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This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events, or persons living or dead, is coincidental, unintended, and would be amazing.

“I highly recommend this. Pantson Fire has really outdone himself in his fantastic book, ‘Girlfriends Undressed.’”

—Mark Twain

I

Side Effects

Ricky, Ricky, Ricky—your double life is surely a problem. What were you thinking? Running for office? How absurd. You need to be popular for that. Of course, you overlooked that. It flew under your radar. Maybe you underlooked it.

Ricky needed some therapy—some guidance and advice. Wait—he got a lot of that. Plenty of people were lined up to tell him what to do. No, that wasn't it.

The fatal flaw—or merely, the disabling flaw—the congenital flaw—the chronic flaw—the flaw flaw—that's what needed correcting.

Smooth out the ripples in the personality—the jagged edges in his interpersonal relationships—that's what he needed.

Why? You only had to look at Ricky to know.

Not only did he overload on affectation; he had a birthmark—a reddish Empire State Building on the left side of his face.

All his life was dedicated to overcoming this—to forget about it—and yes, he was doing well—so well, he decided, against all odds, to run for office.

Just by chance, his party was so desperate for candidates, they took him on, and after all, his uncle, with all his birthmarkless appeal, had been a minor functionary in the party for years. 

But now—the horrible, horrible thing—the unthinkable happened. His birthmark started to move—just when he started his campaign.

He knew. He knew it was moving. He had stared at it each morning, hoping it would go away—all these 31 years.

But now it was moving.

What would he do?

"Sandra," he said to his sister, which was a good start, since that was her name. "Sandra, do you notice anything about it?" he said, sticking his face in her back door, without warning, on a Sunday afternoon.

"About what?" she said.

"The mark—the wine red mark—the thing that God slapped on me."

"What about it?"

"Is it moving?"

She bent over, and in a very kind way, looked closer. "No," she said. "I don't see it moving."

"No, I mean, do you think it's moved?"

She leaned back. "Are you okay, Ricky? This campaign thing—is it stressful?"

"Stressful? Compared to the birthmark, it's nothing. Listen, are you sure it hasn't moved?"

"I don't think so. Have you looked at pictures?"

"Pictures—yes, god damn it. Good idea. Thanks Sandra."

He hustled down her driveway to his car. He opened the door, then hesitated. He saw Sandra, at her still opened back door, staring at him.

"You got any pictures?" he said.

She rolled her eyes. "Listen, Ricky, I have to take my cat to the vet. Don't you have any?"

"Yeah, right. I must have some somewhere. Thanks, Sandra."

His yearbook photo was inconclusive. More likely, he now decided, he was losing his mind.

Which way was the birthmark moving, you ask? 

Right towards his nose. 

Greater noticeability—that he didn't need. Silently cursing his fate—he asked himself—why, why didn't it move to the back of my head? That would be progress—not this—towards the nose—that was no progress at all.

He needed to speak to someone.

Francisco, his old buddy from college—yes, he'd set him straight.

A few phone calls—no answer—where was he?

Okay, he thought, I'll just drive up there.
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