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      A man lurches into the living room from the hallway.  He hunches over like the Mummy, claws spread, cheeks puffed. But there’s a smile on his face, a simple smile of honest happiness, one that would win over the hearts of any and all. We can tell that about him immediately, how happy he is.He staggers along, grunting abominably, playing monster. It's a stretch, believing that this streamlined-looking young man wearing geeky-thick glasses and khaki slacks could be a creature of any sort other than the normal human variety. He pitches and yaws left to right around the couch and the recliner, craning his neck as he looks for the girl.

      “Where is she?” he yells in his best cracked, mutant voice.

      His name is Buddy Marley, a blue plaid flannel shirt type, for indeed that's what he's wearing. His living room gives the impression that this is a simple house of the ranch variety, so simple one can guess what its ranch-variety suburb looks like around it. Everything is so un-horrifically ordinary, Buddy has much to overcome with his act. The monstrosity whirls, now careening about like a slender, disoriented Frankenstein, poking his black-framed glasses up onto his nose as he totters there behind the rose-colored loveseat, catching his breath.

      “Where’s that Smoocher?”

      But Buddy is starting to giggle at the silliness of himself, which causes him to veer about and slip out of his role. He straightens up self-consciously when his wife comes out of the adjacent kitchen. She has a plate of scrambled eggs and toast in hand, and he shakes off his abominable image and dances over and catches her and holds her still with both hands while he gives her a long deliberate kiss on her narrowed lips.

      “Don’t you have a meeting this morning?” says Joanie, the wife, a razor-thin woman who seems as full of impatience as Buddy does of silliness. We would have to call her a modern young woman, not of the ranch variety at all, dressed more for fashion malls and investment parties in her black silk daywear. And officious, more like an event planner who's behind schedule than a wife trying to get her husband off to work.

      He kisses her again despite her impatience. She holds the plate of eggs out away so it isn’t upended by her husband’s shenanigans and finally breaks loose. Grinning despite herself, her long black hair sways as she dodges away. She quietly points to the kitchen, betraying the quarry that the Buddy-monster seeks.

      Buddy takes the plate but carries it loosely, not that interested in eating. He looks around the room devilishly and goes again into his monster crouch. With his free hand he puts his finger to his lips, and Joanie nods again toward the kitchen.

      “Where’s my other Smoocher?” Buddy shouts. And this time there’s an answer.

      “Daddy, Daddy!” says a small female voice, which does appear to come from the kitchen.

      Snatching a quick bite of toast and handing the plate back to Joanie, Buddy resumes his monster stance of formidable hunchiness and stalks along dragging one leg behind him as if it had gone stone dead. Conflating his monster influences -- he’s dragging a Mummy leg one minute and giving off Vampire lip-sneers the next -- he grunts and snarls around the corner and into a bright white kitchen.

      It’s a wonderful kitchen, remodeled far beyond the scope of the ranch house, and on the near side of the oval oak table, her back to him, his daughter Sydney sits in her high chair. She’s a happy three-year-old, and her head swivels right to left trying to spot him. She knows his tricks. When he slags up and peeks at her face from one side, though, he can see that her eyes are closed in pretend fright.

      She squeals in anticipation as she hears muted grunting and snuffling behind her left ear.

      “You’re not scary, are you?” she squeals, eyes still squinty-closed.

      “Oh no, not me,” he says in his gruffest voice.

      “I’ll bet you’re scary.” Eyes barely peeking as she now squirms around in her seat to face him.

      “Not me. Not silly old Monster-Me.”

      She opens one eye, a frizzy-haired, pretty girl as three-year-olds always are. She squeals again in almost real terror when she sees him hunched and grimacing. Not scared, really, but you know how kids play along. They’re scared, but they also know it’s Daddy in a kind of monstrous identity crisis. This is a recurring game, apparently, The Monster and the Kid, we’ll call it. That’s what they call it.

      “You’re a monster!” she screams, laughing. “Mommy, he’s a monster again!”

      He snarls his way over to her, dragging the stiff leg. Now he looks more closely at her face. She has red jam all over her. Lip to ear, ear to eye. And is she a redhead, or is that strawberry jam in her hair too?

      “There’s the Smoocher!” Buddy yells in his gruff voice. Now that he’s been discovered and revealed as Daddy, he’s losing his impetus. He leans over and pretends to feast on her neck, snarfing away at her pale skin. When she lets loose with a long screaming giggle, he gives up the ghost and swivels around and kisses her right in the jam jar. He loses all semblance of monsterhood as she snags his head in her arms for a hug.

      “You don’t scare the Kid, Monster!”

      “Oh, yes I did!”

      “Oh no, you didn’t! Did he Mommy!”

      Joanie comes in, still toting the plate, and hands it to Buddy. Her look is more stern than compliant. “Oh, he’s pretty scary. And I’ll bet he’s needed at work.”

      “Work! Who needs it?” But Buddy does take the plate, and the fork that’s been skating around on it, and takes a bite of egg. He chews as he stands there contemplating his wonderful daughter.

      “You remember I'm looking at new cars today,” Joanie says as she takes a well-soiled dishrag from the table and wipes a small portion of the streaked-blood jam off her daughter's face.

      “I wish you would wait till the weekend. I want to go too.”

      “Buddy, that old car is going to fall apart and leave us stuck on the freeway.”

      “Okay. We're looking at thirty miles per gallon, remember. Minimum.”

      Joanie does not look pleased. “That's a very small car. How are we going to carry all of her stuff around?”

      “She doesn't need so much stuff, then.”

      “She's a little girl; she needs a mountain of stuff.”

      He pushes the last bite of his egg around his plate, trying to corral it. Apparently this is part of some long-running debate, and neither of them seems to want to carry on with it.  He puts his plate in the sink, whirls and gives Syd a playful smile. She smiles back, but her mouth is busy with a wad of toast she can't get down.

      Ever serious, Joanie pushes his glasses straight on his head. “You better get going.” Taking a napkin from the table, she spits on it and dabs at a spot of red on his blue flannel collar, working it and working it. “You sure you don’t want to wear a dress shirt? Since you’re meeting people? You might have an accident, and you wouldn’t want to be caught dead in that shirt.”

      “Yeah, they might think the strawberry is blood, or the blood is strawberry.”

      “Either way.”

      After much scrubbing, Joanie gets a satisfactory amount of jam off the shirt. But she doesn't let him go. She postures in his face and appears to just examine him, holding him still. Finally shakes her head as if he's a hopeless case, releases his shirt and moves aside for him.

      He doesn't move, though. He looks his little family over, sucking happily at the last bit of food stuck in his teeth. A man satisfied with his life. So happy he could sigh. Which he does. Big. He picks up a large leather briefcase that stands on the table. He starts for the door, but stops. Turns slowly. Sydney gives him a coy look, recognition of this conceit of her father’s, his need to act out.  Something’s coming. She waits.

      “Okay, what did the two candles say to each other?”

      “I don’t know,” the little girl says. Appearing to think it over but knowing it’s useless and beyond her capacity. A knowing child in some ways, but not knowing the answer to this riddle.

      “You’re going to be late…” Joanie says.

      “What did the candles say?” Sydney says.

      “Tonight let’s go out together!” Buddy yells. Waiting for the girl to get it. For anybody to get it. Nobody’s laughing. He looks from one to the other as if they are impossibly simple and dense.

      “Candles… Flames… Go out together? Get it?”

      He laughs. Sydney laughs. And squeals. And holds her arms out for him again. But Joanie puts her hand out to stop him. “No more jam on the shirt, please. Why don’t you go out and seize the day or something.”

      Buddy points at the girl, lunging around Joanie as if she’s holding him back. “We are going out tonight, and we’re going to have birthday cake with candles on it. What birthday is it, Syd?” He holds up four fingers.

      “Threeeee!” she yells.

      “Yes, three.” He still holds up four fingers.

      “That’s four!”

      “What a counter. What a smoocher.” He opens the door. “Happy birthday, Syd. I love you.”

      Catching his reflection in the window of the door, he pauses to comb his hair back into place. And outside he goes, a man so full of gladness he can barely squeeze through the door.

      “And you too, Joannie. See you pretty girls tonight.” He says this softly, filled with the awe-inspiring emotions he gets from his loved ones. He’s so sentimental he almost seems simple-minded, if love can be described as such.

      And from the outside, the house does indeed prove to be of the ranch style. It’s in the middle of a block of ranch houses, 1950s vintage at best, in one of the old neighborhoods of Las Vegas. Where the air is blue-eye blue but the landscape is cluttered with all the other colors of the human landscape. Buddy’s sense of ridiculous humor extends to the front yard, apparently. It is populated with an odd citizenry of lawn gnomes, pink flamingos, concrete deer, race track jockeys and other garden crockery. There must be twenty of them there on the bermudagrass that’s losing its color in the fall air, including a giant fading-green frog and a couple of replica tombstones.

      He stops to take in the sight of them before he gets in his car. It’s part of his desire to have a little laugh in the face of a monoculture society, he supposes. Part of his need to offset his ordinariness with laughter, the ranching neighborhood with sarcasm, the planet with a jot of graveyard humor.

      Maybe the car is some part of the jokester’s life, too. It’s an old hunchback Volkswagen that isn’t much newer than the house. We might surmise that it’s been parked there in that same driveway for forty years, and that would be about the right date on the car though Buddy has bought it recently and only lived here five years. When it starts, it gives off the ancient blatting noise of the vintage Bug, whirring out of its flywheel, and he backs into the street and whips it around and out of the way of the impatient newer cars scuttling around him. He heads west to work.

      The Volkswagen travels through a couple of these -- let’s be charitable, here -- gentrified neighborhoods. Low-slung houses that were fashionable in a less fashionable era. It passes into a region of massage parlors, convenience stores, check-cashing joints and small, corner casinos. It goes past the Strip, where the big casinos are recovering in glaring early sunlight from their frantic night of gaming and inebriation. It's a society of ordinary and alternative sins of many sorts in a stage setting that is oversized, overstuffed and overused.  Buddy smiles out the window at it as if in pity.

      The car blats weakly in a welter of much larger vehicles, accelerating over the hump where the street intersects the interstate. He has one glance back at fantasyland towers and minarets and pyramids as he passes over I-15 and on toward the distant red foothills to the west.

      And is that the sound of ABBA jingling from his CD player, out the open window of the Volkswagen and into the face of the more somber SUVs and contractors’ pickups? Happy tunes for a happy citizen of the lucky country? Gimme gimme gimme a man after midnight. Why, at times like this, Buddy Marley just loves the happy facade of his adopted home. Sure, Las Vegas has a painted-on gambler’s face, the casinos so gaudy on the stark bedrock desert that they might be part of a stack of child’s toys in a dirt lot. Yet, get out into the neighborhoods and it’s no different from any other American city. And we might surmise from his enthusiasm that he thinks it’s beautiful for the life it has given him.

      The Bug pauses just this side of the upscale community of Summerlin and makes a right-hand turn into a semi-industrial zone where a note of incongruity prevails. Small portable offices and chain-link-fenced yards of landscapers and wholesale distributors alternate with more up-class businesses. These are of decorative block or prefab concrete and rise two and three stories above the asphalt. Some even feature glass and steel rather than concrete and block, and there are enough of these that we know there eventually will be a takeover of the chain-linked lots by the high-risers with the higher profit margins or at least larger debt-bearing capacity.

      One of these is maybe the most classy of all on the block, a three-story green glass and stainless steel structure with the best architectural lines and most accomplished landscaping of the native-plant sort. It has actual curves in its façade and a large sign on a bit of turf that says MARLEYCO.

      It must have its own underground parking garage, too, because Buddy pulls into a darkened cove and flies down a ramp and disappears from our view.  To see him again, we must descend behind him into the darkened garage, spotted with yellow lights, where he aims for the slot nearest the elevator.

      It has a sign stenciled onto the concrete floor: Buddy Marley. CEO. Buddy parks in that spot and gets out of the farting old Volkswagen.

      Upstairs, on the first floor, where he exits the elevator, Buddy emerges into a bright and shiny office space. He passes workers in factory clothes as well as office personnel in ties and skirts and fine leather shoes. His tousled hair and hiking shoes look a little out of place once he skirts the receptionist’s desk and encounters admin staffers saying “Hey” and “Morning, Buddy” as they swoop to their own offices.

      He greets them all and stops for a few seconds at a long window on an interior wall, looking down upon a sight so beautiful for him to behold. His entire Marlyco factory floor lies below him like the innards of a fine, jeweled watch, brightly lit and smooth of movement. Assembly crews with crates of electronics parts, foremen with digital devices and quality control inspectors in white lab coats begin their day. Buddy stands as if starstruck until other workers hustle by and jolt him out of his reverie. He continues back into the sumptuous offices hurling greetings right and left as he goes.

      Finally, with morning sunlight brightening his blue eyes at the end of a hallway, he stops beside the desk of his secretary, Mary Davies. She is elderly and heavyset, with a smile that’s automatic and yet chastening.

      “You’re late, Buddy.”

      “Mary Mary, you’re quite contrary today.”

      “Yes, I am. You’re going to be late for that meeting with KJ.” She clicks her keyboard and swivels her computer monitor so he can see her elaborate scheduling chart. It’s very impressive and color-coded, but he doesn’t look in that direction at all.

      “How’s your dad, Mary?”

      “Oh, gosh. Thanks for asking. He’s so much better.” She goes from perfunctory and businesslike to grateful in that amount of time. We see immediately what kind of boss this man is--hiring for efficiency and honesty rather than for beauty, and beauty is any CEO's due and often his undoing. Buddy is a man who likes efficiency and does not want to come undone. And yet, for all that he’s the owner of all this, he’s still the friend of one and all.

      “Tell him to come in and see us again. We’re wheelchair accessible. I’ll take him down to see the cleanrooms.”

      “Great. I’ll tell him.” She points to the big office in the corner of the building. “They’re in there waiting for you.”

      “Oh, yeah. KJ and his mystery meeting.”

      Sure enough. When Buddy steps into his big corner office, there are three men in there. KJ Coons, his CFO, is a handsome and surprisingly young blond, his hair parted in the middle in the movie star style. He’s in a finely tailored suit, purchased from a high-end suitery that Buddy can never remember the name of, but the other two men are dressed in brown and blue suits strictly, shall we say, warehouse caliber? The men are big and a little wrinkled around the edges, as if they’ve just been jerked off a job carrying heavy loads to come to this meeting.

      “We can still make it,” KJ says without fanfare, checking the time on his silver phone, the latest technology. Which he holds up for Buddy to see.

      “Morning, KJ. Who are your friends?”

      “Oh, sorry. Frankie Sowers and Johnny Bando, this is our CEO, Buddy Marley. Buddy, they’re associates of the woman I want you to meet. Thought I’d have them meet us here.”

      “Ah, the mysterious equity fund consultant. She needs hired guns, does she?” He chuckles at his humor, but the two men don't seem amused. They still haven't said hello and it doesn't appear that they will, now. Indeed, the men appear the kind who might have guns.

      But KJ is oblivious. A real talker, he goes into a long spiel, obviously one in a continuing series, about the virtues of equity funds to companies like this. “It’s a matter of total profit potential, especially to the owner. You,” the exec says to emphasize his point.

      But Buddy isn’t really listening. He does like to watch KJ eagerly pitch wild money projects that his company should be involved in. The CFO has done this many times before, and the man intrigues him in a slightly ludicrous way. It’s funny to watch a young man strive so hard and dress so meticulously and get places so fast. KJ Coons is a very skillful financial guy, does a very good job moving around inside accounting software, but Buddy has no interest in almost anything he says from the beginning of the workday to the end. As now, while he talks infusions of funds, which his company has no need for because it is wildly (and almost embarrassingly, to Buddy) profitable.

      “What’s the benefit, again?” Buddy says politely, turning to look at Frankie and Johnny. No, that couldn’t be their real names. His comic side focuses on that in lieu of interest in what KJ is saying. “We’ve already got cash flow out the wazoo.”

      “You, for one, can cash out at $200 million, plus,” KJ emphasizes. “See, you built this state-of-the-art company, and now it’s worth a lot of money. I’m not saying you should sell, but there are options you should be aware of.”

      Now Buddy checks his watch, an old wind-up Timex that his father gave him years before. “How long is this going to take? I should get down on the floor.”

      “Your assembly line buddies can get along without you for a couple hours. This is big-time stuff. This is once-in-a-lifetime, Buddy, the economy being what it is. Take advantage. Things can turn bad real quick.”

      “All right, KJ. I read the financial pages. A whole lot of these buyouts and mergers end up in layoffs, restructuring or outsourcing. Stuff I’m not interested in, employing Chinese workers.”

      “What do you care? These guys will still be working somewhere. The people I’m talking to say they’re committed to the company. Just gives us the capital to up-size.”

      “Us?”

      “I mean them. I mean you, too, if you wanted to stay on. Or you can cash out and take a long vacation. I’m just saying take a look at it. It might go three hundred million. Options, is all it is. You’ve got a kid now to think of. Maximize your life, for her.”

      “See, there’s so many recalls out of China now. Toys, pet food, you name it. What if they moved operations overseas and a Marleyco medical device failed?” Buddy asks, turning to the two strangers. Asking them man-to-man about something that concerns him greatly. “Somebody’s life could be at risk, and who would we turn to?”

      The strangers nod thoughtfully but dismiss the question in a blank moment. Apparently this doesn't concern them greatly. KJ, exasperated, tries to hide his exasperation. “Okay, okay. But I made this appointment. Nice restaurant. We’ll do lunch. Can you just hear her out so I don’t come up with egg on my face? I think you’ll find this woman interesting.”

      There’s a moment when Buddy gives the impression he might not go. As if the only women he finds interesting in his life are the ones he just left at home. Maybe he’s thinking of them; he has that kind of dreamy look on his face. KJ is antsy on his feet. We can almost imagine him breaking out in the nervous dance one performs when the bladder needs immediate attention.

      “They finance these deals with junk bonds, right?”

      “Well, yeah, sometimes. But…”

      “Do you think I want any part of my company associated with any financing called junk?”

      KJ can’t answer. But really, Buddy is just messing with him. Hell, he’ll listen to anybody. He has a ton of money now, but he still will take a free lunch wherever he can get it, even if it takes him away from his beloved staff for a while. He waits until his exec squirms a bit -- the man comes to work now in a Hummer and eats only sashimi-grade sushi, to hear him talk, but Buddy pictures him not long ago, working sales phones and sporting a mullet.

      “Okay, okay,” Buddy relents. “Let's get it over with.”

      All three of the men facing him seem to have a moment of abject relief, relaxing into smiles. Or at least twitchy grins. The two financial men -- large men, bulky, hardly finance types -- exchange a congratulatory glance. When Buddy passes Mary’s desk he rolls his eyes, as if to say, What is Crazy KJ’s newest scheme going to be today?

      In the parking garage KJ leads the way to an SUV, a large black one. He holds the door open for Buddy, front passenger seat. Johnny drives. Frankie is behind the driver, KJ in the back behind Buddy. It's an odd configuration, but he accepts with his customary good humor.

      He is just buckling his seat belt when he leans forward, peering out the windshield toward the elevators. There’s a glimpse of a woman and child walking hurriedly from a car toward the elevator. He’s sure, yes, it’s Joanie and Sydney.

      “There’s Daddy!” Sydney yells, spotting him through the nearby windshield. Her voice rings through the concrete underground.

      “Hold on,” Buddy tells the driver. Who starts the vehicle.

      “Let’s go,” KJ says.

      “Hey, that’s Joanie and Sydney.” Buddy starts to open the door. “She didn’t say they were coming in. Who’s that with them?”

      A strange man follows them closely. When Sydney tries to turn back to her father, the man holds out his hand to stop her.

      “What’s going on?” Buddy asks.

      KJ leans forward, over the seat. “I thought I heard Mary say they were coming in to get your check or something.”

      “How could that…”

      The vehicle screeches out as the elevator door closes on Sydney’s face. Buddy, who tries to arrange every minute he can with his family, would get out if the SUV would only stop. It doesn’t. The tires scream on concrete as the vehicle banks toward the exit ramp. KJ relaxes back in his seat. Finally, so does Buddy, though he’s still perplexed.

      “But payday isn’t until tomorrow,” he observes. "And I direct deposit."

      “Anyway, we won’t be long,” KJ says.

      They go back toward the Strip. It’s a cool fall day, the palm trees brazenly jiggling their fronds in a breeze out of the eternal high-pressure system of the Great Basin. Everybody’s quiet. One could assume correctly that Buddy’s thinking about his family. Hard to tell what the others are thinking. Johnny wheels the vehicle up an on-ramp and out onto I-15, heading north.

      It’s a while before Buddy asks. “Which restaurant we going to?”

      “You’ll like it, don’t worry.”

      Johnny takes the I-95 exit, still headed north. There’s a faint thrumming sound, and finally Buddy looks to the back seat. Frankie is drumming his fingers on the armrest of his door. Soon they're out past the last golf courses and gas stations.

      “Hey. You guys hear this one?” Buddy says.

      KJ shakes his head. Not as if in answer, but as if disgusted with the idea of hearing one more of his boss’ jokes. Buddy twists back over the seat to address Frankie.

      “Okay. Why did the cannibal live by himself?”

      No answer. Looking from one to the other, Buddy has the distinct feeling that these stone-faced men are not fun-loving folks. The driver won’t even glance at him, and this Frankie stares into his eyes as if warning him not to give the punch line.

      “Who knows,” Frankie says finally.

      “Because he got fed up with people!”

      He laughs heartily at his own joke. Nodding at the driver to see if he got it. Maybe he did, maybe he didn't. This Johnny isn't letting on. Buddy dodges his head from one to the other, expecting a laugh. He maybe can be a little simple at times.

      “Good one,” Johnny says unhappily.

      “What’s the purpose of this meeting, specifically?” Buddy asks. They’re headed out of town, and soon they're out where the last frantic casinos suck in the last straggling gamblers before they can get out of the gravitational pull of the cards or the dice or whatever seductive habit they've acquired. The dust-dry gray mountains at the edge of North Las Vegas are off to the right and left. Even in cool weather the landscape glares as if it’s been painted a semi-gloss ecru and is drying off under floodlamps.

      “It’s about the future of the company, Buddy. No joke, it’s about where this company is headed.”

      “Right, I appreciate your concern. But what’s the idea?” For the first time Buddy seems worried. They’re heading out of town. He winks over at Johnny as if to get him on his side. “It is my company, you know.”

      “Yeah, it is. But it’s about expansion. It’s called progress, Buddy. We can’t get there from where we’re at now.”

      “Well, as the founder…”

      “As the founder, your time is past. You’ve been rendered obsolete.”

      KJ nods at Frankie, who reaches under his coat and extracts a pistol, a shiny automatic as big as a book. He flips off the safety. He hands the gun butt-first to KJ.

      Buddy, looking out the windshield, misses this. He seems to be contemplating his exec’s comment. Obsolete?

      “Besides that, I hate your fucking guts,” KJ says.

      KJ raises the pistol and fires a shot through the back of Buddy’s seat. It’s like a cannon went off in the car. Buddy rocks forward from the force of the bullet. He looks out the window at a car they’re passing, as if unsure where the sound, the shock, came from. The family in the car doesn’t look his way. If they did they would see the surprised, pained expression on his face.

      Reaching forward, KJ grabs the back of Buddy’s hair and pulls him back against the seat. Trapping him there and leaning to hiss in his ear.

      “And I’m sick of your stupid fucking jokes, too.”

      He fires another shot through the seat. And another. The big gun bucks with each explosion. A bullet passes all the way through Buddy and whangs into the glove compartment.

      Buddy’s face goes expressionless and his head goes loose on his neck. A couple of irregular seeps of blood spread into his blue flannel shirt at the front. KJ lets go of his hair. Only the seatbelt prevents Buddy from falling forward. His head flops down, as if he wants to examine his bloody chest a little more closely.

      Except he’s not seeing anything. He’s not seeing, he’s not moving. After a few minutes he may not be breathing.

      All is quiet. The three men look straight ahead. There’s a strong smell of gunpowder. They’re well out of the city by this time, a broad, uphill plain opening ahead of them. The mid-morning sun is up out of the windows. Finally KJ looks over Buddy’s shoulder. He’s peering at the hole in the dashboard. Shakes his head ruefully.

      “I thought you said it wouldn’t damage my car,” he says to the other men.
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      It’s nearly noon when the SUV peels off the shoulder of the highway and onto a small dirt road that leads to an even smaller dirt road that might be the end segment of endless dry tributaries of dirt roads. The land is that raw, sharp rockpile of Southern Nevada, the bleached boneyard of the Rockies, and the vehicle is between mountains in a narrow valley at an elevation where rare, stunted pinyon and juniper trees flash by before you actually see them. It’s the kind of land that is so jagged it seems this could be the suture line where one continent might have been butted up against another continent and sewn together with lava in some eon primeval.

      Dust humps up behind them and swallows the vehicle as it slows at yet another almost invisible intersection. All eyes are ahead, except for Buddy’s. He hangs loose in his strap, nodding with every bump in the road. The SUV slows to a crawl and begins to negotiate yet another and even narrower road which turns rocky and jolting almost immediately. It leads through a narrow pass, almost four-wheel-drive country, and down into another narrow valley.

      An eerie sight greets them. Two large, square ponds lie ahead, glinting in the sun. They almost fill a small alluvial valley that has low-lying ranges of ragged hills on both sides. But the odd thing is that one pond is reddish-purple in color and the other greenish-yellow. It’s almost as if it's because of their rare colors that these jewel-like ponds have been hidden out in this scarified terrain to protect their preciousness from prying eyes.

      As the black vehicle comes bumping down the little access road, an old mobile home becomes visible to one side of the red pond. It's one of those old fifty footers with faded two-tone paint and a rakish rise in the roofline, utterly abandoned by whoever managed to drag it out here. In front of it, on a patch of dirt in an old-fashioned rocking chair, rocking slowly, sits a woman. From this distance we can’t see her well enough to describe her, but it’s obvious that she is watching the SUV come down out of the pass because her head snapped that way as soon as it broke the skyline.

      Coming down the incline, the three men have the entire valley laid out to them, and the woman now facing them across the red pond is finally close enough that they can see her ragged hair wisping in the sun. She doesn't blink at all in the steady desert glare.

      “There she is,” Frankie says.

      “Take a look, Buddy,” KJ says. “The last financial adviser you’ll ever need.”

      Johnny, the driver, looks over. But Buddy doesn’t answer. He’s loose in his seat, sagging. The vehicle comes to a stop at the edge of the first pond, a skein of dust powdering its noxious red surface as the tires skid and lock.

      “You sure he’s dead?” KJ asks Johnny. Who doesn’t even glance at Buddy anymore. Instead, he opens the door and throws it open to the cool, hard air.

      "What do you think?"

      They all take one more peek at Buddy. Shake their heads.

      “Let’s finish this up.”

      KJ has been holding the gun in his lap the whole time, and now he hands it back to Frankie. Opens his door. Everybody gets out. Except Buddy. The three men gather at Buddy’s door and Johnny opens it. He reaches in and unsnaps the CEO’s seat belt, shoving the body back against the seat so he can get to the snap.

      Buddy flops out of the car almost onto their feet. The two big men dance backward and laugh at this last bit of Buddy slapstick, but KJ backpedals like a man afraid of being crushed. His boss’ mouth is agape, and the blood has mostly dried into a crust across the front of his body as he lies there in the heavy dust, his glazed eyes staring at KJ's leg as if he might actually be seeing it.

      “He look real lively to you?” Frankie says.

      “Jesus,” KJ says.

      Frankie and Johnny each grab an arm and elevate Buddy more or less to his feet. KJ grabs the feet as they go by, and they quick-step toward the pond. KJ hurries forward until Buddy is sideways to the pond and they use their forward momentum to heave him unceremoniously straight into the red water.

      SCHLUB. The body hits the water supine. The red stuff seems to have a viscous consistency, like half-hardened Jell-O, and Buddy floats on his back for a couple of seconds like a clothed swimmer resting for a spell. As if not wanting to depart this world of dust and rock. Then he seems to make up his mind and slowly starts to sink, the look on his face one of resignation.

      There’s an ominous low hiss as the apparently toxic sludge accepts and absorbs Buddy Marley. His face is the last to go, and he tips up to have a last look at them as if his head is lighter than water. Indeed, his eyes are open, and KJ staggers back on the rebound from the load as well as the inculpating look of those blank and lusterless eyes.

      Buddy’s face goes under without a sound. The red water almost seems too thick to ripple. It’s impossible to tell how deep it is, but the CEO in his blue plaid disappears in a gelatin moment.

      The three men wipe their hands vigorously on handkerchiefs taken from their suit pants and gather at the front of the truck to watch the water. As if Buddy somehow might arise. He doesn’t, of course, and their eyes naturally go to the woman sitting in her chair across the pond from them. She isn’t rocking now. Just sits looking calmly at them.

      “Woman gives me the heebie jeebies,” Johnny says.

      “Got to be crazy to live next to this radioactive shit,” says Frankie.

      KJ doesn’t say a thing. He looks back at the red water. There’s no sign of life from it, and he turns abruptly and gets in the back seat and slams his door. The other two get in, leaving Buddy’s blood-soaked seat vacant, and start the vehicle and tax the engine until it lurches up toward the lip of the valley in a boil of dust.

      The woman in the chair calmly, almost sleepily, watches them go. As we focus on her now, we can see that she’s middle-aged and wild-haired and browned to a crisp by the elements. A little outlandish looking, but not un-pretty. Sun-baked as a Cretaceous rock, as wrinkled as lava, wearing an odd concoction, a sundress over dirty leggings, she resumes rocking for a few moments until the SUV disappears from view.

      Then she stops. Sits perfectly still.

      Her eyes narrow. She’s looking at the spot where the body went under the red water. A single bubble arises from the spot. She leans forward expectantly.

      Another bubble rises. Another.

      She stands abruptly and shades her eyes, a thin figure at the edge of the preternaturally red water. A small flotilla of bubbles pops to the surface.

      She quickly reaches behind her rocking chair. Retrieves a length of rope attached to what appears to be, yes it is, a grappling hook. The wicked-looking apparatus with razor-sharp barbs dangles from one hand as she rapidly coils the rope.

      Hustling now, the gangly woman trots to the other side of the pond. Standing at the point where the body was thrown in, she begins whirling the grappling hook at the end of the rope. It whistles overhead a couple of twirls, and at its perigee she lets it go.

      Flying well out into the pond, the hook splashes into the red gunk at the point where the bubbles arose. The woman quickly pulls at the rope, jerking it hand over hand, the line agitating through the red gelatin as if a fish is attached. Finally, the hook reaches the shore. Nothing on its glistening barbs.

      She prepares the rope for another shot. Twirls and releases the hook again. Again it splashes in. She drags at the wet rope, gloppy with red gunk, until there’s a sudden resistance.

      “Uh! Yeah.”

      It’s apparent from the angle of her body that she’s snagged something. She leans back and hauls on the rope, pulling against resistance. Her feet scuffle for traction. As the hook emerges from the gunk, so does Buddy, bit by bit, toe by knee, and finally his head. It’s snagged into the front of his heavy flannel shirt.

      Poor old Buddy. Dead man swimming. Red waste sluices off his sky-pale face. Steam rises from him as if he’s being par-broiled as the meat element in a spaghetti sauce. Isotope -- which is what the woman calls herself -- struggles at the weight, her feet scrabbling at the dusty bank of the pond, red goop from the rope splotching her dress. If we choose to look at it this way, she's like some macabre midwife assisting a full-grown man being born again from a vast pool of blood.

      “Whoopee! Got us a lunker!” she shouts, tugging and splashing, a wild woman with hair raggedly crawling down her sweaty face and neck. She tugs and tugs, animated now that she sees success.

      Finally Buddy’s out except for his feet, and she flops down in the dirt, breathing hard and cussing listlessly. Looking up at the blaring sky, she sees that the day is warming up and isn’t going to get any cooler. The Southern Nevada air this far out is as clear and flat as a sheet of foolscap without a word written on it.

      The woman catches her breath, toddles to her feet and begins beating on the dead man's chest. Slapping and whacking steadily, she draws only a soggy and resoundingly dead gurgle from his lips. But she doesn't stop. Until after one huge, two-fisted thump Buddy coughs up what appears to be blood but may only be red water. He spits a little geyser, but his eyes don't open and his chest doesn't rise and fall with the regularity of breathing. It rises and falls with the ragged irregularity of a seizure.

      As if Buddy isn't trying to live. It's almost as if he finds rebirth too painful and is trying to re-die.
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      There’s cheap, out-of-focus paneling and then part of a cheap, out-of-focus ceiling. A vague shape moves slowly in the background. The lighting is dim. It's a room, who knows where. Common and plebian, yet somehow the silence of it and the shadowy presences in it provide an uncommon eeriness.

      Now a sound. Like a gurgling in the throat. Organic, animalistic. We realize that it’s something trying to breathe. But it's as if the creature has never breathed before, or is attempting it with a flawed methodology, learning to breathe from a badly written instruction book. Gulping in the air in moments of successive desperation. Gulp … silence. Gulp… silence. Gulp.

      Long, stressful silence. And finally another gulp.

      A sudden shape looms, and an ugly freak face pops into view. It’s human, sort of, but raw, red, and hairy in the wrong places. It leers in magnified view, snuffling like a diseased dog. Maybe it’s not human. It shuffles close and leans over a bed with what might be taken as monstrous curiosity.

      Here’s what the creature sees:

      A human shape lies face-down in a little back room of the mobile home, covered by an old sheet. The room is very little, bigger than the twin bed in it, its paneling the kind printed with wood grain of a repeating pattern. The only light is from a small window covered with a dirty curtain. The human shape lies swaddled in its rag, arms outstretched in special slings suspended from the ceiling. The face lies in a padded hole, as in a massage table. But this is a homemade table contrived for this macabre purpose, apparently.

      The arms in the sling are tied there, looped and knotted with strips of the old bed sheet. In restraint, so to speak.

      “Get back, you,” a woman’s raspy voice says. The thin woman from the rocking chair comes into view, her calmly demonic face peering. She divides her attention between two forms, the one in the bed and the one leaning over the bed. She snaps on the ceiling light, grabs the shirt of the latter, pulls him away from the former and spins him around.

      We say “him,” though the creature that stands upright and reveals itself in its full awfulness next to the bed only barely qualifies as human because of its bipedal form. Every exposed skin surface is red and scarred, and his head is like a thick, boiled carrot with a few strands of long root hairs streaming off. His beady eyes focus like a dog's on the form in the bed, mouth moving obsessively between wicked licks of cracked lips. He moves toward the bed again. Again, like a dog toward something desirable. Toward food, perhaps.

      The woman rears back and up-slaps the creature across the head. “I told ya, get back!” And the blasted critter complies, whimpering. It's a human in basic form, yet so primeval and twisted in detail that it hardly qualifies. Yet, we want to call it “he” or “him” despite some inherent knowledge that it will never be anything but “it.”

      The noise seems to wake the person in the bed. He (another it?) stirs under the sheet. The woman steps closer, applying some cream to the end of a huge swab as she goes.

      “Oh, hey,” she says. “Wakey-up time soon?” She speaks to the form as if she’s been doing so for days or even weeks without any response. “Good, good. I think you’ll like it out here. Air’s clean. Dry. Good for your damn sinuses. Good for your damn skin. Good for every damn thing about ya.”

      She sucks down a deep breath to demonstrate how good the air is, then applies the cream to an injured crease -- more like a shallow wound -- at the back of the man’s head. Up close, the woman appears to be what might be called a scarecrow. What might have once been a pretty face has gone to wrinkles and sunburn and the contortions of her focus on the medications she applies. Hair straggly and unbrushed, and possibly even unwashed, for days. Weeks? Eyes intense and unflinching.

      After cleaning the bare spot of skull, she holds the swab up so she can examine what it came away with. It’s covered in olive oil-colored pus so thick it won't drip. Yet the more closely she looks at it, the more satisfied she seems. She drops it in a garbage can by the door with more satisfaction than we can find in looking at the wounded man.

      “See, them molecules goin’ inta a person’s lungs, they’re so so important ta who he is, I always say. Don’t care what anybody else says, never have. Molecules… lungs… That’s it.” She has a countrified voice born of a mind possibly oblivious to the minds of anybody else around her. Hard to tell which countryside it might be from, the voice. As if she’s been isolated from humanity for some time, as if possibly even the humanity she once associated with might not recognize her in this stage of her life.

      There’s a moan from the body on the bed. The woman freezes in place, watching the movements expectantly. After a moment she reaches down and whips the sheet off as if in an act of angry magic.

      Lying prone in the bed is a naked body, but a body so scorched and red that it’s more like a gigantic prime rib on a platter. The fresh-cut edge of the prime rib, where the cooked muscle still seeps with bloody life and might even twitch with a remembrance of neurological order. The man’s face is not visible, but the back of the head is nearly hairless and the lavender of spoiled meat. Ears wrinkled and withered, the few strands of hair looking like they might come loose too.

      “You awake?” The woman leans close. The other creature with her hovers nearby again, whimpering, but she pushes it back with one arm.

      The injured man's outstretched arms, boiled red themselves, twitch with muscle tension, but there’s no answer from the body. It moves not in response to her, but to some inner process of healing or dying, it’s difficult to tell which.

      “Hang on, I’m just gonna slather summa this ointment on ya there.”

      She applies cream to another swab and then to the head. This one also comes away coated with pus. She turns to drop it into the can, and when she turns back the body is moving more vigorously.

      There’s a moan. An arm pulls on the sling in an attempt to come out of it. Maybe it’s the challenge of exploration, maybe it’s the struggle of escape.

      “Uh-oh. Wouldn’t try that, I was you,” Isotope says. “Not yet, anyhow.”

      But the man persists. The other arm is wiggled out of its sling before she can reach across the bed and stop it. A desperate grunting ensues, almost a whine of desperation. The man tries to turn, roll over. One arm flails and again catches up in its sling, then jerks free.

      “Huh-uh, watch out there, Boyo.” She tries to stop him by grabbing an arm. The creature beside her jerks his head side to side in nervous anticipation like a dog in a quandary.

      But the boiled man manages finally to get himself turned over in the bed. Quickly, jerkily, at first. Then slowly. As the face appears and the eyes try to focus on the room, we close in on the woman’s eyes and see her squinting at him, maybe fearful, maybe rooting for these first feeble efforts at life.

      Oh, but even she draws back and freezes at the sight of this grotesque creature.

      Ugly. The face is dementedly ugly. Our eye slams in on it almost frantically in its desire to make sense of this shape. It’s Buddy Marley, all right, but a Buddy who would be unrecognizable if we hadn't known his general contours before. His nearly lipless mouth sags open and drools, lips cut back so thin they can't cover his front teeth. Thin layers of red skin have peeled off and stuck to the sheet, as from a naked burn victim.

      But it’s the eyes that torture the onlooker. Scarified eyelids barely cover them, and one horrifying ball turret sends the pupil wandering around the room in a nasty case of lazy eye. The other stares like an eye from hell, a glaring blue orb that reflects the horror of what it sees. The crazy woman. And worse. The monstrous creature hovering behind her.

      And even the room. The poverty setting, dismal furnishings. And then the aspect not noticed before. It’s what seems to be a large window in the ceiling looking into a primitive makeshift hospital room someplace. Of course it’s this room, though. It’s a full-size mirror on the ceiling placed there, obviously, by an unrelenting masochist.

      The blue eye looks even more horrified, if possible. It takes a while, but Buddy finally realizes that he’s seeing himself. A creature cooked but raw, dead but alive. The flayed eyelids try to blink but can’t, and the CEO is forced to look at this creature writhing in the bed with some directness. Maybe he prays for the power to shut his eyes, but they won’t close, so the eye seems to pace itself as it passes up and down the image.

      His view goes bleary as Isotope leans in with an eyedropper and plops a couple of artificial tears into eyes incapable of moistening themselves. “My philosophy on the mirror is, ya know, have yourself a little look…” the woman says, “… and get over it. No use puttin’ it off, Buckaroo. You’re prime rib, but it’s better than bein’ toast.”

      Close-up, Buddy’s wandering eye now hurries along in its path, not pausing anywhere but skittering over the entire cooked body. The hairless chest, the baked and worm-like penis and even the toes as boiled and curled as little shrimp down there.

      “Yer a comin’ along just fine,” the woman says proudly. “My name’s Sharon Lewis, by the way. My friends call me Isotope, though. Isotope Lewis, at yer disposal.”

      But the blue eye can’t seem to accept this information at face value. Buddy sucks air as he tries to catch his breath. Maybe he’s trying to breathe, maybe he’s trying to scream. He turns his eye away. Tries to not look. He glances around the room. But every time his eye returns to this… corpse… it’s in complete and horrified disbelief.

      In contrast, Isotope’s hatchet face is practically pretty by comparison. Buddy looks over as if to elicit some sympathy out of that harsh gaze, those pitiless but oddly not indifferent eyes. He moves his mouth, but nothing comes out.

      “Ya got it? No pity parties on these premises. No cryin’ the blues. No feeling sorry for your own damn self.”

      Now Buddy turns in his weird harness and looks her over more carefully. My god, she’s a disaster. She wears a dirty bra on the outside of a matron’s calf-length dress of ancient cotton, its print pattern almost washed away. Combat boots over holey stockings. She has surgical gloves on for care of him, but no. They’re common yellow rubber kitchen gloves, and she snaps them off now and throws them on a chair. Finished with her work.

      The creature behind her whimpers softly as Isotope turns to him. He’s a foot taller than her, but jumps aside in abject fear.

      And there’s a new sniffling and whining. Another creature comes in the door. Jesus, it’s more of a freak than the other. If the other is a boiled carrot, this one is a fermented beet wearing a skull cap with a Raiders logo on it. It limps in with the hippity-hop enthusiasm of the brainless. Together, the two creatures, carrot and beet, peer down at Buddy through eyes lost to intelligence, from minds indifferent to compassion. Their skin is lacerated, suppurating from head to toe, and they whine and moan like chimps communicating at some level elemental even to primates.

      “This here’s Cesium, and that’s Strontium,” Isotope says, waving first to the carrot and then to the beet. The two move closer, naked except for cut-off jeans in the superheated house. They stick their faces in Buddy’s face. He flinches backward as far as he can on the table. The discolored sweat rolls off them.

      Buddy struggles to talk. Or scream. Choked, squawky gasps originate deep in his ragged mouth-hole. The pair have such a vileness, such a viciousness, in their eyes that he knows they will sneak in and kill him in his sleep. But he can't speak, can't protest, can't plead, can't get away. He would cry if he had tear ducts.

      “You can call ‘em Cese and Stronny. I do.” She pats them on their backs, and they respond by panting and grunting happily. She wipes her hands of whatever stuck to them. “Learn who you are later, I guess. Assumin’ ya learn to talk again. Don’t always happen, as ya can see.”

      Finally Buddy licks his lips--where there are virtually no lips. Fortunately his tongue seems intact, and it runs along the ragged edge of the gash like a breeze along a Nevada mountain range. Apparently he didn’t open his mouth to scream while he was in the red water, or the tongue would have been boiled too. He struggles so hard to speak that she finally reaches a dirty wet rag to his “lips” and dabs some moisture onto them. It's the same rag she wiped her hands with. She tries to be hygienic but apparently she sometimes forgets.

      “Jesus,” he mumble-croaks, trying to spit away the taste of the rag. “Where did they climb out of? A vat of battery acid?” He slings one arm to indicate the creatures.

      “Kak kak kak kak kak!” Isotope leans back and has a nice laugh at that. But it’s less like a laugh than an emphysema cough. She bends over in hilarity. She has a ripping good cackle. She's in stitches. She finally reaches back and unsnaps her dirty bra and lets it fall loose over her dress.

      “Gots ta loosen me gear, ya got me laughin’ so hard!” She catches his eye. The good one. The other one is difficult to trap. “How ya feelin’, fella?”

      “Where am I?” He licks his lips and relicks them. They seem so dry as to be wood or plastic. Wood. Roughly sawn wood. Plastic is smoother and more lifelike than this. His words struggle out weirdly, as if there’s a ping pong ball in his mouth and he’s talking around it.

      Isotope takes his hand, puts fingers on his wrist and counts his pulse. “Homicide, Nevada,” she says after a minute, shaking her head at the recalcitrant heartbeat. She takes the little bottle from the nightstand and drips two three four eyedrops into each of his eye sockets. He swivels his eyes around to absorb the drops in lieu of blinking. Which he struggles to do but can’t accomplish.

      “Really?” he says.

      The woman gazes down upon him with such sudden pity that it's palpable. When somebody looks at us in that way, we know that something is very very wrong. That we will die, most likely. And horribly. A look like that. But then, maybe it's only her reaction to a face that looks like its lips and lids have been hacked off with a crosscut saw.

      “Ya don’t wanna know,” she says softly. Sparing him too many details at this stage. There will be time enough for the sordid old facts later in the healing process, possibly. “Lucky to be alive, ‘sall ya need ta know right now.”

      Without warning, an expression comes to Buddy, a sadness in the red mud of his blasted face. Every creature in that room can see it happening. His body seems to swell in rebellion, swelling with its misfortune and revelation. The gun, the shots, the blood on his shirt. He relives it in an instant and now this is him, this thing on the ceiling hovering over him like a freshly unwrapped mummy. His eyes tear up, the ducts blasted open by the emotion, and the room goes blurry. He comes to understand it all.

      Almost in sympathy, Cesium, the carrot-top, leans in, whimpering. A six-four baby with murder in his eyes. A huge drool snakes from his mouth and onto Buddy’s face.

      “Back off, ya freak!” Isotope yells. “We got infection we’re combatin’ here!”

      She slaps the much larger Cese hard across the back of his head. Stuff flies off him. Mucous. The zombie stumbles back into Stronny. Who takes offense. Suddenly the two freaks are slap-fighting, gobs of blood and infection splaying off them.

      “The hell outa here!”

      She kicks at them, herding them toward the door, and finally they are through it and out of the room. Obviously they’re terrified of her, though they’re way bigger and uglier. No, not terrified. Like dogs, they are worshipful. Reverential. Like babies she's given birth to and kept despite their… drawbacks.

      But Buddy's not reverential. He's horrified. His vision fades as she leans in for one last wipe at the drool with the dirty rag, which may be even more infectious. “You sleep now, Mister,” she says at the door. He barely comprehends. Exhaustion comes over him in a wave as heavy as misery. Maybe because the two have confused themselves in his brain. The light goes out and he hears the door snap shut, and he gets one last look at his image in the mirror in the half-dark.

      His eyes close, maybe more in fear than in resignation.

      And does he hear this Isotope Lewis say, outside the door, “Anybody needs his beauty rest, it’s that guy.” No, she wouldn't say anything as derogatory and pessimistic as that. After all -- and even Buddy realizes this -- she’s his savior. And saviors are always compassionate and wise, aren’t they?
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