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				All right, Pop. This, this is the very beginning of the book… The very beginning of the book. Part one. Page one. [clears throat]

				For tell, 

				come tell, 

				then tell 

				me,

				
				is there anything more delightful than to see this very moment before our eyes, as it were, a great lake of pitch, boiling hot, and swimming and writhing about in it a swirling mass of serpents, snakes, lizards, and many other kind of grisly and savage creatures,

				and then to hear a dismal voice 

				a plaintive voice

				an extremely sad voice 

				from the lake, crying: 

				‘You knight, whoever you are, you who stare at this awful lake

				Knight, whosoever thou art who beholdest this dread lake

				Thou, O knight, whosoever thou mayest be, who looketh upon this fearful lake,

				if you wish to reach the guerdon 

				the prize 

				the treasure 

				hidden beneath these black waters, show the valor of your 

				stout 

				mighty 

				
				dauntless heart 

				and plunge into the midst of this dark, seething flood,

				for if you do not do so, you will not be worthy to see the mighty marvels hidden within the seven castles of the seven fairies who dwell beneath these murky waters?’

				No sooner has the knight heard this grim voice than without further thought for himself, without pausing to consider the peril to which he is exposed and without relieving himself of his weighty armor, 

				he commends himself to God and his lady, 

				to God and his lady, 

				to God and his lady, 

				and casts himself into the middle of the seething pool;

				there, when he least expects it, and when he knows not when it will end,

				and when he little looks for it, or knows what his fate is to be

				and when he cannot see or imagine where he will land…

				he finds himself among flowered meadows,

				flowery meadows, 

				flowering meadows, 

				whose beauty far exceeds the Elysian fields. 

				
				There the sky seems to him more transparent, and the sun to shine with fresher radiance. 

				He sees before him a plead—a pleasant wooded glade of green and leafy trees whose verdure rejoices his eyes

				charms his sight

				brings joy to his eyes, 

				while his ears are lulled by the gentle and spontaneous song of tiny painted birds that are amid the interlacing branches 

				while the ear is soothed by the sweet untutored melody of the countless birds of gay plumage that flit to and fro among the interlacing branches 

				while his ears are charmed by the sweet, untutored song of the infinite number of small, brightly-colored birds that fly among the intricate branches…

				Then he discovers a little stream whose clear waters like liquid crystal—

				[door opens]

				Claire: Anything different? No?

				No.

				Claire: …Yeah…[whispers] Let’s get some of that out of there…………… Oh, it’s kind of full.

				
				It’s what?

				Claire: It’s full.

				His mouth?

	
				Claire: Yeah. Down here, it just gets full of phlegm……………………… Gosh, it’s just impossible for him to still be doing this!… Colder.
			
				
				Yeah?

				Claire: Feel the hands.

				Yeah, his hands are getting cold.

				Claire: Oh! His feet are getting cold. Compared to how he’s been. But you know, he could go hours because of the way he’s been doing what he’s doing… You’re just doin it the hard way, sonny-baby… The tongue is what’s so interesting to me.

				What about it?

				Claire: His tongue—well, see how it’s turned over to the side?

				Yeah.

				Claire: I can’t tell if it’s swollen or just… kind of turned……… You go out of the room and come back, you see how gray he is. 

				Yeah. Yeah, when you’re here, you just—

				Claire: You get used to it.

				
				You get used to it, don’t you?

				Claire: Yeah…You OK, babe? We’re just here with you, OK? Me and the kids: Annie, and Jon, and Matt. We love you! K? You’re doin a good job! You’re workin hard, and we’re proud of you! And we love you! K? Love you!…Because the nurses say he can hear us. 

				Uh-huh.

				Claire: Yeah. Huh?

				Yeah, didn’t they tell you that?

				Claire: Yeah………… K? We’re so proud of you, babe! It’s all right! You did good, and you’re doing well now, K?… You do what you need to do and we’ll just be here for you, K?… You just do what you need to do. We’d like it to be over for you but… you do what you need to do, K? Feel like you could stop, if you wanted to just be done, and that would be OK. But if you… if you want to stay a little bit longer, we’re OK. OK?… [sighs] It’s impossible that he’s still doin this……

				Yeah. 

				Claire: { }…

				[door closes]

				………………………………………………………………………………[clears throat]…

				Then he discovers a little stream whose clear waters like liquid crystal glide over fine sand and white pebbles that resemble sifted gold and purest pearl. There he perceives a fountain wrought of mottled jasper and polished marble, here another, roughly fashioned, where small mussel shells with the twisted white and yellow houses of the snail set in disordered order, and alternating with fragments of glittering crystal and counterfeit emeralds, combine to create so varied a composition that Art, imitating Nature, seems here to surpass her. 

				Then, all of a sudden, in the distance appears a strong castle, or sightly palace, whose walls are of beaten gold, its turrets of diamonds, its gates of jacinth. It is also—it is so admirably built in fact, that though the materials of which it is built are nothing less than diamonds, carbuncles, rubies, pearls, gold and emeralds, the workmanship is even more precious…

				And after this, could one see a fairer sight than a goodly train of damsels sallying forth from the castle gate, in such a gay and gorgeous attire, that if I were to describe it as the histories do, I should never finish? 

				And then she, 

				who seems to be the first among them, takes the bold knight who plunged into the burning lake,

				by the hand, 

				and silently

				leads him into the rich palace or castle,

				bathes him in warm water

				and anoints him

				all over

				his entire body

				
				with sweet-smelling ointments, 

				and clothes him in a shirt of the softest sendal

				all fragranced and perfumed, while another damsel hastens to throw over his shoulders, a mantle that they say is worth the price of a city, and even more……….

				What better sight, after all this

				when they tell us, that after all this they lead him into another hall, where he finds the tables laid in such style that he is filled with

				amazement

				and wonder? 

				And to see him sprinkling on his hands water, distilled with ambergris, and sweet-smelling flowers? 

				How they sit him on an ivory chair? 

				And to see all the damsels wait upon him, 

				in silence

				in wondrous silence

				preserving their miraculous silence and bringing him such a varied profusion of delicacies so deliciously cooked that his appetite does not toward which of them—does not know toward which of them to stretch his hand? 

				
				What pleasure then to hear the music that plays while he is at table

				by whom or whence produced he knows not! 

				And when the 

				repast

				is ended

				and the tables cleared

				and the knight is reclining in his chair, 

				perhaps picking his teeth as the custom is, 

				when suddenly another damsel,

				much more beautiful than any of the others,

				enters




unexpectedly, by the chamber door………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………[sighs]……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………


				[door opens]
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Resplendent and unfading is Wisdom,

and she is readily perceived by those who love her,

and found by those who seek her.

Wisdom 6:12
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ACT I

HOME & GARDEN
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—holy Mary mother of God—





	



	
	




[image: [An historic sepia-toned photograph snapshot of a burning church. Three figures in the foreground look toward the church in the distance: on the left, a man in a suit jacket and hat, shoulders slightly slumped. On the right, two boys - one of whom points toward the flames. In the distance near the church a figure can be seen walking toward the blaze.]]
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—holy Mary mother of God—


8695, good morning, have a good day!


Hi, what’s your number again please?


8-695


Oh my god, I’m on the 83rd floor!


86—86 what?


I’m on the 83rd floor!


Ma’am, calm down one moment—86 what?


8695.
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Live Conversation with 

Michele




				
Michele:

Hello, I am Michele, I am the website greeter. Welcome to Website​Greeters.com. 



				
Michele:

May I know your name please?



		
				
Visitor 1969:

Hello, Michele.



				
				
Michele:

hi :)



				
Michele:

May I have your name please?



				
Visitor 1969:

Is this an automated program or is there a live person on the other end?



				
Michele:

I am a live person



				
Michele:

This is not automated.. Live assistance is what we sell :)



				
Visitor 1969:

Assistance in doing what?



				
Michele:

We assist the customers with any queries they have



				
Visitor 1969:

Any sort of queries?



				
Michele:

We are trained according to different business models we are representing



				
Visitor 1969:

which sort of business models do you represent?



				
Michele:

Yes we actually understand what type of questions we will have to answer on any particular website.



				
Michele:

by monitoring the initial chats we have




					
Visitor 1969:

What sorts of things have you chatted about recently?



				
Michele:

hmm, I have chatted the same way with some other customers on our website.



				
Michele:	

Just the way I am chatting with you



				
Michele:

Do you have a website?



				
Visitor 1969:

Doesn’t everyone?



				
Michele:

Yes, actually I wanted to know your website address if that’s ok?



				
Visitor 1969:

Why do you want to know that?



				
Michele:

Just wanted to have a look at it. Are you interested in using our service on your website?



				
Visitor 1969:

What kind of service do you--Wait a second, are you trying to sell me something?



				
Michele:

The live chat service



				
Michele:

We will have a team of greeters assisting the visitors on your website.



				
Visitor 1969:

May I be honest with you for a moment, Michele?



				
Michele:

sure



				
Visitor 1969:

Thank you. First let me ask a question of you. What country are you in right now?



				
Michele:

USA



				
Visitor 1969:

Me too. What part?





			
				
Michele:

Chicago



				
Visitor 1969:

What’s the weather like in Chicago today?




				[Time passing]


				

				

				

				

				
Michele:

It’s partly cloudy.



				
Michele:

what about your side?
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Visitor 1969: 

You’re right! Partly cloudy is exactly what it says on weather.com for Chicago’s weather. It also says 60 degrees, and that it feels like 60 degrees. On my side it is…i have to check weather.com…partly cloudy. 44 degrees. Feels like 39 degrees.



			
	

			
[

session terminated by 

Michele]
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CHAPTER ONE
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		It was one of those plots where you wake up and you don’t know who you are. You feel like you’ve been through the mill. Your head aches. Your ribs ache. Your arms ache. Your hands, your fingers. Everything aches. You know you did something—or somebody did something to you—but what that was now completely escapes you. You’re awake. And it’s like you’re still coming out of a dream. And you wait a little while for the facts of the matter to settle in your mind. Who, what, where, when, why… You know, like everyone knows, that coming out of a dream can be a confusing time. Sometimes it takes a while for the dream to split off and fade away. You’re in a familiar room but you don’t recognize anything. The bed seems like it’s your own but you think it’s someone else’s. Or you think you’re somewhere other than you are. That’s all perfectly normal. A transition from one state to another. Well, this dream splits, it breaks off, it fades, but nothing takes its place. Just the ache. And a girl at the closet stepping into a skirt, saying:

				“I’m super late, so I’m gonna drive, OK?”

				
				I couldn’t see her well. She was just a blur. I groped around the bedside table for a pair of glasses that weren’t there.

				So I lay back, watching the blurry form as it dressed. Tall girl, short stylish hair, platinum blonde, a good figure—that’s about all I could tell. A small room. Modest. Curtains closed. A sound like an airplane going over.

				She zipped up her skirt in the back. 

				“How are you feeling?” she said. 

				“Sore.”

				“I bet. Too much time on that ladder.”

				She left the room. The old hardwood creaked beneath her feet. I heard her voice from the other room. 

				“I had to change my number, remember? New one’s on the counter.” She came back in. “OK?”

				“OK.”

				She sat down on the bed. Dark blurry face. Her light hair like a corona. 

				“Why don’t you take a break from scraping. You’ve still got a month of summer. Take the day off. Why don’t you go back to your book? Do some writing. You get so grumpy when you’re not working on it.”

				“Yeah?”

				“Yeah. Maybe tonight I can read some more.” She leaned forward and kissed me. 

				Pretty face. Almond-shaped eyes.

				“Your glasses are in the bathroom. I borrowed them, sorry. There’s coffee in the kitchen. And a smoothie in the fridge.”

				“OK.”

				“You all right, babe? You look kind of dazed.”

				“Yeah, fine.”

				Instinctively a person knows that if he wakes up in a strange place with a strange woman calling him babe he should just go along with things and pretend he’s in control of the situation, that everything’s fine. Things go wrong quickly when you share information with strangers who say they’re your friends.

				“Did you hear the cat this morning?” she asked.

				“No.”

				“It was howling something terrible. It sounded like it was in our back yard. Probably that fat orange one I always hiss at. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it. It was pretty horrible. Sounded like it was being eaten by wolves. I hope it was. Well, I wish I could stay,” she said, rising from the bed. “Remember when we first moved here we used to stay in bed all morning?” She sighed. “I miss those days.”

				“Yeah. Me too.”

				“I’m really sorry about last night. I think I must have been enchanted or something.”

				“Yeah?”

				“Give me another chance tonight? All right?”

				“Sure.”

				“Call me if you need anything. Don’t call the old number, though. Remember, call the new one.”

				The door closed. I heard her run down some steps and another door slammed shut.

				The car started up and backed down a long driveway.

				I got up. Went into the bathroom and found the glasses. Put them on. Looked at myself in the mirror. Well, that seemed right enough. The face was mine. I knew that much. So then the problem couldn’t be me. I poured a cup of coffee and went into the living room. A couch, a chair, a lamp, a table. I looked out the window. The house was small. A house of similar size across the street. Two rows of modest, pre-war bungalows. Maple trees in bloom. On the porch was a ladder on its side, a tarp, a little table, a broom, a pile of light-colored paint chips. The front lawn was dried out, yellow. I went into the adjacent room. This must be my office. A desk in front of the window. A laptop computer. Old metal bookshelves. Books stacked on every surface. History, philosophy, fiction. Post cards and old photos stuck to the bookshelves with magnets. A drawing by a child of some sort of rainbow-colored craft—bright vibrant colors covering every molecule of the page—and little round balls—smiling faces. An old green couch. A black throw pillow. A metal trash can, empty except for balls of gum stuck to the inside. A yellow chair. I sat down. Hit the spacebar. The computer started up. The black screen flashed and then a white sheet stared back. Nothing on it. 























				


				The title of the document was themystery.doc. It was the only thing open.

				It was all very suspicious. I know when you wake with your memory lost you’re supposed to believe everything they tell you. You’re supposed to blindly fit in with your surroundings. To trust the legitimacy of all that’s been laid out before you. But I was quite sure I had never been in this house before. I had never sat in that chair. I didn’t know who those people were in the photographs, I didn’t know what child had drawn the picture. I lifted it up. On the back an adult had written in yellow crayon: “The Bus”.

				The phone rang. 

				I got up and passed through the little bathroom, back into the bedroom. In the still-dark room I could see a gadget glowing on the dresser. I picked it up. Pressed the talk button.

				“Hello?”

				
				“Hi, babe.”

				“Hi.”

				“I forgot to tell you the sewer guy’s coming to snake the drain today.”

				“What drain?”

				“The sewer line. It’s all clogged up because of the pine tree roots, remember?”

				I didn’t know what the heck she was talking about.

				“Right,” I said. 

				“He should be there about eleven, I think.”

				“OK.”

				“The checkbook’s on the coffee table.”

				“OK.”

				“You’re not very talkative this morning.”

				“Aren’t I?”

				“You’re not still angry with me, are you? You can’t believe anything I said last night. I told you. It wasn’t me. I was enchanted.”

				“What did you say last night?”

				“Hmmm,” she said. “I should get off the phone now. I don’t like talking while I drive. You get distracted. That’s how people end up driving off bridges. Knock on wood.”

				“Where do you work again?”

				“Where do I work again? Babe, I think you might still be asleep.”

				“Right. Yeah, that’s it. I must still be asleep.”

				“You just stay in bed today. I think you need a break. Stay off that ladder. You just stay in bed and read a book or something, OK? I better go.”

				“OK.”

				We hung up. 


				I was wearing a white t-shirt and red boxers. The house was very warm. I found a pair of shorts on the floor by the bed and put them on. They were green army pants that had been made into shorts. I took my 				
coffee out into the back yard. There was a patio there, a couple wicker chairs that didn’t match. One of them had no seat but a rudely cut piece of plywood had been plunked down with a little cushion on top that was too small for it. There were tarps and old sheets lying over the flower beds. The house itself was pink—pink or peach—that was the color. But everywhere I could see the gray/brown of old cedar shingles. The house had been scraped, and it must have been a terrible paint job that was being scraped off because a third or more of the observable house was down to the wood. I rolled my head around on my neck. It was tight and sore. My head still hurt. Everything hurt and just looking at the house made everything hurt more. 


				The back lawn was just as dead as the front. It seemed whoever had been living here had decided to let the grass die. It was a good-sized yard. There was a weird-looking orange bundle lying there in the back. I put on a pair of flip-flops that fit me perfectly and walked back there. 


				Near the back fence, an obese orange cat was lying stiffly, its tongue sticking out the side of its mouth. It had a leather collar and a round disk hanging from it. Without touching the cat I moved the disk so I could read it. 


				OLIVE.


				I went inside and turned on the phone, compared the number that had last called me with the number the girl had written on a pad of paper in the kitchen. They matched. 


				I dialed.


				A doodle of a fish with a smiley face had been drawn in a quick, smooth hand below the number.


				“Hi, babe,” she said. 


				“I think I know what happened this morning.”


				“What do you mean?”


				“Olive,” I said.


				“What olive? You hate olives.”


				“Not olives; Olive. Don’t you know who Olive is?”

				
				I could hear the girl sigh into the phone. “Babe, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I have a lot of work to get done.”

				“Olive the cat. Is dead.”

				“The big orange cat?” she blurted. “Gladys’s cat?”

				“Who’s Gla—? Yep, that’s the one.”

				“It’s dead?”

				“As a dormouse.”

				The next thing I heard was a bit disturbing because it was the sound of gleeful laughter. “That must be what I heard this morning!” she said giddily. “Its death throes! Oh, joy! Joy!” Then she said something about how that will teach it to go to the bathroom in her blueberry beds. Who was this woman? “Thanks for telling me, babe, you really brightened my day.”

				“Well, what am I supposed to do with it?”

				“I don’t know. What do you do with dead cats? Put them in the trash, I guess.”

				“I figure I should alert its owner, don’t you think?”

				“Yeah, I suppose. How did it look? Gross?”

				“Stiff.”

				“I wonder how it died.”

				“I should get in touch with Gladys,” I said. “How should I reach her?”

				“I don’t know, how about with a ten-foot pole?”

				“You don’t get along with Gladys, either?”

				“I would get along with Gladys if she would stop trying to give me advice about lawn care. I’m trying to save water. Besides, we’ll start working on the garden when the painting’s done.”

				“Sure,” I said. “That makes sense. Well, I suppose I’d better go talk to this Gladys.”

				“This Gladys? OK, but you might want to wait awhile. You still sound really spacey.”

				“Yes. Certainly. Of course.”

				“See, that’s what I mean.”


				There was a shed at the back of the property. It was unlocked. I found a pair of branch cutters and used them to snip off the deceased’s leather collar. It was a tricky business because I didn’t want to accidentally snip the cat. I took the collar and walked down the side driveway. The whole side of the house was in the same condition as the rear as far as paint and scraping was concerned. Whoever had done this had made it look legit. Poor bastard, I thought to myself. The scraping had obviously been done with a little hand scraper and a heat gun. The gun blew hot air which loosened the peeling paint and then it was up to the scraper to get it off. It was a small house, but no small job. Perhaps whoever was trying to make me think this was my house had hired a team to do it, in which case it could have been done in a day or two, depending on the size of the team. 


				The front of the house had yet to be scraped. I could see why anyone living there would have wanted the job done. It had been painted that pink/peach color and nothing else. No trim or accent colors, so the little house had the appearance of a nondescript pink blob. None of the details of its design or architecture were showing. I wondered what color it was going to be. 


				I stood on the sidewalk looking back at the house and chewing a piece of gum I’d found in the pocket of my shorts. I was distracted by an old woman next door. She was standing in her driveway sweeping. She saw me and smiled. 


				“Good morning! Looks like the scraping’s coming along. I can’t wait to see what color you two have chosen. I hope not gray. But I’m sure it’ll be beautiful. Your wife is so styli—”


				“Gladys?” I said.


				She stopped smiling and looked at me funny. “Yes?”


				“Then I have some bad news.”


				I walked over to her so that I could deliver the bad news quietly and in a soft voice, and no sooner had I stepped from my yard into hers than I heard a loud snarling which instantly turned to barking and I turned to see an angry dog bolting in my direction. I leapt back, then seeing it was just a fat corgi I readied myself to kick it like a football as soon as it brought itself in range. But it turned out the dog was tied up on a line and couldn’t quite get to me. “No, Brute, no!” said “Gladys,” in a voice that wasn’t chastising at all, and which while assuming a negative position paradoxically revealed something in the order of approval.


				The dog stood off a distance growling under its breath.


				“What’s the bad news?” said Gladys, looking concerned. 


				“It’s Olive.”


				“The cat?”


				“The cat? It’s your cat, isn’t it?”


				“No, that cat belonged to a man who lived down the street. He had two cats and he didn’t want to take them when he moved, so somehow he got Vel to adopt them—this was right after Gerald left for the home—but then, well, as you know, they had to take her away because she was hiding in the bushes and snarling at passersby and—have you heard anything? Is she still in the mental hospital? Carol was telling me she chased you with her hose? Is that true?”


				“That’s a good question, Gladys. There’s a lot I’d like to know.” 


				“Well,” said Gladys sweetly, “Carol heard that Vel thought your pine trees were killing her with pollen. So after she sprayed her house from top to bottom she started spraying yours. Then when you went out and asked her to stop she accused you of stealing her windows and putting them on your house and then, well, according to Carol she chased you down the driveway spraying you with the soaker attachment. It really is a shame that you had to share your driveway with Vel for so long. I used to see her wandering into your back yard all the time. I guess she had become convinced that there was a body buried back there. At least that’s what she told the ambulance driver when they took her away. You know she spent all her time in that house watching true crime shows and the Home Shopping Network. And she hoards. She has for as long as I’ve been here—almost forty years. But I think if you had one of those antiques shows come to her house they’d find some real treasures! Why, some of those old silhouettes must be worth a thousand dollars apiece! Do you ever watch the antiques program?”


				“Never miss it,” I said.


				“Did you hear they’re coming to town next month? My friend Mavis has two tickets and she’s giving me one. I’m going to take an old Indian pestle I found at a junk sale and see if they will carbon date it for me. At least I think it’s a pestle—Tim down the street says it may be something called a lingam.”


				The dog had not stopped growling.


				“I don’t think your dog likes me much.”


				“Oh, Brute? Don’t take it personally; he growls at all men. I think in his first home there was a man who used to hit him. A dog remembers. But as far as Olive goes, she’s not really my cat. It’s just when they took Vel away no one was feeding the cats anymore, so I started leaving food out on my porch for them. Now the other one has run off somewhere, but Olive is still coming around.”


				“Well, Olive won’t be coming around anymore. I’m sorry to tell you that Olive has kicked the bucket.”


				“Oh, dear. She died?”


				“In my back yard. And very loudly, I might add. Apparently the woman pretending to be my wife heard a bloodcurdling scream this morning. I can only assume it was Olive dying a horrible death.” I handed Gladys the collar. “My condolences.”


				Gladys clucked her tongue. “Oh, that’s terrible!” she said, taking the collar. “Where did it happen? In your back yard, was it?”


				“That’s what it looks like. Unless the body was moved.”


				“Was she attacked by something? I know we have raccoons.”


				“I don’t know how it happened, I’m no vet. But I thought I should let you know.”


				“Do you want me to come get her?”


				“I’ll take care of it, Gladys, no problem.”


				“Well, thank you. Do you think I should send the collar to the man who owned her? I got his address from Tim after Vel was taken away. I wanted to know if he was going to come back for the cats. He never wrote back.”


				“Yes, I think you should send the collar. I’m sure he’d like that.”


				I went back inside and after a short search I found a large plastic shopping bag. I put Olive in it. Tied it. And deposited it in the garbage can. 


				I went back inside and drank the smoothie the girl had left me in the fridge. It was banana and strawberry, very tasty. I walked around the house examining items, picking up a stuffed frog here, a bowl of pine cones there. On the mantle was a large green cookie jar in the shape of a stern-looking owl. I lifted off his head and looked inside. Toy animals of all kinds. I put his head back on. 


				“Boris,” I heard myself say. That was its name. How did I know that?


				Footsteps. I turned to the window and saw a woman walking up the porch. Her bedhead hair and t-shirt with the cartoon dinosaur were unmistakable. It was Gladys. She knocked on the door.


				“Come in,” I said, and stepped back, motioning for her to take a seat. 


				She seemed surprised, but stepped in, looking around the room with wide eyes like a kid in a candy store. 


				“Have you not been in here before?” I asked.


				“Not for eight or nine years,” she said. “There was an incident with some renters who started a fire. When the cops left Carol and I came in and had a look around. Have you ever noticed the burnt floor in the basement? They were making meth and I guess whatever they were cooking it in exploded. One of the renters was pretty badly burned.”


				“Have a seat,” I told her. “Can I get you a drink or something?”


				“Oh, no thank you. I just came to give you the address of the man who owned Olive in case you’d like to contact him, yourself, for any reason.”


				“I don’t think that’ll be necessary, Gladys,” I said. “The cat’s already in the bag, so to speak.”


				The room was sparsely furnished and nothing matched. There was a plush captain’s chair that had stained arm rests and scratch marks, probably found somewhere with a FREE sign on it. The couch Gladys was on was nearly as dingy as the chair and the springs must have given because she was sinking noticeably into the center of it. She was swiveling her head all around to make mental pictures of every item of décor so that she would be able to call it all up later, in future conversations with other neighbors. I was afraid she was going to throw out her neck.


				“Gladys,” I said.


				“Yes?”


				“How long have I lived here?”


				“Let’s see… You bought the house a few months after the renters with the pit bulls left. So, I suppose it’s been almost three years.”


				“And what is it that I do for a living?”


				She chuckled. “You’re a writer!”


				“Have I ever published anything?”


				“Of course! You signed my book for me. Don’t you remember? You wrote: For Gladys, thanks for the tips. I will do it your way next time. I remember well because neither Carol nor I could figure out if you were being serious or sarcastic.”


				“What was the name of my book?”


				“The name of your book?” She laughed. “Are you playing a prank on me?”


				“I know it probably sounds weird that I’d ask you all these questions that I already know the answers to. But let’s just consider it as an exercise I’m doing for a book. OK?”


				“That sounds fun! Your book’s name is In Complete Accord.”


				“In Complete Accord. Odd title. And did it sell many copies?”


				“I don’t think very many. I know I bought one.”


				“Now my wife, what does she do for a living?”


				“You’ve told me before that she’s a graphic designer.”


				“And what’s she like? Trustworthy? Nice? Devious? Shady? How would you describe her?”


				Gladys thought about it. “Well, to tell you the truth, I’ve never been able to get to know her very well. I know almost everyone on the block because I’m always out watering or sweeping and I talk to people when they walk by, and that’s how I get to know them. But I can’t say I’ve ever had a very good conversation with Eva. It seems like every time I try to strike up a conversation with her she remembers she has something on the stove. And yet,” mused Gladys, “I never seem to smell any home cooking coming from the house.”


				“So that’s her name is it? Eva?”


				“Yes. Eva.”


				“And what’s my name?”


				Gladys suddenly burst forth with: “Well, your real name is Daniel, but for the first three months you lived here you had me calling you Corky!”


				“I had you calling me Corky?”


				“Yes, and I was very cross for a long time with you, because every time I would talk about you to people I would call you Corky and they would say Who’s Corky? and I would explain that it was you—the new couple: Eva, the designer, and her husband Corky—and they’d say, His name’s not Corky, it’s Daniel! and I’d say, No, it’s not, it’s Corky!—and when I finally figured out you’d only been having a bit of fun with me, well, I was pretty upset about it. And I even talked to Eva about it over the fence in the back. I said, Do you know your husband has had me calling him Corky all this time? and she apologized and said you are a very imaginative man but that you get bored very easily and that I shouldn’t take any offense and I started to give her some advice about how to check her arbor vitae for spider mites when she suddenly remembered she had left the iron on and had to rush inside.”


				“And how does one check for spider mites?” I asked to humor the woman.


				“You take a white piece of paper and you place it flat inside the bush—or the tree, rather—and then you shake the tree and take the paper out and if they’re there you’ll see them crawling around on the page. They’re small and red. And they can wipe out an entire block in a single season.”


				“Good to know,” I said, rising to my feet. “Well, thank you for stopping by, but I should be getting back to work now. I’m sorry for having you call me Corky.” I opened the door.


				“How’s the book coming?” she asked. “Is it almost finished?”


				“I imagine so,” I said. “By the way, what’s the book about? Have I ever told you?”


				“Oh, no, it’s top secret. You never say the first thing about it. Whenever I or any of the other neighbors ask you just say it’s a really big book, that you don’t know when you’ll be done because you never put timelines on things because it’s better to let it be whatever it wants to be—which I’ve never understood—and what else do you say? Oh, yes. That you may not be making any money but that it’s a very rewarding experience.” 


				“Sounds like a cop-out to me. And how long have I been working on this book? Have I ever told you?”


				“Well, your last one came out when you were young—twenty-six, I think, which probably explains all the profanity. And I know you’ve been working on this one since then. So it must have been something like…eleven years?”


				“Eleven years on the same book!” I exclaimed. 


				She smiled.


				“How does a person work eleven years on a book and not finish it? What’s my work schedule? A minute per day?”


				“Well, you tell people you work on it from the time you wake up until you go to sleep. And that you don’t have any friends or hobbies or belong to any clubs (I don’t think you even vote to tell you the truth) and that you have devoted your entire life to working on it.” She lowered her voice. “We all just figure you have writer’s block and are too embarrassed to say.”


				“Yeah, I don’t blame you. Eleven years working on the same book sounds like madness. Have I ever told you the title?”


				“No. But once you called it a post-post-neo-modern mystery story. But I don’t know if you were just feeding me more Corky.”


				“Thank you for the information, Gladys,” I said, escorting her down the slanted wooden steps. “I promise you I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”


				“The bottom of it?” she said. “Is there something wrong?” 


				“Oh, yes. There’s something definitely wrong.” I walked her to the lawn and she headed for her house. “Wait, Gladys! One more thing!”


				She turned around. 


				“I didn’t get a very good look at my wife this morning,” I said. “I didn’t have my glasses on. She’s beautiful, wouldn’t you say?”


				“Yes, she’s very beautiful. Everyone says she looks like a model.”


				“And the way I look now,” I said, spreading my arms wide so that she could see my old t-shirt and baggy shorts. “Is this how I normally look?”


				“You mean how messy your hair is?”


				“Well, I wasn’t meaning that, but yes. And my attire.”


				“You always look pretty much the same,” said Gladys. “Although when it’s colder you wear long johns under your shorts.”


				“So then the question is…what would a girl like that be doing with a guy like me?”


				Gladys thought about it for a while, but at last could only respond with a shake of the head and a smile. And a: 


				“I suppose it really takes all kinds.”
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				:::	Hi! 

				:::	Hi.

				:::	I didn’t get you up, did I?

				:::	No.

				:::	Sometimes people are day sleepers, you know, and… I’m just admiring your tree—is that going to be an apple, or…

				:::	Yeah, we just planted that a few weeks ago.

				:::	Oh! It looks healthy, it’ll probably do fine there.

				:::	Do you know much about apple trees?

				:::	Pardon me?

				:::	Do you know—

				:::	Not a lot; what kind is it?

				:::	It’s a McIntosh.

				:::	Oh, that’s a nice apple. Yeah, and they’re pretty! I like ’em. I would put a little thing around it, because the stem could easily get broken on you—you know, sometimes even kids will come along and—I saw that just the other day. A little screen around the base that comes up so high to protect it a little bit until it gets a little stronger.

				:::	Good idea.

				:::	Yeah, I just planted a dogwood tree two years ago and boy it’s really taken off—you’d be surprised how fast they grow.

				:::	Really.

				:::	Yeah! Isn’t it so beautiful out—the flowers are just gorgeous! Well anyway, you’re probably wondering why I’m ringing your doorbell, I’m calling with some good news from the Bible.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	Seems like we hear a lot of bad news anymore—[clears throat] I mean sometimes things are so bad you wonder if there’s some sinister influence behind all of it. Have you ever thought of that?

				:::	Uh, yeah, I have actually.

				:::	Uh-huh, are you a Bible reader at all?

				:::	Yeah, I read the Bible.

	
				:::	Are you familiar with Revelation chapter twelve? Um, let me see here………… You’ll have to pardon my Bible, I always say I’m not gonna mark ’em up and I’ll get another and then… [laughs] Anyway, it goes into here verse, um, twelve verse seven, And war broke out in heaven, Michael and his angels battled with the Dragon, and the Dragon and its angels battled. But it did not prevail. Neither was a place found for them any longer in heaven. So here you have the good angels fighting with the bad angels, at this period of time. And so down the Great Dragon was hurled, the original serpent, um, the one called Devil and Satan who is misleading—notice—the entire inhabited earth… You see what’s going on.

				:::	Wow.

				:::	And he was hurled down to the earth and his angels—the bad angels—were hurled down with him. And then it says how happy they were, and then it says, On this account be glad you heavens and you who reside in them, Woe for the earth and for the sea, and over here the sea refers to restless humanity. Uh, because the devil has come down to you having great anger knowing he has a short period of time.

				:::	Short period of time, wow.

				:::	Well, when Jesus died for us and went to heaven he sat down at the right hand of God, it wasn’t quite time for him to rule in his kingdom.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	But when he took up ruling in heaven the first thing he did was cast Satan—the devil—and the angels that followed him down into the earth. Um…you probably know how Satan became what he was.

				:::	How did that happen?

				:::	Well, in Genesis he was the covering angel over Adam and Eve if you remember, and uh, he was supposed to watch over them, but instead he could visualize Adam and Eve multiplying as God told them to do, and fill the earth and extend that paradise to the whole earth. But um, but he wanted that glory, he wanted to be worshipped, so he uh, he challenged Eve’s rightfulness to rule—I mean God’s rightfulness to tell Adam and Eve what they could do and what they couldn’t do. And remember he said to Eve, let me find it here…Now the serpent—oh, let’s see, where should we start here…um…So [clears throat] here’s the Satan using the serpent, like a ventriloquist, you know. The serpent proved to be the most cautious of all the wild beasts of the field that Jehovah God had made, but began to say to the woman, Is it really so that God said you must not eat from every tree of the garden? At this the woman said to the serpent, Of the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat, but as for eating of the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden, God has said you must not eat from it no you must not touch it lest you die. And at this the serpent—or Satan, you know, speaking through him—said to the woman, You positively will not die. For God knows that on the very day of your eating from it your eyes are bound to be opened and you are bound to be like God knowing good and bad—in other words, You don’t need God telling you what to do!

				:::	Yeah, right.

				:::	Yeah. And so he told the first lie. 

				:::	So that was a lie?

				:::	First lie. You will not die, he told them. 

				:::	Wow.

				:::	And she—she—you know she dwelt on it. Instead of putting sin behind us sometimes we dwell on something—you know it’s wrong—

				:::	Yep.

				:::	And they had everything—I mean they were created perfect, God had personally taught Adam, he let him name the animals that he had created, and uh—

				:::	What else was it like in Eden, do you think?

				:::	I beg your pardon?

				:::	What else was it like in Eden?

				:::	It was a beautiful paradise!

				:::	Yeah?

				:::	And, God’s person—I mean God’s purpose was to extend that garden to the entire earth, and the earth be filled—in fact before they sinned he gave them the command to multiply, and fill the earth, and uh, at that time…he said here…And God went on to say, Let us make man in our image according to our likeness and let them have in subjection the fish of the sea and the flying creatures of the heavens and the domestic animals and all the earth and every moving animal upon it. And down in verse twenty-eight it says further, God blessed them, and God said to them, Be fruitful and be many and fill the earth, subdue it and have in subjection the fish of the sea, the flying creatures of the heavens and every living creature moving upon the earth. Well, now we don’t see us in command over the animals, you know. Some of them, some are pretty wild.

				:::	Yeah, they can get wild.

				:::	But at one time it wasn’t true. And um so…the earth was completed in the seventh day. And many people tell you, well that was seven literal days.

				:::	Hmm.

				:::	But the Bible says that one day is equal to a thousand years. Because he’s—

				:::	So seven thousand years.

				:::	So, uh…we don’t know exactly how long those creative days were, but um, you know, science—God is the greatest scientist, he’s the—so the Bible doesn’t contradict the true science.

				:::	Right.

				:::	So, you know, a thinking person knows, after—have you been to college, or…?

				:::	Um, I spent some time in college.

				:::	And, and then—just even watching the History Channel, they had a deal on the sun, and how it functions and everything and it was just awesome, because—

				:::	How does the sun function?

				:::	Well, the protons and neutrons and everything, I would love to get a copy of that, it was on the History Channel, they’ll probably show it again. 

				:::	Oh yeah?

				:::	It was just unbelievable. 

	
				:::	We don’t have cable.

				:::	Oh, don’t you?

				:::	No. 

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	Do you have cable?

				:::	I have a, uh, dish.

				:::	Oh yeah? Which one do you have?

				:::	I don’t know, it’s just a—well, it’s a dish that you, like a satellite—

				:::	Dish Network?

				:::	Well I live out on Mullan Hill Terrace, um—

				:::	Do you find you like the service you get with the dish? Because I’m constantly getting advertisements from cable and satellite, and you know it’s just hard to decide in this day and age whether you should get satellite or whether you should get cable… for your entertainment needs.

				:::	Well, they don’t have cable where I live, I live in a motor home park.

				:::	So you have to have a dish. You don’t have a choice!

				:::	No. And I did have cable and I liked cable.

				:::	Do you find that the reception with the dish is pretty clear?

				:::	It’s about the same as cable. 

				:::	Really?

				:::	Uh, when you have a storm, though, sometimes it’ll temporarily go out. A bad windstorm or something.

				:::	I’ve heard that would happen.

				:::	Yeah.

				:::	What kind of package do you have?

				:::	I just have the basic, but I think it runs, uh, it goes up all the time—what is it now? I have it taken out every month, it’s automatic—and it’s gone up, let’s see, when I first got it I think it was twenty-nine dollars, I think it’s about thirty-five now.

				:::	Do they tell you each month when they’re gonna raise the rate on you?

				:::	Um…no. It just—it just automatically takes it out.

	
				:::	And when you check your bank statements they’ve taken more out each month?

				:::	Yeah, yeah—not each month.	They raise it maybe every year or two or three, you know how they do—everything’s going up now.

				:::	They should give you some notice before they start taking more out of your account, because—

				:::	Yeah, you’d think so.

				:::	you could bounce checks or something.

				:::	Yeah, exactly.

				:::	But other than that you’re pretty comfortable, you like the service of the Dish Network?

				:::	Yeah, people are very—oh, the dish? Yeah, it’s been pretty nice. And they don’t charge you for that. I think you have to put a—you have to be with them at least two years. And they give everything free.

				:::	For what?

				:::	The little dish that they put on your house.

				:::	Oh, do they come and attach it to your house?

				:::	Yeah, they install it and everything.

				:::	Huh.

				:::	So that’s all free, and then the little handset—let’s see, did we get a handset? Yeah, I think we get a handset too. But you have to sign up for two years.

				:::	You have to have a two-year commitment.

				:::	Yeah. And I’ve been there four years.

				:::	Do you think it’s worth the price that you’ve been paying? I mean for the quality of programs?

				:::	Well, they’re pretty well—actually they’re pretty well all the same price, pretty much. But yeah, I think it’s very nice. I’ve been happy with it.

				:::	What kinds of shows do you like to watch?

				:::	Um, I love the History Channel—I have learned so much on that. Uh, they cover everything. Um, and I like to watch um, 112, Home and Garden. Yeah. Home and Garden. And what else do I like? Cooking Channel and I I like to watch CNN.

	
				:::	Oh yeah, for the news.

				:::	Yeah, I watch them a lot. And uh, local channels. I have 2, 4, 6, and 7, 10.

				:::	You have the local news?

				:::	Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yeah. I’ve got 2, 4, 6, and—

				:::	Do you have a favorite local news station that you like?

				:::	Um, no, it’s just—

				:::	Just whichever one is on?

				:::	Yeah. Yeah. I see you’re sorta—you’re sorta—wondering which way to go, aren’t you?

				:::	Well, you know, I’m just gonna—they send us so many ads for cable and satellite that I’m just gonna have to give in and get one or the other—

				:::	Yeah, you don’t know which way—I can understand the dilemma—

				:::	I think maybe if I get either cable or satellite, then maybe they’ll stop sending me flyers in the mail.

				:::	I— No, I doubt it. I doubt it.

				:::	You think they’ll still send me flyers?

				:::	It’s just like you keep getting these things—oh, they want you to uh—um, like Visa or Mastercharge—

				:::	Yeah.

				:::	and all the different banks keep sending you that stuff, so…

				:::	Well, we rarely get much mail at all except for ads.

				:::	Yeah, you get sort of tired of it.

				:::	Yeah, it gets—

				:::	So just chuck ’em! [laughs]

				:::	Yeah, but then you have to pay to recycle them.

				:::	Yeah.

				:::		And then sometimes the recycling won’t take certain types of mailers—

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	if they have like a glossy sheen on them.

				:::	Uh-huh.

	
				:::	Or if they’re like a full-color uh gloss or—

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	matte or—

				:::	Yeah.

				:::	or something like that. It’s just a challenge…

				:::	I know, it is.

				:::	And then you have to pay for your own garbage disposal, so—but if you think about the amount of paper that adds up just from advertising, that’s gonna cost you a pretty penny each year.

				:::	Yeah, you start trying to cut corners because the cost of living keeps going up and up and up.

				:::	Yeah.

				:::	And uh, you know, things are just continuing to escalate—that, that’s why we—not going back to the Bible, but we can see how close we are—

				:::	To what?

				:::	To God’s judgment. We’re living in a judgment period.

				:::	Do you think that’s because of so much advertising…in the mailboxes?

				:::	Well, no, I think, um, it’s greed—it’s so much love of money, you know. Instead of being balanced, it seems you see so much corruption—like they just had a senator—I mean here’s this guy—it’s been two years I saw on the news—well, why is it taking two years to indict this man? So when we got—getting into this they found out that he was into graft and corruption and—

				:::	No!

				:::	And bribery!

				:::	A politician was—

				:::	A senator! 

				:::	being dishonorable?

				:::	I can’t think of his name, yeah!

				:::	Well that’s something else. These are the end times.

	
				:::	Yeah! Well they’re always being caught with their hand in the pot lately. We see corruption and this is all over the world! You know, so we’re living in—

				:::	Not just here.

				:::	No.

				:::	Not just in this country.

				:::	So we’re living in a judgment period and so it’s so important that we take in knowledge of the Bible. And accurate	knowledge. Because uh it’s so important—so many people want to worship God the way they want to, and—

				:::	Right. And they say, You know what, maybe the Bible’s not true. I’ll find out who God is for myself.

				:::	Exactly.

				:::	That’s what they say.

				:::	Yeah, and yet this Bible has been perfectly preserved. Even though many—well, the Catholic Church—it’s a well-known fact—tried to—in the Dark Ages tried to suppress this. Because the Catholic Church was formed way back four hundred years after Christ—well, by that time false religion had entered—

				:::	Right.

				:::	just like Jesus said it would—when it said, when the apostles were martyred, the early Christians, it said the wolves will scatter the flock, and that happened, you know, and apostasy entered into religion, and some of those pagan doctrines have been handed down until today!

				:::	Really! You’re kidding me! Like what kind of pagan doctrines?

				:::	Well, for example, Jesus was not born in December.

				:::	He wasn’t born in December? He was born on December twenty-fifth.

				:::	No.

				:::	Like about a week short of January.

				:::	No.

				:::	No. Really?

				:::	Yeah. That was—well, that’s another whole story. He was born about October first. 

	
				:::	October first.

				:::	Yeah, the Bible doesn’t say, but he started his ministry when he was exactly thirty—that was fulfilling the—

				:::	On his birthday?

				:::	Well, exactly thirty. And that was to fulfill, um……the Jewish requirement that you had to be thirty to become a priest. And he’s our high priest—he needs no successor because he never died. So he waited—then he was serving his father full-time until his death at the age of thirty-three and a half.

				:::	As a carpenter?

				:::	Yeah, he was a carpenter, he helped his father—his stepfather—and then when he became thirty he was doing the ministry of his father full-time.

				:::	Joseph.

				:::	Joseph was his stepfather.

				:::	So he was doing the ministry of Joseph full-time?

				:::	No, of the Lord.

				:::	Oh, right, right. 

				:::	See, his father was really God.

				:::	Right. Right.

				:::	Joseph was just raising him.

				:::	Joseph was just— 

				:::	Married to Mary.

				:::	Mary’s husband.

				:::	And so—

				:::	He was a carpenter.

				:::	He was a carpenter, and Jesus was a carpenter until he turned thirty and then he started serving his father full-time, until he was thirty-three and a half. So if you count back six months, that would take you back to about October first or second he was born. So then they decided—

				:::	September thirty-first it could have been also.

	
				:::	…Yeah. They—they started, uh, celebrating—decided to Christ mass, the mass of Christ, to get the uh, Emperor Constantine, to get the Jews and the Romans together, into one religion. And then they had church-state, you know where the church would govern the state, or the state would govern the state type thing? And uh, he wanted the people to support him, so uh… The Romans celebrated the Saturnalia, the return of the sun.

				:::	The return of Saturn.

				:::		Well, the twenty-fifth is the shortest day of the year, right in that area. And they had their pagan celebrations to their gods, you know, they worshipped the sun, the moon, and everything, you know, they even prayed to the Unknown God because they didn’t want to offend anyone.

				:::	What was his name?

				:::	And so they just, uh…they… Well, just so they wouldn’t offend maybe some god.

				:::	Which one?

				:::	I don’t know, they worshipped everything. They worshipped the creation rather than the creator. The Romans.

				:::	The Romans!

				:::	Exactly. So to get the Jews and the Romans together, they decided to start celebrating Jesus’ birthday on October first—well, the Jews did not celebrate birthdays. 

				:::	They didn’t.

				:::		They considered the day of the death more important. And they didn’t think it was right to build—you know how you’re king or queen for the day and everybody gives you gifts and all this? They didn’t do that. Well, I’ve got some people waiting for me, but do you want me to come back sometime and we can sit down and study some of these things?

				:::	No, it’s OK. But it’s been really nice talking to you.

				:::	Yeah!

				:::	You have to go now though, huh? You can’t stay and chat more?

	
				:::	Well I would love to but I I I uh um, they’re getting cold out there probably. And um—I would like—she has to meet someone at twelve. I have a book: What Does the Bible Really Teach? Have you seen this? And it’s a new book. Do you live here?

				:::	Well, I’m staying here right now. And I’m not going to be around for very much longer.

				:::	Oh, I see, you’re sort of going to find your own place.

				:::	Yeah, I’m not originally from here.

				:::	Oh, aren’t you? Where are you from?

				:::	Well, I was born in       ,        , in 1976.

				:::	OK, that’s a nice warm place.

				:::	When I was two we moved up to Federal Way, Washington…

				:::	Yeah, I know where that is.

				:::	Then when I was eight we moved to California.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	And then eight and a half we moved to England. And then…

				:::	Oh, was your dad in the military?

				:::	He was um, he was a drifter, you might say.

				:::	Uh-huh, OK.

				:::	And then when I was, um let’s see, ten we moved back to California.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	And when I was thirteen we moved back to Federal Way.

				:::	You’ve seen a lot of the world!

				:::	I lived for a while in Seattle.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	I’ve lived in Iowa. Let’s see…where else have I lived?…Montana.

				:::	I’ve lived in Montana too.

				:::	What part of Montana?

				:::	I was born in Deer Lodge and I lived in Butte one year. My mom and dad were both born and raised in Montana. And my dad was out of Helena, and my mom lived on a ranch out of Deer Lodge.

				:::	Wow.

	
				:::	And I had aunts who lived in Missoula; one in Great Falls, one in Billings.

				:::	Wow.

				:::	Yeah.

				:::	I stayed in Lake Flathead area for a little while.

				:::	Yeah, that’s beautiful. So are you gonna get an apartment or what?

				:::	Oh, well, I’m probably going to go back to the other side of the mountains.

				:::	Are you going to be a drifter like your dad?

				:::	Um, yeah, maybe. It worked out for him pretty well, until he died recently.

				:::	Oh, I’m sorry. 

				:::	So what was your name?

				:::	I’m Alice.

				:::	Alice. So um, now, I know your friends are waiting so you have to go, but is there anything more you can tell me about this—about the satellite dish?

				:::	Yeah. They come out and they install it on your roof, and they have to direct it.

				:::	Uh-huh.

				:::	So that it picks up the—it picks up the uh—you know the uh… So I don’t know if you’d be more satisfied with the cable or that because uh, I don’t know—I don’t think you can go wrong with either one of them.

				:::	Really.

				:::	Yeah. 

				:::	Because they’re both just great?

				:::	Yeah. So, um, why don’t I leave this with you. This will really direct you. As to the kind of worship that God approves. Do you know God says, Oh, if only you obey my commandments—

				:::	Right.

				:::	then it will go well with you—

			

			
				★



	
				
				
Michele:

sorry I lost you for a second



				
Michele:

Are you still there?



				
Visitor 1969:

 Yes, I’m here.



				
Michele:

great



				
Michele:

May I have your name please?



				
Visitor 1969:

What happened to you?



				
Michele:

I think there was a glitch but it’s fine now



				
Visitor 1969:

Well, I’m glad you’re back. They call me           .



				
Michele:

Would you like to share your website address with me?





				★

				
				:::	I know what all the different religions teach, and I wouldn’t be at your door if I didn’t feel this was the true faith. You know, if I didn’t know for positively, I wouldn’t be out here in the snow and the heat and the rain—I’ve been out doing this for forty-some years. Yeah, I’m seventy-one and I—

				::: Well, you’re getting a lot of exercise. You look great for seventy-one.

				:::	Well, I don’t know about that, but—

				:::	No, you do.

				:::	Well, I—



				★

				
				
Michele:

Still there?



	
				
Visitor 1969:

Your diction is different, Michele. Please don’t be offended with my asking, but are you sure you are the same person i was chatting with before?



				
Michele:

Yes it’s me



				
Visitor 1969:

How can I be sure?



				
Michele:	

Well I re-engaged with you because I was assisting you:)



				
Michele:

and there is no other Michele except me in this shift



				
Visitor 1969:

OK, sorry Michele, I guess I can get a little paranoid. It’s just you never really know who you’re talking to on the web, do you?



				
Michele:

you’re right, specially with so many technologies out there



				
Michele:

so do you have any other questions for me?





				
				★

			
				:::	See, the thing is—and I know you’ve gotta go—the thing is, it seems to me that God is very large. And that he can’t be contained— 

				:::	No.

				:::	in a book.

				:::	Uh…

				:::	And that all of God’s ideas and everything that God has in store for us, and created for us, it can’t really can’t be conceived by man, so man just has to go out and seek God himself and not necessarily blindly believe in the beliefs of his fathers or in a preexistent faith.



				:::	Well, let me leave this book for you to examine :::



★
				


	
				
Michele:

still there?



				
Visitor 1969:

 Yes, still here.



				
Visitor 1969:

There was a question i wanted to ask before we got off-track. Does it seem to you that in this country we’re not really expected to do anything but buy and consume, or to be anyone but a buyer or a consumer? It feels that way to me.



				
Michele:

well I guess that is the life cycle



				
Visitor 1969:

what do you mean?



				
Michele:

well we buy and consume that’s a universal fact. As far as roles are concerned, we all have one.



				
Visitor 1969:

All of us? What is yours?



				
Michele:

well we have a professional life and personal life and the role varies according to that



				
Visitor 1969:

 You’re right, and what I mean is that both our professional and personal lives now seem to be dictated by the consumer environment. We buy personally, and sell professionally.



				
Michele:

hmm you’re right



				
Michele:	

you seem to be doing some sort of research



				
Visitor 1969:

 Well, I don’t often have the opportunity to chat with people like you.



				
Michele:

hmm, so do you have any questions regarding our service?



				
Michele:

I still don’t have your name by the way :)



	

				
Michele:

Are you there?



				
Visitor 1969:

Sorry. Yes, still here. I do have questions about the service. This is all part of the decision-making process, Michele. And I did tell you my name. Look up and you’ll see.



				
Visitor 1969:

          .



				
Michele:

yes I got that.



				
Michele:

I was just wondering if that is actually your name



				
Visitor 1969:

Do you like America?



				
Michele:

Yes, don’t you like it/



				
Visitor 1969:	

What do you like about America, specifically?



				
Michele:

Visitor 1969 I’m Sorry but my shift just ended. Is there something that I can do for you before I log off?



				
Visitor 1969:

Tell me what’s so great about America.



				
Michele:

well I’m a citizen of US and I love everything in this country



				
Michele:

like everyone does



				
Visitor 1969:

including what exactly?



				
Michele:

well I like the country and that includes everything



				
Michele:

nothing specifically



				
Michele:

is there anything else I can help you with, today?



				
Visitor 1969:

would you ever want to come to America?



	
				
				[image: [Photo of a burning church fading into white.]]

				
Michele:

well I am there.



				
				
Visitor 1969:

partly cloudy. 60 degrees. feels like 60 degrees.



				
Michele:

I am sorry but I have to logout Now. Incase you have anything Business Related you can call us at 312-   -    



				
Michele:

Thankyou for Visiting Website​Greeters.com Have a Great Day 



				
Michele:

Bye



				






			
[

session terminated by 

Michele]
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MY ROBOT (REBUILT)
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>HEY
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>DO YOU THINK YOUR SAVIORS COMING BACK
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>WHATS HE LOST DOWN HERE
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>HE WAS BORN
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>HE LIVED
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>AND THEN HE DIED
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>BUT CHEER UP HUMANS 
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>YOU ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE
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>FOR IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO TAKE THE LIFE OF A SAINT
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>THE LIVES THEY LOSE ARE GIVEN FREELY
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>TO RAISE ONE FROM THE DEAD HOWEVER
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>WELL WHAT IS THAT BUT MURDER
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X


	

	
	Early fifteenth century  AD: a boy was born: in a cardboard box: in the southern Spanish village of San Nicolás del Puerto. They gave him the name Diego. (Latin: Didacus; English: James.) He entered religious life as a boy, learning the Catholic faith from a hermit monk who adopted him. The man and the boy lived together in poverty, growing vegetables, and carving utensils out of wood to raise money for their basic needs, giving most of the money to their even poorer neighbors. At the age of thirty, Diego joined the Franciscan Order. Paying no heed to his own safety, he traveled to the Canary Islands, off the coast of NW Africa, to preach the Word to a race of cannibals. He remained there many years. Not much is known of his life during this time. (By the way, I don’t remember anymore if these words I have used are mine.)
	

					★

				
				
				And not much is known of his life-subsequent. (That sounds like me.) But we know that Friar Diego returned to Spain, where he lived a very modest life, tending to the sick and poor, preaching at the University of Alcalá de Henares in Toledo, and though he did not know how to read or write, his skills as an orator were widely known. And though he did not seek renown, the reputation of his virtue and charitable spirit spread far and fast and made him famous among the Catholics of Spain. The pope had even heard of him.

				★

				The 19th century Kazakh prophet Abai rebuked his fellow Kazakhs bitterly, for he saw that they were preoccupied with one thing alone: “to own as much livestock as possible and thus gain honor and respect.”

				★

				I know just what he means.

				★

				Abai asked: “How come that we speak no ill of the dead but find no worthy people among the living?”

				★

				Tell me about it.

				★

				Abai is a dead saint now. But he was once alive. I could get on a plane and take a train or a Jeep or a camel—I really don’t know how to get there—but I can transport myself to the place where he was born and lived; I can stand in the place where he stood, I can watch the sun rise and fall where he saw it rise and fall. The stars have shifted. But only slightly.


				★

				The seasons return again and again to tell us that the circle takes no notice of our brief lives, or quick declines. 

				★

				So let’s send a message to the circle.

				★

				Let’s fill it with meaningless lines.

				★

				Nietzsche was born a man. He hoped to become a Superman. The philosopher Emil Cioran was born a Romanian. He hoped to become a Frenchman. I was born with a predisposition to abuse painkillers. I wished I was a Pharmacist.

				★

				My wife and I reside in a little house in the Wallingford neighborhood of Seattle. We wouldn’t be able to afford it, but Kay, our friend and surrogate godmother who owns the house, pays the bills and gives us cheap rent. She spends most of her time in her house in Mexico, just a few miles south of the California border, but keeps a room in this one for when she comes up to see family and friends; a week or so every few months. She is sixty-four years old, blond and bubbly, was a cheerleader in high school. She was married to her high school sweetheart, a poet, a rebel, a university professor, but he died of cancer very young. Age forty-four, I think. 

				
				★

				(                                                  ‌-)

				★

				After her husband died Kay spent a year traveling around the world with her son, who was eighteen at the time. Then she bought the house in Mexico. She met an Englishman there, a retired British naval officer and engineer, a tall, broad-chested man, full of spirit, and they lived together in her house for a few years. But she wanted adventure, she wanted to dance the cha-cha and sing and flirt and make love, and as time went on all he ever wanted to do was tend to his garden during the day and sit around drinking gin and smoking cigarettes at night, bitching and moaning no matter the time—expecting to be tended to and waited on hand and foot. He was a bore and a real stuffed shirt, and she decided at last to end it. But on the morning of the day she was going to break the news, she found him in the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed, staring down at the floor, his face red as a beet. 

				★

				What’s wrong, Jeff? she said. He raised his eyes to her, but could not speak. Neither could he raise himself to his feet. He just sat there. She called an ambulance, but an hour later the ambulance still had not come. So she went next door to the two gay Frenchmen and they came and helped shuffle Jeff to the car, lifting his feet for him one at a time as they made their way down the front walk to the car. Then they set him in the passenger seat, strapped him in. Kay drove him back across the border, to a hospital in San Diego. 


				★

				He never came home. He’d had a stroke, and at last count has had three more since. The last one, just a few days ago, has left him totally blind. Kay drives across the border to visit him at his convalescent home each day. It is an hour drive each way if the wait at the border isn’t long. She has been doing this for seven years. She’ll keep making the trip until one of them dies.

				★

				REQUIEM AETERNAM DONA EIS DOMINE ET LUX PERPETUA LUCEAT EIS
[eternal rest grant them, o lord; and let perpetual light shine upon them]

				★

				When I was fourteen years old I dreamt that I was riding a train through a dark night made bright by brilliant streaks of perpetually shooting stars. I was seated in a carriage, and the sliding glass doors were shut, and the curtains closed. On their knees before me were two beautiful angels, one blond, one brown, in flowing white robes, their large, round breasts exposed, their broad wings intermingling; the feathers dusting my thighs. I: submerged in this warm, heavenly jelly: I. They kissed me until I came on their lips. I woke. I got out of bed. I went to the window. I lifted it up. I stuck my head out. 

				★

				
				Five years later at the Antwerp Central Station, my girlfriend—a few hours by that point my ex—and I boarded an empty train for the Channel, and a boat to ferry us back to England. We sat in the rear car, all alone. It was late at night / early in the morning. She was sad and exhausted. She put her bag beneath a bench seat, and lay down. She fell right to sleep, and as the train ka-thunk ka-thunk ka-thunked through the dark, I sat slouching in the seat across from hers, watching her sleep. I had told her that when we got back to London I didn’t want to share a room with her. I didn’t want to be her quote unquote “man” anymore. But now, on the train, I wished I hadn't been so cruel to her. I wished I hadn’t broken her heart. At least I could have waited until we were back home in London. We were on a train, after all, in the middle of the night; there was no one around, and I was horny. 

				★

				Incidentally, her name was “Angela.”

				★

				Matthew McIntosh a grandi à Federal Way, une banlieue sud de Seattle (état de Washington), où se déroule l’action de son roman WELL (Le Seuil). Il vit maintenant à Seattle avec sa femme.

				★

				One night, soon after I’d returned from London, I met a man on the adjoining patios behind my friend Adam’s apartment, where I was staying the night. I don’t know where Adam was. This man was visiting the single mother who lived next door; she worked, I think, at an old folks’ home. Or some kind of hospital. 

				★

	
				She’d sent the kids away and this man had just finished                                                                             ‌- taking a postcoital nap. He was a small-boned black guy with a thin mustache. Surprisingly, he was a die-hard fan of the hair metal bands of the ’80s and loved to sing their songs. We smoked his crack cocaine together, and he asked for requests. He knew each word to every shitty glam song I could come up with, and would sing them in a loud and beautiful high-vibrato gospel-inflected voice. That’s amazing! I’d say. 

				
				★

				Thanks, he’d reply.

				★

				He sang and we talked and talked and talked and he sang and we laughed together and told jokes and smoked his rocks and when they were all gone he asked me for a bowl of weed to top it all off and I said, Sorry man, I don’t have any left, I smoked the last of it before I came outside, and he said, Come on, man, don’t lie, and I said, I’m not lying, and he said, You gotta have at least one bowl left, come on, brother, let’s smoke it together, I shared with you now you should share with me, it’s only right, and I said, 

				★

				Sorry brother, I ain’t got a thing. 

				★

				He just shook his head, like he couldn’t understand.

				★

				I said goodnight and went back inside. Drew the curtain, locked the door, sat down on Adam’s couch, and smoked the rest of my weed:::alone::::


				

				★

				That ain’t like a saint.
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IX


		
				One morning in 1562, nearly a hundred years after the death of Friar Diego, Don Carlos, the lunatic son of the Spanish king Felipe II, fell down a flight of stairs. He was taken to his bed. At times he cursed and raved like a man possessed. At other times he appeared to be unable to speak or move. We scientists believe today that he had suffered a cerebral vascular hemorrhage. That’s when a vessel in your brain goes: 

				★

				POP!

				★

				The official story states that the king’s most trusted doctor ordered a phlebotomy/ trepanation to let the diseased blood out. They cut the prince’s scalp open, bled him, and then sewed the head back up. Don Carlos did not recover. Instead (if I may move into the present tense) he closes his eyes; falls into a coma; and begins to briskly waste away.

				
			
				
				★

				More doctors, more surgeons, more scientists are called. Magicians are called. Mystics. Soothsayers and diviners and astrologers are called. Potions are administered, spells cast, ancient rites performed, secret words intoned, ancient hymns proclaimed…but the prince does not wake. 

				★

				Then the king summons the Franciscans of Alcalá to come and pray for his son. They arrive bearing the ninety-nine-year-old cadaver of Friar Diego, which they’ve been keeping in a box. They take the dead friar out and lay him in the bed beside the sleeping prince. (I know, gross, right?) The next morning, when the nurse goes in to check on him, the prince is crawling along the floor counting the tiles. A MIRACLE! This is how Diego, at long last, was elevated to saint.

				★

				Unfortunately, the prince died anyway. And the moral is: just because a prince is counting tiles doesn’t mean he’s better.

				★

				My wife and I visited Kay down in Mexico, and one day we went with her to meet Jeff in the home. He is a large man, with a giant head and big floppy ears, a face mottled with an elaborate network of red and purple lines, veins underneath shiny, rubbery skin. He lacks control over his body, but I can imagine him as he once was, a big, robust man, a powerful creature, bitching and moaning most forcefully. I helped her put him in his wheelchair, and we wheeled him outside to the courtyard to get some fresh air. The air in the home was extremely stale. 			
Kay pulled out a pack of cigarettes and gave him one. She would only let him have one per day; or one per visit I should say. I don’t remember the brand, but it was English and had a fancy sideways lion for a logo. I had quit a while before and was both on the patch and chewing the nicotine gum, but out of respect I had a smoke with him. 

				★

				We sat around a table, beneath a sun umbrella. Jeff spoke with a slurred voice, and thick English accent. He sat with his head hung low, chin to chest. He would slowly and shakily draw his cigarette to his lips, the ash growing ever longer. From time to time, Kay would take the cigarette from between his fingers, tap it on the ashtray, then give it back. Snot dripped steadily from Jeff’s nostrils, and don’t think it disrespectful of me to mention that he had shit his diaper and I could smell it. It’s just a fact of life. Submerged beneath the frozen aspect of his face were two large, gray, sorrowful eyes. And behind the eyes, a mind that still, from time to time (Kay assured us), worked like a finely tuned clock. 

				Sorrow would fall across his face like the shadow of a dark cloud. One moment his head would be raised, bright eyes looking out at us, lips forming a stilted smile, as Kay would remind him of things they had done together, adventures they’d embarked upon, trips taken—Remember the Orient Express, Jeff?—Remember the Maldives?—Remember when you stole the orchid from the public garden in Honolulu? 

				★

				(Oh, I was so mad! He stole it right out of the public park! He wrapped the roots in a damp handkerchief and put it in his carry-on bag, I was so angry! I was furious! I wouldn’t talk to him the whole trip back! 			
But he didn’t care! He just had to have that flower! He had to plant it in our garden, he already knew the spot just as soon as he saw it! It’s still there, to this day! It’s been blooming every season for twelve years! I’m glad I have it now, but then…Oh, I was livid! Remember, Jeff? I wouldn’t speak to you for days! Remember?)

				★

				Yethdahling, he would slur, smiling—

				★

				but then the cloud would descend again and his eyes would grow dim, his gray gaze fade, his head droop slowly, until he was hunched over looking down again into his lap…and who knew where he was then? Kay would smile and look embarrassed.

				★

				He’s still down there in that hospital as we speak. One day they will carry him away on a gurney—

				★

				out of the room he shares with a revolving cast of vegetables and wilting flowers, down the hall, quietly so as to not disrupt the other patients, a white sheet pulled up over him, and out through the swinging doors, past the small rectangular sign stuck into the front lawn which announces in unadorned all caps that that sterile wide-hallwayed old folks’ home just south of San Diego, which smells of ammonia and where his death certificate will one day say he died, is to be known to you and I (and to all others who pass it by) as the:

			
				★

				“CASTLE MANOR”

				★

				—and lift him up into the awaiting 

				★

				“CABULANCE.”

				★

				(That being what I saw painted on an awaiting van’s side.)

			
				
				★

				
				
				

From: “WILLIAM        ” <      w@   .com> 

To: <amorris139@        .net>, <pairth@      .net>, <annaandmichael@       .com>, <Lisa        @         .net>, <erin@              .com>, <jessek@            .edu>, <joelandkarie@    .com>, <katiejane       @     .com>, <d_liberalis@       .com>, <s       @           .edu>, <jewjr@     .com> 


CC:


Date:   Mar 2005 10:14:10 -0800 


Subject: Margaret Woods


				

 


Rebecca and I were very lucky that our scheduled appointment in Spokane was yesterday.  It put us in one of the best hospitals in the country for premature babies.  We were expecting that we would get a second opinion, go out to lunch, maybe the mall and then back to Moses Lake.  As it turned out, Rebecca was admitted, lost all of her fluid, the baby’s heartrate dipped a few times, so they decided to deliver.  As you can see, the images that I snapped after I had them turn on the light are pretty amazing.  She is two pounds and her lungs seem better today than they did last night.  Now our concern in having her heart make the transition from the way that it pumps inside the whomb to the way that it pumps outside the womb.




Thank you for your concern and prayers, 



You may call us at 509-        




WILLIAM 




If the attachments didn’t work, let me know. 
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VIII


	
				Yesterday (though weeks (though months (no, years ago) ago) ago by now) I watched via the Internet the beheading of a middle-aged American man in Iraq. My mind does not seem to have wanted to properly retain the memory, so for the following account I’ve had to rely on news reports to remind me of what, as soon as I had seen, I very quickly forgot. 

				★

				There were five masked men, each dressed in black from head to toe, only the skin of their arms and hands showing. They stood before a black banner with white Arabic writing on it. (I would have thought there were at least ten of them, and I don’t remember the banner.) The American was sitting on the ground, facing forward, in front of the masked men. (I would have said that he was kneeling.) The American’s hands were tied behind his back. He wore an orange jumpsuit. Four of the men behind him held assault rifles, while a fifth, in the center, read aloud from a sheet of paper. The American was blindfolded. (I don’t remember him being blindfolded. And I don’t remember a word the man behind him said. But) Suddenly—(did he drop the paper?)—it happened very quickly—Suddenly the reader lunged at the prisoner!

				★

				He crouched down behind, 

				★

				crooked his forearm around the man’s bare forehead, 

				★

				wrenching the head back, exposing the neck. 

				★

				And with a large knife, began sawing:::::::::::::::

				★

				LIBERA EAS DE ORE LEONIS NE ABSORBEAT EAS TARTARUS NE CADANT IN OBSCURUM
[deliver them from the jaws of the lion, lest hell engulf them, lest they be plunged into darkness]

				
	
				★

				I cannot think of anything else right now.

				
	
				
				★

				How about some TV?

				★

				—he gave us drinks…we accepted drinks from him and we were drugged and raped for thirteen hours……and, we’re just wondering if you can tell us, who…who did this to us…he got away…when we first met him, he was talking on the cell phone…to his wife and children Before you say anything, please, could I—give me a second, because I will, I will. I—we gotta talk about this for a second. You are—at the time this happened, how old were you? Nineteen years old. Nineteen years old. Seventeen. Where, where were you at, where you, were you—at a party, hitchhiking—where where did you meet this guy? Um, we met him at a restaurant, in a parking lot, we were calling friends for a ride and he walked up, he was in a tie-dyed shirt, he seemed like a really nice man, he was like, Oh, I’m going that way… They always are. Did he give you a ride—And I’m I’m saying this right now I’m because I have the two of you here, there are a lot of young ladies who are watching this show Right. Don’t ever trust anybody. And you got in the car—stupid enough, Sibyl, to get in the car, and then the guy offers you something to drink, right? Right. And—hear me—I am not calling you stupid Right. Date rape drug. There’s another young lady right now who will learn from you, I’m telling you. Right, exactly. You get in the car—what made you think this guy would give you something you could trust from him to drink. He—he was just really, he seemed like a sincere person, and before I actually passed out on the drugs, I was looking in the clouds, thanking God that I met this person. I mean, we were talking about religion!


	
				★

				No! I mean, he’s And for the next person here, at one point in time, I guess, it was you, he beat you to a point where you thought she was dead. Correct? 

				★

				Right, and the whole thirteen hours he brainwashed me and told me that we killed her together and that I had to come with him. He put her class ring on my finger. I woke up in his car, not knowing where she was, with his hands on me. I was drugged, and I couldn’t move, I tried to run, I tried to shove the keys into the ground, I ripped the keys out of the ignition. 

				★

				The police, of course, were involved. Right. But they never caught this guy. No. Sibyl, my first question—I gotta tell you—my first question is: God, tell me this man did not do this again. No he didn’t. He did not. No. No. So, therefore, were they random? Had he done this before them and He had done this before but he hasn’t done it since, because let me tell you something, somebody took him out. So he’s already dead. He’s dead, he’s dead. 

				★

				[applause]

				★

	
				Can you tell me his name? 

				★

				Yeah, 

				★

				uh,

				★

				his name was,

				★

				um, 

				★

				Ted. 

				★

				You knew this man was married, ’cause I guess—you overheard one of his conversations with he was talking Right to his wife? He was on the phone to his wife and kids and he was like, I’ll be home soon, babies, and Ohhhh…

				★

				Real jewel. 

	
				★

				Yeah. 

				★

				Well, somebody caught him with uh, you know, somebody, and just, took him out. And that’s another case that we’re gonna probably see on this show that’ll be unsolved with—how in the hell did this guy die? Right. And somebody will think he was a good guy. Oh, somebody will think—how many times, Talk Show Host, will you see these news shows on about a pedophile or murderer and you’ll talk to the neighbor and they say, Oh, he kept to himself, he was such a nice person and he seemed to be so nice. Right. That’s the thing that got me for so long was that Yeah. they can talk about religion and God. He was living a double life. Look at Jim Jones! Yep. Yep. Right now I had a girl that did this about two months ago. Got in the car with some pig just because the guy seemed to talk nice Yeah and I don’t know, 

				★

				how do we beat this into our daughters?

				★

				Yep. 

				★

	
				How?

				★

				Yeah. I was naïve and young and, you know. And now they’ve got this thing now about a Talent Scout—have you heard that? Reality show and Right now right now you have women and men doing this to-ge-ther!  They even have people dressed up as policemen doing this kind of stuff. It’s sick. 

				★

				Yes, ma’am, you have a question for Sibyl. 

				★

				Sibyl, my father passed away about four years ago, and he uh suffered from bone cancer and I just want to know if he’s OK. He really is OK. And, um……see, and here’s the thing: What you think is suffering— Now, two things could be operating here like I usually say. Is that they don’t remember, or that they’re not suffering as much as they think we are, do you see what I’m saying? Because they don’t—they never, ever remember their suffering. Let me take a break. We’ll be back, right after this. 

				★

				Jeff began to weep / Kay laughed nervously.

				Why are you crying? she said. You’re too much! You know that? We’re all here to see you and now you’re crying? What are your guests supposed to think? They’ve come all the way from Seattle to see you! A grown man crying! 

				
	
				PLEATHEDONLAUGH, DAHLING! he blurted, thickly, weeping, loudly. DON’‌TREAT ME‌THO‌CRUELLY, MYDAHLING!

				

				Kay looked across the table at me, embarrassed.

				

				Come on now, she said to Jeff softly, patting his hand. Come on. Settle down now.

				

				We sat in silence for a while; I scooted my chair back from beneath the sun umbrella. It was summer, and the sky was blue. 

				

				Jeff raised his head suddenly and sobbed, I LOVEYOU MYDAHLING!

				Oh, Jeff, Kay said, patting his hand. You’re too much…

				★

				YOU’RE MY ANGEL! he cried, the tears rolling down his face, onto his shirt, snot dripping from his nose. Kay wiped it with a tissue, laughing: 

				Stop it now, Jeff! That’s enough!

				★

				Then he said something like

	
				YOU ARE THE SUN IN THE SKY! 

				YOU ARE THE SILVER MOON AT NIGHT! 

				YOU ARE THE SALVATION OF THE WORLD! 

				YOU ARE THE  BEGINNING AND THE END! 

				IN YOU I BEHOLD ETERNITY! 

				IN YOU I BEHOLD THE VOID! 

				YOU ARE THE ALL AND THE NOTHING! 

				YOU ARE THE SEED AND THE WOMB! 

				YOU ARE THE UNIVERSE AND ALL THAT IT CONTAINS! 

				YOU ARE TIME AND SPACE,

				MATTER AND ANTIMATTER! 

				YOU ARE THE THOUGHT 

				AND THE WORD 

				AND THE NAME 

				AND THE WORLD! 

				YOU ARE THE BLESSED BOOK 

				AND HOLY ROOD! 

	
				YOU ARE ALL THAT IS ONLY, 

				EVER, ALWAYS, ONLY,

				EVER, ALWAYS, ONLY! 

				YOU! 

				OHOWILOVEYOU!

				OHOWILOVEYOU!

				MY DARLING!

				★

				Stop it, Jeff! Kay said. You’re embarrassing me! Come on, now. Tell the kids about the time you were an extra on Titanic! You remember? They filmed it in Ensenada. Did you know that? They built a huge boat down there in the harbor. Remember, Jeff? The director just loved him! Didn’t he Jeff! He liked you because you were real British upper crust! That’s what he said. Not just some actor. His nickname for Jeff was Sir George. Remember? He also liked Jeff because he was big and tall and looked good on film. I think that movie made about a billion dollars. Did you kids see it? No? You should rent it sometime. Shouldn’t they, Jeff! 

				★

				
				
So they can see you!
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				★

				But Jeff didn’t want to talk about being an extra on the Titanic or how he had managed to survive that terrible wreck. Instead, through a torrent of tears, he told us the tale of what had happened to him after he’d washed up onshore. 

				★

				Now, this part is one hundred percent true:

				★

				Robin Hood of Sherwood Forest has been captured by his archnemesis Sheriff Saddam Hussein, and tossed into a high-security Baghdad prison, with mile-high walls forged of dense, impenetrable metal, a mile thick at its least dense point. A perfect cube. And Robin’s in the center.

				★

				The cell is dark and cold. There is neither light, nor warmth. Robin is chained to the icy ground, each link of the chain weighing a hundred kilograms, and constructed of some virtually unbreakable material created in a secret U.S. laboratory, a joint effort between the Right-Wing Factions of Academia, Military, Industry, and the Federal Government, for the sole purpose of binding Robin. Robin cannot remember how long he has been imprisoned in this manner—for him Time has ceased to exist; there is only one cold, neverending night. 

				★

				He desires to die, but is kept alive by the Machine. He has never seen it with his eyes, for the darkness is impenetrable, but since the time he was brought in he has become all too acquainted with the Machine. For at irregular intervals the Machine begins to whir, and then rolls across the cell to Robin, who can always feel the Machine closing in on him in the darkness. 

				★

				After a matter of seconds, a beep is heard, and then a whir, and then Robin, supine upon his back—for that is the manner in which he is bound—feels a cold metal appendage spread apart his lips. So tightly is he bound, that all self-compelled motion is impossible. He cannot even fight the parting of his lips. 

				★

				Once the lips are parted, the teeth are pried open with a separate appendage. Then another appendage comes forth. It holds between two tongs a single round Nugget. The tongs enter Robin’s mouth and with a whir continue past his tongue and down his throat reaching all the way into his stomach. When the sensor on the appendage comes in contact with the stomach acids, another beep is heard, the tongs open, and the Nugget is deposited. Then the appendage retracts back up through the throat, and seals Robin’s mouth orifice, so that Robin may not expunge the pellet by vomiting. 

				★

				As the Machine sits quietly plugging his mouth until digestion has occurred and the Nugget has been absorbed into the bloodstream, Robin lies there, literally beside himself with sorrow. For he will never see the woods of Sherwood Forest again, those famous woods he loves so much, those woods where as a young boy he would play, and the birds would sing, and Friar Tuck and Little John and all the lads and in the dining room of his boyhood house in Liverpool was a long oak table where they would eat their meals, and at his father’s seat at the head, his father had built into the table a drawer, and young Robin would sit at the table, eating his supper, always filled with wonder at the thought of what was in the drawer. 

				★

				He was forbidden to look inside, and he never saw his father take anything out of the drawer except for his pipe and a pouch of tobacco when the meal was over. And someday, young Robin thought, when I am old enough, I shall find out what is really in the drawer (for he knew that there was something else besides the pipe and tobacco). 

				★

				But now old Robin will never know what was in the drawer. For he was sent to live with his aunt at her house in Wales when his mother became ill. And he always planned on finding the table again, but now he has been taken prisoner and surely will never see the great table again! So he will never know the answer. Old Robin will know only cold and darkness. And he begins to weep. 

				★

				He weeps for many hours, 

				★

				and the hours turn to days, 

				★

				and the days to years. 

				
				★

				Then one day, suddenly, he hears a sound, the first sound, besides the whirring and beeping of the Machine, to reach his ears in many years. 

				★

				It is a faint sound, coming from outside the mile-thick walls of his cell. 


				★

				It sinks;




				it sprouts;

				★

				it grows;

				★

				it blooms;



				★

				it is a woman’s voice, a beautiful singing voice. 

				★

				It is the voice of his beautiful blond-haired angel: Maid Marian! Listen! Hear the Sound! Hear the angel sing! 

				★

				“My Beloved, I have come to take you away!”

				★

				Or something like that. It was hard to make out Jeff’s words.

				
				★

				To dream of being in a castle, you will be possessed of sufficient wealth to make life as you wish. 

				★

				We are bruised fruit.

				★

				We have fallen from the vine.

				★

				   ‌      ‌     -  Venus      ‌  ‌          ‌       ‌          ‌     ‌     ‌    ‌  ‌      ‌    ‌   ‌    ‌    ‌  ‌     ‌     ‌   ‌     ‌    ‌   -  is so           -  bright          ‌       ‌          ‌     ‌          ‌       ‌          ‌ - that a naval commander once ordered his ship to fire upon it    ‌          ‌       ‌          ‌     ‌          ‌        ‌       -  he thought he saw the headlight of an oncoming train heading for him.

				★

				Anyway… So, what happened once Maid Marian entered Robin’s prison? 

				★

				
				Well, it was difficult to tell because as her singing grew louder, and she grew nearer, and her light grew brighter, penetrating the cell from all directions, Jeff, sitting there, with low downturned head, in his wheelchair, beneath the sun umbrella, well, his weeping began to overpower him, and the words, difficult to understand anyway, became completely unintelligible, trapped in his belly, and his throat, something like a gasp, something like a wail, something like a choke. 

				★

				The story continued anyway, while Kay laughed nervously and rubbed Jeff’s hand, and my wife and I sat quietly, leaning toward him, trying to hear and understand, eager to know, but too polite to interrupt and say: 

				★

				I didn’t quite catch that, Jeff. 

				★

				Tell that part again. 

				★

				What happens when Maid Marian enters his cell?

				★

				Does she save him?

				★

				Do they escape?

				
				★

				What were the words of her song?
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				Saint Didacus [Diego] one day heard a poor woman lamenting, and learned that she had not known that her seven-year-old son had gone to sleep in her large oven; she had lighted a fire, and lost her senses when she heard his cries. He sent her to the altar of the Blessed Virgin to pray and went with a large group of persons to the oven; although all the wood was burnt, the child was taken from it without so much as a trace of burns. I know for sure that these are not my words.

				★

				Living in the Castle Manor was an old man named Mr. Kerby. I met him at dinner. One of the nurses had wheeled Mr. Kerby to our table and put a tray of food in front of him. Mr. Kerby was very old, somewhere in his eighties. He was a slight man, with no teeth, and he would open and close his eyes and scrunch up his face whenever he spoke or thought of something. He was bald as a cue ball, with a friendly, open face, and this particular evening he wore a wide-necked white undershirt. 

				
				★

				I found out from Kay that years earlier, before he was a resident himself, Mr. Kerby had been forced to check his ailing wife into the Castle Manor. He’d been devoted to his wife and had visited her every day, staying from early in the morning to late at night, feeding her, bathing her, cleaning her—performing all the functions of hygiene and sustenance the nurses were being paid to perform. Eventually she died there, in the Castle Manor, and it wasn’t long after that that Mr. Kerby was brought in by social services, after taking a fall at his house. He had been a resident five years by the time I met him.

				★

				I spoke to Mr. Kerby while he ate his dinner. He’d grown up on a farm in Indiana, and spent most of his life working in an accounting office in Chicago. As a young man he went to France during World War II, and worked in payroll for the army, so he had seen no action. I was glad about this, because five seconds after meeting Mr. Kerby I saw that he was the most kind and gentle man who had ever lived, a simple-minded, open-hearted saint. He loved trains. He loved trains the way a mountain climber loves the mountain, or a surfer loves the wave. 

				★

				After the war, when he was discharged, instead of returning straightaway to America, Mr. Kerby went to Paris—for only one reason: to ride the subway. He told me, opening and shutting his eyes and scrunching up his nose, that he had ridden every inch of every line. Then he went to Berlin, where he rode the subway there, the U-Bahn, every inch of every line. He went to London next and rode the Underground, every inch of every line. He told me that every inch of western American rail led to Chicago’s big stations. He remembered his first trip to the city as a boy, with his father. As the locomotive had pulled into the station, its whistle blew, and he squeezed his father’s hand in excitement. (I may have made this part up, I don’t remember.) 

				★

				He asked me what I did for a living and I said I was a writer. He was hard of hearing and didn’t catch that, so I SAID I WAS A WRITER. I WRITE BOOKS. He said, Oh   I   see    and smiled, opening and closing his eyes. 

				★

				Then he said, in his very slow, midwestern drawl: There   are   lots   of   things   that   you   could   write   a   book   a   bout…

				

				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the trains   in   Chi   ca   go…

				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   cat   tle   in   dus   try…

				★

				(He thought awhile longer…) 

				
				
				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   corn   in   dus   try…

				★

				(He thought awhile longer…) 

				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   rail   road   in   dus   try… 

				★

				 

				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   coal   in   dus   try…

				★

				  

				★

				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   steel   in   dus   try…

				 

				★

				 

				★


				
				You   could   write   a   book   a   bout   the   sub   ways   of   the   world… 

				★

				A few days later my wife and I returned to Castle Manor. We’d left Kay in Mexico to resume our trip back home, and wanted to leave a thank-you card for her with Jeff. As we walked toward his room we spotted Mr. Kerby, sitting in his wheelchair, with a group of residents. It was a very sad sight to see. They formed a crescent moon of wheelchairs, all of them facing the long rectangular nurses’ desk, behind which three nurses were doing paperwork, silently. None of the old people were speaking to one another. They were just sitting there, as time went by. When we saw Mr. Kerby there in the semicircle, we approached him, we bent down so as to be at eye level, and when he saw us—and then finally recognized us—his face lit up, he smiled and squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again and said: Oh,   hel   lo! 

				★

				Just   this   mor   ning   I   thought   of   a   no   ther   thing   you   could   write   a   book   a   bout!    

				★

				I could write a book about a man who rides the rails to the end of the world.

				★

				And it is

				
		
	
				
[image: ]	
				★

				MADNESS

				★


				★
  ★
  ★
  ★
  ★



				★


				★


				★


				★


	
 

				★

And it is hard work 
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We’re so proud of you, babe! It’s all right! You did good, and you’re doing well now, K?

				★
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				>IT IS HARD WORK BEING A SAINT.

				(The Bishop of the candidate’s local Diocese begins the formal process. Information must be gathered detailing the life and works of the candidate, and the holiness of his or her character. Those who knew the candidate in life are interviewed.

				★

				Second- and thirdhand testimonies may be submitted.

				★

				Once the information is exhaustively documented, the Bishop may petition to begin the beatification process. The information is presented to the Vatican’s Congregation for the Causes of Saints. Officials of the Congregation create an historical account of the 				
candidate’s life and character. The candidate must be proven to have lived a life of heroic virtue. 

				★

				Finally, a miracle must be proven to have taken place after the candidate’s death, due to the intercession of candidate. 

				★

				Once the heroic virtue and the postmortem miracle is acknowledged by the Congregation, the candidate may then be designated beatific by the Pope. Once beatification is recognized the candidate has been officially venerated, and is known from then on as a Blessed One; e.g., Blessed Virgin Mary, Blessed Charlemagne, etc. 

				★

				Then, if the Pope so wishes, the process of canonization may take place, the final step toward Sainthood. 

				★

				A second miracle must be shown to have taken place due to the candidate’s postmortem intercession. 

				★

				This is taken as a sign that the candidate continues to intercede for the flock as a member of God’s heavenly court and thus henceforth, the name of the candidate—as it appears in the hearts and minds and on the tongues of all creatures in all realms—both above and below—shall forever be prefixed by: 



				★

				
				St.★)
				



★ For martyrs, miracles aren’t necessary.




				
				★

				August 2000, my grandmother Helen—not to be confused with Helen my four-year-old niece—was taken to the hospital. I was far from home, in Itchy City, rubbing calamine lotion onto my bites.

				★

				I spoke to her on the phone, and she told me of her symptoms, and that the doctors didn’t really know what was wrong with her, but she assured me that she would be fine, she would be back home in her apartment very soon. She asked me how my writing was going.

						
				★

				Coincidentally, I had just begun a chapter about a kind-hearted, elderly Irish-Catholic woman who suddenly finds herself falling apart. I had no beginning and no ending; I had only an inbetween and it wasn’t leading anywhere in either direction. I was frustrated. I wrestled with it for a long time, getting nowhere. 

				★

				She was not recovering, so a few weeks later I flew home to Seattle to see her. They’d moved her from the hospital to a home. Her wig was on the bedside table, and she wore a white cotton wrap on her head. I’d never seen her without her wig. I don’t believe ANYONE! had. I’d brought her a copy I’d purchased of a small and for some reason incredibly pricey literary journal published by the English department of New Mexico State University which, by accepting a story I’d sent to them (as well as to many, many far more prestigious publications), had granted me my first successful submission of any kind—as well as two complimentary copies. I wrote her a note on the inside cover. I don’t remember what it said. Most likely something like: I am extremely indebted to you. Or: You’re the one member of my family who really encouraged me in my writing, who liked what I wrote, and said that it was great.

				★

				She was so happy. She knew from the beginning that her grandson was going to be a famous writer. She was confused. I think she was finally taking the pills they’d been trying to give her for the pain. Her wig was on the table.

				★

				The visit was short because she had so little strength. She said she’d have one of my aunts read her Looking After My Own when they came to visit. She wasn’t complaining but she was having trouble READING? these days. I kissed her goodbye, and, 

				★

				as I turned to leave the room, from behind me a voice was heard to say my name. I turned back around

				★

and a young woman was sitting up in the bed where my grandmother had just been; her face was smooth and very fair, her lips red, her eyes were blue and bright, and long, dark tresses flowed about her cheeks, cascading in curls down her shoulders.

				★

				She said, “The journey ahead is very difficult, and the one against whom you must stand will set many obstacles in your path. But the prize is great indeed.

				★

				You must be bold, and good and true, and never fear. The water will get colder the closer you get to the end, but you will not freeze. And the fire will grow hotter but it will not burn you. Everything will appear to turn upside down. The sky will be below you and above will be the ground. The one who tries to climb will find himself falling. But the one who lets himself go will rise to heaven. There will come a light. And then a flash. And then darkness. And then the end will appear to come. But do not be afraid. For the end is only a doorway to another world, the real world, which underlies, supports, and sustains this dull reflection. Always always always remember:

				★

				                    .”


								
				★

				I said, OK, 

				★

				
				
				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

	
				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				
				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				OK, 

				★

				OK,

				★

				

				OK, 

				
				★

				OK,

				★

				and flew away the next day.

				
				★

				Begin another new section?

				★

				>OK 
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