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“Whatever state of being one remembers when he quits his body, that state he will attain without fail.”



Bhagavad Gita Eighth Chapter, Sixth Verse 
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Chapter One
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My fears are as real as langsat. When unripe, langsat can be wickedly sour, but when ripe and translucent, they are heavenly sweet and have a bitter, citric, grapefruit aftertaste. Dreams come to me in the form of smooth orbs, not unlike the tiny, transparent fruit. My creative thinking begins with sensations which emanate from my two hands. Yes, these hands have imagination. These elegant, long fingers are worth more than ten flawless diamonds. My origins began in Shiraz within Arya, like the langsat. My life, so far, has been more bitter than sweet.

As one of a dozen architects in Agra, working under Ustad Ahmad Lahori, the emperor’s court architect, on the palatial tomb bounded by infinite points of light and the apotheosis of all designs, my expectation for long life dwindles each day. It is the year 1637 and the weather has been challenging. We have been working on the colossal construction for nearly seven years. I will be dead before the Taj Mahal is completed. I expect to die before old age. I expect to die before my children are fully grown. I will die leaving my beloved wife Saanvi a small fortune. My life began when I fell in love with Saanvi, the most beautiful soul in creation.

Saanvi has no sense of time. But time is all I measure. I wish to believe in divinity, but in truth I am a material man wedded to a material woman. I like a comfortable bed. I crave each month my wife’s body. I do not fear the gods and I know in my bones that the gods do not fear me. When I die, the worms will consume me. My architectural structures will stand for many more years. Each mortal soul senses eternity because each waking day is a small eternity. My wife promises not to marry another man.

Twenty thousand artisans are at our command. These are good laborers. They are well paid, and they know the emperor will take their lives at a moment’s notice. 

The mausoleum will be an ivory-white marble miracle on the right bank of the Yamuna. A quiet river in Agra, Uttar Pradesh, India. The project was commissioned in 1631 by our fifth Mughal emperor, Shah Jahan.  

Shah Jahan can be a figure of horrific menace. I met Shah Jahan once in his palace as a member of Ustad Ahmad Lahori’s design delegation. It was a short session. Our delegation was searched for weapons and for poison. We came in peace. We left bearing precious gifts — small precious jewels and carved amber statues. We were warned that if we were to sell these presents we would be tortured to death. We were told that the massive palace would honor his wife, Mumtaz Mahal. We suspected that the structure would also house the tomb of Shah Jahan. The tomb will be the centerpiece of a 17-gaj estate, which will include a mosque and a guest house, and will be nestled within formal gardens bounded on three sides by a white crenellated wall.

My wife is not permitted, on pain of death, to tell family or friends that I am one of the leading Taj Mahal architects. Our children do not know about the Taj Mahal. The emperor’s men will not hesitate to murder even them. The architects in this project know we are constructing a mausoleum which indiscriminately annihilates the lives of others.

The architecture of my dreams hovers like heavy clouds in summer. These visions are inspired masterpieces in my blood stream. My living soul is architecture. My legacy is my edifices of love. The architecture of our stature and our permanence is for an evolving society where cruelty and selfishness have been eradicated. My paternal grandfather taught me this humane philosophy when I was a boy. He said to me that a beautiful building can calm people’s anger. We can be a violent people. My father’s father was born in 1573 and he was a highly respected architect. 

The years 1498 and 1526 brought to the foreground India’s profound identity two events of historic significance: the earlier date marked Vasco da Gama’s landing in Calicut after an ocean adventure circumventing Africa’s southern tip; the latter date proved the creation of Mughal rule in Delhi. These markings have been acknowledged as milestones. In their calendar passing, India found her place in world history.

There have been seven magnificent buildings completed in my career. Two structures in association with Ustad Ahmad Lahori.  Five structures that I alone claim to be my designs. Three are Hindu temples. These temples are my finest works, employing symmetrical forms and esoteric mathematical principles. I was in a meditative state with each design and what I remember feels like a dream. I studied Sanskrit texts for each building. Each temple adheres to the elements and beliefs of the Hindu cosmos. There is good and evil governing our life and our death. The powerful elements of dharma, artha, kama, moksha, and karma can be found in the flooring, the walls, the roof, the shape of doors and portals, and the invisible tension one can feel when our senses shut down. These profound elements represent ethics, prosperity, pleasure, spirituality, destiny. It is my assumption that my spirit will live in these three temples. I cannot prove this assumption. My wife will know my spirit if she eventually visits the Taj Mahal.

It is also my assumption that a temple’s architect is equal to Hindu priests, pandits or pujaris. Again, I cannot prove this assumption.  

I have dreams about the future. In these dreams I am a woman living on the other side of the world. I have a womb in these nocturnal visions. These dreams embroider notions of dharma, artha, kama, moksha, and karma. These dreams always take the form of delicate, smooth orbs. My name is Mir Abdul Karim.  

In our Las Vegas office, our staff finished setting up holiday decorations orbiting the fifteen-foot Christmas tree that towers over the leather lounge furniture. We were celebrating earlier than the previous Christmas, and of course the Resorts International commission fueled our expansive mood three years ago, only to be surpassed by the New York real estate developer Donald J. Trump’s infusion of cash. We laughed at Trump, but we took his money happily. We knew all along that it was massive bank loans and not Trump’s largess. Yes, there were of course ridiculous tales of junk bonds floating a mega-yacht of warm shit. Each Christmas, our design group anticipated and braced for Donald Trump’s holiday visit. In ten days, it would be 1990 and we were hoping for a new decade of economic improvement. Throughout the last eighteen months, the U.S. economy had weakened due to the restrictive monetary policy by the Federal Reserve. George Bush isn’t the sales star that Ronald Reagan was. With successful sales, it is never the product, but it is the sales agent. George Bush has a stick up his Republican ass.

We liked working properties on the East Coast. In my view, I am one of my firm’s superstars, and its only female architect. My design choices are aggressive and balls-to-the-wall bold. My buildings are risky. I scare engineers. Fuck engineers.

The Las Vegas architecture firm of Steelman Partners on West Desert Inn Road was buoyantly practical, proud, and self-accepting about their undisguised affinity for casino and resort structures. I was hired soon after receiving national praise for my unconventional community center building in Seattle. The façade was homage to Marcel Breuer’s design for the Whitney Museum on Manhattan’s Madison Avenue. The building was aggressive and unapologetically brutal.

Led by ebullient Paul Steelman, a 1977 graduate of Clemson University and the son of an architect, Steelman began his career working for Joel Bergman designing many of the Nevada Mirage Resorts projects. Steelman broke new ground engaged in the public sector on the Atlantic City Master Plan. He intuited that entertainment architecture was going to be his lifelong practice and signature venue. Paul Steelman collaborated with gaming mogul Steve Wynn as his leading architect for nearly a decade, centering on The Golden Nugget in Atlantic City and Las Vegas, as well as the Mirage.

Through Steve Wynn’s association and perhaps his quiet sadism, our firm entered into a series of complex meetings with Trump. Trump, the media whore with the crass Queens accent, already owned two casino hotels in Atlantic City. Resorts International, led by James Crosby, was in dire financial trouble with the Taj Mahal project. Trump and his wife Ivana dominated the tabloids for the last few years, and they teamed together on several prestigious sites, including the Trump Tower on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue, the Grand Hyatt Hotel renovation, and suddenly the completion of the Taj Mahal Casino.

Our firm knew that Crosby and Resorts International twice resolved licensing problems for the Atlantic City casino. In 1978 the Resorts persuaded the New Jersey Division of Gaming Enforcement that rumors regarding mob figures were untrue. A formal state inquiry revealed that several hundred thousand dollars paid by Resorts International to two lawyers had traveled through a Resorts employee to the Prime Minister of the Bahamas. The New Jersey Casino Control Commission voted to renew the casino license, accepting Crosby’s explanation that Resorts International knew nothing about what had happened to the cash.

In my gut, I knew that James Crosby’s death in 1986 would spell serious trouble for Steelman Partners. Without Crosby at the helm, Resorts International headquarters became rudderless. Crosby was a rationalist, a lucky man, and had integrity at least three days of every work week. He built an amazing gambling empire, although Crosby avoided casino tables because, he once said, he found gambling more boring than bingo and the house always holds the odds. He opened the nation's first public casino outside Nevada in 1978, the 750-room Resorts Casino Hotel in Atlantic City.

The Taj Mahal construction began in 1983, three years before I joined Steelman’s firm. Resorts International, owner of Atlantic City Resorts Casino Hotel, transformed into a vulnerable takeover target. Moreover, the Taj Mahal had suffered numerous building and licensing headaches, and Crosby's heirs, lacking expertise in large commissions, doubted their ability to complete this mammoth hotel. Contributing to the design team was a very young architect, Francis Xavier Dumont from Atlantic City, who had little or no experience with projects of this scale.

Trump, owning two existing Atlantic City casinos, outbid his competitors to control the company for a little under one hundred million in 1987. Trump was then appointed chairman of Resorts International and he boasted that the Taj Mahal would be completed in the year. New Jersey prevented anyone from owning more than three casinos, so Trump schemed to shut down the original Resorts casino and designate it as a hotel annex to the Taj Mahal. The state officials approved that artifice almost immediately.

As the total budget ballooned to nearly a billion dollars, Resorts sought to raise a half billion to complete the Taj Mahal but struggled to find the financing. Television personality Merv Griffin made a surprise bid for Resorts International sparking Trump’s ire and a notorious takeover skirmish. Aggressive lawsuits were filed however Griffin and Trump reached a quirky, stalemate settlement in 1988. Griffin bought the Resorts, and Trump won the Taj Mahal from the company for a quarter billion dollars.

Regrettably, I am withholding something private and criminal about this Resorts International narrative. Last year at this time, Trump had monopolized the holiday party and cornered me in a hidden wing of our reception hall. Trump kept calling me Rosy Baby, but my name is Roseanne L’Anse. My business card with a feint, stylish geodesic image tells the world that my name is Roseanne L’Anse. Trump liked asking for my card each Christmas. He liked leaning into my face and overwhelming my hearing in a booming voice an inch from my ear. “Rosy Baby. That’s your name.” He asked me about why I gravitated to a career in architecture and which architects were not getting proper notice nationally and internationally. I mentioned Sam Scorer, a British architect from Lincolnshire who championed hyperbolic paraboloid roof structures using concrete. However, Trump wasn’t listening carefully. His hands were like a whirling octopus, and I suspected that someone that afternoon spiked my martini.

The Trump Organization recruited me to renovate a New York City office space on the 17th floor of The Trump Building on 40 Wall Street in October 2018.  I was hired overnight to do a makeover of four thousand square feet and revise plumbing specifications. Partitions were needed and a change of ceiling height was added at the last minute. Improvements in area lighting and ventilation were part of the modest negotiation. The building, located in Manhattan’s financial district, is a 72-story landmark property built in 1930. Trump acquired the property in 1995 after an extended vacancy. The work was finished ahead of schedule, and I was told that everything was acceptable. These small design assignments have become my stock and trade in recent years. My invoice to the Trump Organization totaled $200,000 of which, I am still trying to collect an outstanding balance of $47,000.

My name is Rex Heuermann, and I am fifty-four years old. Five years later I find myself in solitary, in Yaphan, inside a dank Suffolk County Jail as investigators finished their search of my Massapequa Park home on Long Island for evidence and prepare for my upcoming trial. Several young women have been murdered in the vicinity. They were all escorts on Craigslist classified. Massapequa Park is roughly forty miles east of Manhattan. I am married with two offspring — a special-needs son, Christopher Sheridan, 33, and a 26-year-old daughter Victoria. I fear that my wife, Asa Ellerup, will never speak to me again.

I am an innocent man. God knows that. I speak to God now.

As I live and breathe, the news outlets are feasting on a trial outside of court. It is cold comfort imagining, in all probability, that I will never leave prison and yet a former president who grew up in Queens, miles from my home, will evade felony conviction.
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Roseanne L’Anse parked her 320i BMW sedan in the company’s secure parking lot. She preferred the shaded area near the tall ponderosa pines. The yellow stripes defining the car stalls were fading from the harsh sunlight. Roseanne checked her makeup in her rear-view mirror and corrected a microscopic smudge of lipstick below her mouth. She smiled reflexively and climbed out of her car.  She saw a small bruise on her ankle. There was no pain in or around her foot.  Roseanne was curious how the bruise came to be. She tended not to bruise easily.

When turning her head, she spotted a homeless man on the ground holding a metal bucket. He was bald, bearded, and emaciated. His countenance projected a higher intelligence which devolved over hard times and miserable luck. He was a figure out of a Hieronymus Bosch triptych. He was calling out to Roseanne L’Anse. The words were incoherent, flying out of hell’s tunnel. Las Vegas loved no one today.

Her profession gave her stability. She reminded herself that stability was a good thing. The day, early January 1989, was scheduled for a considerable battle with her Steelman colleague Derek Bolton. Bolton graduated Yale School of Architecture but had a flagpole up his ass broadcasting a lower pedigree. He was discrediting Roseanne L’Anse’ work on Resorts International’s previous hotel. Bolton was close to Trump. Roseanne knew she was ten times the architect than Bolton.  His architectural contributions were safe, predictable, and derivative. Bolton was the color beige. Bolton feared her bolder aesthetic taste. Moreover, he was uncertain about his sexuality.

At her desk Roseanne found a note. It was unsigned. She tossed it away. A cup of hot coffee with a lid was near her phone. Her computer was already turned on. Her phone rang. She picked it up on the third ring.

“Hello.”

“Roseanne?”

“Yeah.”

“Bolton.”

“What now?”

“Did you read the engineering reports?”

“Not yet.”

“It’s not a pretty picture.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck.” she said flatly.

“You’ll cause the firm to pay a heavy fine.”

“Everything’s to code, Bolton.”

“You wish.”

She was about to hang up. He apologized.

“Let me help you on this one.”

“No thanks.” 

“The boss likes me. I can provide you cover.”

“I don’t need cover.”

“Your recessed horizontal lines are getting tedious, Roseanne. That can’t be your dominant motif. You’re not Louis Kahn.”

“What are we doing? A college studio critique without a panel?”

“Let’s talk over lunch.” he said.

“No. I don’t eat lunch.” she enunciated without tempo and hung up.

She swiveled to her drafting table and picked up the minor details from yesterday’s work on the Steelman interior designs for Atlantic City’s casino hotel. When Roseanne was in architectural school, she loved the freedom of speculative design concepts. These imaginary projects were profoundly enriching to the gratification within an architect’s life. However, these very projects had little reality to the career and pursuits under the canopy of American architecture. 

Nevada was known to be a friendlier state to builders, engineers, and architects all the while avoiding serious citations from FEMA in Washington. Her design firm was well versed in Nevada casino history, cognizant to the fact during the Depression era, her state legalized gambling to mitigate the economic pain. In 1931, Nevada paved the way for a host of gambling activities with the adoption of Assembly Bill 98. The state bill generated sizable revenue to Nevada. In liberal circles, licensed gambling and lottery tickets were interpreted as a tax on the less affluent and even the poor. Roseanne embraced every casino commission with open arms.

She left work at three o’clock to have her twice monthly therapy session with Dr. Lippman. She had no intention of returning to the office.

Roseanne entered Dr. Lippman’s office on the third floor of a brick building a few miles from her office. She pressed the wall buzzer inside the waiting lounge. There was another patient waiting in the lounge. The patient looked remarkably like the actor David Duchovny. Dr. Lippman shared his office with another therapist. She smiled at the man and then picked up a copy of Time magazine on the coffee table.

When Roseanne stepped inside Dr. Lippman’s private space, the psychiatrist surprised her by complimenting her business suit. 

“It’s a little chilly in here.” she murmured.

“I can adjust the thermostat.” 

“Please. Thank you.”

Roseanne sat down, choosing the upholstered armchair facing the office window.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Fine.”

“Good.”

“I had a disturbing dream this week.”

“Did you write down the particulars when you awoke?”

“Yes. I keep a notepad by my nightstand.”

“What was your dream about?”

“India.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you like Indian food?”

“Not very much.”

“Were you ever in India?”

“Yes. A dozen years ago with my husband on a business trip. His trip to be accurate.”

“Why did the dream disturb you?”

“Herb and I were in Agra. Near New Delhi. Visiting the Taj Mahal.”

“And?”

“It was nighttime. There’s a long walk tourists have before getting to the main gate. The path is littered with vendors, touts, and creepy hawkers. The route is not well lit and the air in summer is rancid. One can smell urine. Herb is with me.”

Roseanne stopped her account and touched the skin below her lip.

“Have you had this dream before?”

“No.”

“Is there more to the dream?”

“Yes. Herb and I suddenly separate. He’s with a woman wearing a dark red sari. Her hair is jet black and very long. Straps cover her ankles, but she is barefoot.”

“Is she attractive?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t see her face. Her perfume was pungent. She was singing to him. He seemed to know the melody and hummed along. I was threatened by all of this.”

“Do you often go on business trips with Herb?”

“Maybe once a year if that. Most of his clients are in Nevada.”

She reached for a tissue by the coffee table and blotted the invisible smudge below her lips.

“In this dream I continue walking along the reflecting pool guided by moonlight. I hear voices but there are no tourists to be seen. I must be the only person there and I think I’m imagining the voices. The voices are threatening. I’m bothered that Herb left me. As I approach the exterior wall of the mausoleum, I see a woman draped in white linen. It isn’t a sari or any kind of garment. She has purple or blue skin. It’s hard to tell the color in the dim light. Dry skin. She speaks English. She recognizes me. She knows my name. She tells me her name — Mumtaz Mahal. She was one of the wives of Shah Jahan — the emperor who built the Taj Mahal for Mumtaz Mahal. She was his favorite.”

Roseanne crossed her legs and tried to read Dr. Lippman’s mind. She had trouble unveiling his thoughts about her mental health and the significance of this ridiculous dream of India.

“Roseanne, this is a fascinating dream.” 

“Why does it bother me so?”

“A ghost is talking to you. A famous historic ghost at that. That would bother me too.”

“And Herb?” she asked rhetorically.

“And Herb is not present.”

“I guess it’s my subconscious mind pranking me. I am working on Atlantic City’s Taj Mahal hotel.”

“Yes, your sleeping self, your deeper profile making logical connections to illogical things. I’m not a semiotician, but exotic and banal domes factor into the scenario.”

“She touches my wrist in this dream.”

“Interesting.”

“Mumtaz Mahal asked me to trade places with her. I called out to Herb. And then I woke.”

“Well, you’re not in Agra. The emperor’s wife is still entombed. And your husband appears to be faithful. You say she touches your wrist, in the present tense. But she asks you to trade places in the past tense.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“I have no idea, Roseanne.” 
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On the day of Ivana Trump's memorial service, held at St. Vincent Ferrer Church in New York, the site for her burial was "consecrated so that she could have a traditional Catholic burial," according to the New York Times. The media gave this event respectable coverage and enough due diligence about Ivana’s history as a New York City citizen and celebrity. The modest plaque identifying her grave posts only her name, her date of birth and death which was Bastille Day, July 14, 2022. According to the Bedminster executive staff, Ivana’s plot cannot be seen from the main clubhouse, but is minutes away "at the back side of the first tee."

Five years ago, clerks had given township approval for two burial grounds at Bedminster. Kicking things off, the vest pocket land near the first link was designated as family grounds – Ivana Trump’s interment. Donald Trump intended a 284-plot parcel to be developed at some future date for the public at large to buy perpetual Bedminster membership. Multiple plans from the Trump Organization had curious and bizarre offerings as grand as a thousand public graves and as select as an ultra-private plot which a Trump representative claimed would host “only Donald Trump and the very good Trumps.”  Architectural drawings were submitted featuring intricate stone obelisks twenty feet tall, a twined mausoleum and chapel allowing weddings, commitment ceremonies, religious confirmations, bar mitzvahs, and bat mitzvahs.

To Trump’s critics, internet trolls, political cartoonists, clairvoyants, and late-night television comedians, it remained a mystery as to the benefits of a mortuary tax concession on a section of the golf course would help the former president because he had already escaped property assessments by lobbying New Jersey to determine the large parcel a farm. In Trump’s official application, he had argued that hedges and trees had transformed into abundant mulch.

In 2017, it was reported in the Washington Post that Trump had announced plans to build a ten-plot cemetery that overlooked the first hole of the golf course for family members. "It's never something you like to think about, but it makes ineluctable sense," Trump conveyed excitedly to reporters. "This is such beautiful land, and Bedminster is one of the richest and most elite places in the country.”

One entertainer at the Comedy Store quipped, “Do ghosts golf with a higher handicap or do they just enjoy cheating on the green?”

"New Jersey law exempts land used for cemetery purposes from income, sales and use taxes. The Ivana Trump burial site at Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster likely delivers a huge tax break," wrote Phoebe Wall Howard, for Detroit Free Press and USA Today.

A year ago in 2022, Rex Heuermann followed the Ivana Trump news story with keen interest and perhaps morbid fascination. He was skeptical that a former ski instructor in excellent health would have fallen to her death in her own home. The chief medical examiner from New York City proclaimed that she had died from blunt force injuries to her torso. However, hearing that Trump’s first wife was headed for Bedminster convinced Rex Heuermann that there was surfacing a Trump family curse similar to the multigenerational Kennedy family curse. Rex Heuermann predicted that there would be another Trump fatality or attempted assassination before the next presidential inauguration, 2025. Moreover, Rex Heuermann believed that Trump’s third wife, Melania, was destined to survive her husband and release a biting, best-selling memoir.

The architect read about Trump and Melania’s well publicized trip to see the Taj Mahal in February 2020, eleven months before Trump would have to leave office and in the middle of his historic impeachment proceedings. Trump was the third president after Bill Clinton and Dwight Eisenhower to make an official tour of the Taj Mahal. The grounds around the Taj Mahal were cleared so that the president’s inspection would be quiet, private, and completely secure. Melania Trump, age forty-nine, motivated her husband to make the visit. The press speculated that the couple was extending their fifteenth anniversary celebration weeks later as their nuptial date, January 22nd, had little fanfare in Washington. There were a few media whispers that Melania had heard the spectral voice and admonitions of Mumtaz Mahal along the Indian fountain gardens. 

Rex Heuermann arrived ten minutes before his morning haircut appointment at Sports Clips on Hempstead Turnpike in Levittown. He had an MVP card for loyal clients, and he always requested the red-haired stylist nicknamed Barbarella. She kept her long flowing hair in the manner of Jane Fonda playing the title character of Roger Vadim’s campy, science fiction, 1968 film. Barbarella, based on a French satiric series that centered on a space traveler and representative of the United Earth government, had little to do with advancing the feminist movement at the end of the 1960s. The Sports Clips’ Barbarella loved the political realm of Trumpism.

Barbarella greeted Heuermann at the counter. She led him to the front barber chair in plain view of the store window. He smiled broadly and Barbarella touched his shoulder affectionately.

“On your way to work?” she asked. 

“Yeah. I needed a cut a month ago but had no time.”

“I thought you were keeping away from me, sugar.”

“No way.”

“How’s your wife?”

“Grumpy this week. Sweeter last week.” He replied. “It’s the July heat.” 

“Take her upstate for a vacation.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t mean the Catskills. The Adirondacks. Lake Placid. Lake George.”

“Maybe.”

“MVP special?  You have time, sugar?”

“Why not? I got the card.”

The special included a hot steamed towel, vigorous shampoo, plus a neck and shoulder massage.

“Should I trim the eyebrows too? I see your garden’s getting bushy.”

“Don’t touch the eyebrows, Barbarella.”

She threw the apron over his massive chest and stomach. Then she wrapped tissue securely around Heuermann’s neck. He eyed another guy in the neighboring chair who was as bald as a cue ball.

“What do you think of Ivana Trump’s death?” he asked her.

“She’s kind of young to have a bad fall.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“But” she continued, “she stayed faithful to Trump in his first election. Got to hand her some credit for that. 

“True.” said Heuermann.

“Like there were opportunities for Ivana to extort assets from her ex.”

“True.”

“They parented Ivanka, Donald Jr., and Eric.”

“True.”

“He apparently managed her funeral too.”

“What do you think of her burial at Bedminster?” he asked.

“Well, Trump loves golf. He loves Bedminster. He can see her grave weekly when he’s in Jersey.”

“I don’t know. Seems tacky to say the least.”

“I think you’re losing hair, Sampson.” she quipped.

“Well, I’ve been on a Propecia generic for nine months and it hasn’t done shit for me.”

“Yeah, if it doesn’t grow hair the generic — finasteride — will give you breasts soon enough.”

“I had a bad dream about exactly that problem.”

“Were you wearing a bra in your dream?” asked Barbarella with sudden solemnity.

Heuermann lifted one leg out and crossed himself under the haircutter’s apron. His eyes darted around the salon. He looked angry as if a little tornado entered his head. Barbarella and Heuermann fell silent. The haircut was quick. Then came the MVP treatment. She asked him about his hobbies and vices. She knew he liked to gamble but Heuermann spoke about his woodshed in Massapequa Park on First Avenue.

"I build furniture at home, and I still build it in the same exact workshop," he said. "I have one tool that's pretty much used in almost every job, and it's actually a cabinet maker's hammer. It is persuasive enough when I need to persuade something."  

"Not someone?" she joked.

"Something," Heuermann said, "and it always yields excellent results."

He looked at the wall mirror and the handheld mirror. He smiled with a little more boyishness this time and paid in cash. His tip was two five-dollar bills. 

“Next time, don’t wait four months to see me, sugar.” She sang like a love bird.
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Mir Abdul Karim met with supervising designer Ustad Ahmad Lahori in the finery of the master’s architectural headquarters atop a steep wooded hill, high above the city of Agra. It was raining lightly, and daylight was slipping away. Ustad Ahmad Lahori was smoking from a large water pipe. The air inside was pungent and heavy, despite two large open windows letting in a forceful, summer breeze. Ustad Ahmad Lahori coughed into his smooth fluid hands.

“I heard that you sent for me today,” said Mir Abdul Karim with calm dignity, “and I did not waste time to make this appointment.”

“Thank you, Mir Abdul Karim. It is always good to be a day early.” replied Ustad Ahmad Lahori, while rubbing his heavy eyelids with an elongated forefinger and thumb. Mir Abdul Karim was shown by a palace guardsman to a seat alongside an elongated mahogany worktable. There was a partially completed model of a complex, ornate military structure.

“This is an approximation of the Red Fort for Delhi.” said Ustad Ahmad Lahori with a sweeping wave of his right hand. “There are overtones from the Taj Mahal, but not terribly loud.”

“It is heavy with thought.” replied Mir Abdul Karim, his voice deepening with professional intimacy.

“Military formalism is indeed heavy. Do you not like the design?”

“I like it more than my face can show.”

“Do you smoke?”

“I stopped some months ago. My health.”

“My friend Mir Abdul, I wanted to meet with you weeks ago. Unfortunately, I was not feeling well. I want to speak today with the strictest confidence. You earned my trust. I beg you to say the same.”

“I do, Ustad Ahmad. I say this without hesitation.”

“Good. Good.”

Ustad Ahmad Lahori inhaled a gust of smoke and his chest expanded. He closed his eyes briefly. A servant of the master architect appeared suddenly in the wings and quietly closed the studio’s double doors. 

“Mir Abdul, the Taj Mahal is intended to surpass all temples, mosques, and palaces in the entire world. You know this in your heart. You had a significant hand in our brilliance.”

“Thank you, Ustad Ahmad. You are too kind.”

“Ali Akbar Isfahani, was the master architect of the Shah Mosque, in Isfahan, Persia during the Safavid dynasty.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Initial work on Shah began in 1611. The magnificent edifice was completed in twenty-eight years. Ali Akbar Isfahani was the most distinguished student of Badi' al-Zaman Yazdi, the grand architect serving Persia’s Shah Abbas.”

“Of course.”

“The Shah relocated the capital of his Persian empire from city of Qazvin to the central district of Isfahan.”

“I had seen early drawings of the Shah Mosque as well as visiting the site nearing the mosque’s completion, Ustad Ahmad. The Taj Mahal has no similarity with the Shah Mosque.”

“No striking similarity, that is true. Ali Akbar Isfahani has his name inscribed at the Mosque entrance.”

“I did not know this.” replied Mir Abdul Karim.

Ustad Ahmad Lahori broke from the conversation to have a sip of alcohol.

“I have had good fortune and privilege.” declared Ustad Ahmad Lahori with an air of strained ascetism. “I have too much wealth. I was wise with my wealth. My wealth and fame grew like twin brothers.”

“Yes.”

“You are not so wealthy, Mir Abdul.”

“I am not poor.”

“You have a wife and two children.”

“Yes.”

“You must provide for them.”

“I do. Yes.”

“You have a daughter is not like other children and who learns slowly.”

“That is true. She is dependent on her mother. I provide for our daughter with much more earnings.”

“I can help you, my friend.”

Mir Abdul Karim removed his spectacles reflexively. It was a gesture when he was baffled and caught by surprise. Mir Abdul Karim looked vulnerable. He exhaled cautiously as if there was little air left in the study.

“I would not feel comfortable, Ustad Ahmad. Charity would destroy my self-respect.”

“I do not offer charity.”

“I cannot accept a loan.”

“I do not offer a loan.”

“What are you offering, Ustad Ahmad?”

“A business arrangement. I am one hundred times richer than you, but I am a coward.”

“You are no coward.”

“Mir Abdul, have you heard the rumors?”

“What rumors?”
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