death, the waste, the future, the self-interest, the shame, the slavery, the reality TV, the TV evangelists, the debt, the wealth of knowledge he lacked, the women he could never impress, the massive inequalities between the people that have wealth without labor and the people who would labor all their lives and never achieve a fraction of wealth, the associations of people with the same culture and their isolation from anybody else and their resulting fear and their resulting hatred and their resulting violence and their resulting pain, the loneliness and the most alarmingly obvious fact that his time will run out and he may miss out on something grand.

			Maybe there was a way to overcome these unignorable pressures by adhering to his own precepts and maintaining the idea that everyone else could, too. Of course, he would never say all this aloud because of precept number nine; do not say things you cannot prove.

			The thought of escaping his precepts made him feel vulnerable because if he faltered from these precepts, he believed his existence would become a maelstrom crushing him under the weight of the juxtapositions and inequalities and declined values whirling around him at all times. So long as he had precepts to cling to, he believed he could stave off the pressures.

			All this becomes bearable, acceptable, agreeable as long as he adhered to his precepts because, maybe, if he had them, maybe everyone else had them, too. Precept number nine saved him because he could not prove his moral code would save him. As long as he did not say it out loud, he could believe whatever he wanted. His deep-sea suit remained impenetrable.

		

	
		
			Appendix B: 
Max’s Moral Justifiability Scale (MMJS)

			To do or not to do...

			Factor 1: Originality

				0 - 	A celebrity said it would get you laid.

				1 - 	A friend told you to do it.

				2 - 	No one told you to do it.

				3 - 	You’ve only done it a couple times and it
		  pushed your boundaries.

				4 - 	You saw somebody else do it. 

				5 - 	You’ve never done it before.

				6 - 	You’ve never done it before and it 
		  stimulates positive change.

				7 - 	You’ve never done it before and it 
		  challenges societal norms.

				8 - 	No one’s ever done it before.

				9 - 	No one’s ever done it before and it 
		  stimulates positive change.

				10 - 	Nothing comes up when you google it.

			Factor 2: Risk in Dollars, Jailtime, and Bodily Harm

				0 - 	There is no risk in dollars, jailtime, nor
	  	bodily harm.

				1 - 	Might be illegal in a repressive society

				2 - 	Definitely illegal in a repressive society

				3 - 	There’s less than $100 at risk in fines

				4 - 	There’s more than $100 at risk in fines

			 	5 or 6 - You’re really sticking it to the man

				7 - 	You’re sticking it to the man so much so 
		  that jail time is possible.

				8 - 	+$100, possible jail time, and mild
		  bodily harm

				9 - 	+$100, jail time, bodily harm, and possible death

				10 - 	Suicide mission involving heroic rescue 
	 	or broadcast

			Factor 3: Human Benefit

				-5 - 	Harmful to Life (other than your own)

				0 - 	No benefit to humanity

				+5 - 	Makes the world a better place

			If the total score is above 15 it’s probably morally justifiable.

		

	
		
			Appendix C: 
Gustave’s Presidential Platform

			
					All individuals will be neutered at the time of puberty.

					Only the financially successful with be allowed to reproduce.

					All breeders will be taxed based on the number of children they have.

					High school graduation requirement: Invent something.

					College graduation requirement: Get people to buy your invention.

					If you don’t earn a high school or college degree, go to a trade school.

					All religions will be taxed as corporations.

					All corporations will be taxed 35% of net profits.

					All individuals will be have their income taxed at 8%.

					All elected positions will have a two-term limit.

					Every lethal bullet produced will carry $1000 tax to be paid at the time of purchase.

					All drugs will be decriminalized and taxed.

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			www.ericmattys.com

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Most everything you need to know about this man may be surmised from the above photo. In case your senses are not as keen, I shall spell it out for you. Eric Mattys is a titan of business, acutely aware of his professional appearance. For the past twenty-six years, Mr. Mattys served as the spokesman for the Titans of Business, Bureaucracy, and Infomercials. (You probably missed their crest, which is stamped on the gravy dish he’s holding. It’s very small.) He started his career as an infomercial man for assorted kitchenware (hence, the gravy dish). The infomercial division promoted him after he took an on-the-air stand against the unprofessional appearance of the studio audience. He’s a man of stringent ethics and unrelenting order. He went to Harvard, Yale, and Stanford and graduated from Oxford (note: this, you might not be able to deduce from the photo, but you should because he has that Oxford look). He loves cats (what else would he be smiling about?). His cat’s name is Cancer (obviously!). He refuses to spay and neuter because he does not trust Bob Barker and he advocates every cat’s right to life. Cancer was a gift from the Titans of Business, Bureaucracy, and Infomercials (Cancer also has the crest of the Titans of Business, Bureaucracy, and Infomercials shaved into his lovely fur jacket). Mr. Mattys refuses to regulate Cancer’s offspring which he happily lets live free-range-style in his backyard. He lives adjacent to a major highway, records music as EatSleepSexDie, and teaches science in Colorado. Also, Eric Mattys wants you to pour gravy on your head. 
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