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      P-Minus 427 Days

      From my office overlooking the choirs of heaven, I checked my omniscient calendar and took note of a certain master of unintentional comedy nearing his final hour. I would not normally concern myself with human death—it does happen all the time—but I made an exception for this particular gentleman. I did so because my previous diversion in Enclave had come to a conclusion, because this man’s long and eccentric career had provided me with a great many chuckles, because I can only tolerate so many divine ambrosia requisitions a day and, most importantly, the great man’s passing will serve as the instigating incident for a heroic venture I arranged.

      Allow me to digress for a moment and pull on a thread I’ve noticed running through the history of your species. You see, I am very interested in greatness and it seems that for every great man and worthy woman you’ll find some coincidence, some tiny little accident or distant catastrophe, to set them on the path of immortality. There’s no Dante without Beatrice, no Stalin without seminary school, no Buddha without beggars and so forth. Greatness tends to require an initial coincidence, some fortuitous accident. This day’s death, conveniently, will provide a great plenty of happy incitements.

      I leaned back in my throne of glory, set aside the property insurance policies of infinite wisdom and opened the heavenly gates. I stepped over a sloppily drunk Dionysis, threw a bone for Cerberus’ amusement and castigated Saint Peter for neglecting shuffleboard the day before.

      I descended into the new capital city, Chongjin. I came to palace number 16 and drifted through the heavy, reinforced walls. I floated over a grey jumpsuit so hideous one has to wonder if the man’s tailor took secret revenge during its design. I crossed in front of a nude companion girl covering her fear with a veneer of lust, over a bounty of expensive liquors and under a chandelier made from Italian crystal. My fingers ran lightly through the man’s fabulous bouffant. My spirit penetrated his skull and passed harmlessly through his occipital lobe to the juncture where the tiny old drug abuser’s cerebellar artery branched off from his ascending carotid. 

      From this vantage point I watched an event of inestimable beauty. The man’s blood and matrix, plasma and hemoglobin pressed upon his vessel with just one dyne too much force. The cerebellar artery opened like a zip lock freezer bag and spilled forth a scarlet flower adorned with tiny yellow cholesterol plaques.

      The man’s face froze in a posture of strained astonishment. The companion girl dropped her spoon and spilled cognac as she fled into the great hall. Doctors rushed into the gilded bedroom and attempted to rescue the man. Their efforts, I’m happy to report, came to naught.

      [image: ]

      Later that evening I passed unto the fourth floor of the People’s Nuclear Armory of Glorious Liberation. I tolerated the crumbling concrete and brutal, hideous architecture of the type which only communists seem capable of constructing—a sort of pseudo-efficient dreariness so thick it poisons the air. I did so because I wanted to watch as the man’s son and chosen successor negotiated his ascension to the heights of leadership. A square jawed, glowering army general spoke first.

      “Should we tell the people that our beloved leader has passed?”

      A thin, severe marine general answered.

      “We should not. If it remains a secret then nothing has to change and we can rule without any concerns over legitimacy.”

      An air force general, whose gravity exceeded even that of poor Persephone, answered his companions.

      “While the great leader of yore is both dead and the official head of our country, it is most unusual for a nation to maintain as its acting head of state a man deceased. This does not preclude the possibility of our doing just so, but some may accuse us of absurdity should the matter come to light later.”

      The son’s many ample chins jiggled with the force of his high ideals, his jelled hair jounced sympathetically with each earnest gesture as the young man’s strong, slightly congested voice shook the air.

      “Of course we should announce my father’s death!” the son said. “The sooner we tell the people the faster I can consolidate my own power. But I do not say this for my own sake. You must know that when I rule I will modernize our nation and help us to join the ranks of respectable countries.”

      The silence fell like a wet blanket over the heaving busom of the goddess Ishtar caught, as she often is, in a moment of extraordinarily passionate lip synching.

      The marine general scratched his chin as the air force general and army general executed a subtle encircling maneuver.

      “He speaks the truth.”

      The air force general’s head bobbed slowly in agreement.

      “Doubtless he is right.”

      “Would you, my esteemed colleagues, be so kind as to lend me your assistance?” the army general asked while clubbing the new leader over the head with a lead-lined rice bowl.

      “Certainly,” they said.

      “One, two, three,” the army general said.

      The military heads of North Korea defenestrated the great man’s son. His plump, young body sailed through the high window and took on the globular elasticity of a falling loogey as he fell. He bounced once, twice on the concrete below.

      “We can arrange a body double with no great difficulty,” the marine general said. “Let us move on to matters of greater importance, such as tonight’s excellent broadcast of exceptional forthrightness.”

      The air force general agreed.

      “A newscast regarding our leader, in excellent health, mourning his son’s horrible, disfiguring skiing injuries should serve our truth nicely. Or, failing that, we can always make up something else.”

      As the generals deliberated, physicians rolled the man’s body away to a secret morgue. Morticians cremated the son’s remains and flushed the ashes down their finest, Soviet-made toilette.

      I could have observed the generals further but, growing bored, flew back unto the heavenly host. The instigating events had finished. The generals’ plan would unravel not even two weeks later and, following on their failures, would bring the idiocy of men to such heights as to necessitate my direct intervention.

    

  


  
    
      
        Heroes

      

      

      I must make a fresh start in life. I must hide the truth deep in my wounded heart and advance silently, taking oblivion and falsehood as my guide.

      

      -Lu Xun
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      P-Minus 418 Days

      The Dear Leader’s death remained unknown in South Korea and, unsurprisingly, the rest of the world as well. And since we are traveling to South Korea anyway, we may as well visit the greater of our two heroes in his 14th story apartment. And since we are visiting him, we might as well take advantage of my omniscience to peer inside this intense little man’s head, poke at his thoughts with a divine stick and plaster the passions of his heart to the insides of the unnecessarily weighty book you even now hold in your hands.

      Choi Chul began that day as he normally did, throwing away the previous night’s beer bottles, boiling water and turning on the TV. He left his wife in bed without a second thought. Mrs. Choi required an act of divinity before she’d wake up and, I’m afraid, moonlighting as an alarm clock is well beneath my dignity. 

      I could fill our washing machine with screaming pigs and she’d sleep through it, our hero thought. He thus stomped this way and that without the least concern for waking his beloved. Chul had fallen asleep more easily than usual the night before and so only had three empty bottles of Stout brand beer to trash.

      Our hero set a fire under the family’s mold green kettle and pulled down the individually packaged cylinders of dehydrated instant mix——the Korean approximation of coffee you might say. He decided on Folgers with lots of sugar and cream, tore open the packaging and then set the empty plastic tubes beside the stove. For a moment he had nothing to do. A feeling he refused to call loneliness rose and fell in his breast as he searched for a distraction.

      Chul struggled to find his remote control. Someone had put it on the bookshelves in the front room for reasons unknown. The nearly empty shelves reminded him of his son, recently taken from college into the army for two years of mandatory service. Not long ago Choi Min-sung’s pocket-junk covered these shelves every day—MP3 player, loose change, electronic dictionary, bus and subway tokens, wallet. Now only Chul’s favorite light reading, a weighty hardback called Fuck Japan, An Objective History of the Imperialist Shitheads remained.

      Chul turned to his modestly sized but brand new Samsung flat screen and flipped it to CNTV’s endless parade of medieval soap operas. The kettle shrieked like an elderly banshee and he poured the hot water into a coffee cup with “Dokdo is Our Land!” written in multi-colored Korean script. He finished one cup, then a second while the heated floor chased the night chill from his bare toes. 

      On CNTV an ancient prince sporting a fake beard wooed the cleanest possible peasant girl with sweet nothings so contrived they could hardly please anyone except the infinitely vulgar Mrs. Choi. Chul switched the thermostat from floor-heating mode to shower mode and went back to the TV while he waited. A short blast of the remote control banished CNTV’s chin-wigs and brought him into a limbo of “advertising broadcasts.” Our hero finally settled on KBS News.

      He was about to get a third cup of coffee when the anchor broke through the normally sacred life insurance commercials to display images from the lush forests and rusty minefields separating North and South Korea.

      “North Korean garrisons facing the DMZ are in chaos this morning. Witnesses say it looks like some of the North Korean units have turned their weapons on their comrades, while a large percentage of the guards appear to have vanished completely. Chinese sources indicate similar unrest along the northern border. We go now to Lim Ho-joon for the latest on these shocking developments.”

      “Hello, as you can see over these flower pots, anti-tank munitions and Hyundai advertisements, the North Korean 42nd division is firing to its rear against the 81st cavalry division. Oh no, it now looks as if the cavalry has pushed the infantrymen into the Demilitarized Zone. Wildlife is fleeing everywhere! The animals are setting off land mines left and right! This is really terrible, viewers, really disgusting. It appears we are being showered with deer viscera.” 

      Chul ran into his wife’s floral-themed room and laid hands on her. He shook the woman like an electronic pet that just won’t shut up as her head bounced back and forth against her shoulder.

      “Wake up! We are reunifying!”

      Mrs. Choi rolled onto her face and gurgled. He punched her softly on the arm and tickled her ribs. Her head sunk ever deeper into the powder blue comforter.

      “Uh-ouch,” she said.

      “They are falling, yuhbo,” Chul said. “The rift in our nation will not last much longer. Look, get up and look.”

      Silence.

      He left her to rise or remain. He could celebrate by himself anyway. Our hero rushed back into the kitchen where he, remembering the army did not allow phones, sent a message to his son. The boy’s messenger service defaulted to some sort of music concerning “chocolate love.” Why can’t my boy listen to better music, like trot? The young man was not available to chat so Chul had to content himself with sending this message instead.

      !!!!!!  !!!!!!!OUR NATION WILL BE ONE AGAIN!!!!!!!  !!!!!!

      Mrs. Choi had retreated into her preferred comatose state and her husband attempted no further intrusions on her sleep. Instead he jumped on the heated floors and slid in his socks——an overgrown and unshaven kindergartener somebody left alone with the espresso. Work, he thought. I must shower and go to work. Chul nearly tore his pajamas with violent undressing and ran into the bathroom where he slipped on the polished tile. His happiness was so great he took mind of neither the rising welt on his buttock nor the sudden itching between his toes.

      For the sin of using emoticons, I sent a plague of athlete’s foot down on the Choi family’s bathroom floor.
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      P-Minus 417 Days

      Let us now leave Mr. Choi aside and move to an entirely different part of the world. On the tenth day of September the lesser of our two heroes, a short, thin 48 year-old named Carver Jefferson Smith, came to the front counter of a New York City McDonald’s.

      “I will take my usual seat,” he said to the manager. “Please don’t let anyone disturb me.”

      “No problem, we’re not busy anyway.”

      He ordered, as he had in each of the previous six annual visits, an Egg McMuffin and hash browns. He took the previous drafts of his letter from a small computer bag and set about reviewing them for grammatical errors or less than elegant sections of prose. He would not settle for any failure, any outcome short of perfection.

      The McMuffin and hash browns were ready. CJ folded the old manuscripts under the tray and went to the deepest, farthest reaches of the restaurant. His hands, hard and gnarled as rod iron, pushed aside the food and left oily prints on the pile of napkins. He removed sheets of thick, high quality writing paper and an ivory engraved Waterman pen. CJ took a deep breath and set to work.

      He looked first at the front page of the New York Times. He saw only a small item addressing the coming 9/11 anniversary and a much larger story about some triviality in Korea, wherever that was. He had not needed extra motivation, but this slight to the victims of 9/11 renewed his resolve and strengthened his will. CJ took up his pen with great fury and awesome vengeance. The seventh in his series of annual letters to the New York Times read thus. 

      Dear So-Called Editor,

      I realize you probably won’t print this letter, as you’ve similarly refused to print the six preceding messages I’ve written you. It would take courage to publish what I submit and your organization has precious little in the way of valor. Still, I continue on because there will never be a time that is right to forget the outrages Osama bin Laden perpetrated against this city. I write because you and your readers are not truly remembering the horrible events of 2001.

      The nonsense with ground zero and annual 9/11 remembrances infuriates me endlessly. More than a decade has passed and there’s still nothing here beyond a waterworks. 2,605 civilians lost their lives on this very ground, in the most terrifying act of terrorism my country has ever witnessed, and we memorialize their deaths with a leaking garden hose. Unbelievable.

      In case you’ve forgotten exactly what happened, or if you think it’s time I moved on, I want you to remember those people who, trailing broken glass and smoke so hot it boiled blood, jumped from the highest towers ever constructed by man because they couldn’t stand to burn. The ones near the top spent seven seconds falling, seven seconds to feel the pulverized concrete dust and smoking death before they splattered onto the concrete below. Jane Alice Smith was one of those who couldn’t bear to die by fire. She was 35 years old and had dimples when she smiled and when she jumped it probably never occurred to her that she’d break a police officer’s neck on the way down. Nine years, two hundred four days and six hours of marriage when her falling body killed a twenty seven year-old hero as he guided survivors out of WTC 1.

      My wife, reduced to not only suicide but manslaughter. That sweet woman with a wonderful daughter and a budding career in business appraisal left this world with blood-smeared hands because those turban wearing fucks had some point to prove with Muhammad or Allah or whoever it is their Abrahamic death cult tells them to believe in.

      Now it appears we’re done fighting the camel jockeys who caused this suffering to begin with. And no, I do not feel even the slightest need to adopt less offensive names for the people living in various failed states stretching from Morocco east to Pakistan and from the Sudan north to Serbia. They are all murderers as far as I’m concerned. There was a distinct shortage of black Africans flying hijacked airplanes into the Twin Towers, nary one Indian or Irish Republican, not a single Mexican or Enclavian had even a hand in those attacks. Arabs did it and until they give up their terror-loving, dictator-heavy corrupt theocracies I will have exceptional difficultly remembering to respect cultural differences with the Middle East.

      So, did we catch or kill all those responsible before we stopped blasting the towel heads? Of course we didn’t. We are far too busy building madrassas and fighter jets half way around the world, for the benefit of people who hate us, to find those upstanding fellows.

      So drop the self-congratulatory memorial services and stupid floral arrangements and convince your liberal elite buddies to do the two things that will truly honor the first casualties in our War on Terror. Rebuild the World Trade Center and drop bombs on Whateverthefuckitisastan until every last man and woman involved in 9/11 is dead and in the ground. That is if you and the rest really do care about the victims of 9/11.

      Righteously yours,

      C.J. Smith

      CJ folded the note into an envelope, swallowed his McMuffin in two largely unchewed bites and went out to the sidewalk. He hand delivered the letter to New York Times headquarters. The envelope whooshed into the drop box’s darkness and made a clunking noise against some unseen metal liner. CJ then climbed the heights of his one ton dually truck and set off into the Manhattan rush hour.
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      P-Minus 400 days.

      Let us exclude both Mr. Smith and the Choi family from our attentions for a short while. I have not yet introduced myself and our conversation has progressed to the point where only one of shocking crudity would continue withholding his name. You may call me the God of Potency.

      The day 400 days from now will come to be known as P-day. They will thus memorialize my arrival because in a little less than 14 months I plan to spritz my dominance on the world entire. Think of me as a water-retaining greyhound and the people of earth as unspoiled fire hydrants.

      They will know I’ve come when my sparkling cloud descends over a colony of hypochondriacs in New York City. They’ll panic, they’ll rejoice, they’ll make a great deal of noise.

      I forsee pointless questions, digitized and translated by orbiting satellites, dominating all the varieties electromagnetism mankind uses to communicate. Methodists from Texas will claim that Jesus, the incurable slacker, is coming back to take the righteous away to heaven. Quat chewers with dental hygiene like antique sewer pipes will wade through their chronic intoxication and determine that I’ve come as part of Allah’s plan to strike against the infidels. A phalanx of apocalypse fantasies will penetrate the Vatican’s ruddy halls. Self-proclaimed white witches in Scotland will turn up the volume on their reruns—“Mother Earth is sending her essence to protect the sacred feminine”—bullshit of that sort. At least one of the Mafiosos moonlighting as an Italian parliamentarian will try to claim me as a 3300-year-old bear-man hybrid. I’ll enjoy these diversions for a while, but I do get bored.

      Lest I forget, there is one more item we must discuss. I’ve picked two gentlemen for a heroic mission to free the world from my tyranny. One’s a South Korean with an unresponsive wife and the other an upstate New Yorker with extremely impractical personal transport. You’ve already met them. They will whisper their plans, pilot a boat and travel the globe attempting to kill/smite/punch/inconvenience me. The whole affair has the potential to entertain for years.
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      P-Minus 392 Days

      Since the 9/11 attacks CJ Smith had made his home in the small town of Selfsevere, New York. Dust covered laborers coming home from the porcelain factory and farmhands smelling gently of desiccated cow dung always left CJ feeling real, grounded, human. Where cities like Chicago ran on electrons, binary code and invisible currents of money, this place actually made things people could touch and see. It also helped that the residents of Selfsevere drove liberals crazy with their bountiful old time charms and patriotically themed wind chimes. It was thus natural that when the rituals of the 9/11 remembrance deepened his wrinkles and caused his eyelids to droop, CJ sought refuge in Selfsevere’s homiest diner.

      The Eagle’s Pride Grill served fresh coffee, thick t-bone steaks and enough transfats to clog every artery within 30 kilometers. CJ took a seat near the unstained wooden door, opened a slightly rusty iron framed window and waited quietly for the staff to notice him. No hurry, he thought. I just want to sit. The waitress saw CJ after perhaps three minutes and approached to take his order.

      “What’ll it be, hon?”

      “Gimme a chili burger with seasoned fries,” CJ said. “And coffee. I need coffee.”

      “Arabica okay?”

      He grimaced and rubbed the grime from his eyelashes. Sweat mixed with tears and stung CJ’s eyes.

      “You got Folgers?” he asked.

      “It’ll be right out,” the waitress said.

      CJ had neither companionship nor reading material and so, both tired and bored, he tore open a sugar packet and crushed the tiny crystals between his fingernails. The resulting sludge soon forced him to find another tick lest the sticky mess subsume his entire place setting like mold on old bread.

      The proprietress, who also served as head cook, came out from her den and walked straight to CJ’s booth. He briefly panicked when he could not remember the woman’s name. Might be spending too much time locked in my own head.

      “CJ, sweetie, you don’t look good,” she said. “You wrote another letter to the New York Times, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      She sighed and patted the heavily restrained bangs covering her forehead. They bounced back to their original position in mere microseconds——oh the joys of Aquanet.

      “Mind if I sit down?”

      He did not mind. On the contrary, CJ welcomed the chance to talk, to listen, to vent——mostly vent.

      “They’re never going to print your letters,” the proprietress said. “You’ll have more luck beating your head against these walls.”

      CJ answered in a low voice that split the difference between anger and resignation.

      “Ain’t not give a fuck.”

      “Language!” she said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re far too intelligent to speak that way. Truly CJ, in addition to the vulgarity you know full well ‘ain’t” is not a proper word.”

      “You forgot the double negative.”

      “I did,” she said. Her voice picked up and gained power, like a long jumper easing out of the gates. “And you know what? That is beneath you, too. Far beneath you. Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

      The waitress interrupted their conversation with one perfect chili burger and a small mountain of garlicky french-fries. The proprietress quickly dispatched the help with instructions to fetch more coffee. CJ ate a french-fry, wiped the salt and oil from his mouth and spoke.

      “I’m not going to let those bastards beat me.”

      The proprietress pursed her lips and shook her head side to side.

      “Listen to me. You know I’m the last person on earth to defend liberals, but you’ve got to realize there’s nothing you can do to make the New York Times care about your wife. They aren’t going to pay you one bit of attention now and they never will.”

      “So I should just let those pin-heads ignore 9/11 until everyone forgets? Hell, even the good people around here are letting it go. How long has it been since we had a memorial parade?”

      The proprietress did not answer her guest directly, instead opting for metaphysical ruminations.

      “In the whole world, I only see two kinds of things. The ones you can control and the ones you can’t. Newspapers and parades, liberals and posterity; you’re better off letting them go.”

      CJ bit into the burger and spilled a drop of chili on his cuff. The proprietress produced a handkerchief and passed it to him.

      “Thanks.”

      It was not clear for which gift he gave thanks, the napkin or advice.

      “I don’t just hang onto stuff for fun,” CJ said. “I’d have let this go a long time ago. But I can’t because every time I try to close the wound some politician talks about how it doesn’t matter if we catch the terrorist leaders or one of our military kids gets blown up while building some goddamn orphanage for the towelheads. It brings me right back to that day. It shows me that no matter how much we pretend to honor the victims, we don’t and never did give a goddamn.”

      “Language!”

      “Fuck!”

      “Language!”

      CJ’s rage burned like a spicy fart, held in overlong and released to the world from between sweaty buttocks.

      “Niceties! This is about justice, not manners.”

      “Justice is the Lord’s responsibility,” she said. “Your job is to live a good life and take care of that wonderful daughter Jane gave you.”

      Dear reader, pardon my intrusion at this point. As a god, though admittedly not the Lord this woman spoke of, I would like to make clear that those of us in the pantheon of deities, we who are the very forces of nature, laugh at remarks such as the one above. Justice is something your species conjured from the ether and it would be a lie to say we understand this human fixation or pay it any attention except as the butt of divine jokes. Enough digression, back to CJ’s conversation.

      “God helps those who help themselves,” CJ said.

      “Yes he does.”

      The powerful cliché left the woman silent. CJ saw this and smiled the bitter smile of a triumphant nihilist. She finally replied.

      “It’s killing you.”

      “Justice delayed is justice denied,” he said.

      CJ hoped this well-worn truism, this good old-fashioned bit of common sense, could shut her up again. Better yet, perhaps it would convince the owner to join him in a wholesome condemnation of Osama bin Laden, liberals or Arab culture. He was instead disappointed.

      “Nobody cares. Someday you’ll learn that. But until that day you will be a very miserable man.”

      (For the sin of using two clichés in one conversation, I rained down an affliction of acne upon CJ Smith’s scalp.)
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      P-Minus 392 Days

      Choi Chul’s Saturday began at work where he arranged a driver’s license for his boss’ secretary and ordered new business cards to commemorate his recent promotion—“Choi Chul, Assistant Manager, Three Castle Finance.” He tended to several loan applications and looked over a proposed marketing scheme that would target middle aged women interested in gardening. He began at 9am, worked through lunch and finished before 7pm. With the last memo done, he rubbed his head and loosed his tie and left for the Daegu Foreign Language Café.

      Long ago he’d scored 4th out of 2,109 students in his middle school’s English speech contest. Our hero had always been proud of his language competence. He took a certain flippant joy in flaunting said competence before the jealous Korean students and those bug-eyed Westerners whose cluelessness did nothing to curb their invincible confidence.

      To get there Choi Chul had to climb to the sixth floor of Gwang-woo Byeong University’s tallest structure. Students called it the nude building because any passersby could see through its expansive glass facades and observe those inside. He pushed the buttons to all four elevators and waited no more than 10 seconds before the first door opened. Choi Chul joined a young woman in the elevator and heard a chorus of bells, like slightly peeved Buddhist monks chanting slightly out of tune.

      “I am going to the English Café to speak with the weygooks,” our hero said. “Where are you going?”

      The woman said nothing.

      Chul grew angry from being so rudely ignored and turned to chastise the disrespectful cur. He only quieted himself when he saw the young woman’s earphones and MP3 player. Chul sighed, muttered “moron” in English and disembarked on the 6th floor.

      His favorite weygook sat alone in the corner drinking from an espresso. Nelson had a fear of heights and therefore preferred to take a table far from the windows. Our hero joined him.

      “You are sad?” he asked.

      “No, only tired,” Nelson said. “I took my girlfriend to a baseball game, she drank too much and I had to spend all night holding her hair back while she vomited.”

      Chul nodded his head knowingly and elected to showcase his vocabulary.

      “Ah yes, emesis can endanger the severely inebriated’s respiratory integrity. It is good you ensured the security of her person. How is she appreciating her sojourn in Korea?”

      Nelson stifled a laugh and Chul decided to dial back on the vocabulary.

      “She’s had fun here but she wants to go home,” the Australian said. “She misses her parents and her dogs.”

      “You should comfort her.”

      Nelson interpreted that remark as sex advice of the sort middle aged Korean men are very prone to giving, smiled, took a dainty sip from his espresso and changed the subject.

      “I can’t remember. Is today English day or Korean day?”

      “Korean day.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that,” Nelson said. “I forgot my homework.”

      Our hero grinned with the full knowledge of his superior organizational skills, studiousness and preparations. The best parts of our Korean national character, he thought.

      “Then today we will study English. I have prepared enough for us both.”

      The pair proceeded to discuss the use of archaic 2nd person familiar pronouns such as thee, thou and thy as they appeared in our hero’s King James Version Bible. Next they moved onto the economic problems caused by Japan’s heavily subsidized farmers and the importance of water policy in Nelson’s native Australia. Together they nodded and grimaced in the manner customary for all great practitioners of intellectual masturbation.

      After twenty minutes the spent foreigner announced his need to piss and left for the restroom. Choi Chul took this opportunity to pick up The Economist magazine and hold it in such a way all the others could admire his worldliness.

      A different weygook sitting one table away from our hero closed her cell phone and laughed. The Korean college student sitting opposite her asked what was so funny.

      “I swear,” the foreigner said. “Three quarters of the people I know from back home couldn’t find Korea on a map!”

      The two laughed together and did not notice when Choi Chul grew angry. The ignorant, disrespectful foreign bitch glorying in the ignorance of her fat, hideous kin. And her friend, may the traitorous whore choke on her own filth, rushing to throw dirt on the face of our nation! He wanted to vent this outrage, he wanted to slap those two, to lead a mob that would point and shame those fools. He looked right and left and despaired. In this, too, he was alone.

      [image: ]

      While it would be tempting to follow our gallant hero as he fought through traffic, my dignity prohibits mentioning the many vile references to interspecies concupiscence, eternal damnation and anatomically unlikely orifice insertions Choi Chul shared with his fellow motorists. Furthermore, an occurrence of even greater interest was unfolding at the very same time, some 700 kilometers north, in the middle of a communist controlled rice field.

      Colonel Moon Doong-lee’s rebel forces ran low on fuel, ammunition and bodies. The imperial puppets, capitalist pigs and traitors from South Korea blocked his every escape, threatened him from every side. This left him with only one option—a phone call to Liu Hwang of the People’s Liberation Army. If the Chinese could be persuaded to intercede, the traitors would have no choice but to retreat. The satellite phone rang three times as mortars exploded and jet planes flew low overhead.

      “Captain Liu, my army is on the verge of destruction. Send your jet planes at once and we shall survive.”

      “You are besieged by the South Koreans and not the Americans,” Liu said.

      Moon mistook the captain’s statement for a question.

      “I can see only traitors. The imperialists are too cowardly to fight against our people’s army.”

      “Then I suggest you surrender. We will send you no aid so long as the Americans remain south of the DMZ.”

      “What noise is this? You know the traitors fight only because the imperialists command it.”

      “We have made a deal with the Americans. They have yet to renege and therefore I cannot help you. For the sake of your brave men, surrender now.”

      “It is thus?”

      “It is thus.”

      The phone fell silent but the colonel held onto his mouthpiece for several seconds longer, hoping for some further instruction. Moon finally set the receiver on the arm rest as one would lay a beloved mother to rest. He turned to look out of his command car’s window. A shell exploded in the distance and laid waste one of his last heavy guns. The colonel imagined the men operating the artillery. The soldiers nearest by torn to small pieces, those a little farther away gashed by shrapnel and the survivors staggering about, dazed by both the shock wave and their broken eardrums. Moon wished to share their fate as he sent out the order to throw down arms.
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      It occurs to me that Captain Liu’s agreement came about largely due to the politics inherent between proxy states and their masters. Perhaps because modern world powers do not consider themselves complete without a puppet regime, the proxy has proliferated of late and made the comparative study of said marionettes more practical. The United States has Israel, Hitler’s Germany had Franco’s Spain, China had North Korea, Iran has Hezbollah.

      The proxy serves to rankle its parent’s enemies, represent the parent’s preferred ideology—whether democracy, jihad, fascism, capitalism or communism—and to generally do as it is told. Most vitally though, the proxy state must furnish its own land as the battlefield for whichever conflagration the parent deems most pressing. Suicide bombers in Israel, republican rebels in Spain, encirclement in North Korea.

      In return the proxy can expect immunity from the UN Security Council, cubic dollars in military aid and the freedom to crush minorities and dissidents like the mint in a tourist’s mojito, perhaps even as mojito-drinking tourists look on. In some cases the proxy can use its status as a symbol of the parent’s national power to extract even greater benefits like subsidized economies.

      The danger to proxy states emerges when they forget their real purpose and begin to believe in things like national friendships and so-called special relationships. When their behavior begins to resemble that of a needy ex-girlfriend—when the late night, wheepy phone calls grow too numerous and the emergencies too frequent—puppet regimes have a way of finding themselves alone and on sale to the sorts of folks who butcher nations, take the choice cuts and leave the rest to rot.

      Just such a fate befell the military leaders, fighters and rebels in North Korea. The chaos created by their power struggles left China holding back a tide of more than 10 million refugees, afraid of American or Japanese designs on the entire Korean Peninsula and facing a wave of criticism for the human rights crisis—pardon me as I chuckle at the mention of “human rights”—that grew worse every day. It was thus with a sense of relief that the Chinese gave up their North Korean proxy and delivered that massive headache to South Korea.
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      News of Colonel Moon’s surrender spread quickly. The American president, predictably, called it “a great day for freedom.” The Japanese set about finding the children Kim Jeong-il had kidnapped during the 90s and the South Koreans got drunk. Choi Chul heard the wonderful news when he clicked on his office radio.

      “… the reclusive communist regime may have finally completed its long collapse,” the newswoman said. “I’m Yoo Mi-gyeong, reporting live from an embedded position within the 14th army division near Kuumni. Stay with me as I further explain North Korea’s turmoil.”

      At this point in the announcement Choi Chul leapt from his desk and toppled a cup of Happy Digestion brand barley tea. Joyous faces turned to our hero and the office workers rose as one. The radio announcement concluded as Yoo Mi-gyeong described the last of the North Korean rebels laying face down in the dirt with wrists tied behind their backs.

      “There is only one proper course of action,” the office supervisor said. “Let us go to the noraebang, sing patriotic songs and drink soju until everyone has fallen over!”

      All those present rushed downstairs to the nearest singing room. They threw open heavy white doors and descended upon the bar. The supervisor bubbling with excitement like a heady beer, reserved the largest room—enough space to hold off other revelers soon to flood Daegu’s streets. Choi Chul watched this and grew reflective. He stretched out on the noraebang’s vinyl-clad, red sofa and took a drink from his soju. His coworkers blasted off-key destructions of Korea’s most famous songs and he joined them without shame. More than three hours passed before any thought to rest.

      Our hero let the sound and intoxication wash over him. It was finished. He was together with his people, all his people. The ugly gash running from Incheon to the East Sea had closed. Roads, trains and electrical cables would soon bind together the two halves of a nation so brutally divided decades before. Rod iron tendrils, concrete scars and fresh new copper nerves would sprout from every town and join every road. A knot in Chul’s chest released and our hero felt as though some ingenious surgeon had reunited him with a long severed hand or a hastily amputated foot.

      It was then after he stumbled home and kissed his unresponsive wife that Choi Chul remembered an end to war also meant the safe return of his son. United nation, united family, the future seemed limitless.

      (For the sin of referencing freedom in a speech yet again, I afflicted the American President with a mild form of rabies. For the sin of calling North Korea “reclusive” in a broadcast yet again, I afflicted radio announcer Yoo Mi-gyeong with acute agoraphobia so that she might meditate on the true meaning of reclusive.)
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      P-Minus 300 Days

      I passed the next several months in quiet solitude, tending bonsai, collecting stamps, rearranging the matches in my divine humidor. It would have been longer had CJ’s semi-estranged daughter not invited him to her marriage. When CJ received the invitation he did not recognize the groom’s name and became anxious. What if Patty married a loser? he wondered. After all, she’s been locked down in that embassy for years, surrounded by hippies.

      He reached for his cellular phone and called his supervisors at the Solid Lead Plumbing Company to ensure the availability of sufficient vacation time. They could see no problems with his request and thus granted CJ six working-day’s leave. He’d not had much work in recent years anyway.

      Smith set about gathering the proper garments for a wedding. He had nothing beyond blue jeans, tank tops and polo shirts with farming logos in his closet but was pleased to find a forgotten bundle of dry cleaned dress shirts and pants hanging in his wife’s old dresser. A phone call to his travel agent likewise produced a reasonably priced round-trip ticket to and from San Francisco International Airport. He even remembered his free parking vouchers.

      Scarcely an hour had passed before CJ completed his arrangements. This left him in the unfamiliar situation of having nothing to do except think about those in his family who had not died in terrorist attacks.
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      CJ was a man unable to sleep while sitting. I mention this not out of some perverse love for intimate artistic portraiture but to hint at the misery he felt while flying six hours from New York to San Francisco, riding a Greyhound bus for another five and then meeting his daughter Patty for the final 180 minutes of driving through the redwood forests in northeast California. Combine these burdens with his newly erupted scalp pimples and CJ was in an altogether sorry condition as Patty filled the trip with small talk and nothingness. Dim sunlight filtered through the forest canopy as the young woman finally made clear her real concerns.

      “Dad, please behave yourself.”

      CJ sat straight and glared at his daughter. Who the hell does she think I am? Patty grimaced and muttered under her breath.

      “Guess not.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do?” CJ asked. “Huh? Shoot somebody? Smear blood on my face and ululate in front of the in-laws?”

      “I was worried more about you being a dick,” Patty said. “Sort of like you’re being right now.”

      “How am I a dick?”

      Patty looked like she might bite her tongue and accept the berating her father was building up to. The young woman gripped the steering wheel and locked her eyes onto the road. CJ pressed his point.

      “How am I a dick? How is your father a dick?”

      CJ’s daughter shook her left hand and struck down the psychic levies holding back years of accumulated wrath, stifled frustration and festering resentment.

      “Well let’s see, you start fights with everybody you disagree with on anything, you have this stupid goddamn vendetta about Mom, you physically intimidate my friends and you think it’s really funny to make racist comments in public. Other than that, you’re a swell guy. I can totally see why Mom was so happy those last couple years.”

      CJ could not have anticipated his daughter’s disrespect. The shock at her temerity rendered him silent for several seconds. When he’d collected himself, he decided that since haranguing Patty into submission had not worked he would try guilt.

      “I’m sorry to hear you feel that way about me. I wish I knew what I’d done to give you such a low opinion of your father.”

      Patty took a sharp breath and rolled her eyes.

      “Whatever. If you want to help you should just pose for pictures and talk about the weather.”

      She turned into her fiancé’s driveway, switched off the car and walked into the house without waiting for CJ to follow. He let himself out and heard his daughter talking to somebody inside the home.

      “Inviting him was a mistake,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      CJ felt a pang of sympathy and decided to take a short walk around the neighborhood before introducing himself to the people inside.

      (For the virtue of successfully using the verb “to ululate” in a sentence, I blessed CJ Smith with an entire day of pleasant, honey scented flatulence.)
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      The next 36 hours passed quietly enough in Patty’s company. CJ had mercifully followed her advice about the weather and, as a consequence, had yet to challenge anyone to a fist fight, pistol duel or jousting contest. She had even begun to relax in his presence.

      The marital tent went up in a confusing bundle of rope, aluminum and torn sod. Patty walked between two of those supports and thought less and less of the man who’d begotten her. She turned her thoughts instead to the man with whom she hoped to beget her own children. Was John really comfortable in the tuxedo I picked? Will the reception music be to his taste? Was it his grandmother or great aunt who couldn’t eat fish?

      These thoughts occupied her young mind to such an extent she found herself at the crowded dinner table—father tucked in a far corner, John nearby and grandmothers scattered randomly—without exactly remembering how she’d arrived. A second cousin or nephew’s girlfriend—Patty couldn’t remember—nudged the bride.

      “I’m so curious about your work,” the distant relation said. “John tried to explain it but he just made me more confused.”

      “I work in an embassy,” Patty said. “I moved back to San Francisco from Pakistan in January.”

      She saw her father’s increasingly furrowed brow and tried to end the conversation before CJ could say anything stupid.

      “I just do paperwork. Do you like the pasta? We made it with abalone and goat cheese, believe it or not.”

      This strategem failed and her father began discourse on a subject only tangentially related to the weather.

      “I don’t understand why we need an embassy in Pakistan, or Iraq, or any of those camel humping countries. If we were smart we’d just nuke that place until it was one giant glass parking lot and be done with them all.”

      The guests fell silent and Patty could not decide who she more wanted to strangle, her father or the cousin/niece/whoever-the-fuck-she-was. But her anger did not last and she quickly set about salvaging the dinner.

      “Ha-ha, you’re such a joker Dad.”

      The others forced awkward smiles and twittered their humorless, brittle laughter. Patty could feel the guests hoping, praying, that CJ would accept the conversational life line. No such luck.

      “I’m dead serious. Those bastards were harboring Osama bin Laden. The Pakistanis were aiding and abetting a mass murderer, and that makes them accessories to murder.”

      Patty clapped her hands together loudly and spoke directly to her father.

      “Fascinating. Let’s talk about this later when there aren’t dozens of guests to humiliate me in front of.”

      CJ answered loudly enough so that all the squirming dinner guests could hear.

      “Why are you embarrassed? You embassy people must talk about this stuff all the time.”

      Patty had a progression under duress. First she attempted to retreat. If she found her escape blocked, Patty naturally tended toward a caustic, brutal sarcasm. If that didn’t work, her impulses turned to direct confrontation of the sort involving bulging veins and off duty police officers. In her professional capacity as a diplomat, Patty worked to avoid steps two and three but in CJ’s case, she no longer saw the point in civility.

      “Yeah, Dad. We spend all day pulling the wings off flies and feeding mice into wood chippers. And then, when we run out of animals to torture, we drink blood and fantasize about how fun it would be to fry the skin off 170 million people.”

      He missed the point and, evidently eager to impress everyone with the power of his conviction, raised the volume of his reply.

      “170 million accessories to murder! Murder! Those sons of bitches are buddies with the men who killed your mother, and you don’t even care. Do you know what that’s called? That’s called treason!”

      She grabbed her father’s sleeve and yanked him from the table with sufficient force to send a broken cuff link flying into one of the grandmothers’ wine glasses. She opened the nearest door and jerked CJ’s arm in the hopes of bashing him against the door jam. He connected and thunked a little bit but suffered no major injuries. Patty had to content herself with walking too quickly for CJ’s arthritic knees. Only when she had finished dragging her father to the driveway did she speak.

      “Get out! Get out of this house and don’t come back. And I am not going to let you crap on my wedding either. If I see you I swear to God I’ll call the police.”
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      P-Minus 82 Days

      In the greater part of a year, patriotic euphoria had still not yet deserted the former South Korea. Both the first week and first month reunification anniversaries attracted nationwide attention. News outlets retained their nearly exclusive focus on Korea’s newfound unity and citizens persisted in decorating their public parks with thousands of flowery wreaths. Decorative cabbages arranged in the shape of “통일”—unity—sprang from every highway onramp. National pride had constructed a mighty dyke against dissention, bedazzeled it in a shrubbery of elation and encased it in the concrete of loyal citizenry. But already cracks were beginning to show.

      Rescuing the northerners from starvation drained the southern treasury like a monstrous babe tearing the flesh of his mother’s breast. Much of the aid never reached those in need and corruption sucked at the channels of distribution like aphids clustered round a strawberry stem. Rail shipments ran very slowly along lines built by the imperial Japanese seventy, eighty, ninety years before. Pyongyang, jewel of the North, had scarcely fifty kilometers of paved roads and, compared with the neighboring cities, it was Silicon Valley.

      Even those northerners with decent education found themselves out of work or reduced to the most menial labor. Years spent languishing in the communist regime, working with outdated equipment and under the supervision of managers who usually didn’t pay salaries, had lowered their productivity to sub-Zimbabwean levels.

      And so they moved south en masse. Whether in Seoul, Daegu or Busan, the northerners found themselves on welfare, in crap jobs or homeless in a culture they did not understand, speaking southern dialects so different as to be unintelligible and under the care of people who increasingly considered them burdens.

      Dealing with the rebellious remnants of Kim Jeong-whatshisface’s army also cost both blood and treasure. Although the number of outright gunfights fell to near naught, Seoul could only look on as the North Korean military leaders reinvented themselves as Pan-Korean crime bosses. For the first time since the 1960s, young women found it unwise to venture out alone at night. Middle and high schools, for the first time ever, had to deal with mayakjaengy students, their used needles poking through plastic garbage bags and pot clouds billowing from bathroom stalls.

      Foreign investors fled for fear of the economic carnage 20 million peasants and 2 million potential insurgents would surely inflict on the world’s 11th largest economy. With them went billions of dollars and the solvency of millions of pension funds. President Yeo Ju-han announced that, while certainly worth the price, unification had undone Korea’s hard won balanced budget and necessitated higher taxes. Now was the time to sacrifice for the Korean race’s sake, he said.

      Choi Chul knew this but would not normally allow such trivialities to disturb his routine. Beggars could be ignored, taxes paid and criminals imprisoned. None of these wise and good expedients, however, stopped his friends and coworkers from endlessly bitching about each little thing. Even Nelson, his favorite weygook, groused.

      “How ugly is that river project construction?” Nelson had asked. “Because of the damned commies, it will probably never get finished. What a blight. And all of this crime, my family wants me to come back home.”

      “Because of those lazy stone heads my grandmother’s retirement benefits have fallen by half,” Choi’s secretary had said. “Who do you think must pay to erase this difference?”

      “It was foolish to take the Northerners in,” our hero’s supervisor had said. “Their uselessness has reached such heights that the government can no longer afford to maintain our busses and subways. We will all have to buy cars…from where will that money come?”

      “I do not know for how much longer I can afford to maintain this office,” Chul’s employer had said. “The foreigners have pulled out all of their money and it is only with great difficulty we convince our customers to buy.”

      Our hero’s tolerance for such treasonous talk extended only so far. It was a Tuesday when he finally castigated the secretaries, supervisors and managers during lunch.

      “How dare you speak of our nation’s triumph so disparagingly,” he said. “Did you think the restoration of our people would come without cost?”

      “Spoken like a man who has not yet paid,” the secretary said. “Your parents are dead, your wife rich. Not all of us are so lucky.”

      Our hero fashioned a dagger of contempt and poisoned its edges with loathing.

      “Who could ask for more than dead parents? Why not cut your mother’s throat if doing so would bring such blessings?”

      The secretary cried and Choi Chul basked in the glow of righteous vengeance. He continued.

      “We are one people,” he said. “If you cannot abide the loss of pensions for the sake of your race, then you are truly beneath contempt.”

      The office supervisor suggested our hero still himself.

      “Ya! Son of a fuck, shut your flapping pig mouth!”

      Chul did not accept this advice and instead went on for several minutes more. As a result, he found himself on three month’s involuntary unpaid leave. This left our hero free to fully experience the sacrifices necessary to restore the Korean race.
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      “I do not like having you at the house all day,” Mrs. Choi said. “Why do you not take up a hobby?”

      “I need no hobby,” he said. “I need rest.”

      “You should rest elsewhere. It makes me nervous when you lurk in the home.”

      “I do not lurk.”

      “You always lurk.”

      Our hero could see no further point in arguing and thus did as his wife requested. Chul’s new Ssangyong Chairman W waited glistening in the car park and its loveliness lifted his spirits. He spent more time touching this lovely car than perhaps anything—certainly anyone—else. Chul ran his fingers over the mirror smooth paint and felt the solid, heavy key fob in his pocket. He remotely unlocked the doors and slid behind the steering wheel with great care. It would be a shame to scuff the leather.

      The navigation screen offered such a glut of possible destinations as to overwhelm him. Our hero responded by turning the GPS system off. He drove at random through the streets of Daegu and paid more than the normal amount of attention to pleasing reflections, cleverly executed advertisements and carefully designed public parks. Choi Chul, as if by magic, found a mildly upscale bar with plentiful parking and elegant shrubs in plaster pots. The lure of neon mood lighting and velour seats proved too strong to resist. He parted the cushioned, vinyl-clad doors and sat at the bar. A bartender in her mid thirties with small eyes, porcelain skin and full lips came to his stool.

      “What will you take?”

      “Give me a Hite,” he said. “Your bar is not busy this night.”

      “It is thus because tonight is a Wednesday.”

      He bowed his head and grimaced.

      “I had forgotten.”

      “How can a man with a car such as yours forget which day it is?” the bartender asked. “Certainly the North Korean problem has made every day precious to businessmen and officials.”

      Chul became annoyed and thus delivered his reply with less than customary deference.

      “There is no North Korean problem and I forget in exactly the same way any other man forgets.”

      The waitress forced a grin and turned quickly to walk away.

      “Your Hite will be ready after a short time.”

      Our hero looked at the liquor shelves made of backlit Plexiglas and noticed a 300-dollar bottle of sake. Damn the Japanese and damn their pride. If it wasn’t for the island bastards with their infernal occupation, their cruel destruction of Korean society, this reunification would never have been necessary. And even in modern times, those dirty children of dogs had the nerve to claim Dokdo as their own!

      He called to the waitress once more.

      “Here.”

      She responded promptly but with the absolute minimum of courtesy.

      “Yes, customer.”

      “I want to buy that bottle of Japanese piss water.”

      Our hero could see the confusion in her eyes but did not mind. The annoying woman deserved, indeed had earned the foggy, perplexed cluelessness now enveloping her.

      “Uh, yes customer. Did you notice the price?”

      “Of course I did. Men who drive cars such as mine can hardly be expected to forget pricing. Bring me that garbage.”

      The bartender bowed and returned with both the sake and Hite. It was with a great deal of befuddlement that she uttered the customary “take the deliciousness.”

      Choi Chul cradled the unopened sake bottle for several hours as he drank a dozen cold rimmed Hites. He tasted the aluminum and felt the alcohol in his mouth. He swayed to and fro under the weight of his mighty drunkenness and spoke with a tongue dry as cotton balls.

      The bartender took note of his obvious intoxication and would normally have stopped a customer in such a state from driving. However, she was a vengeful woman and ‘forgot’ to call the daeri-oonjun men that deliver drunken customers and their cars safely home.

      “I’m leaving!” our hero said. “And I’m taking this bottle of Japanese shit with me!”

      “Yes customer,” the bartender said. “Go well and be safe.”

      “Where is the daeri-oonjun?” Chul asked.

      “I am sorry,” she lied. “I did not understand you.”

      “Fuck it, I need no help.”

      “Sleep well, customer.”

      Our hero stumbled into the night, threw his bottle of sake at a Honda dealership’s glass pane window, took to his car and failed a field sobriety test.

      (For the sin of wasting liquor, I afflicted Choi Chul with both a screaming hangover and a sudden craving for sake.)
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      P-Minus 32 Days

      I was so horrified by Mr. Choi’s wanton mistreatment of spirits that I fled to the other side of the earth, into the head of a man who would never dream of throwing sake at Hondas. I seated myself safely upon his optic nerve that I might observe a wilderness of cheap tile and exposed ventilation ducts, plumber’s crack and tragic perms.

      CJ Smith was at that moment browsing the magazine shelves at the Selfsevere Wal-Mart. He picked up the new edition of Guns and Ammo in order to admire Glock’s recently released, .84 caliber, 25 round, semi automatic hand cannon. The civilian model gun, according to the article, could fell 7 home intruders with one bullet so long as the criminals formed a single file line. It could pierce body armor, penetrate bullet-proof glass and stop small but vicious whales in a single hit. The author then speculated at length on its anti-zombie efficacy and what would have happened in Enclave if the natives had been properly armed. CJ finished reading the specs on the enormous firearm and re-shelved the magazine.

      As he did so he knocked several copies of Foreign Policy magazine onto the tile floor. Normally he would not concern himself with worthless, liberal-propaganda garbage like Foreign Policy, but his respect for order and cleanliness compelled him to rectify the mess. The magazine cover depicted a giant grey mushroom cloud spreading out over an otherwise plain black landscape. The feature story’s title read “India and Pakistan, the Future?” Who gives a damn? CJ put the magazines back.

      It was not until the cashier scanned CJ’s beef hamburger patties that he remembered his other Patty and her connection to Pakistan. I should call her, he thought. He pulled the cell from his Wrangler jeans as he walked away from checkout. Perhaps 10 yards and four rings passed before his daughter answered.

      “What do you want?”

      “Are you somewhere we can talk?” CJ asked. “I really think we need to discuss your safety.”

      “I’m at the airport.”

      His soft concern juxtaposed amusingly against his daughter’s impatience like waves of goose down against a razor wire coastline. It had taken a mere three sentences of discussion to firmly establish the rhythms of awkward conversation.

      “I want to make sure you’re safe. I worry about you.”

      Patty said nothing.

      “No, really, I’d like to talk about your safety. No ulterior motive, I swear.”

      “I’m headed to Islamabad right now,” Patty said. “I don’t have much time to talk.”

      CJ stifled his irritation. Why does she namedrop these backwaters halfway around the world, like everybody should know Islamisbad off the top of their head?

      He continued.

      “That place is in the Middle East?”

      “More or less, it’s the capital of Pakistan.”

      CJ could barely stand the thought of his daughter living among all those blood-thirsty terrorists. They must drool and swipe the ground with their claws when they think of a nice white girl. They could cut off her head like that liberal bastard. They could rape her. They could kidnap her and put her in front of one of those terrorist flags and make her denounce America!

      Why Patty’s time in the Middle East had not bothered him before, he couldn’t tell, but this did not stop him from continuing.

      “Why are you going?” Smith asked. “It’s dangerous.”

      “How touching. I’m going because it’s my job. It’s not like I haven’t been to Pakistan before.”

      CJ persisted with the goose down approach.

      “I saw a magazine and it scared me. I think the terrorists will probably start something with India. Nobody can reason with those terrorists. How could you possibly help?”

      Patty’s short little laugh came through the phone and CJ could feel her taking on the role of a 3rd grade social studies teacher.

      “We’re trying to talk the Pakistanis out of building up troops in Kashmir. That’s not unusual, the Pakistanis and Indians threaten to nuke each other about once every other week. My job is to make sure they don’t.”

      CJ could not contain his joy.

      “But imagine how many terrorists that would kill!”

      “You are really missing the point.”

      It was CJ’s turn to try his hand at social studies pedagogy. His voice deepened and his words slowed. It was like the Goddess of Wisdom had descended from heaven for the sole purpose of lifting his weighty maxims in divinely cupped hands. Athena, actual Goddess of Wisdom, was then eating cheesy poofs from her divinely cupped hands, but close enough.

      “They aren’t like us. They will stop at nothing to kill or convert every last person on earth to Islam.”

      “You do know I lived in Pakistan for three years?”

      “You lived in an embassy, that’s different.”

      “Dad, I lived in an apartment and worked in an embassy. I talk to dozens of Pakistanis every day.”

      “All the same, it’s different out in the real world.”

      “Right,” she said. “I have to get on the plane now so I’m going to hang up.”

      CJ’s concern took the form of a seldom used expression in the Smith family.

      “I love you.”

      Patty blew him off.

      “Yeah, I’ll talk to you later.”

      (For the sin of reading gun magazines, I afflicted CJ Smith with a priapism. For the virtue of comparing one’s daughter with ground beef, I reduced his scalp acne to dandruff. For the sin of using zombies in a narrative, I cursed the Guns and Ammo writer with torrential diarrhea, sudden male pattern baldness, a broad assortment of skin rashes, fungal toenails, loud and unending next door neighbor sex, a demonically possessed shower nozzle, kidney stones the size of ping pong balls and a year in which, for entertainment, he can access naught but Stephanie Meyer novels and the most recent films by M. Night Shyamalan. At the conclusion of that year, I further curse him with being thrown into an active volcano by a tribe of cosplaying teenagers.)
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      CJ’s perturbation, aching groin and itching head made stillness impossible. He dropped his groceries off at home and drove aimlessly through the Selfsevere hill country.

      He mulled over the many outrages towel-head camel-fuckers had committed against his loved ones. They murdered his wife, endangered his daughter, humiliated his country and harbored terrorists! His blood pressure rose and his indignation grew so full it made breathing difficult. His rage finally spilled out in a flood of incoherent obscenities and flying spittle.

      “Fucking cunts fuck with my fucking family!”

      CJ became aware of his outburst’s silliness and grew even more morose. I can’t even cuss correctly.

      He turned on the radio but could not stand the thought of music. CJ changed to his favorite talk radio station and listened as the Michael Barbarian Show ramped up a new hour of programming.

      “You know what?” Barbarian asked. “The Muslims are always calling our brave young men and women in uniform crusaders. They say that like the crusades were somehow worse than the savage outrages Muslims commit every single day.

      “Did the crusaders strap bombs onto themselves and then explode on city busses? No! Did the crusaders randomly murder Jews as they went about their daily lives? No! Did the crusaders kill thousands of their own people to make a political point? No! Did the crusaders stone women for violating medieval modesty codes? No! Maybe the real reason they call us crusaders is jealousy. Maybe they wish they were half as civilized as the crusaders were. Let’s take a caller. Preston from New Jersey, you’re on the air.”

      “Hi Michael, long time listener first time caller here. I just wanted to say first of all that I love your show. You’re the only one out there in the media with the stones to say what we’re all thinking.”

      “Thank you Preston,” Barbarian said. “So what do you think about the Muslims trying to slander our brave troops?”

      “I think it’s disgusting for a bunch of cowardly suicide bombers to make any attack on our troops,” Preston said. “If they had one tenth the integrity our troops did their ‘civilization’—if they even deserve to call themselves a real civilization—wouldn’t be so backwards.”

      Smith pounded his fist against the plastic dashboard of his Chevy truck. The impact felt righteous, glorious.

      “You speak the truth,” Barbarian said. “But let’s talk about the crusaders, since the Muslims brought it up.”

      “I agree 100% with you. The crusaders may have been nasty dudes, but they were nothing compared to the terrorist scum running around the Middle East. And if you study history you will see that they are the only thing that saved Western civilization from the Jihadists. If it hadn’t been for the crusaders buying time against the Muslims, Europe would not have survived long enough for the Renaissance. We should thank the crusaders for saving us, and so should the Muslims, because if it wasn’t for Western Civilization, the whole world would suck just as much as Iran. Even though the crusaders didn’t win, they saved us. We just need a similar total war to finish the Muslims off for good now.”

      Hell yeah, CJ thought. Finish those sons of bitches off. Maybe India was on to something. Maybe it would only take one spark before the forces of righteous vengeance swept aside the terrorists!

      (For the sin of saying “long time listener, first time caller” on a radio program, I caused Preston from New Jersey to suffer from three years of intensely homoerotic dreams.)

      [image: ]

      That edition of Foreign Policy magazine, the cover art of which had so upset CJ, led that month with a story concerning new tensions between the long time enemies, Pakistan and India.

      In it, Indian sources accused the ISI, Pakistan’s not always obedient intelligence agency, of coordinating a series of assassinations against India’s civilian leadership. First they sent a sniper to kill the undersecretary to the director of demography and caste research’s liaison to the oversecretary of regional electoral sales and management, Sikh Khan. Next, Rajesh Sing, India’s greatest racing cow breeder, fell to a mysterious poisoning, laid waste by a toxin the ISI was known to use. Finally, India blamed the evil doers at ISI for the asphyxiation death of Sunil Patel. Patel had gained notoriety as a Bollywood star after singing—through the use of a poorly understood technique called circular breathing—a perfect, continuous b flat for more than an hour straight. It is a truly monstrous enemy that would strike down such a man, the Indian authorities said.

      The Pakistanis, under new President Generalissimo Mohsin Bahawalanzai, fired back by accusing India of once more scheming to flatten Pakistan like they had in the humiliatingly brief 1971 war. “There will be no walkover this time,” the Pakistanis warned. “We have more determination, more will and nuclear weapons just as potent.” President Generalissimo Bahawalanzai clarified the ISI’s role in the undersecretary slayings, racing cow breeder assassinations and circular breather strangulations.

      “I’m not entirely sure what the ISI is doing,” the President Generalissimo said. “But I’m positive that whatever it is, it’s for the best.”

      Within a week of publishing Foreign Policy magazine’s prophetic article, India massed more than 100,000 troops, 400 tanks and 200 mobile missile batteries at the border near Lahore. Outside analysts estimated that such a force could sweep through all of Pakistan’s rich southeastern provinces within a week. Imagine the Soviet Union conducting full fleet attack sub exercises along the United States’ eastern seaboard and you come close to realizing the gravity of India’s military maneuvers.

      Pakistan responded by performing seven nuclear tests in short succession and by moving their long range missiles to the border region where they could strike any part of India. Imagine al Qaeda opening a dirty bomb facility in Paris and you still greatly underestimate the gravity of Pakistan’s nuclear experimentation.

      Firebrands whipped their followers into mouth-foaming frenzies. Calls for pre-emptive bloodletting rose like melanomas from Central Asia’s mountainous skin. Disaster seemed but one idiot soldier away.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen-fixed.png





