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Fricasseed Filipina


Elementary spirits are like children: they torment chiefly those who trouble about them... it is these who frequently occasion our bizarre or disturbing dreams... but they can manifest no thought other than our own... They reproduce good and evil indifferently, for they are without free will and are hence irresponsible; they exhibit themselves to ecstatics and somnambulists under incomplete and fugitive forms... Such creatures are neither damned nor guilty; they are curious and innocent. We may use or abuse them like animals or children.


—Eliphas Levi, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie


It’s a glorious Easter Sunday morning in Hiroshima Cathedral’s parking lot. Sam Edwine is wedged behind the wheel of a bashed-up Mazda sub-compact, just trying to accomplish a little sleep.


Meanwhile, almost directly underneath the car’s crumbling differential, deep in the demon-rife blackness of the cathedral crypt, Sam’s wife squats with a coven of expatriate papists, taking certain purgatory-avoidance measures better left unimagined.


It’s a bad surprise when one of Sam’s bloodshot eyes pops open of its own accord just in time to witness a manifestation. Some wisps of Boom Town’s brownish nitrogen dioxides swirl together with a bushel of airborne diesel particles and coalesce into a tiny center of consciousness.


Wandering tentatively around the churchyard, it approaches the Mazda and rattles a burnt-crisp knuckle against the windshield.


“Oh, I’m sorry, Dr. Edwine. Did I awaken you?”


Sam is too horrified to respond.


“Please forgive my appearance. I’m just trying to do my Paschal duty. It’s the first time since I botched the flame dance that I’ve had the courage to come here.”


When Sam reaches out a trembling hand to verify the existence of this salamander, it shrinks away, hissing, “Noli me tangere,” and disappears into dark billows of carbonized hemp fiber. Floating and chattering, it envelops the Mazda, smudging the windows.


“I can’t shake your hand, professor,” comes the muffled whisper from between wads and folds of this strange fabric. The stuff has been configured vaguely to resemble the indigenous garb of a nearby island-nation which, through the expedient of sex slavery, provides oceans of orgasms for the grandsons of Great God Hirohito.


“My body is unlucky now,” says the wraith, peeking out and flashing a toothless rictus. “The Yakuza pimps won’t touch someone tainted with death, and they aren’t fond of freelancers. So they refuse to sponsor the renewal of my entertainer’s visa.”


These words slough off in threads, and slip beneath the car, to emanate from the beer cans under the seat. Now they unwind from among the stash of methedrine-dusted joints in the glove compartment. And now they radiate in a web from Sam’s own lumbar ganglia.


“I am an outright illegal alien. Immigration is after me, and just because of my vocation I’m unloved by the municipal authorities. So I must disguise myself as what I truly am by birth. Nobody would ever suspect me of voluntarily joining such an oppressed minority.”


The exotic garment looks more like a transient’s rags than a formerly indentured sex slave’s work clothes. But the butter-fingered flame dancer seems to feel an emotional attachment to it, so Sam says nothing.


“All by myself, I’ve introduced a new kink to the local salary-men. They pretend to re-rape my people, in emulation of their proud forbears. My third-degree burns make it all the more titillating for them to pay homage to the spirits of their revered ancestors.”


The baked child rematerializes for a moment in order to glance down at herself. “I know it’s not in the best of taste,” she says, smoothing away a few wrinkles and dust particles. “But it’s the only halfway decent outfit I have.”


“I think you look nice,” says Sam, wondering why she lingers. It’s almost chow-time around the subterranean altar. Meat’s on.


She inspects her invisible reflection in Sam’s side-view mirror, adjusts her costume, and ruffles up the few filaments of black floss that have managed to sprout from the mass of broiled tissue that once was her scalp. She lifts her ashen blouse and presents a scabby, scrawny, ribby torso.


“I may have stayed away from here a long time, but I can kneel a lot longer than any of those pious people—and on cobble- stones too.”


Then, bravely, like a small phoenixed Maid of Orleans, she limps toward the concrete steps that plunge into the crypt chapel.


Suddenly, grunts and howls filter up through the pavement in lascivious descant, as from Milton’s asphaltic Hell. Eucharistic racket, Mrs. Edwine shrieking on top, freezes the flame dancer in her tracks, and she begins to weep.


“I want to pray!” she wails.


Sam unfolds himself from the Mazda and stands by her side, not two feet from the steps—closer than this husky atheist has ever gotten. He mutters, “You’re only a few steps away from sanctuary. Enter now into the One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic, Romish, and jab like that.”


Sam himself, of course, will never go down there, not as long as he remains uncremated. At his mother’s knee, little Sammy learned the definition of the word simile by coolly considering the nicety of the wine and bread. On the other hand, each Sabbath his otherwise rational wife trembles before a wafer-thin slice of the sole material that puts her in divergence with post seventeenth-century thought. It would be not only disrespectful, but in- sane to approach something that substantial with a head full of attitudes flip as Sam’s.


“Don’t worry,” he repeats, cringing from the brink. “You look real nice.”


“But I’m ashamed.” She holds up melted, webbed, nail-less hands and tries to cover a noseless face. “There was no time for rehearsal because the salary-men were getting impatient. I did my best, Dr. Edwine, but my arms weren’t strong enough for the benzine goblets!”


“Never mind,” says Sam. “We all have our spastic moments. My own asshole is fluttering pretty bad right now. Besides, these mackerel-snappers are obligated to accept you. You won’t be the first Magdalen they’ve embraced. See? Father Itchy-Nookie or whatever is down there, all suited up in his prettiest rhinestone dress and big glans penis hat, and he beckons you to come on down. Don’t keep him waiting.”


Sam turns on his heel—or tries to. He must say his good- byes. Subtly, he will fuck off back into the car and roll up the windows tightly, before his wife’s father confessor sprouts goat horns and granny teats and breaks out the meat cleaver.


“You never come to Mass,” comes the voice, lisping. The little whore’s waxing all shy and babyish now, plying professional skills other than terpsichorean. “If you come, too, everybody will be so surprised they won’t notice me.”


Try as he might, Sam can’t seem to disentangle their elbows. But the paralysis doesn’t extend all the way up to his tongue and teeth and lips; so, teetering vertiginously over his would-be seductress, he tries to start a conversation that will last through the benediction and the recessional and obviate this whole horrible fucking moment of truth in a stampede of shriven faithful. He commences babbling through a parched mouth—


“See the finger bowl thing down there with the heavily rouged plaster-of-Paris Barbie doll perched on it? That’s full of valid-but-illicit holy water that exists but isn’t supposed to be wet, except it is anyway, and you moisten your pulse points ever so slightly with—”


“That’s not holy water, Dr. Edwine. It’s baptismal water, and you’re not allowed to put your fingers in the font.”


“So, you’re a blood-guzzler, too, eh? You know, my mom baptized me a low-church Epis—”


Gray tears of plasmatic lymph begin to flop from under a pair of out-of-mesh eyelids.


“Oh, come on,” moans Sam. “Don’t make me feel like an ogre. If you’re hell-bent on making communion, little Missy, you’ll have to shuffle up that aisle under your own steam. My whole, hefty metabolism recoils like an albino vampire from the Real Presence. Why do you reckon I spend my Sundays snoozing up here in the parking lot?”


Nevertheless, the creature pulls him toward the pit. He wrenches his hand away and turns to flee. But the flame dancer’s arm suddenly grows sumo muscles, and the good doctor is beneath the surface of this planet before his knees can lock.


****


The blackened Filipina flits on scorched crow wings, shed- ding benzine goblets left and right, which explode like tactical thermonuclear devices.


Father Itchy-Nookie lurks simultaneously in all the crannies of this catacomb, his clutch purse brimming with transubstantial gore—Sam knows this without separating either seizured set of eyelids. To the assembled expatriate congregation, Hiroshima’s chief attorney of nothingness dispenses wads of gristle and scab, flopping them greasily from the chipped rim of a crude ceramic chalice. And, unlike Sam’s present interlocutor, the wads are not even properly cooked.


Like a Baphometic cocktail party, the Catholics, Mrs. Edwine included, squat in vulgar positions around the altar, play with themselves, and trepan their own children with ragged thumbnails.


Sam rises from their midst, not looking quite like himself. It’s almost as though a fraternal twin is standing in for him, disguised in his occidental-style beard and rumpled academic clothes. Not forgetting to genuflect piously, he climbs behind the altar, up- setting the cross.


His spouse and the other Mariolators choose the moment of the professor’s leave taking to yowl, in un-American Popish Esperanto, a cannibal hymn in the mixolydian mode—


Pluck forth thy royal diadems,


pluck forth thy locks entwined within,


pluck forth from radiant brows the flesh


which pads the seams where headbones mesh.


Sam crawls into a hidden recess in the wall and rummages among a gaudy treasure-trove of sacred objects and other such as- sorted jiggery-popery: pyxes, monstrances, reliquaries, crucifixes, icons, ruby-studded rosaries.


Pry back thy scalp like fecund sod,


expose thy rank farm’s protein pods,


chip free thy skull, let marrow drain


till one grey tegument remains.


Mrs. Edwine’s warbling soprano and the snarls of the elementary spirits gradually blend together with Sam’s seismic snores, and transmogrify themselves into the whining of a tiny internal combustion engine at full throttle.


And when thy brain is amply shown,


and naught is left of skin and bone,


then serve thyself to Christus Rex,


or suffer our collective hex.


After an indefinite period of time Sam emerges, looking different again. On the anterior portion of his skull he displays the face of Grünewald’s Saint Anthony, cheeks, forehead and scalp stretched like rubber by talons and beaks. Shouldering a golden shovel, he heads for the exit, a flashlight of purest platinum poking from his pocket. But, before vanishing, he turns and addresses the ravening parishioners in a voice other than his own.


“I have memories stored up, good and bad. But mostly neutral.”









Hemorrhaging Slave of an Obese Eunuch From the tambourine I have eaten.


From the cymbal I have drunk.


I have borne the cup of gonads.


The room I have entered.


—Firmicus Maternus


I thought muscle mass was supposed to decline with the emptying of the scrotum. But here I found a pair of muscles thriving on the vast sides of my castrated traveling companion. I was surprised, yet had no complaints. They provided life-saving hand- holds for me, these living flexures of human steak.


Like most lifelong residents of the capital city, I’m not fond of salt water, especially in large amounts. I react like a blind Greekling cat to the sea, even a sea calm and balmy as the one in which we shipwrecked. When the brine received our little party, I grabbed my traveling companion in panic. Call it an emergency suspension of the hands-off policy which normally governs my relationship with Spado. That’s the obese eunuch’s peculiar name—and, no, we are not lovers, he and I. (Gender-specific pro- nouns will be employed advisedly in this account.)


I’m being too dramatic when I say shipwrecked. It was no wreck, properly speaking, not even a ship. Our becalmed boat just came spontaneously apart at the seams or joints or whatever they’re called, for reasons a landlubber like me will never know.


When our craft dissolved, I decided I was already dead, and reached for Spado by reflex. Sort of a valedictory grope. I expected my hands to find no firmer purchase than a drunken reveler can expect when he stands up too quickly at a banquet, falls head-first into the middle of the table, and tries to break his fall on the sebaceous flanks of the roasted sow. But here, under the rolls and rolls of gelding pudge, I found my special pair of salvation-grips.


These two muscles were hard as I imagine a certain skull to have been. The dome of bone belonged to an Illyrian witch who’d supplied Spado with the hairdo that came unplaited from pretty purple ribbons as our boat melted. Her reddish-blond tresses tum- bled about his whale-sized shoulders and dangled damply down in my eyes.


I’m exaggerating for effect. Spado’s rib-woven muscles aren’t really quite as hard as a barbarian hag’s peeled cranium. But anything firm feels adamantine to a man who can’t swim, who finds himself up to the nostrils in liquid, no solidity in sight.


Nautical nemesis overtook us at a leisurely pace. Spado, me attached, was able gradually to ease into the watery part of the world, one temperature-testing toe at a time. He was soothed, like a baby in bath water; he gurgled and chuckled. No sea holds terrors for a suckling whale. To me it felt sickly warmish, as one imagines amniotic fluid to be, or maybe recollects it to have been. That notion deepened my revulsion. I never want to get sucked back again into the filthy syrup of the womb. I’ve had more than sufficient existence this time around.


The sky was vacant and paralyzed, an intimation of rigor mortis. There was nothing by way of meteorology to hasten our boat’s demise. Nevertheless, it disintegrated efficiently as Nero’s mother’s did a few years ago, on that Feast of Minerva which was almost her last, but not quite, no thanks to her boat-sabotaging matricide of a son. The thought of that glamorous dame dunked in a nearly identical predicament inspired my traveling companion. He began to perform the broad sort of theatrics favored by the neutered classes in all times and places.


“I am Agrippina,” he moaned in a matronly contralto, “mother of the Imperial, um, Dictator. And that pot-bellied, red-headed bastard son of mine has fucked me again. This time figuratively.” Observing my panicked behavior from beneath disdainful eyelids, he added, “Cleave to Agrippina’s sacrosanct bobosom if you must. But do it with dignity and discretion, as befits a natural-born citizen of Rome.”


I can explain Spado’s seaworthiness no better than I can our boat’s lack of that quality, unless it has something to do with the near total fluidity of the castrato himself. Apart from my handholds, he was already a drink of water. I’ve seen Lebanese lads playing in the gentle eastern swell, who are able to recline at ease on the surface like olive oil freighters with amphorae over- turned among the ballast. But Spado’s buoyancy was of another order. The sea didn’t hold him at arm’s length, but received him like a part of itself, and held him in suspension. His body held such a high ratio of fluid to meat that he only needed to relax all four limbs to bob vertically like a soggy cork, meanwhile keeping me from sinking to death. No treading water for this testicle-unencumbered traveling companion of mine.


His lower limbs, which were nearly as long as the entirety of me, were dropsied to a degree only manageable on such ex- tended shinbones. This, like excessive vertical growth itself, could be a mysterious side effect of unsexing. I’ll have to check Elder Pliny if I ever get within reach of a library again. Perhaps fluid retention is a result of the sumptuous diet adopted by the minority of eunuchs who maintain the vitality to overindulge in anything beyond whining. Or do their bodies reabsorb unreleased seminal fluid and turn it to blubber in compensation for sexual deprivation? But who in my acquaintance is less deprived in that department than lascivious Spado? He’s a walking, writhing demythologization of the female orgasm. I kept that in mind while riding the sea wrapped around this member of the so-called third sex. I suspect a fourth, and possibly a fifth, should be added, to accommodate Spado.


“Ah, me!” cried our Empress Mother. “I fear my coiffure might not survive such a drastic rinse!” He shook placental broth from his halo of hair, which remained brightly sunset-colored as the evening that Illyrian witch’s scalp had been teased off, expertly stretched and tanned. Entwined among the purloined curls was a sardine skeleton. I’m not sure if my traveling companion had placed it there deliberately, or if it was a love-present from some admiring porpoise. But it did create a certain enhancement, like an exquisite barrette carved of the finest Gangetic ivory.


I apologize. In spite of that extravagant simile, which slipped out from I don’t know where, please rest assured that your narrator is no sensual person. Call me anachronistic, but I have al- ways done my best to hew to the stoical line of our Republican grandfathers. (Rather, my Republican grandfathers—who knows whence the obese eunuch sprang?) For example, I will be unable to tell you if my frantically burrowing fingers tickled Spado. I lack experience in this sort of thing. On our wanderings till now we had, by tacit agreement, kept bodily contact at a minimum. It was frank trepidation on my part. Spado’s motivation, assuming there was one, remained unclear. I hope it wasn’t revulsion—I’m not the handsomest creature in the Empire.


It’s not altogether impossible, I suppose, that he was aroused in some barely imaginable way by the newfound intimacy between himself and the tiny toad who clung to him like a twig in a Baetican flash flood. In any case, he chose the moment of our first touch to flex his pillar-thick spine, to gape up into the deathly lapis lazuli of the sky, to gulp down a few voluminous breaths, to ratchet up his female impersonation, and to commence shrieking.


“Oh! Oh!” he trilled, ever so cheerfully. “Adrift in un- charted waters! Anchorless! Rudderless! The planet’s curvature affording no Calypso-enchanted Ogygia!”


“Excuse me?” I managed to burble and gag.


“Help La Agrippina! For I am she, and none other, and I founder! Won’t someone rescue grand me and my loyal, um, entourage, so to speak? Where is that poopoo-bottomed slave of mine, anyway?”


“Graptus? Haven’t seen him lately.”


“Well, there’s nothing for it but to forget him and save ourselves, like Nero’s soggy momsy before us. We—rather, I—must swim for it, meanwhile consoling myself with the knowledge that we are privileged to suffer the same fate as that elegant society matron and her lady-in-waiting. You be What’s-her-name.”


“What’s whose name?”


“My lady-in-waiting. You know, the one who took the vindictive hireling boatman’s oar right in the forehead, rather than let it brain beloved me, her mistress. You be stout, loyal What’s-her-whatever.”


“Aceronia?”


“Is that what they called her?” yawned Spado, already in- different. No need to sprain any emotive tendons. His performance, after all, was being appreciated by no audience in particular.


Passing vessels were scarce as beaches and cliffs in this zone of the Adriatic, if Adriatic it still was. The horizon was a perfect circle all around, flat and featureless as a burnished brass mirror, bile-green. Bile-scented as well. The only sounds other than the queenly ones coming from Spado’s mouth were the seismic rumbles of king-sized viscera within his torso, against which my left ear was suction-cupped. Still, if I hadn’t been inhaling kelp at the moment, I would have begged my friend to blaspheme Caesar’s deified mater more quietly. Even here in the middle of nowhere, aping a member of the imperial family smacked too dangerously of lese majestie to suit me. As a citizen, I could be beheaded or throttled for such indiscretion, or quietly poisoned. Crucifixion, on the other hand, would be the prescribed legal procedure for Spado. Did the tree exist capable of yielding a transverse beam sturdy enough?


“Please, please, dear Heavens,” the Empress Mother was crying, “won’t some brawny sailor with pecs way out to here—no, make that here—come rowing randomly along? Won’t he reach down and salvage this trusty old uterus of mine, from which sprang the current Autocrat of the Known World? More or less? I mean, not including Ethiopia and Parthia. Shit-holes.”


“Don’t forget India,” I said. “And the Land of Silk.”


“Yes, yes, good point. India and Silky Land are definitely not shit-holes.”


“You can tell from their dry goods.”


It may seem odd, but I can banter in the middle of a panic. My only strength and steadfastness, the only skill that kept me from succumbing to Nero’s penchant for casual slaughter back home, is to be found on the tip of my tongue. My eyes can be swirling in their sockets, my heart can be thumping louder than a Thuringian swiving his milch cow, and my mouth can chit-chat. There’ll be no indication of anything amiss besides a certain raising of the pitch of my admittedly reedy voice. It’s one of the minor Roman virtues, I suppose, glibness under pressure.


No stranger to chit-chat himself, Spado was slipping into one of the talking fits which individuals of his physical type are prone to: “I wouldn’t mind being crowned the drowning momsy of the Autocrat of India and Silky Land, but I’d submit to being the floating turd of the powerless puppet vassal of neither Ethiopia nor, especially, fucky-icky Parthia, and I really don’t—”


Etcetera. High as a woman’s, loud as a bull’s, Spado’s voice, like the rest of him, was three-fourths false, one quarter real. But I’m grateful to have grown intimate with one unfeigned thing about him—two things, actually. They were to be encountered midway between his depilated armpits and the cartwheel-sized nipples that pouted from his udders. The Greeklings in Alexandria have surely given these anatomical features an official name, but I’m not aware of it. I fastened my whole personality to that rippling pair of muscles, my pudge-submerged, skull-hard handholds.


Spado was not unresponsive. “As the parent of your sovereign,” he murmured down into my ear, “I command you not to squirm and whimper quite so much. Passersby could get the wrong idea about us.”


“What passersby? What idea? I’m just trying not to die immediately.”


These particular muscles, like all the others, are imperceptible to palpitation on my own scrawny body. I have only seen them developed to any comparable degree in Nubians mustered out of detachments of mercenary spearmen and conscripted to bear the palanquins of eastern client kings, come to the capital city in embassies. If, under the layers of fluid fat, the rest of our obese eunuch’s physique is developed like this, it explains how, with a single back-handed, absent-minded swipe, he could knock his luckless slave out cold in a hail of splintered teeth.


Speaking of Graptus, Spado slipped out of character just long enough to inquire once again as to his manservant’s where- abouts: “Where is that feeble-minded spaniel fucker?”


“I lost sight of him at about the same time as the last bit of land.”


“Then I shall have to throw myself entirely into your custodial care, my loyal, stout lady-in—what’s it again?”


“Aceronia.” I tried not to sigh.


“Yes, that’s it. You are such a dear! So gladly did you die rather than allow the mussing of my electrum-radiant curls!” Spado raised his fingers, which seemed long and thick as my fore- arms, and ran them through the Illyrian witch’s hair, combing out several of the lower forms of sea life. “You know, don’t you, loving Aceronia, that the Sun God envied this, my crowning glory? You can see why. It puts him to shame at midsummer’s highest noon. So he sent my demon asshole incestuous prick of a son to try to darken my ’do with blood and brain matter. But you foiled the plan by offering up your own mousy thatch! Snuggly Aceronia! Don’t think I’ll forget when we stand together and testify before Rhadamanthy-whoozit, Judge of the Dead. Which should be any moment now, and—oooh! I’m frightening you, aren’t I? Better not squeeze much harder than that, dear. You might puncture me. Your Empress-Momsy’s just a tissue of skin, after all, like anyone else. But, if I do say so myself, mine is the most unsinkable tissue of skin west of Zeugma on the Euphrates, where the ferrymen inflate goat bladders and affix them for flotation to the sides of their reed rafts, and—”


And so on. Roles could be assigned and played at leisure, as no particular attention needed to be paid to the preservation of our lives. Spado had only to scull a thigh occasionally, or perhaps to affect a languid thwartwise paddle of a thigh-thick forearm once in a very long while, to propel us. The direction he propelled us was a single one, but otherwise a matter of indifference. I almost began to allow myself to entertain the possibility that watery death was not guaranteed today.


Just as my hands relaxed a bit, the obese eunuch began voluptuously to weep. Right on schedule. One learns to expect radical mood shifts in eunuchs. A wet nurse could time milkings by them.


“Ah, the lady Agrippina! Was there ever such a goddess? Even in death she was capable of inspiring erotic poetry from her ungrateful brat.” Spado’s eyes unloaded a few barrels of salt water down onto my head, as if there weren’t plenty of that around al- ready. “Wail for me, fish-reeky Aphrodite of the waves! I am get- ting puckery about the gills! The Divine Queen Dowager is taking on water! Blub-blub!”


He went under for dramatic effect, dragging me down with him. My reaction must have persuaded him that particular piece of stage business wasn’t worth the bother. I fear my fingernails might’ve raked some stripes from the lushness of the imperial epidermis.


Everyone will have noticed a definite histrionic bent in these gelding priests, or priestesses, or what-have-you, of the Ineffable Goddess. (That is Spado’s divine vocation, in case you’ve been wondering.) At a tender age they are given a sharp shard of Anatolian pottery and somehow persuaded that it would be a good idea to deprive themselves of the proper outlet for theatrical impulses: namely, the testes. This unmanning renders them prone to affectation. They spend the rest of their lives slipping into impromptu impersonations of distinguished historical personages, invariably female, e.g., horse-fornicating Semiramis, family-butchering Medea, our own nymphomaniacal Messalina.


You can hear these smooth-crotched functionaries swishing down a crowded street several blocks away. It’s as if they don’t care to distinguish themselves from the debased pantomime “artists” who defile the public stage with false bosoms, falsetto squawks and real flatulence. In their social climbing mode, on the other hand, this priesthood tones it down a bit, and tries to affect effete aesthetism. They aspire to the condition of the wealthy pathics who, swathed in transparent silk gauze, have draped them- selves and their loose anuses around the Palatine colonnades since the accession of Agrippina’s hideous son.


“Spado—I mean, Agrippina?”


“What?”


“You can’t be divine if you haven’t died yet.”


“Poetic license. You be quiet down there.”


“Recall that your son could only have you legally deified after he succeeded in murdering you. And you turned out to be such a good swimmer that he finally had to encompass it via thugs with clubs, while you were in bed, high but not necessarily dry.”


“Yet here I am, undrowned, unclubbed, unbedded (unfor- tunately), and divine, all at once. And you are my lady-in-waiting, the movingly loyal What’s-her-cunting-face. You will speak only when spoken to. Besides, you have an oar sunken into your fore- head, and your brains are forming a discolored slick all around us. It’s so off-putting. Where’s Graptus booger-nose? How dare he leave me unattended?”


“Your valet has vanished.”


“Popped under the throbbing horizon,” murmured Spado, getting morose so abruptly he almost threw me off like a balking donkey. He scanned the sea pensively and mused on his bereavement. “Can I recall a time when dearly departed Graptus wasn’t wiping my ass for me?” He sighed, sucked on his full lips, and spigoted on the tears again, albeit in a dutiful, slightly bored way.


Then the melancholy trance passed, and he got all gruff and deep-voiced (as much as possible, in his under-equipped condition). With the rough affection of a mannish type, a stoic spirit too full of old-timey Republican virtu to give way to something as effeminate as grief, Spado bass-baritone belched, “Damn Graptus’ eyes, har-rummph. Good lad, though, all in all. Stout. Butch. A better man than—well. Let’s not go too far. Now we’ll have to grope our way to who-knows-where without a pack animal to abuse for fun. Not that we have much to pack anymore. It’s all on the sea bottom. Except for my, er, handsome, rugged, manly toupee here.” A grin spread across Spado’s mile-wide face. “Not to mention a certain item far too precious to have been strapped baggage-wise on any retarded slave’s bony shoulders. If you know what I mean.”


He nudged me under the water and winked broadly, with a loud squishy sound from between satchel-sized eyelids. I knew exactly what he meant, and the item was indeed precious. It was also gone. My heart sank to depths lower even than those which plummeted under our feet. I couldn’t speak for guilt. That item—that jar, to be specific—was my sole responsibility, not Graptus’, and I’d let a measly shipwreck distract me to the point of losing it. Spado’s sanguine view of the universe allowed him to assume I still had the jar secreted about my person. That was a silly assumption, because every bit of my person was secreted about his, and he would have felt the hard ceramic lump against his belly.


Concentration not being a strong point among those with emptied scrota (another mysterious side effect), he snapped out of his butch mode and giggled, “Mind if I go wee-wee? No? Yes? Ask me if I care.” Then he tried to engage me in some speculative historiography. “Aceronia! What an ambiguous way to make your mark in history! Did you cry out to bring upon yourself the skull-splitting oar, or the succoring arms, of the sailor whom Nero hired to finish us off? Did you hanker after soft or rough treatment?”


“Don’t tell me. You’re about to say something like, ‘Maybe Aceronia was game for both.’“


“Yes, and was just taking the luck of the draw.”


“And she paid the price.”


“Or got the reward.”


“An oar through the forehead is a reward?”


“You never know,” leered Spado. “That final breath could be a brain-suffocating orgasm, the kind that makes even the Ineffable Goddess get moist and grunt. An assassin’s oar may feel nicnicer, deep inside your noggin, than a scrumptious food tidbit feels inside your tummy. For example, a perfect mushroom with red cap. And white spots. Swimming in honey. If you take my me-e-e-e-e-aning.”


He nudged and winked again, and I did take his meaning. My heart, already fallen to the sea-bottom, began to burrow into the sediment, to hide for shame among the fish turds. Can you guess what spore-bearing food tidbits, preserved in honey, the lost jar contained?
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