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I

 

It goes something like this:

 

A secret leans on me. First, the law in 2073 implying that we cannot accept another disabled birth leans the whole world. Then there were we.

 

You don’t have to tell me the secret itself. You can tell me the shape of it. Or the pressure of it. Or the way it leans on you. Sometimes naming the contour is safer than naming the content.

 

Let me speak, then we can arrange the words later, ya?

At the Stulligen’s vacation house by Lake Quinault for our retreat, just five spacious bedrooms, each with a footlocker, a bunk bed, a heavy blanket, and a Chemorian in the living room, for Lacy Eopseum. 

And a supply of legal sketch pads enough for a small starter LLC firm and boxes of pencils, with an electronic sharpener in the living room. A large-framed poster of the first new clipping about our so-so famous band, Squiggs, hung in each room for inspiration. Movers for each room had ported and delivered a musical instrument, but for the living room from the Global Reset Art and Humanities grant Riley had written and received 1000 global credits (GC) to use. With birthdays feeling, we climbed the steps onto the polished porch and lined up as if in school. Riley knocked on the door and pressed his Geo(p)rint encasing his thumb on the pad beside it. He hummed a few notes of Skip Taps by Chimmy Chin Chin and the door folded open. 

“My Moms always trying to outsmart thieves,” he said. “Anyway, we got the place to ourselves for January and make most of it by penning ku songs for our next album that remains to be titled.”

“Yeah, that’ll be great,” Eddie Squire said, his voice flat. 

I chuckled because, unknown to him, he just uttered the host’s neutral signature line in that Cheap Treat show, Exposure, where a group of amateurs perform a scene from a play for the audience of millions. I repeated the infamous joke. 

“Millions can watch the show. They chose not to,” I said.

“Hassanwaalaa, not ha ha,” Charlene Stulligen said, but a yelp of laughter escaped her. She was the only one who brought over the neural wristbands and hand braces, her AirHarp used as gloves.

With that, we filtered inside. 

A Chemorian Century model 2112x greeted us in the den, and Lacy’s hands twitched as we stood in amazement. 

“Not XR, AR, VR, or MR. Actual reality,” Lacy murmured.

“It’s a bio lab grown at a micro-cellular level, high-strength alloys composed of carbon-based, synthetic rare earth materials and biosynthetic polymers, a cyberpunk’s dream machine,” Eddie stated.

“Can I?” Lacy asked, his voice hoarse. 

“Go for it, Tickles,” Riley said, stepping aside as Lacy sidled past, sat at the plastic crate upended for the bench, and flexed his hands, the size of huntsman spiders. His solemn face turned wan at the attention. 

”Not exactly a neural wristband’s air keys,” Charlene said, her fingers playing Chopsticks on an invisible keyboard.

Lacy hesitated. As if making a joke out of using such an instrument, he pretended to sweep tuxedo tails behind him and played Liszt’s Transcendental Études, each note perfect. The sounds of Liszt began as sunlit shade to moonlit shadow. A marathon switched to a sprint. Life originated and destroyed. Insects skittered across still water. Our gentle meditation swelled to psychotic rage. When he finished, the entire room blurred with my tears. I heard Eddie’s mild voice said, “need to take a dump.” His footsteps faded. 

“You okay?” Charlene asked, wiping at her own eyes.

“No words here,” Riley said. He pressed his chest with his center finger, his other fingers and thumb splayed in a ‘completely touched’ American Sign Language. Riley lifted that sign from the recent documentary about Victoria Moss, and that horned ward in The Abduction of Victoria Moss when feeling tender. Charlene had accused the deaf ward of raping Victoria out of everything after viewing it. She had even met an old high school friend of the documentary subject, Danielle Cull, after the budding comedian’s set in TOX BOX, where we played. Most emphasized the subject’s potential. She had howled with outrage at the comedian about how much he had taken from her. Danielle had nodded in agreement and even took notes on her literal thumb-drive how to make it funnier for the audience. They had also exchanged patches, superficial contact information, on their Geo(p)rint by pressing their shelled thumbs together.  

“Okay,” Riley began. He scanned the dining room table. “They left us M.O.U. to sign and as soon as Eddie comes back from his place of solitude, we’ve got to go over it.” He walked over to the table, searching for the paperwork. 

“Our rooms, check them out?” I asked. My own hands twitched to hoist a promise to reset everything and cradle a Martin Homegrown GrainTone X Heritage and stroke the steel chords. 

“We should stay and work out our M.O—” Riley said. 

There was a crash of lightening and thunderous sounds in beats and grooves.

“Eddie’s toy,” I said.

Charlene squealed, hands clapping, her slender legs skipping toward the sound. I followed at my pace, an amble while Lacy strode. We left Riley behind, how the flustered rabbit in Alice in Wonderland had been. Eddie in a pocket hollered at us as we entered his beats chamber. Lacy detoured to his room. The relentless drumming juked us a bit as Riley rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers, vocalizing the scales. 

“Riley,” Eddie breathed, “A huh Pearl huh huh huh Shell huh Engine huh huh huh Golden huhhuhuhhuhuhhuhhuh Rhythm Series 5-The uh huh Divine yeah yeah yeah yeah Beats!” He finished with a high-spirited drum roll which made us grateful for the isolation of the lake house. 

“Oh, golly,” Lacy’s voice said. 

The North Korean Kid came in with another instrument selected for him, a dazed grin on his face. It caused my teeth to grind looking at him. The prodigy carried in a Yamaha Core Transtrings Digital Optics, a hybrid acoustic and an electric guitar. 

“Charlene, check out your room. Just look in there.” 

Charlene left, and we all heard her shout in joy, “Oh, glory be! A Lyon Healy Heavenfell! And sweet Jesus, Quantum Strings and a Primeweep pedal! Oh, my cup is flooding over!” She came back, her bare hands clasped in prayer over what she had just seen. We saw how she had peeled her old neural wristbands off her pink-tipped hands.  

“Yeah, they are taking us seriously now. Unlike you guys,” Riley said, his pointing hands sweeping back to the living room. 

A cymbal crash from Eddie, and on his feet, he slumped on Lacy as if he had not been a distraction. After we all shed our winter coats, gloves, and Lacy his scarf, and hats in our respective rooms, we followed Riley and clustered around him as he adjusted his media on his thumb. 

“I thought they wanted to do it old school, but my Moms just texted me to let me know they sent the M.O.U. over through email.”

The M.O.U. bloomed in view from Riley’s thumbshell, and went over simple promises made from them and from us: 

 

 

To: Award Recipient 

From: World Reset Administrative Board 

 

Subject: Confirmation of Equipment and Support Allocation

Congratulations on your selection.

This memo confirms that all requested equipment has been provided under the World Reset Fund allocation of 1,000 global credits. These resources are intended to support the full development of your creative work, and we encourage you to make effective use of them.

We have also approved you for the items outlined in the accompanying Memorandum of Understanding (M.O.U.).

Twice daily food delivery

Rental stipend

Utilities coverage for the duration of your stay

 

A full accounting of your use of these funds and resources is required no later than January 1, 2114, marking the start of the New Year. The designated contact person, Riley Stulligen, is responsible for submitting the completed report to the Board by the stated deadline.

All participants must review and sign the attached M.O.U. to complete acceptance of these terms.

We look forward to witnessing the results of your work.

 

 

“Rental stipend?” Eddie said, a vein on his shaven skull pulsing. “Not ku, not telling us.”

“I got you guys’ real top instruments,” Riley protested. 

“How much was the rental stipend?” Lacy asked. 

“Just 50 a day,” Riley answered. 

“Just? Oh, man, you should’ve told us!” I shouted.

That was Riley always getting cagey and sly. “It’s my way, or hit the road, jack off man,” he’d snap while clapping his hands right on the offbeat. Then, when everyone drifted toward the exit, he’d holler, “Wait, wait! With Squiggs, we only got each other!”

“Is that why we’re here in this forsaken Moms’ lake house?” Charlene yelled. 

“Guys…ow!” 

Riley rubbed his arm, glaring at his younger sister who thumped him on the arm again. 

“It’s not the money. You withheld our right to decide where to go!” Charlene cried. 

Eddie’s fist, a DON’T CROSS sign, rose. We could see how his wiry arm bunched beneath his cotton T-shirt with the words Snitches Get Stitches shaped into a morgue styled Y. A flashback of him belting a shady bouncer in the face at one nightclub two years ago for bothering Charlene swelled behind my eyes. If crossed, he won’t stop. “Good news for a change, that guy who uses chot pahuncha? He just learned how to feed himself again. Buena energia all around.” Eddie had reported a month later after a visit to the hospital, his voice mild. We’ve gone to court for him as character witnesses so he won’t go away for a felony afterward. Also, we prevented him from getting warded. All the ku kids called it that these days. Or ‘I know a cousin who got himself ronged.’ Whatever word used, he got too close to that. Much much people who knew him as being on the spectrum.  
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