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            Meditation in Green: 1

         

         
            Here I am up in the window, that indistinguishable head you see listing toward the sun and waiting to be watered. Through a pair of strong field glasses you might be able to make out the color of my leaf (milky green), my flower (purple-white), and the poor profile of my stunted growth. In open country with stem and root room I could top four feet. Want a true botanical friend? Guess my species and you can take me home.

            The view from this sill is not encouraging: colorless sky, lusterless sun, sooty field of rusted television antennas, the unharvested crop of the city; and below, down a sheer wall, the persistent dead unavoidable concrete.

            This is what it means to be torn from your native soil, exiled in a clay pot five stories vertical, a mile and a half horizontal from the nearest uncemented ground. I feel old. I take light through a glass, my rain from a pipe.

            Have you talked to a plant today, offered kindnesses to something green? These are crucial gestures. A plant is not free. It does not know the delirium of locomotion, the pyramidical play of consciousness, the agonies of volition. It simply stands in the dirt and grows. Vegetable bliss. But trapped indoors a plant’s pleasure becomes dependent upon human hands, clumsy irresponsible hands, hands that pinch and prune, hands that go on vacation, abandon their ferns to northern exposure, cracked beds, stale air, enervations, apathy, loneliness.

            Help! My stalk is starting to droop.

         

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         Up late and into the street, that was my habit then, the night’s residue still sifting softly through my head, I’d wander down to the corner, stand shivering in the sun, waiting for the light to change and my reconnaissance to begin. I was a spook. All my papers were phony. The route was the same every afternoon, a stitching of right angles across the heart of the city where I mingled anonymously with the residents of the day world.

         I was under a doctor’s care at the time, sixty minutes exercise q.d., an order I probably wouldn’t have bothered to honor had not these prescribed walks delivered me into the relief of cacophony and throng. I needed the glow of animate heat, of blood in motion, regular doses of herdlike solidity, curses, jostles, tears, life. I ogled the goodies in the big windows with the other shoppers. I rode express elevators to offices where the receptionists smiled behind bulletproof glass. I burst into violent sidewalk imprecations on the government. Nothing urban was alien to me.

         At the end of the day, I’d find myself come to rest atop a public trash can. Same can, same corner, same attitude. I became a fixture of the neighborhood. There were certain faces I learned to recognize, faces I suppose recognized me, but we spoke no words, exchanged no names, in accordance with the rules of metropolitan intimacy. I sat on my can, watching the heads bob up and down the avenue like poppies in a spring meadow until the constant nodding movement turned unreal, the slow agitation of pink marine life swaying in tempo to oceanic tunes. The heart idled, breathing deepened, silver bubbles popped against my ears.

         “You’re ruining the symmetry,” I announced one day to an old derelict tramping unsteadily past. He was walking the street backwards, the rear of his head advancing blindly down the block. His dress was equally distinctive: orange Day-Glo painter’s cap, field jacket fastened with safety pins, patched jeans bleached the bluish white of skim milk, purple hightop tennis shoes split at the creases.

         He turned and his face was that of a young woman ready to be amused. “You’re sitting on a fucking garbage can,” she said.

         “I was tired.”

         She hopped up beside me. “I like it,” she said. “Gargoyles.”

         I saw her fairly often after that. She’d stop by my post to share a pretzel, a carton of orange juice. “Professional interest,” she explained. “I’m a part-time social worker.” She said her name was Huette Mirandella. The rest of her history was a series of true-false propositions. Her parents had died in a hotel fire or an auto accident or a plane crash or an artful combination of the three. Orphans at ten and four, she and her younger brother were abandoned to the indifferent care of a senile great aunt. Home was boring. School was boring. Staying out late and running away were interesting and then boring. The five universities she attended were universally boring. She drifted. Minor jobs, petty boyfriends. There was an abortion, a botched suicide, a hospital vacation, “the stupid clichés of an unimaginative life,” she said. When I met her she was twenty-two years old, she studied Chinese, played electric guitar, read a science fiction novel every two days, practiced a lethal form of martial arts once a week with a garageful of women, painted vast oil abstracts she called soulographs, and speculated that if there was another Renaissance lurking about the bloody horizon of our future then she was a candidate to be its Leonardo—“the smart clichés of a pop life.”

         We met on the corner for weeks and then came periods when I wouldn’t see her at all. She was home, she was at work, a soulograph required a more steely shade of blue. I continued diligently to push the leg uptown and down, in sun and snow, through needles and cramps. It seemed to change size from day to day in phase with its own moods, its own dreams. On bad days, when it dragged behind me like a sea anchor, the blocks telescoped outward, the pavement all slanted uphill, and I’d entertain notions of traveling in style. Imagine commandeering a tank, one of the big ones, forty-seven tons of M48, cast steel hull, 90 mm gun, 7.62 mm MG coaxially mounted in the turret, and running down the boulevard. Imagine the clanking, the honking horns, the cheers of the liberated masses, the flattening of each tiny car beneath the monstrous tread, the squash of automotive cockroaches. Imagine the snap, the crackle, the pop.

         One bad gray afternoon I had just reached home and was rounding the turn on the first landing when, “Bang, bang,” a voice echoed harshly up. I leaned over the splintered banister. In the gloom at the bottom of the stairwell a face materialized luminous as a toy skull. I could see shining teeth and that chipped incisor that always seemed to be winking at someone over my right shoulder.

         “No fair. I had my fingers crossed.”

         “You’re dead,” said Huey. “You’re lying out on the front steps with the change falling out of your pockets.”

         “Yeah? Where were you?”

         “Sitting right on the stoop.”

         “What can I say? Come pick out your prize.”

         Up in my kitchen she dropped a fat brown package onto the table. Dozens of rubber bands of all colors, red, yellow, blue, green, were wound around it like shipping twine.

         “That’s a mean looking bundle,” I said.

         “A prize. For you.”

         “Wonderful,” I said, weighing the package in my hand. “Who wrapped this, a paranoid paper boy?”

         “Rafer.”

         The colors of the rubber bands flipped into bright relief like thin neon tubes switched suddenly on. Rafer was her brother, executive officer of a street gang notorious for reckless drug use and dropping bricks on pedestrians from tenement rooftops. We’d once spent an amicable afternoon together, comparing scars, tattoos, chatting about the effects of various arms and pharmaceuticals.

         “Three guesses,” she said, rattling open a drawer. “This the only knife you’ve got?”

         I took the bayonet and began to saw. It was like cutting into a golf ball, bits of elastic flying about the room. The wrapping paper was a greasy grocery bag. Inside, pillowed upon a golden excelsior of marijuana, lay a large plastic envelope containing a small glassine envelope containing a few spoonfuls of fine white powder. Embossed in red on the large envelope was a pair of lions rampant pawing at a beachball-sized globe of the earth. Indecipherable Oriental ideograms framed the scene except beneath the cats’ feet where appeared the figure 100% and below that in English the identification DOUBLEUOGLOBE BRAND.

         “What’s that?” asked Huey, peering.

         “Ancient history.”

         “It looks like a bag of dope.”

         “Yes.”

         “It looks like junk.”

         I pulled open the glassine envelope, dipped a finger, and sniffed. A line from powder to nostril formed the advancing edge of a fan that spread in regal succession before inturned eyes a lacquered arrangement of glacial rock, green-toothed pine, unbroken snow, then the shimmer, the shiver, the snaking fissures, melting mountains, gray rain, animate forest, the dark, the warm, the still time of mushroom-padded places.

         I was amazed. I hadn’t seen those magic lions in years. It wasn’t often you encountered an adolescent able to weld a connection into the high-voltage Oriental drug terminals.

         I began rolling the unfiltered end of a Kool cigarette between thumb and forefinger. Shreds of brown tobacco sprinkled onto the white enamel table.

         “What are you doing now,” asked Huey, “sleight of hand?”

         I emptied out about an inch of cigarette. I poured in the powder. I tamped it down. I twisted the end shut.

         “What are you laughing at?” she asked.

         I struck a match, touched it to the cigarette, and inhaled deeply. A dirty yellow dog ran barking into the red muddy road and beneath the tires of a two-and-a-half-ton truck.

         “You want any of this?” I offered in a strangled voice, leaning forward, the joint poised in midair between us. A thick strand of smoke slipped snakelike from the moist end, raised itself erect into blue air, smiled, and dissolved without a sound. In the corner the refrigerator began to hum.

         
              

         

         This is not a settled life. A children’s breakfast cereal, Crispy Critters, provokes nausea; there is a women’s perfume named Charlie; and the radio sound of “We Gotta Get Out Of This Place” (The Animals, 1965) fills me with a melancholy as petrifying as the metal poured into casts of galloping cavalry, squinting riflemen, proud generals, statues in the park, roosts for pigeons. My left knee throbs before each thunderstorm. The sunsets are no damn good here. There are ghosts on my television set. What are we to do when the darkness comes on and we wait for something to happen, as Huey, who never even knew she shared her name with a ten-thousand-pound assault helicopter, sprawls on the floor with her sketchbook, making pastel pictures of floating cities, sleek spaceships, planets of ice, and I, your genial storyteller, wreathed in a beard of smoke, look into the light and recite strange tales from the war back in the long ago time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A sweltering classroom in Kentucky. Seated, in long orderly rows, a terrorized company of grimy, red-faced trainees. Stage center, on an elevated podium before their fatigued eyes, a sergeant, a captain, a war.

         
            SERGEANT: (Hands poised on hips. Booming voice.) Okay, gentlemens, listen up! This morning your commanding officer will speak on the subject of Vietnam. I’d advise you all to pay close attention to what he has to say. He’s been there, I’ve been there, we’ve all been there, and since ninety-nine point nine percent of you candy-asses now sitting in this room will also soon be there bawling and yelling for your mamas you might want to know why. So if your memory ain’t too good, takes notes. And let me warn you, anyone I catch asleep will wish to Christ he was already safe and snug in a nice bronze box with the colors draped over his face. Understand? (Pause.) Ten-HUT! (The company springs up. CAPTAIN, a collapsible pointer tucked under his right arm, strides smartly to the lectern.) Take your seats! (The company falls down.)

            CAPTAIN: (Low authoritative manner.) Too slow, sergeant. Have them do it again.

            SERGEANT: Yessir! On your feet! (The company springs up.) Now all I want to hear is the sound of one large butt slapping against the bottom of one chair or we spend the afternoon low-crawling through the gravel parking lot. (Pause.) Taaaaake…seats! (The company falls down.) Good.

            CAPTAIN: Thank you, sergeant. (He steps to stage left, extending pointer to its full length with a brisk snap.) Gentlemen, a map of Southeast Asia. This stub of land (Tap) hanging like a cock off the belly of China is the Indochinese peninsula. Here we have North Vietnam (Tap), South Vietnam (Tap), and Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand (Tap. Tap. Tap.). The Republic of Vietnam occupies the area roughly equivalent to the foreskin, from the DMZ at the seventeenth parallel down along the coast of the South China Sea to the Mekong River in the delta. Today this tiny nation suffers from a bad case of VD or, if you will, VC. (Smiles wanly.) What we are witnessing, of course, is a flagrant attempt on the part of the communist dictatorship of Hanoi to overthrow, by means of armed aggression, the democratic regime in Saigon. (Clears throat.) Now I know the majority of you could give a good goddamn about the welfare of these people or their problems; they live in a land twelve thousand miles away with habits and customs foreign to our own so you assume that their struggles are not yours. Believe me, this is a rather narrow shortsighted view. Consider the human body. What happens if an infection is allowed to go untreated? The bacteria spread, feeding on healthy tissue, until finally the individual dies. Physicians are bound by a moral oath which forbids them to ignore the presence of disease. They cannot callously turn their backs on illness and suffering and neither can we. A sore on the skin of even a single democracy threatens the health of all. Need I remind you that four presidents—I can’t emphasize this strongly enough—four presidents have recognized the danger signs and have seen fit to come to the aid of these afflicted people with massive doses of arms, troops, and economic assistance to ensure their continued independence. (Walks methodically back to lectern.) Certainly, we seek no personal gain; we’re just pumping in the penicillin, gentlemen, just pumping in the penicillin. (Long pause.) I’m sure we are all aware that this policy of limited intervention has been challenged by large segments of our own population, but just remember one thing, as far as the United States Army is concerned all debate ceased the moment you raised your right hands and took that one step forward. As men in uniform your duty is not to question policy but to carry it out as ordered. (Grips sides of lectern, leans forward menacingly.) Those are the facts regarding our present involvement in Vietnam. Are there any questions? (Short pause.) Very good. We’ve got a movie here, an excellent one as a matter of fact, produced by the State Department, which will explain the historical origins of this conflict in greater detail. And since this is probably the last time I’ll see you together as a group, I’d like to leave you with a few words of advice: keep a tight asshole, leave your pecker in your pants, and change your socks twice a day. (He winks.)

            SERGEANT: Ten-HUT! (The company springs up. CAPTAIN departs down center aisle.) Take your seats! (The company falls down.)

         

         Lights dim, film begins, images burn through the screen: bursting bombs, dying French, gleaming conference tables, scowling Dulles, golf-shirted Ike, stolid Diem shaking head, Green Berets from the sky, four stars at Kennedy’s ear, charred Buddhists, scurrying troops, Dallas, Dallas, destroyers shuddering, Marines in surf, napalm eggs, dour Johnson: let us reason, come let us reason, plunging jets, columns of smoke, beaming Mao, B-52s, UH-1As, 105s, M-16s, Nuremberg cheers, jack-booted Fuehrer, grinning peasants, rubber-sandaled Ho, Adolf Hitler, Ho Chi Minh, Adolf Hitler, Ho Chi Minh, Adolf Hitler, Ho Chi Minh…

         
            *  *  *

         

         Someone flipped a switch and the darkness exploded into geometry. Spheres of light overhead illuminated the angles and planes of an enormous rectangular room. Two rows of bunks faced one another in mirrored perfection and on the last bunk of the left row, a warp in the symmetry, one body, male, inert, semiconscious.

         GRIFFIN, JAMES I. 451 55 0366 SP4 P96D2T

         USARV TRANS DET APO SF 96384

         “Hey, numbnuts, wake up!” yelled a voice slurred with drink. “There’s a goddamn war out there.”

         The lights went rapidly on and off, on and off.

         Griffin’s eyes blinked once, twice, then closed in defense against the naked one-hundred-watt bulb he could feel even through shut lids bombarding him from above. Planetary-sized spots bloomed on his retina, slid back and forth, black holes in his vision. He hated being awakened like this. It was too sudden, too brutal, it was like being hit on the head from behind. It made him uneasy, subject to disturbing, revelatory thoughts. This is how you will die, said such an interruption, not in the comfortable tranquillity you have always imagined as a natural right, but violently, in shock and confusion, far from home, without preparation or kindness, rudely extinguished by an unexpected light much bigger than your own.

         Then a mortar round fell out of the sky into the roof directly over his head.

         In the super slow motion of television sports reports Griffin saw the underside slope of the roof shiver into a pattern of stress lines, bow, change color, and had the time to think even this: the barracks is a beer can and we’re about to be opened before his eyes and everything in them fizzed up and whooshed out into the warm foreign night. He didn’t have time to scream. The smoking rubble of morning yielded one charred finger and a handful of blackened molars

         
            a flap of skin and a torn nail

            a left ear, a right hoof

            a hambone and the yolk of an eye

         

         He could never decide how to finish. Real death was a phenomenon at once so sober and so silly his imagination tended to go flat attempting comprehension. Like everyone else he was able to picture possibilities. The gathered parts, the body bag, the flagged casket, grief, tears, the world going tritely on, the war too, the sky above an untarnished blue. These were generalities, accurate but lacking the satisfaction of the personal detail. Griffin believed that there existed a proper sequence of final events, which when imagined correctly would give off a click, dim the room, and shut down at last that section of his brain which worked for the other side. Meanwhile, he would learn how to handle these terrible rehearsals that rushed in on him from nowhere. Maybe they were valuable learning experiences. Maybe layers of protective hide were being sewn onto his character. Maybe when the time came he would be brave when bravery was required, calm when there was an excess of panic. He didn’t really know. Nor did he know where or when he might encounter real death, but he was sure he didn’t ever want to die in a place where in the corner two drunks argued in loud whispers over the juiciest way to fuck a gook pussy.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When you go they put you in a shed there until the computer finishes its shuffle, marked cards, shaved deck, jokers all around. Griffin remained in bed. He chose to pass.

         “Got no slots for mattress testers,” they said. “We gonna place you in a right tasty location, way up north maybe, where the only lying down is of a permanent nature, heehee.”

         “Do I get a pillow?” asked Griffin. Hoho.

         In the bunk to his right was a randy adolescent ripe with virginal fantasies of wartime sex. He spent hours leafing through pornographic paperbacks reading the good parts aloud. On Griffin’s left a twenty-six-year-old baker from Buffalo, New York, who had already received his orders directed a feverish monologue to the ceiling while scratching anxiously at his groin: “I won’t go I tell you, no way, I won’t go, they’ll have to drag me out of here, those people are animals, fucking animals, they like to pull triggers, bayonet babies, I’ve seen the pictures, strings of ears on a wire, Christ! can you imagine that, what kind of person walks around wearing an ear necklace for God’s sake, who would have believed it, airborne, me airborne, why me, huh? there must be thousands of guys itching to go airborne, run around like baboons and get blown away, well I’m the winner, I’m the goddamn lucky winner. I don’t need this, I got a wife and two kids, I’ll shoot myself in the foot first, I’m not gonna get killed for a bunch of crazy glory hounds, that’s insane, know what I mean, fucking sick, YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN?”

         Griffin pulled the sheet up over his head. He lay quite still and soon felt himself sinking into an immense bowl of vanilla pudding. It was peaceful and quiet on the bottom, submerged and fetal. From the surface the slow mournful sound of a distant radio filtered down like weary shafts of sun through an unruffled sea:

         
            When the train left the station

            It had two lights on behind.

            The blue light was my blues

            And the red light was my mind.

         

         The song faded to be instantly replaced by the manic voice of a Top Forty disc jockey: “This is AFVN, the American Forces Vietnam Network broadcasting from our Tower of Power in Saigon with studios and transmitters in Nha Trang, Qui Nhon, Pleiku, Tuy Hoa, Da Nang, and Quang Tri.”

         My God, thought Griffin in astonishment. I really am in Vietnam.

         He had been in the country for two weeks.

      

   


   
      
         
            Meditation in Green: 2

         

         
            What can go wrong: ants

         

         anthracnose

         aphids

         Botrytis

         caterpillars

         chlorosis

         cockroaches

         compacted soil

         crickets

         crown and stem rot

         cutworms

         damping-off disease

         earthworms

         earwigs

         fungus

         gnats

         improper lighting

         improper soil pH

         improper temperature

         improper watering

         insufficient humidity

         leaf miners

         leaf rollers

         leaf spots

         mealybugs

         mildew

         millipedes

         mold

         nematodes

         nutrient deficiencies

         root rot

         salt accumulation

         scale

         snails

         slugs

         sowbugs

         spider mites

         springtails

         symphylan

         thrips

         white fly

         and pollution: animal, vegetable,

     and mineral.

          

         
            And these are merely the threats to common house and garden plants. Consider the problems of backwoods survival.

         

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         The white walls dissolved and through my room moved a parade of silent disconnected objects: a bolt, a door handle, a brass eyehole, the black letter U, a steel grill, a pane of glass, a row of wooden struts, disks of yellow light, spinning tires, parts of a truck, of several trucks, a battalion of trucks, a convoy in a fog. A quick skinny dog ran up barking…

         The country opened abruptly into broad coastal plain. Red sand drifted across the road. Mountains huddled in the mist like blue animals. At the bend the wind took off Sergeant Sherbert’s hat. We leaned into the long turn, a rotating curve of rusty barbed wire, stagnant ditch, picnicker’s litter, the bursting eye—don’t look!—swelling from the socket like a fresh egg, one, two, three scarecrows flung across the whistling wire, melted noses, moldy ears, spilled stuffing, sausage fingers aimed in both directions, lip skin peeled back on purple gums, yellow teeth patrolled by shiny beetles. “The laughing gooks,” laughed Sergeant Sherbert, pressing on the accelerator as behind us, inflated with death gas, the bodies floated high above the fleeing jeep down the disintegrating road into Greenlandtown.

         It came on like this, scene after colorful scene, rushing in with disorienting abruptness. Memory and desire screaming through my living room at the speed of light, me clinging to the couch. Of course I was in it too, but I was being played by someone else.

         The computer opened with a jaunty singsong rendition of “Chopsticks.” On the screen clumps of bush began moving from left to right. I gripped the plastic handles of my weapons system. A tiny figure darted out into the sights. I swiveled and squeezed. The tiny figure somersaulted into flying fragments. The computer played “Charge!” Now there were trees and figures in the trees. I zapped three, just, like, that. I jumped the punji pit, forded the parasite stream, skirted the booby trap. In the village tiny figures appeared at the windows. Swivel and squeeze. Burning huts crackled realistically. A head popped out of a tunnel opening, and another, and another. I utilized my laser bomb. Everything blew up. “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” sang the computer. A reporter pointed a microphone. How do you feel? he asked. I don’t know, I replied. Above us at the top of the screen the number 1,313,000 flashed away in digital delirium.

         Panic dwindled into jitters into detached fascination. It was just a show. The longer I watched the less I felt. Events coupled, cavorted, and vanished, emotion hanging in midair before my lemur eyes like a thin shred of homeless ectoplasm. It was cool. It was like drowning in syrup. It was like TV.

         Everyone on the helicopter was dead except us. One hung head down out the door, another was draped over the left skid. I was strapped into the pilot’s seat. The General was munching on a handful of pistachio nuts. I had never flown a helicopter before. Hard ground zoomed in and out of focus. The General opened his briefcase and dumped a pile of medals into my lap. I touched a button. Rockets leaped out ahead of us, streaming away into bursts of black and white and orange. We landed inside a gray crater. Scattered about were arms and legs and heads and other miscellaneous parts. We hopped around in our pressurized suits. The General drove up in a huge bulldozer. It’s okay, he said, scooping cinders, cover ’em up, water daily, and next year you’ve got a fresh crop good as new.

         Gradually I became aware of the heavy paw pressing insistently down on my cheek, sandpaper pads and retracted claws pinning me to the floor. I attempted to think clearly. It was while pondering the possibilities of the situation—a fascinating process that seemed to occupy uncountable hours—that I noticed the dancing lions on the plastic bag inches from my nose, the brown musty rug squashed against my face. The show was over.

         I pulled myself up onto the couch and assessed the damage. I could hear trucks rattling down the narrow street, the strange mechanical flap of pigeons’ wings at the window. Under the skin the landslide continued to settle, jagged pieces of glass spilling across a xylophone of dry nerves. I had to get away from these ballooning walls.

         Outside the air fell in soft glittering flakes over the crystal city. Buildings were lattices of light that shifted pattern as I passed. I couldn’t even feel the pavement. The leg went up and down smooth as a piston. Remote-controlled locals with waxed faces too large for their bodies clustered around me. I decided to return to the colony. Arrows pointed the way: Botanical Gardens. I traversed an alien world, I hopped a turnstile. Huddled beneath the poisonous atmosphere were five geodesic domes. I found the sign marked Tropical Rain Forest and went inside. A million leaves erupted into applause. Staghorn fern. Acacia. Betel nut palm. Screw pine. So how you been? Okay, and you? Up and down. Hey, you’re glowing. Yeah, so are you. A black asphalt path curved away into waiting green darkness. I went around three times searching for an inviting way in. Finally I just grabbed a railing and leaped over. The ground was warm and spongy. It was like treading on flesh. I moved through curtains of long smooth leathery things to slump against the buttress roots of a strangler fig. The scent of bad teeth drifted up, a cool mist sprinkled down. When I sat still the drug folded in around me like huge silken wings. My spine began transmitting coded messages into the mud, the mud relaying secret signals back. The leaves sighed. I could feel myself slowly emptying, the rushes, the bubbles, the shakes, until I was as blank as a stone Buddha, weather-stained, liana-lassoed, sinking into the jungle depths of some forgotten temple. The void at the heart of fertility. I looked up to see in the spaces between the foliage a skinny white man in hornrim glasses and a maroon turtleneck squinting through a camera in my direction. Study the finished print with a magnifying glass, good buddy, you don’t always see what you get. There were dozens of people out there, passing innocently unaware within yards of my position. Over their heads beyond this curious eternally peaking summer stretched a lawn of brown glass, shriveled hedge, skeletal trees. The sky was lowering, the light bleeding away. “Fifteen minutes,” called a voice, “fifteen minutes to closing.” Lightning flashed across the top of the dome. I crawled out of the cozy forest into bitter wind and the start of a stinging rain. My body was exhausted. It felt as though inner walls had been worked at with a cold chisel. I splashed through the empty streets, water trickling down my neck, wondering if this trough of fatigue was deep enough to connect with that elusive treasure: a good night’s sleep. The interludes in my consciousness were uncharitably brief. I’d often wake in the dank hollows of early morning, passing as instantaneously as the revivified monster in a horror film from inert oblivion to raving hysteria. The sheets wrapped so tightly about my legs were made of plastic. Hands, under my arms, were dragging me over rough ground. My heart pounded as though some stranger were trapped inside, lost, suffocating. I would force myself to concentrate on surrounding objects. Gradually the bunker would melt back into a desk, the chair would lower its weapon. When dawn came at last, filling the room with fluid light, I would drift off into an uneasy imitation of sleep, holding between nervous eyelids a child’s wish that every vessel, no matter how unsound, might one day ride to the shores of a place where everything was filled with light, even rocks and bones and dreams.

         By the time I got home I was The Beast From 50,000 Fathoms, thudding slowly up the stairs, on each step a damp footprint, a clump of seaweed.

         In the hallway on the floor below mine Eugene was taking his dog, Chandu, for a walk. Up and down the dim stale corridor. Eugene was dressed in a red bikini, Chandu in a studded leather collar.

         “How’s it going, lieutenant?” he asked.

         “We’re getting the medicine through to the Eskimos,” I replied.

         Eugene smiled, giving me a thumbs up. Chandu lapped noisily at the puddles beneath my dripping clothes.

         I climbed the last flight, turned the corner, and stopped. My apartment door was hanging open, the wooden jamb in splinters.

         Trips had returned.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Looking Glass two-zero, this is Looking Glass Control, over.”

         “Two-zero, what the hell do you want?”

         “Yessir. You forgot to fill in the log. What should I put down for this mission?”

         “Jesus Christ. Do you ever listen to a damn thing anyone says? I distinctly remember standing right in front of you not five minutes ago and saying I was only going once or twice around the field. This is a check-out flight for Captain (garbled).”

         “Excuse me, sir. Captain who?”

         “Hold on a damn second, I’m about to take off.”

         “Looking Glass two-zero, this is Looking Glass Control, over.”

         (Static.)

         “Looking Glass two-zero, this is Looking Glass Control, come in, over.”

         (Static.)

         “Aw, fuck it.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The rain was still falling the night the Old Man went down. The weather had settled into an ugly bloated monotony; forecasts promised no relief. The rain fell in hard straight lines and the shells flew out, the planes moved up and down, the helicopters went round and round. Outside, in the dark, metal and machinery were busy churning plants and animals into garbage. It was the season of the monsoon, the Year of the Monkey.

         Inside, three men sat quietly beneath an ultraviolet hum. No one spoke. The skin on their hands and faces seemed rich and dark, deeply textured, the exotic tan of an alien star. The walls, sealed in sheets of plastic against the gray damp months of tropical storm, were glowing like the inside of a picture tube. It was a small room not much larger than a prison cell. There were no chairs. An upended ammunition crate served as a table. Out of the top of an empty Coke can leaned four sticks of smoldering incense, the frail strands of perfumed smoke winding slowly upward among rafters of decayed wood where the rats sometimes crawled and the black light buzzed tonelessly on. The rain banged against the corrugated tin roof like lead pellets.

         Crouched on the edge of his bed, Griffin gazed intensely into the pure steady eye of a candle planted in its own tallow at his feet. Beads of hot wax slipped silently to the floor, hardened into tight red clots. He was admiring the cool beauty which rested along the blue-edged curve of its flame. He saw himself, hammer and piton, scaling the slopes of that fire toward the orange air of its wispy peak. He was the hero of heady expeditions bound for the secret temples of ice, the subterranean courts of vanished gods. Pinned flat against a glacial wall by the whip of searing mists, he watched helplessly as his best guide tumbled screaming into icy chasm, arms flailing, body twisting and rolling, the insignificant speck of his white face dying out like a spark. The ropes dangled down empty into darkness. And, leaning curiously creviceward, Griffin’s mind detached itself from whatever it is minds cling to and also dropped, a happy plummet, to crash in an explosion of warm color that tickled the groin and lit up the brain.

         “What are you looking so goofy for?” asked Simon. “This stuff ain’t that good.”

         “I’m standing on my head,” replied Griffin. “I’m turning somersaults.”

         “Yeah? My head hurts.” Impatiently, he shifted his weight on the footlocker where he sat. “My pants are wet.”

         “I’m bouncing against the ceiling. You look like a tiny person.”

         Simon began tapping his foot on the floor. He held a hand out in front of his eyes, studied the palm for a long moment, then turned it over and examined the back.

         A voice, sharp and clear, whispered his name in Griffin’s ear. He turned. There was no one there and he had to laugh. The dog, Thai, a crossbreed of MP German shepherd and Asian mongrel, looked up at him from under the bed through shiny black olive eyes. The dog yawned.

         “What time is it?” asked Simon.

         Griffin pulled up his sleeve to display a bare wrist. “I don’t know. I think someone stole my watch.”

         “Oh God,” said Simon wearily.

         The wind rattled the plastic, the rain ran in quick streams off the roof, splashed noisily onto the sand outside. Simon stretched out his arms, let them fall heavily against his thighs. He sighed. He studied his hand again. “Lieutenant Kline put in for a transfer to the infantry,” he said.

         “Wonderful.”

         “Says he’s bored, says he’d rather run around the woods ducking gook bullets than sit on his hemorrhoids reading Batman comic books.”

         “Kline is not well.”

         “Major Brand laughed in his face, said the unit was under strength and every swinging dick was needed just in case quote the balloon should go up unquote. So Kline stands there wheezing, says, ‘Well sir, then with your permission I guess I’ll just go back to my room and jack off.’”

         “Funny little Kline.”

         “I don’t know. He wants to play soldier, they should let him. What should we care? We got lieutenants falling out our crack.”

         The room trembled as an artillery round screeched directly above them to detonate harmlessly in an uninhabited patch of foliage miles away.

         “Damn it,” Simon muttered. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”

         Griffin nodded.

         “Seven months and I still jump like that. Jesus Christ, it’s either the goddamn shells or the sirens or the prisoners screaming. I don’t think I’ve gotten used to anything. I mean even dogs start salivating after two or three bells, right? Seven months and it’s like I just stepped off the goddamn plane.”

         “Cringing is healthy,” declared Griffin, turning away at last from the world of the flame. “I want to be a champion cringer.”

         “Some night I know, one of those short rounds is gonna drop right in here on top of us, right down our fucking skulls. We’ll just be sitting here laughing and blowing weed and zap! A bad fuse, bad casing, I bet there’s a hundred things could go wrong. Manufacturer’s error. What do these companies care? Government contracts. You could paint string yellow and sell it to the army for gold chain.”

         “Alex told me a buddy of his in Basic had his sixteen explode on the range. Tore a ugly hole through his cheek.”

         “You know how it is. They got these gigantic factories with rows and rows of little old ladies in brown sweaters and bifocals screwing rifles together. Cataracts. Arthritis. They spill cookie crumbs inside.”

         “The unspoken scandal of American industry.”

         “You know the Lockheed guy was up here tonight examining the wreckage and he comes back and says the plane is a flying death trap and you couldn’t pay him to climb into one. The fucking Lockheed guy.”

         “I guess the trick must be to keep clear of moving parts.”

         “There it is.”

         Griffin had personally witnessed the crash, a spectacular failure of moving parts. He had seen them after dinner, just before sunset, strolling casually onto the flight ramp in that characteristic chimpanzee like slouch of pilots cinched into ejection harnesses, helmets in hand, seat buckles slapping against their thighs, pistols jiggling on their hips, the CO confident, expansive, detailing the company’s operations to the other man’s attentive ear. Strapped into the cockpit, the bulbous window hatches fastened, propellers fanning up a misty wind, they trundled across the slick black runway, rooster tails of blown water spraying from the wheels. Quickly the plane gathered speed, lifted ponderously as a loaded transport before dropping back, almost unwillingly, landing gear squealing, then lifted again like a flat pebble skipping off a lake as the low rhythmic thrum of the engines drastically changed pitch, unreeling into a frantic shriek of steel under torque and still battling to sustain each desperate inch of altitude banked on a long aching arc down into a foul marsh not five hundred feet off the end of the asphalt and exited behind a mushrooming ball of ignited fuel as Griffin, under a rubber poncho, stood nonchalantly urinating against a revetment wall in the rain.

         “I certainly hope the next CO knows how to speak English,” said Simon. “The colonel jabbered like an immigrant. I was lucky to catch every other sentence.”

         “I think all our officers should speak in vague semiintelligible East European accents,” replied Griffin.

         “We’d probably end up invading Poland.”

         “Ah, but gently. The good guy’s blitzkrieg. Silencers on our rifles, rubber tips on the bayonets, mufflers on the bombs, contraceptives taped to all our dicks. Nice. Calder could decorate the tanks.”

         “In my last letter home I wrote my mother that if one had to go to a war you were the ideal person to go to a war with. You have an agreeable peasant’s sense of the dumb incongruity in things.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “Who knows? My mother liked it. She believes that if you surround yourself with good company you’re sure to be protected from harm.”

         “Isn’t there already a deterrent against that: the laser-guided good company cluster bomb unit?”

         “I’ll tell her in my next letter. I enjoy taking Mom up, dropping her down. She doesn’t know anything. She thought Vietnam was an island someplace off the coast of India. She won’t look at a newspaper.”

         “Well, it isn’t easy finding out what’s going on.” Griffin indicated the silent figure in the corner huddled over a day-old copy of Stars and Stripes whose pages had remained unturned for more than an hour.

         “Vegetable,” called Griffin.

         After a long pause Vegetable lifted his head. Spokes of golden fire stood erect in the backs of both eyes, as if the corneal grates which normally screened the delicate Self from the raw full rush of the Real were now chemically wrenched open, allowing a peek into that holy furnace where outer meets inner and bursts into wild combustion upon the charged wall of the retina. Griffin was surprised by an appealing intuition: perhaps in the sweep of those beacons playing over fields of newsprint Vegetable truly could divine the arcane pulse that manipulated the world. Such knowledge, of course, would remain private, unspoken, lost to memory, because Vegetable, for all his fine shamanistic air of preternatural wisdom, was ripped totally out of his gourd.

         “Huh?” he said at last. A smile slipped off his bright teeth and dripped onto his chin.

         “Never mind.”

         Suddenly the dog came awake, froze facing the door, ears stiffened. Boots began to stumble down the corridor outside. Griffin clutched the bag of marijuana and, bending backward, held it cautiously over the hole in the floor behind his bed. A moment later a soft knock sounded on the door. “Who is it?” he answered.

         “Creighton Abrams, asshole.”

         Griffin relaxed and sat up. He placed the bag against his pillow. “Let him in.”

         Simon reached over and drew the bolt.

         Beaming with the untranquilized delirium of an escaped lunatic, Triplett entered the room accompanied by a pale chubby PFC draped in brand-new but badly wrinkled fatigues several sizes too large. CLAYPOOL read the shining name tag.

         “Lookee what I got,” he announced, clapping his arm about the rounded shoulders of the open-mouthed boy. “A fucking new guy.”

         Griffin experienced a dreary film buff’s satisfaction. The single character lacking from their B-war had finally arrived: The Kid. His past, his future were as clear, defined, and predictable as the freckles on his smooth face. He had never left home, would write his family once a day, sob himself to sleep each night. He becomes an abused mascot of the company, is kidded relentlessly until the brusque hero (Griffin?), brimming with manly tenderness, takes pity and shelters him from an apparently good-natured but actually quite cruel reality. Friendship cemented, acceptance complete, the next morning The Kid trips a land mine and blows his guts out, anointing his new buddies with a moist spew of panchromatic gore, his large colon, floating in a nearby lotus pond, spelling out good-bye among the fronds. The hero, a tear streaking his muddy cheek, ships The Kid’s meager possessions (six comic books, a stringless yo-yo, a smudged photo of Betty Lou) home to a Nebraska farm to be wept over, no doubt, by a pair of simian parents and a bereaved hog. Inflamed by vengeful hate, the hero then goes berserk, slaughtering a division of godless gooks and half the allied general staff before being subdued by a foxhole presentation of the Congressional Medal of Honor at precisely the moment Griffin’s dazed mind always congealed to jelly.

         “I thought I’d bring him over for the usual orientation,” said Trips.

         Claypool nodded shyly in acknowledgment.

         “Have a seat,” offered Griffin, pointing to an empty five-gallon water can. “Sorry we can’t do any better, but our furniture’s out being reupholstered. The humidity is murder on material.”

         “Is it always this hot?”

         Everyone laughed.

         “Enjoy yourself,” said Trips. “You don’t know what hot is.”

         “Where you from back in the world?” Simon asked.

         “Indiana. New Harmony, Indiana.”

         “That anywhere near Shit Creek?” asked Trips.

         “It’s about thirty miles northwest of Evansville, right near the Illinois line.”

         “What about snow?” Griffin inquired. “You had any snow yet?”

         “There was four inches on the ground the day I left.”

         “Snow,” said Simon.

         “Where the hell’s the weed,” Trips demanded. “You ladies can chat about the weather later.”

         Griffin handed him the bag. He immediately plunked down on the footlocker next to Simon, pulled out a packet of licorice-flavored Zig-Zags, and began rolling a joint as thick as a cheroot. “What’s with famous Vegematic there?”

         “We figure he got another shipment of blotter acid from his brother,” said Griffin. “He’s been like that since mail call.”

         “Thank God for mail call. Packages and goodies from our loved ones.”

         “Did you hear,” said Simon, “that Noll got Sergeant Ramirez to let him use one of the mess hall ovens so he could bake some cookies to send to his folks.”

         “How cute,” Trips said. “He should have mixed some grass into the dough, too.”

         “He did.”

         “Oooooooo,” Trips crooned. “I love this war. Soooo much. I ain’t never going home.”

         He lit the finished joint and, smiling wickedly through a curl of smoke, brandished it triumphantly under Claypool’s nose. “Welcome to Vietnam.”

         “The Magical Mystery Tour,” added Griffin.

         Claypool took the jay gingerly between his fingers and puffed delicately as though he were sucking a hot coal.

         “You ever smoke before?” asked Griffin.

         “Oh yeah…sure…a couple of times.”

         “You’re in the big leagues now, sonny,” Trips said.

         Claypool grinned self-consciously and forced himself to inhale. “Gee, that’s strong,” he gasped, breaking into a fit of spasmodic coughing.

         “Again,” said Trips.

         Gamely, Claypool tried again and succeeded in holding his breath without gagging. “I don’t feel anything, maybe it’s not working.”

         “Again,” said Trips.

         Joints passed from hand to hand and soon the small room was filled with ragged bands of drifting haze, the distinctive scent of disassembly, burning, penetrating, and gosh, Johnny, Indiana is so far away, twelve thousand miles far, day there now, a whole wide ocean away, never saw so much water and sky, guess you either swim or fly.

         Claypool looked around as if he were just noticing everything for the first time. “What do you guys do here?” he asked suddenly.

         “You’re doing it,” answered Griffin.

         “This and that,” said Trips. “Supersecret spy stuff. You cleared for rumor?”

         “I’ve got a secret, if that’s what you mean.”

         “He’s got a secret,” Simon said.

         “Tell you,” Trips explained, “we got so many secrets around here they got to run our shit through a shredder. There’s nothing we don’t know. Why, we even got itty-bitty bugs trained to sniff out Charlie’s farts. This is a high-class operation you’ve dropped into, buddy, dukes of the spooks.”

         “Does anybody ever have to go out into the field?”

         “Ssssshh.” Trips raised a cautionary finger to his lips. “Don’t give them ideas. What do you think we got all these fancy toy planes and cameras and radar for. We bring the field to us. Only crazies leave the company area. Don’t you know what can happen Out There?” He waved his fingers at the walls. “A person could get his head squashed like a grape.”

         “It did not retain its natural firmness, that is true,” said Simon.

         “So we just sit right here all comfy and cozy and hope we never run out of dope.” He handed another joint to Claypool. “Who was the fool dumb enough to go up with him?”

         “Nobody knows,” said Simon. “Some new pilot the CO was flight-checking. He only got here this morning.”

         “Great epitaph for his stone: I only got here this morning.”

         “The CO had six days left, can you believe that? Six days. His bags were already packed.”

         “So what do the folks down at Graves Registration always say? If you can’t wrap it, bag it.”

         “I wouldn’t be surprised if they discovered he was just plain drunk. He usually started with a couple beers at lunch and by six-thirty he’s down to his underwear and singing ‘Folsom Prison Blues.’”

         “Has anyone mentioned ailerons?” asked Trips. “Tricky parts, break down real easy like iffen they don’t get proper maintenance, if you know what I mean.”

         “Quit it,” said Griffin.

         “Paranoid humor,” said Simon.

         “I feel funny.” Claypool appeared groggy, his bleared eyes veered unsteadily from side to side.

         “More medicine,” Trips declared, handing him a joint. “If you don’t smoke this instantly to your knuckles and then pop the roach into your mouth you will lose all sensation below your waist for the rest of your life.”

         There was a pause and the pause grew, lengthened into a space. The room went falling forever through endless voids.

         Silence and laughter. Spontaneous giggles.

         Stretches of time. Deserts. Hissing sand.

         Griffin pointed solemnly to the floor. “Has anyone ever noticed that that knothole there looks exactly like a profile of Richard Nixon?”

         Simon bent over to inspect. “My God, he’s right. Check the planks, men. Maybe there’s one in all the wood.”

         A shell sailed sedately overhead; and Vegetable, apparently regarding its shrill whistle as his cue, began to recite in a newscaster’s drone: “Sergeant Jimmie Parker (above, center), a communications specialist with the 101st Airborne Division, happily counts a portion of the ten thousand dollars in cash he has just received from Reenlistment NCO Staff Sergeant Charles B. Norton (second from left) as a bonus after signing up for an additional six-year hitch. Sergeant Parker plans to buy a new car when he completes his present Vietnam tour.”

         “Wind him up and hear him speak,” said Trips.

         The door at the other end of the hootch opened, banged shut. Tense glances were exchanged. Grass and tobacco smoke rose tall-stalked from unmoving hands, a garden of streaming light. Footsteps, heavy and slow. An inner door opened and closed. A light came on. A radio. More steps, shuffling. Bedsprings. Sound of one boot dropping to floor. “The blue bus is calling us,” sang the radio, “the blue bus is calling us.”

         “Alexander,” said Griffin. “He had guard duty.”

         “We’re pretty edgy tonight,” commented Trips.

         “Word is Sergeant Anstin’s out on a headhunt.”

         “Well, fuck him with a hot mortar tube.”

         “The U.S. Command announced today the loss of three more jets in the latest bombing raids over North Vietnam. This brings the figure of downed aircraft to seventeen for the week. Dead total two hundred seventy-eight Americans, three hundred forty-six Vietnamese, and four thousand five hundred eighty-two NVA and Viet Cong.”

         “Has anyone ever bothered adding up those numbers,” said Simon. “We must have wiped out the entire population of North Vietnam at least twice over by now.”

         “You can’t be too careful,” commented Griffin.

         “I heard there’s a bald E-6 somewhere in an air-conditioned closet deep in MACV with a slide rule and a collection of dried hen bones who turns that stuff out every week.”

         “My lips are numb.”

         “It’s all a grotesque hoax,” declared Trips, “concocted for economic purposes. There is no war, there is no Vietnam. We’re sitting inside a secret sound stage somewhere in southern Arizona.”

         “Yeah,” said Simon, “right next to the studio where they faked the moon landing.”

         Buds of perspiration had blossomed on Claypool’s forehead. His left leg bounced up and down nervously on the ball of his foot.

         “Members of a Twenty-fifth Division recon unit were surprised yesterday on patrol when they encountered a full-grown tiger less than twenty yards from their bivouac site. PFC Henry Butwinski who first heard the animal’s growl and then shot the four-hundred-pound cat says the skin will make a fine rug for the division’s orderly room.”

         “A tiger?”

         “Remember when they bombed the elephants in the valley and Wurlitzer flew over later taking pictures and crying all over his viewfinder.”

         “Not people, elephants.”

         “People and elephants.”

         “I think I’m going to have to leave.”

         “Wonder if anyone ever picked up the ivory.”

         “Vietnamese ones aren’t the kind with ivory.”

         “All elephants have ivory.”

         “Well, you can be sure that if there was any ivory someone got it.”

         “Maybe there were guns inside.”

         “Guns?”

         “Sure, the dinks could have hollowed out the tusks, fit machine guns inside.”

         “Tear gas canisters in their trunks.”

         “Those Indian rajahs used to paste jewels on them. To bully the lower castes.”

         “That’s what I’d like to know, where are the jewels. The jewels and the women. What do you think I came over here for? What good is a war without pillage and plunder? Where’s our share? The only women around here are these smelly dog-faced hootch maids and they sure as shit don’t wear any jewels. Where the fuck are my jewels?”

         “Look in your pants.”

         “There was that elephant in the movies, what’s his name, who knew how to fly.”

         “Dumbo.”

         “He had to hold a magical cap in his trunk to get off the ground.”

         “No, no, it was a feather. His friend, the mouse, sat in the cap on his head and whispered instructions in his ear.”

         “Wow, what if they got a gook mouse to fly an elephant around and snap recon pictures of us.”

         “They could train hundreds of gook mice to pilot them in, bomb the compound with pachyderm pies. Dusty gray squadrons spread out in V-formation.”

         “Ears flapping like giant bat wings.”

         “Evil baby eyes inflamed.”

         “Trunks thrashing.”

         “Triangular mouths spilling drool.”

         “Then they all swoop in at once like this mammoth wrinkled hand pressing down and down, closer and closer. The intimacy is frightening. Dirty yellow toenails. Wispy belly hairs infested with black ticks.”

         “Dung-clotted tails.”

         “Hot peanut breath.”

         “The shock of the weight, the consciousness of collapse, the infinite agony of an unendurable mass.”

         “Weather for today: continued clear and sunny. Highs in the mid to upper nineties.”

         The Kid leaped from his seat, knocking over the water can, and darted to the door. “Let me out of here, please,” he said. His fingers scrabbled ineffectually at the lock, twitching like galvanized worms. The bolt was already retracted. “How do you.” Simon stood and pulled the door open and The Kid tore down the corridor, crashed through the hootch door and out into the rain and the night.

         “Bye,” called Trips.

         “Oh boy,” said Simon, reaching out for the wall, “have you people got a surprise when you stand up.”

         Trips tossed a lighted match through the open doorway, watched its yellow ribbony afterimage hang for an instant in the air. “I wouldn’t want to be in junior’s path the next time the sirens go off. But he’ll be back tomorrow night begging for more. That boy’s a head if I ever saw one.”

         “I’ve got to go to bed,” said Simon, “if I can find my bed, if I can go. Goodnight, gentlemen. See you on campus.”

         Simon was gone.

         “I thought they’d never leave,” said Trips. He unbuttoned his left shirt pocket and produced a metallic film canister. “Home brew,” he explained, pouring some into a rolling paper. “I’m gonna fix you a nightcap you won’t forget.”

         “I’m getting better and better at forgetting,” warned Griffin.

         Fifteen minutes later Griffin sensed the first subtle movements of that interior process that shifted the structure of his awareness from a solid to a liquid to a gas. In accordance with the laws of evaporation. On the wall opposite, above Trips’s head, a previous occupant of the room had scrawled in crimson Day-Glo the sardonic slogan: KILL A COMMIE FOR CHRIST. Under the soft luminescence of the black light the words seemed to suspend themselves in space, to ripple ethereally like the swollen palps of an anemone beckoning in a torpid current. Letters revolved, faded, reemerged, sluggishly metamorphosing into a progression of variants on the original:

         
            ZAP A ZIP FOR ZEUS

            GARROTE A GOOK FOR GOD

            NIFE A NIP FOR NEPTUNE

         

         Amazing how facile the mind, thought a facile portion of Griffin’s mind. Something wrong, though, with that last.

         Teetering on the rim of complete dissolution, his attention fixed momentarily on that mysterious hieroglyphic which had puzzled him ever since his arrival:

         
            [image: ]

         

         A fraternity letter? An Oriental ideogram? A meaningless military cryptograph? Or only the stylized initials of a long dead or long gone soldier? I.O. Ingmar Olson? No. How many Scandinavians in the American Army? How many Swedes could bear the heat? O.I. Oliver Ingersoll? More likely. Oliver Ingersoll, are you alive, are you well?

         Thought winnowed down to a maundering thread. Frontal bone splintered into billowing motes of ivory dust, exposed neural lobes to the cool fall of descending air. Intimate fission flashed with the erratic tempo of summer lightning on a gray horizon. Sheets of electronic rain glided past like heavy theater curtains on oiled tracks. He felt a hand move swiftly inward and seize the flaccid sponge of his mind within the grip of a velvet-gloved fist. Silent static closed over consciousness…

         …and the clouds went slowly through the spectrum of visible light and the sun, just as big and round and red as a penny gumball, plopped between the moist lips of the sea and dissolved…into minute grains of sand wedged among the leather cracks of his boot. His focus centered on a large rust-colored cockroach the size of his thumb traversing the uneven wooden floor in a determined diagonal from right to left. He ground his heel down flat against the hard shell, listened for the crunch. There was not a sound. He raised his foot. The undamaged roach scuttled steadily away past the Richard Nixon knothole and disappeared under the bed. Startled, Griffin looked up. The sticks of incense had burned to ash, the candle was guttering in the last quarter inch of its stub. Vegetable and the dog had wandered off; only Trips remained, slouched on the footlocker, head tilted back, eyes shut.

         “Trips.”

         “Hunh,” he grunted, without moving.

         “Maybe I’m seeing bugs.”

         “Lucky stiff.”

         “Maybe I’m seeing bugs and I’m in serious personal trouble.”

         “Sure.”

         “Or maybe there are bugs and we’re all in trouble.”

         “Sure, Griffin, sure.”

         “The quality of my hallucinations is improving. Have you noticed? Do I appear alarmed? Are my eyes red? Am I making any sense?”

         “No.”

         “It’s so difficult to concentrate when your head is leaking essential ingredients.”

         “You’re stoned. Go to sleep.”

         “A word of advice, Earthling, before I zoom away: Beware of the atomic cockroaches.”

         “Go to sleep.”

         Halfway to dawn and the guns continued to boom, each successive concussion fluttering the taut membrane that stretched over the dark sky like a vast circus tent, expanding the canvas toward that mystical moment when the balloon would indeed go up. Oliver Ingersoll, where are you? He glanced at Trips, slack-jawed and dumb, his docile face turned up into the black light, and wondered idly if under that warm violet glow he too looked so much like a corpse, and somewhere beyond thought and illusion and war he fell back across the bed and into real dream: of wet stark trees, of arctic wind, and of snow, of falling snow.

      

   


   
      
         
            Meditation in Green: 3

         

         
            You stand in a field surrounded by family. Light falls from the proper angles, wind blows from the proper direction, shadows are composed of friendly shapes. Home. Simple nourishment, harmonious rhythms. A fertile tomb where the spirits of ancestors brood over the unbroken seeds of the future. Long green waves swell and ebb across time. The rustle of relatives is a melody. The weather is kind. Nothing will ever change.

            Dawn. The first light touches you upon the head, morning’s anointment. The dew evaporates, inner chemicals mix and bubble, there is magic brewing. In the pulp, in the frail tissue movement quickens, a push upward, firm, persistent, the imperative of cellular wisdom ancient as the soil which sustains it. The rush expands into leaf after leaf, planes of awareness, alchemist’s shops to sweeten the day. A fountain of energy you rise ecstatic into the blue-petaled sky, the pollen-dusted sun.

            Centuries pass.

            There is a vibration. Rolling in from the west comes thunder louder than the afternoon shower, a foreign key that silences the drone of insects. It advances swiftly, the tremors spread. Boom pause boom pause boom pause boom pause boom boom boom pause boomboomboomboom faster now, the heavy running feet of an animal new to the forest, boomboomboomboomboomboomboom and a shadow swoops in and the sun swooshes out and a wind and you, you find yourself all at once chewed and torn, thrust head downward in smoking dirt while above in the hot air dangle your shocked roots already begun to blacken and curl at the touch of a light photosynthesis is hopelessly unable to transform.

         

         

          

         
            *  *  *

         

         Framed in the shattered doorway of my apartment Trips lay sprawled across the secondhand couch, combat-booted feet grinding dirt into the faded cushions, a tattered paperback copy of Ubik clutched in one grimy fist. He hadn’t taken off his coat, a grease-stained field jacket decorated with dozens of division patches surrounded by the colors of every notorious motorcycle club in the country. He looked up from his reading with an annoyed master-of-the-house expression.
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