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The Old Man and the Sneakers




It began the summer the Nikes washed up on the beach by the dozen — but never by the pair. The old man knew it was a sign. Young people descended on the sleepy town on the Oregon coast to collect sneakers, descended on the towns to the north and the south, beachcombing for sandy, wet tennies as if the shoes were the rarest of treasures. They held trading parties in the Safeway parking lot, big public gatherings characterized by laughter and loud music. 

That was when the dancing began.

It was all wrong. They danced in the parking lot, wearing mismatched Nikes and cutoffs, an intimate dance, hip and hop and hot, rubbing their body parts against each other, in public. 

The old man watched, and his face grew red and his chest grew tight. 

But it was the incident with the nuns that told him just how wrong things were. 

He had driven his brown pickup to the hardware store on Main Street to buy lightbulbs and was leaving the store when he saw them. Heard them, rather — they were singing. In harmony. Three nuns in a red convertible, singing at the top of their lungs. The old man stopped and stared. He didn't recognize the song, but it sure wasn't a hymn. 

When he got home, he told his granddaughter. 

"Aw, Grampa, don't be so uptight. It's probably just some actresses here on location." And she left to go dance in the Safeway parking lot with the young men from out of town who collected sneakers on the beach. 

He watched her go, his face red and his chest tight. Then he pulled on his thin summer jacket (an old Pendleton plaid, the colors faded to dingy comfortable), tugged his John Deere baseball cap over his dappled gray hair, and followed her. 

The sun had not yet set, but when the old man passed the flower shop around the corner from the Safeway, Harry the town bum was already stationed on the sidewalk, lounging beneath the roses and gladioli visible through the window. It was a miracle how he got from the park to the flower shop, since no one ever saw him walk anywhere.The town had other bums now, but none of them others had been a bum as long as Harry. The title was his, along with his place in front of the flower shop. Marge let him sleep there because she thought he scared away strangers.

"Howdy, Mr. Jones," Harry said as the old man drew near. "Saw your granddaughter come by here just now."

"I know," the old man ground out.

"She was lookin' mighty cheerful," Harry continued. "Everyone's lookin' mighty cheerful these days. Must be something in the air." The bum stared at him. "Or almost everyone."

The door of the flower shop opened, and a blond woman of indeterminate age and stupendous breasts stepped out, accompanied by a cloud of perfume, her keys in hand. She was dressed from throat to ankle in pink-and-white spandex, accentuating the curves in all the wrong places. 

"Evening, Mr. Jones." She looked down at the sidewalk. "Evening, Harry." Her voice was deep and throaty, an imitation of something she found attractive.

The old man pulled his thin jacket tighter around his sparse frame as she locked the door. "Evening, Marge." 

"Town is really hopping, isn't it? Was that Jenny I saw heading for the Safeway just now?"

"Hmph," the old man said. 

"Think I'll go check it out myself. You'll keep an eye on things for me, Harry, won't you?"

"Same as always, Marge." 

She turned on a less-than-dainty heel and headed in the direction of the parking lot party, taking her cloud of perfume with her. The old man watched her go, reluctant to follow.

"Quite an eyeful, our Marge," Harry said approvingly. 

"Hmph," the old man said. 

The town bum looked up at him, blue-green eyes bright as the ocean on a sunny day. "You'd better get to that party now, Mr. Jones."

The old man nodded. He'd never noticed the color of Harry's eyes before. 

But what he saw at the Safeway made dirty dancing seem antiseptic. What he saw was a parking lot of people, not only young, in various stages of undress, giving themselves up to the throb of raunchy music and sometimes even each other. In public. 

Something was very, very wrong. 

He searched the crowds for Jenny, but when he spotted her, he wished he hadn't. She was dancing between two young men wearing mismatched sneakers, her arms around one of them, and the arms of the other one around her. There was too much skin; the sight made his cheeks burn. 

He couldn't remember the last time he had run anywhere, but that night he ran all the way home.

 

* * *

 

The next day he went to the police.

"Howdy, Mr. Jones," the officer stationed at the front desk said. "What can I do for you?"

"The sneakers," the old man said. "You've got to do something about the sneakers."

The officer shrugged. "The kids are doing a fine job of cleaning them up. One less job for us to do, right, Bob?" 

"That's right," a policeman on the other side of the barrier said through a mouthful of sandwich, not looking up from his morning paper. 

"But the parties," the old man insisted. "They're dangerous."

"Depends how you look at it," the officer said. "Nuisance maybe, but some folks seem to like 'em. I heard rumors Bob was at the one last night. Right, Bob?"

The policeman chewing the sandwich turned red but didn't look up from his paper. 

"Sorry for taking your time," the old man mumbled. 

"No problem, Mr. Jones," the policeman said. "We're here to help."

But they weren't there to help. No one in the town could help. They were all contaminated, every last one. 

 

* * *

 

The university town of Eugene was a hotbed of sin and debauchery. The old man avoided it as much as possible, but today he needed to see a scientist. He didn't believe the story about a freighter from Japan sinking off the coast — those sneakers were more, far more. 

He collected his specimens with a grappling hook, fishing them out of the sand without touching them, and putting them into a plastic bag, fearing the contagion they spread. Then he got into his brown pickup and drove to Eugene.

He was hardly out of the hills of the Coast Range when he hit the first sign of the valley town, the long strip of West Eleventh with its stores and used cars lots. He heard the Wal-Mart before he saw it — the music was so loud, the street shook. 

The old man pulled into the parking lot, his face red and his chest tight. It was a big lot, bigger than the Safeway back home, flanked by a dozen smaller stores instead of only three. They were dancing the same dance, and they didn't even have any sneakers washing in on the coast. They didn't even have any coast. 

Something was very, very wrong. It was just as he thought — it was contagious. 

Things were even worse at the university. The old man parked his pickup near the cemetery and walked to campus. The things he saw on his trek made his dry cheeks burn. He looked away: down at the ground, up at the sky, anywhere but at the quads where young people were cavorting on the lawn in the most shameless way possible. Here they didn't even keep it to the parking lots.

He marched into the beehive of the science building, plastic bag in front of his chest like a shield. There was nothing strange going on in the building, just empty halls and cold concrete walls. The sin was always outside, in the sun and the heat. 

"I have to talk to a professor," he announced when he entered the office. 

The skinny secretary looked at him as if he were just some crazy old coot. "I'm sorry, but there are very few professors here at the moment. It's summer break. What did you need to discuss?"

He opened the plastic bag to show her the Nikes. "These!"

The young woman stared at him blankly for a moment, and then at the sneakers, one black and one blue. "Uh, do you have reason to believe they belong to someone here?"

"I found 'em on the coast."

"The coast?" she repeated. Finally, a hint of understanding entered her blank blue eyes, only it was the wrong sort of understanding. "The trading party's out at the Wal-Mart on West Eleventh."

"I don't want to go to a trading party," the old man muttered. He left the office and the university and the city of sin. It was obvious no one could help him there; it was already too late. 

 

* * *

 

When the old man returned to the sleepy town on the Oregon coast, the sun had not yet set, but the parking lot party was in full swing, the dancing hot and heady, the music loud and lewd. Jenny was gone, seduced once again by the magic beat and the boys from out of town who combed for mismatched sneakers on the beach.

He had to save her. He pulled on his Pendleton plaid and his John Deere cap and headed for the Safeway.

He had gone only a few blocks when a red convertible pulled up ahead of him. Three nuns piled out, carrying sneakers and laughing. Different ages but all beautiful, the youngest one not much older than Jenny. Heading for the party. Nuns.

"Hey, old man!" the youngest one said when she saw him. "You going to the trading party too?" 

"Hmph."

"You need some sneakers!" said another one, older, with soft brown eyes and skin like alabaster. "Here!"

Before he knew what she was doing, she pushed the sneakers she was carrying into his arms. He jumped away, dropping the shoes, but it was too late; he had touched them. He stared in horror at the sneakers on the sidewalk. 

The nuns laughed merrily at his reaction and turned in the direction of the parking lot party. Singing. In harmony.

The old man stepped carefully around the pile of sneakers. Perhaps he was not yet contaminated. Perhaps he could still save Jenny.

He headed after the singing nuns, following the music of their heavenly voices, the final rays of the sun warm on his shoulders. He rotated his shoulder blades, massaged the back of his neck with one hand. Funny how tense he was — he'd never really noticed it before. 

Harry was already there when he reached the flower shop. "Evening, Mr. Jones," he said, getting up. "Where you off to in such a hurry?"

The old man stopped in his tracks. In all his years in the sleepy town, he had never seen the town bum standing up. "Gotta get Jenny," he mumbled, trying not to stare. Harry was actually very tall. But that wasn't right at all, the town bum standing, towering over an upright citizen like himself. It was a sign; he knew it.

"Is there a problem?" Harry asked.

"Jenny," the old man repeated hoarsely. "She's in trouble."

Harry raised one bushy eyebrow at him, peering down from his surprising height. "That so?"

The door to the flower shop tinkled and opened, and Marge appeared on the threshold, her generous curves encased in bright yellow spandex to match her bright yellow hair. 

Harry's eyes lit up at the sight. "You're a goddess, Marge."

"Ain't I just?" She turned to lock up her flower shop, jangling her keys and jiggling all the curves in all the wrong places. "Evening, Mr. Jones," she said as an afterthought.

A cloud of musk assaulted the old man's nostrils as he watched the curves move like yellow Jell-O, a sight to soothe an old man's eyes. "Evening," he croaked.

"Marge, you gotta help Mr. Jones, here," Harry said. "He's awful worried about his Jenny."

"That so? What's she up to, the Safeway again?" 

The cloud of musk wrapped around him like a promise, and her spandex shimmered with the glow of the sunset. Staring at the saffron curves, he could feel himself weakening, but he couldn't tear his eyes away. The old man nodded helplessly. 

Marge shrugged, setting off a series of ripples, a chain of golden halos glancing off the spandex reflected in the sun. "Come on, Mr. Jones," she wheedled, taking hold of his elbow. At the touch of her plump hand, he was lost. "You know how to use your legs. You walk more than anyone I know."

"I can't dance." He was slipping, contaminated too, just like everyone else in the town, in the whole damn state even. But her hand on his arm felt so good.

"Why not?" Marge asked. "Just try. Join us. Have some fun for once in your life."

He couldn't remember anymore why he had wanted to stop things. What did it matter if people took to pairing by the dozen? The world would go on. And pretty darn quick, at that. He smiled at Marge, his old face cracking. 

Harry watched them go until they turned the corner at the end of the street. He grinned slowly and took up his station again on the sidewalk.




END


 

 

The Other Side of Silence

 

If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel's heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of us walk about well wadded with stupidity.

 	George Eliot, Middlemarch

 

Judith went through the pile of data cubes one more time, hoping she had just overlooked the game somehow. It was uncanny the way children always seemed to know instinctively when interruptions would be most inconvenient for their parents. She had a deadline in less than a week, an environment for Chrysalis Biotechnics, the biggest, most powerful company in their corporate zone in Portland. It could make or break her career as environmental artist. 

So of course the kids wouldn't give her any peace. Luther was pestering her to find his game Goblin Market, Miriam was in a Mood because she couldn't have a genmod as a pet like all her friends, and Judith was frazzled. 

"Is it there, Mommie?" Luther whined on a rising note.

She pushed the cubes aside, sighing. "I can't find it."

The whine became dangerously high-pitched, and Judith rose and went across the hall to her daughter's room, Luther trailing behind her. She rapped her knuckles against the door. 

"Miriam, would you come out please? I need some help."

Miriam pulled the door open and stood there sullenly, her attitude more like thirteen than eleven. "I'm busy, Mom." 

Judith closed her eyes briefly, gathering herself, and then opened them again to gaze sternly at her eldest. "I have a deadline on Friday. I need you to help me find a game for your brother."

"And if I do, can I finally have a genmod or an exspec?" 

She had a brief image of a tuskless miniature mammoth or a glow-in-the-dark giant rabbit cavorting in the backyard. Why didn't kids these days just want cats or dogs? "You're not blackmailing me, young lady. We will discuss it with your father." 

Mother and daughter stared each other down for five seconds, and then Miriam stepped out into the hall and took her brother's hand. "Come on, Luther, let's check the system in the living room."

Judith smiled and stroked her daughter's dark hair. "Thanks. I'll check on your father's desk." 

She didn't have much hope of finding the game in Vance's office, but it was possible. He liked playing games in his spare time, and his organizational skills remained at the office whenever he left the luxury goods import business he'd inherited from his father. 

Methodically, she began to sort out the data cubes from the clutter on his desk; hard-copy letters not yet filed, notes in pencil on new exotic imports, creative doodles in fantastic geometric shapes. From the living-room, she could still hear Luther whining. 

Summer vacations should be outlawed. 

To the back behind Vance's favorite simulation game, Repopulation, she found an unmarked cube. She hardly dared hope it could be a copy of Luther's game. She commanded the system on and inserted the cube. Instead of humorous goblin antics appearing on the flat screen, the projector kicked in and a sexy female figure appeared in the small holo well, hips thrust forward suggestively. She gazed at Judith and asked, "Do you have a problem making dreams come true?" 

Judith stared at the tiny blond, scared and sick and speechless. When she didn't answer, the projection continued, "If you do, we can help make your fantasies reality." The blonde faded and a list appeared on the flat screen. The first column consisted of a combination of letters and numbers, the second a short description ("Buxom, blue-eyed brunette"), and the third a price in corporate units. A very high price. It looked like the kind of catalog Vance distributed to his customers, except that Vance's catalogs didn't have holo support. 

A catalog. Of women. On her husband's desk. Judith clenched her fist to keep it from trembling and read off one of the number combinations in a shaky voice. The sparsely-clad image of a small-breasted Asian beauty appeared in the holo well, rotating slowly, while the sexy voice enumerated her special qualities. 

She stared at the projection, feeling like her brain had vanished, leaving her head light and empty. 

The voices of the children coming down the hall drifted through her shock. "Shut down," she told the system. The rotating image disappeared from the holo well and the offending list from the screen. Judith leaned back in the swivel chair, hands shaking and face hot. She clenched her eyes shut. She couldn't let the children see that anything was wrong. And on Friday she had a deadline. She didn't have time for turmoil. 

"Found it!" Miriam announced triumphantly. "It was under a pillow on the easy chair next to the living room system."

Judith opened her eyes and smiled. "Thank you, sweetheart."

"I'll play it with Luther for a while so you can work. Do you think I might be able to have a genmod then?" 

"Yes." Suddenly, a fluorescent rabbit didn't seem quite as horrible as it had minutes before. Judith had always been against them; no one knew what would happen if an extinct or genetically modified animal ever escaped into the wild. But the environment was practically dead already, so what did it matter? Anything that was still alive — or alive again — had biotech firms like Chrysalis to thank for it. 

"Yes?" Her daughter stared at her, and Judith tried to focus, brain-dead and heart-sore. Obviously, Miriam hadn't expected the battle to be won so easily. She looked as shocked as Judith felt. 

She nodded, and Miriam whooped, rushed up, and gave her a big hug. 

"Thanks, Mom! This is so ultra!" 

"Just take care of your brother this afternoon, all right?" 

"Sure! Wow, I can't believe it!" Practically dancing, she dragged Luther out of the room to do as ordered. 

Judith continued to stare at the door after her children had disappeared, still unable to move, despite a deadline, despite children to feed and a husband soon home. 

A husband soon home. What was she going to say to Vance? Was she going to say anything to Vance?

She shifted in the chair, rotating to gaze again at the empty holo well. Fifteen years together, and she would never have guessed he would order women from a catalog. If he had. But it was here. 

She leaned her head on the headrest, fighting tears, her face still hot. What in the world was she going to say to him?

She took the data cube out of the workstation and got up, feeling dizzy. Maybe Vance would level with her if it turned up missing, and she wouldn't have to confront him. Judith hated conflict. She didn't want to make any accusations, she didn't even know what to accuse him of. She could examine the cube again later, after she got more work done on the project. He was off on a business trip to Seattle tomorrow, she would find time then. Maybe it wasn't as bad as it looked at first sight. 

She would put it away, and maybe her world wouldn't end quite so quickly. 


* * *

 

"Are you going to be able to make your deadline?" Vance asked the next morning as she poured herself a cup of coffee. 

Judith turned and stared at him, her mind a blank. He sat at the kitchen table, his eyes on the morning paper he had called up on the screen in front of him. Sunlight streamed through the window, lighting up the blond highlights in his curly brown hair. He looked just like he looked every morning, skinny and hyperactive, hunched over and ready to dash off as soon as he was done with his breakfast. Nowhere in this vision could she find a man who ordered women from a catalog. 

Her silence went on too long and he looked up. "There a problem, Judith?" 

Is there ever.

Usually when he left on a business trip, she worried; worried about him traveling through the world outside the city walls, worried about the violence and lawlessness beyond the gates of the corporate zones. 

But today she was relieved. Perhaps with him away in Seattle for a few days, she could figure out what to do. 

She leaned against the counter and took a sip of her coffee. "I'm pretty far along on the environment. It shouldn't be a problem. Maybe I'm just burned out." 

Vance got up and gave her a gentle kiss on her forehead. "You were up late last night. After the Chrysalis gala on Saturday, you should give yourself a break."

I was up so late partly to avoid you.

Judith nodded. He hadn't reacted to the missing cube, maybe it was just something a business acquaintance had urged on him. Or maybe he just hadn't noticed yet.

Perhaps she should confront him with it right now, get it over with. But no, she didn't have any time for distractions. She had to turn the environment in first. 

Vance shut off the morning paper, gulped down the rest of his coffee, and picked up his briefcase. "I'll see you Friday. Hope your week goes well," he said, planting a quick kiss on her dry lips. 

She doubted it. 

She was a complete and utter coward. She hadn't confronted him last night, she hadn't confronted him this morning — so when would she? When she knew what she had to confront him with, that was when. 

Normally, she was a person who didn't like to jump into things, who made decisions after weighing all the aspects of a situation, but this was ridiculous. 

She heard the front door close behind him and wandered down the hall to her studio at the back of the house. The room ran almost the complete length of the house, and half of it was devoted to a large holo system. Until yesterday, Judith had loved it. It was the material sign of creative independence. Now it meant dependence on a man she no longer knew, perhaps had never known. 

The projection filling the studio was an artfully created jungle landscape, the kind that had been typical to South America before the Great Drought. Populating her extinct landscape were extinct species, one of the things Chrysalis Biotechnics specialized in. A long-nosed tapir protected her strangely spotted young, which looked like a watermelon with legs, while a bird of paradise perched above them. Next, Judith needed to add the integral element, the butterfly. Hers would be one called Queen Alexandra's Birdwing, an enormous, poisonous butterfly once native to Papua, New Guinea, with a wingspan of up to eleven inches. She intended to have it emerge from its cocoon and transform into a series of exspecs Chrysalis offered as pets. If she could only concentrate. 
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