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PATIENT


(looking through the phoropter lenses and reading from the eye chart)


“The first orgasm I ever had was so intense I separated both my shoulders and shit in my pants.”


So begins Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit…





The OPTOMETRIST switches lenses on the phoropter.




OPTOMETRIST


Is this any better? Sharper?







PATIENT


Oh my god! I wasn’t even close!







OPTOMETRIST


That’s OK. Can you read it for me now?





The PATIENT absently twirls a lock of hair around her finger as she reads through the device, which completely masks her face—




PATIENT


“On June 26, 2035, Kermunkachunk, the capital of Chalazia, was engulfed in chaos. The Chalazian Mafia Faction, a fanatical offshoot of the Chalazian Children’s Theater, had assumed control of the city center and was carrying out mass executions. Enemies, real and especially imagined, were dragged out of their office buildings and gutted in the street.”


So begins Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit…







OPTOMETRIST


Excellent. Now, this makes it blurry, yes?







PATIENT


Yes.







OPTOMETRIST


Is it better like this… or like this? One… or two?







PATIENT


About the same.







OPTOMETRIST


OK. Now, can you read this?







PATIENT


So begins Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit, in which a father and his daughter, in Chalazia researching an ethnography of the unique criminal subculture of the Chalazian Mafia Faction, spend a night at the Bar Pulpo, Kermunkachunk’s #1 spoken-word karaoke bar, where seemingly extemporaneous conversations are, in actuality, being read from multiple karaoke screens arrayed around the barroom. Moreover, it’s Thursday—Father/Daughter Nite—when the bar is frequented by actual fathers and daughters, as well as couples role-playing fathers and daughters.







OPTOMETRIST


Good. Now… can you make out any of this line? I know it’s small.







PATIENT


Not really. I’m guessing here… Uh…







fneixa alsdfy hoypm ewrse dnfbmoldfh vusyvjfg nktoinb xzinkhg







… I’m not really sure.







OPTOMETRIST


Alright, give me just a moment here…





He makes a quick note on the PATIENT’s chart and again switches lenses on the phoropter—




OPTOMETRIST


How about now? Can you make out anything?
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PATIENT


… now.







OPTOMETRIST


Good. Now, can you read that for me or is it too blurry?







PATIENT


No, I can read it:







Meanwhile, outside on the piazza, sub-factions of the Chalazian Mafia Faction vie for supremacy in a never-ending frenzy of stomach-churning savagery. Chalazian Mafia Faction street soldiers commit acts of unimaginable sadism, reveling in carnage and the grotesque mutilation of their victims’ corpses. But it’s worth keeping in mind that these are kids who, several years ago, frequently only several weeks ago (several days ago, in some cases), were prancing around onstage in a Chalazian Children’s Theater production of Clever Jack and the Magic Beanstalk. These are young people who’ve traded their exuberant devotion to musical theater for an irrepressible desire to kill and be killed out on the piazza. Histrionic narcissists to the core, Chalazian Mafia Faction street soldiers pirouette as they die, like defecating dogs aligning themselves to the earth’s electromagnetic field. These ex-musical-theater kids are always “on,” always performing for the CCTV cameras that ring the perimeter of the piazza. The Chalazian Mafia Faction, we’re told, is like a combination of the Gambino crime family and the Khmer Rouge. Proclaiming itself to be “against everything and everyone,” it is necessarily, per its own ethos, riven by internecine conflict, hence this chaotic, blood-drenched phantasmagoria—this unspeakable orgy of violence—that ensues without respite, day in and day out, on the piazza outside the Bar Pulpo, Kermunkachunk’s #1 spoken-word karaoke bar…





The PATIENT stops reading…




PATIENT


Keep going?







OPTOMETRIST


Please.







PATIENT


Chalazia is a tiny country wedged between Moldova and Romania, though recognized by neither. Almost every surface in Chalazia (actually, every surface) tests positive for traces of cocaine. The entirety of the country is cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape, all 148 kilometers of border, a phenomenon visible from outer space. (In actuality a Neolithic geoglyph akin to the Kazakh Steppe earthworks or the more recent Nazca Lines, this cordon was made by removing the top layer of the bluish-white reflecting salt flats [that once covered all of Chalazia] to reveal a bright yellow subsoil.) An elaborate system of sewers (now in complete disuse) descends some 1,800 kilometers beneath the ground, ramifying across the subterranean latitudes of the entire planet—a feat of engineering that many believe could only have been achieved by corrupt ancient aliens. (Even in 800 B.C., the Chalazian construction and waste-carting industries were rife with racketeering.) These ancient sewers make Chalazia both the farthest and the nearest destination from any point of origin on earth. In other words, at any given moment, Chalazia may be wedged between any two other nations. Fossilized ancient Chalazian shit—coprolites—can today be found almost anywhere. Anywhere, actually. And everywhere. Apropos of which, a previous incarnation of the Bar Pulpo was called the “Coprocabana” (which was obviously not a spoken-word karaoke bar).


The Chalazian joie de merde is only surpassed by its joie de guerre.


But could this violence, this atrocious, unabating carnage, be as random and incoherent as it appears? Is there someone responsible for orchestrating the perpetual conflagration on the piazza outside the Bar Pulpo—the piazza, with its stench of sweat, lube, and gasoline, littered with shell casings, cigarette butts, and used condoms floating in puddles of blood?


Perhaps it’s the Divine Hermits themselves, those heretical holy men, who are the real puppet masters, the ones calling the shots on the brazen predation that’s come to define contemporary Kermunkachunk. Like Kabbalistic tzaddiks or Shaiva tantrikas but historically associated with the Chalazian Mafia Faction, these antinomian mystics, moonlighting as Mafia warlords, combine the esoteric pursuit of nondualistic illumination with extortion and loan-sharking. Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit makes a strong case that it’s these eponymous individuals who are masterminding events on the piazza from their perch in the Floating Casino on Lake Little Lake, where these racketeering illuminati who wear their diamond-encrusted hair balls and engraved prostates around their necks as amulets, these shirtless recluses with their white chest hair and neon-orange nylon sweatpants, paradoxically socialize every Thursday night.


Made members (and frequently godfathers) of the Chalazian Mafia Faction, these adepts remain literally above the fray, levitating a foot or two above their seats as they play a traditional Chalazian game that combines Scrabble and mahjong. They roll their eyes at the suggestion that they have anything to do with the violence on the piazza, let alone direct it, as, seemingly in a trance, they endlessly shuffle their tiles (this is known as “permutation of the letters”). And they send deeply encrypted death threats to anyone with the temerity to suggest that they encrypt their death threats.


The Chalazian Mafia Faction warlord and the Divine Hermit embody (frequently within the same individual) two complementary modalities: criminality and devequt (cleaving to the divine), encapsulating, within this single chimerical figure, the Chalazian concept of human existence. As for the CMF street soldiers themselves, when it comes to fashioning weapons, they are remarkably resourceful, and have been known to make shanks out of soft-serve ice cream.


The men’s room in the Bar Pulpo is an insane parody of the ladies’ room. It is haunted by the anthropoid ghosts of the ancient aliens (the Kermunks) who built the vast, labyrinthine sewer system. In this particular men’s room (in any men’s room, actually) we encounter “misshapen forms of the gods in agony.” This men’s room is, in a sense, like an incubator, where the larval Divine Hermits molt and mature, sheltered from predators and fed by the mechanomorphic vermin that scurry behind the toilets. It is this men’s room from which, in a sense, they migrate on deciduous wings to the Floating Casino. And it is where, at the end of his life, the Divine Hermit instinctively returns, where he and his demonic double, the Mafia warlord, are locked in a reciprocal interrogation in a mirror above the sink—“the mirror from which there is no escape.” It is where Ron Howard looks in the mirror and sees Clint Howard. (Sixty years ago, on an episode of Bonanza, Clint Howard, in blackface, played a little African boy who brings the Ebola virus to the Ponderosa, sparking two consecutive three-day weekends of deadly pogroms that eventually became known as the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.)







OPTOMETRIST


Close enough.





He changes lenses on the phoropter.




OPTOMETRIST


Now, can you make out any of this?







PATIENT


(squinting through the phoropter)


Some.








OPTOMETRIST


Give it a try.







PATIENT


And the Chalazian joie de guerre is only surpassed by its joie de lire.


Among the most literate people on earth, Chalazians almost never read in solitude or silence, only publicly and out loud (“belting”), either from the spoken-word karaoke screens or, swaying back and forth, from the Big-Character Posters that festoon the perimeter of the piazza, and whereas these collective performances are widely referred to as “orgiastic,” the more cosmopolitan Kermunkachunkians (the “Kermunkachunkian cognoscenti,” the most zealous of whom are, of course, the street soldiers of the CMF) go one step further, stigmatizing solitary reading as “prurient and petit bourgeois,” i.e., a mortal sin akin to eating your own earwax…







I’m sorry—







… one’s own earwax.







OPTOMETRIST


Excellent!







PATIENT


When, at the beginning of Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit, the door to the Bar Pulpo opens on Father/Daughter Nite, the babble (which, to an untutored ear, wouldn’t sound much different from the ambient hubbub of any bar) includes the drunken voices of an anthropologist and his daughter (Gaby, a gorgeous, young neo-structural filmmaker from New York) who are in Kermunkachunk researching an ethnography about the ultraviolent Chalazian Mafia Faction, the two of them seated in a booth across from each other and reading aloud, along with everyone else, from the numerous spoken-word karaoke screens, Chalazia’s most beloved folktale, which is sometimes palindromically called “Nite of the Daughter’s Father.”


This story of a mortally ill father and his beloved daughter in an inn or tavern (of the sort traditionally habituated by itinerant tradesmen, grizzled sailors on weeklong benders, crossing guards in heavy mascara and fluorescent-yellow vests, etc.), this story which culminates in the father’s staggering Dance of Death, is the foundational narrative in Chalazian culture. All the ontological and epistemological preoccupations that constitute the Chalazian mentalité are encoded within this one folktale (and its innumerable variants), which is why, one assumes, the author and his daughter have, on this particular “nite,” ensconced themselves at the Bar Pulpo, itself a matryoshka nesting of successfully smaller and more sacred spaces—the barroom, the men’s room, the stall.


One of the first things you’ll see upon arriving at Kermunkachunk International Airport are the huge murals depicting various scenes from the folktale. Running the entire length of the moving walkway that conveys you from the arrival gates to the baggage carousels, these monumental murals, unlike the Snellen chart, are read from right to left:







• The father and the daughter toasting their everlasting devotion to each other, clinking tiny tin mugs (rough-hewn shot glasses) of “gravy,” a fiery Chalazian vermifuge, washed down with flagons of lager.


• The daughter pensively blowing thick white smoke rings which settle around her father’s neck like an Elizabethan ruff, as he regales her with an account of the marionette show he’d chanced upon that afternoon.


• Their final embrace and heartrending goodbye, the mere allusion to which can reduce the most hardened, remorseless CMF street assassins to sobbing hysterics.


• The father’s drunken stagger from the men’s room, his Dance of Death. This is the critical inflection point in the folktale when the father gazes into the mirror above the sink, provoking a strobe-like seizure of initiatory transfigurations (in sober moments, simply the palimpsest that is one’s reflection), and emerges to perform his lurching Danse Macabre, his Totentanz (and/or actually dying, depending on the variant). It’s a raw, contorted, convulsive improvisation, and yet, at the same time, highly… uh… highly… caramelized?




The OPTOMETRIST changes lenses in the phoropter.




OPTOMETRIST


Try it now.







PATIENT


It’s a raw, contorted, convulsive improvisation, and yet, at the same time, highly ritualized…





Ah, ritualized!





OPTOMETRIST


(laughing)


Ritualized. Caramelized. Same difference.







PATIENT



It’s a raw, contorted, convulsive improvisation, and yet, at the same time, highly ritualized, hieratic… very Butoh.










OPTOMETRIST


Excellent.







PATIENT



Don’t Let This Robot Suck Your Dick Productions, Kermunkachunk’s most prestigious film and television production company, is responsible for innumerable movies and miniseries based on the folktale, both live-action and animated.


The company’s ethos, their cri de guerre, really—shouted by a robot at the beginning of each movie like the roar of the MGM lion—was taken from a commercial for International Delight coffee creamers: “I like it international and I expect to be delighted!”


There are, by now, thousands of variants of “Nite of the Daughter’s Father,” each a cryptographic hash of the previous iteration, many of which, at this point, don’t even include a father or a daughter or take place at “nite,” but the standard version, the ur-folktale, takes place “a long time ago, farther back than anyone can remember…”







There was once a small inn at the foot of a hollow mountain, a hollow mountain that was said to be inhabited by a race of warlike elves (although these warlike elves have nothing to do with this story!). One evening, as rain poured down from the skies and, driven by the wind, pelted the windows of the inn, in walked a stooped and jaundiced old watchmaker, gripping his coat’s lapels and shaking the wetness onto the wooden plank floor. He hung the coat up on a peg on the wall and sat, exhausted, at a round, rough-hewn table. Several days before, he’d been to see the physician, an elderly man decades older than the old watchmaker himself. “You’re very sick,” the wizened sage had told him after a careful examination. “You have late-stage cirrhosis of the liver”—a glaringly anachronistic, avant la lettre diagnosis, arrived at through an assortment of fuming alembics, strange alchemical assays, and tzeruf, the permutation of letters. “You’re dying,” he averred solemnly, “and another drink will kill you even sooner than that!” Nevertheless, on this very evening, the old watchmaker signaled to the barmaid, wiggling two fingers, and she brought him two tiny tin mugs of “gravy,” which he knocked back in rapid succession. Just then, a young woman, mid-twenties, petite, and soigné in her hooded cloak, entered and surveyed the bar. The watchmaker waved, catching her attention, and beckoned her over to the table. It was his beloved and kindhearted daughter whom he adored more than anything in this world. He’d arranged to meet her here at this inn at the foot of a hollow mountain to tell her the sad news about his illness, to tell her that he was dying. And although she had traveled miles and miles in an ox-drawn cart along rock-strewn, muddy roads in the raging storm and was completely exhausted, she happily threw her arms around him and kissed him over and over again, before removing the hood of her cloak, dappled from the rain, to reveal her lustrous black hair intricately plaited into a chignon that rested at the nape of her neck. He was her beloved and kindhearted father and she adored him more than anything in the world.


On cold nights, when she was young, he would hold her little feet in his hands to warm them as he sang:







You are my sweet sweet girl


And I love you so.


This song will last forever


Long long after I go.








The PATIENT chokes up, memories triggered of her own dad, now deceased, singing tenderly to her when she was little.




OPTOMETRIST


Are you OK? Do you need a minute?







PATIENT


(takes a deep breath, exhales)


I’m good.







(she resumes, this time giving the words a melody)




You are my sweet sweet girl


And I love you so.


This song will last forever


Long long after I go.







The old watchmaker and his daughter clinked their shot glasses of gravy, toasting their everlasting devotion to each other. They reminisced and gossiped and laughed, the father buying time before he was forced to deliver the terrible news to his sweet girl, who tilted her head and gazed at him, her eyes and smile shining bright and wide with loving admiration and solicitude.


“So, what did the physician—that ancient mountebank—say?” the daughter asked, fidgeting with some soggy cardboard coaster on the table and pursing her lips nervously.


Now the watchmaker took a deep breath…


“Everything’s perfectly fine,” he lied. “I’m in robust health.”


The prospect of inflicting upon her the grim news of his dire condition overwhelmed him with dread. He was incapable of saying or doing anything that might hurt her or make her sad. He simply couldn’t bring himself to do it.


She shut her eyes and exhaled, her face slackening with relief.


“Oh Father, I was so worried,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “That’s the most wonderful news to hear!”


She reached across the table and held his cold hands in hers to warm them.


Looking at her keen, happy face, the old watchmaker felt terribly guilty. Withholding the truth from her was so antithetical to the openheartedness and candor of their relationship. She would feel such a profound sense of betrayal knowing that he hadn’t confided in her, that he’d allowed her to be so blindsided, left her so vulnerable, so cruelly unprepared for the shock of his impending death. Each time, though, that he thought he’d sufficiently girded himself to reveal what the physician had actually said, his resolve would disintegrate, that lump in his throat would rise, blocking the words from coming out. But just as he’d given up, hanging his head with the shame of his own abject cowardice, everything suddenly fell into place as if the inner workings of one of his watches, scattered in disarray upon his work table—all the tiny gears and springs—had spontaneously arranged themselves into the intricate movement of a timepiece. There was a way of sparing her, of telling the truth that wouldn’t be so excruciatingly painful. Resorting to a sort of sleight of hand, he would convey this dreadful news obliquely, by way of an allegory.


“I chanced upon the most marvelous marionette show on the way to the inn,” said the old watchmaker.


“Oh, how charming, Father!” said his daughter. “Tell me, what was the show about?”


Now he could unreservedly express how deeply, how completely, how exquisitely he loved her… and say goodbye.


And thus began the watchmaker’s vivid, extended, and increasingly intoxicated re-creation of the tale enacted by the marionettes, a tale from an even more remote, primeval time, a tale which was called La Muñeca de la Mafia Chalazian (“Baby Doll of the Chalazian Mafia”):







There was once a great and fearsome warlord known all over Chalazia for his ruthless ferocity, cunning, noble magnanimity, and the breadth of his esoteric wisdom. He had a daughter, his only heir, whom he adored and cherished beyond anyone and anything. She was a brilliant young woman, and beautiful besides. So she had hundreds of suitors. But she devoted herself most conscientiously to counseling her father about the internecine complexities of his vocation, which was, of course, both felonious and philanthropic. Knowing that her father would never allow her to participate in his “business,” she disguised herself as a typical henchman, becoming her father’s most trusted advisor (his consigliere, in other words).


The day came when the father, suffering from hereditary Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (a degenerative and fatal neurological prion disease, akin to bovine spongiform encephalopathy and afflicting most Chalazian men late in life), knew he was dying and called his daughter to his bedside. Blind, racked by myoclonic jerks and twitches, and able only to gasp and whisper, he drew her close and said, “I’ve known all along that it was you giving me such shrewd advice. Who else but my own beloved daughter could have been so wise, so selfless and loyal?” He bestowed upon her the title La Muñeca de la Mafia Chalazian and bequeathed to her his legacy of exotic riches, material and mystical. “Be careful, my dearest one, that the man you marry loves you and does not simply covet all that I’ve worked so tirelessly to amass.” And with that he took his final breath and perished.


The daughter went on to become the most powerful woman ever to reign over a criminal enterprise, the organization under her command soon orders of magnitude vaster than her father’s had ever been.


And who do you think she married from among the hundreds of handsome but conniving young suitors who’d sought her hand? None of them!


She married the effete little gnome who lived under the ground in a deep well who had frequently disguised himself as the warlord’s daughter to facilitate the real daughter’s dissimulation.


In fact, at their wedding, they dressed as each other. A custom that still prevails in Chalazia to this day!







“And just as the curtain fell, the storm began,” said the old watchmaker upon finally concluding this drama of a dying warlord and his daughter’s patrimony, his rendition taking well over two hours and considerably more embellished, convoluted, and drunkenly digressive, and including, as it did, his uncanny mimicry of the speech patterns and gesticulations of each and every character, major and minor.


“And you should have seen how comical it was,” he continued, “when all these marvelous marionettes tried to scurry off under their own power, without the help of the puppeteers, who’d abandoned them onstage to seek shelter from the deluge!”


And then, upon further consideration of the plight of these frantic, crippled puppets, he added, “I suppose it was a bit sad too.”


Perhaps his daughter wasn’t consciously aware of what he was conveying to her at that very moment, through this tale of the fervently devoted relationship between a powerful, ailing father and his only heir, his cherished, indomitable girl (his muñeca, his “little doll”), to whom, on his deathbed, in the play’s anguished tearjerker of a finale, he bequeaths his vast criminal empire. But the old watchmaker was confident that someday after his death, his daughter would think back and say to herself, “He told me. In his gentle, caring, oblique, and allegorical way, he told me everything that last night.”


The marionette play, as recounted by the old watchmaker, features two stock characters of late-medieval folklore: the Chalazian Mafia Godfather, a combination of shtarker and tzaddik, of thug and holy man, fusing within himself the ruthlessness of the transnational gangster warlord and the atemporality of the eremitic mystic in the forest, who is traditionally represented as sleeping beneath portraits of Meyer Lansky and the Baal Shem Tov. He, in turn, dotes indefatigably on his daughter—the gorgeous young woman in her mid-twenties, her lustrous black hair in a plaited chignon, who is chaste, introspective, aloof, fearless, blessed with extraordinary mixed martial arts skills, a devotee of Dadaist poetry and the Japanese koto, and fanatically loyal to her father.


Such was the strange evolution of gently smiling holy men and the cunning, vindictive hoodlums who protected them and did their bidding into hybrids of both, and such is the strange milieu that is Chalazia today.


As he recounted the marionette play, the old watchmaker was drinking relentlessly, furiously, opening his throat like a marathon runner at a hydration station, gulping double gravy after double gravy and then hurling himself back into the narrative. And whereas one might think that the mind-boggling amount of alcohol he was consuming would, if not completely disable his capacity to continue, at the very least result in the sort of monotonous, repetitive, sophomoric, ultimately incoherent drivel you’d expect, it did not. To the contrary. Acting almost like a magical potion, the gravy had somehow rejuvenated him for the rigors of this fabulation (we can’t help but wonder if there was even an actual marionette play in the first place), and steeled his determination to bestow this allegory upon his daughter, in all its loving plenitude and with its scrupulously encoded message. Yes, the histrionics became somewhat amped up, the syntax a bit sloppier, the perspective more kaleidoscopic, the embellishments ever more baroque—but somehow the alcohol acted like a drawing salve that extracted and put at his disposal all the disparate emotional and psychological motifs necessary for him to synthesize this anguished aria, to speak the unspeakable to her.


Meanwhile, the inn had filled with its typical habitués: the hermits and woodsmen and sailors, the peasants and pipers, the shopkeepers, dockworkers, peddlers and cobblers, the merchants and horsemen and foot soldiers, and the fat little babies battened on smoked whitefish salad and tapioca and marzipan.


At first, outbursts of raucous laughter and profane slurs and ribald exhortations clashed with and undermined poignant moments in the watchmaker’s telling. (At one point, apropos of nothing, some drunk yelled out, “Everything is spurious!”) The men in the inn appeared completely indifferent, oblivious. You could never catch any of them actually listening. But then, it really did come to seem (at least, to seem) that these men began to constitute an audience in the sense that their collective affect (laughter, groans, sighs, etc.) appeared (or was it just coincidence?) to be in sync with tonal shifts in the watchmaker’s story. Under scrutiny, this phenomenon would immediately vanish. That apparent interest, that attention seemingly directed the watchmaker’s way, would, on closer inspection, reveal itself to be nothing more than the glassy gaze, the stupefied gape of another lush. Nevertheless, the fluctuating dynamics within the story did actually seem, at various junctures, to orchestrate the ambience of the room.


And so the watchmaker finally (again, this had, by now, taken up several hours!) reached the heart-wrenching conclusion in which the dying Chalazian godfather, succumbing after a grim, protracted battle with Familial CJD, bestows the entirety of his criminal kingdom upon his beloved, grief-stricken girl (his muñeca), and, with his dying breath, bids her farewell.


The bar was silent. The daughter was deeply moved, shaking her head incredulously, tears in her eyes, speechless… but the spell was soon broken when, moments later, she looked up at the large clock on the wall and realized how late it had become. She rose from the table, put on her hooded cloak, and gave her father a big long hug, a culminating reprise of her earlier relief, pausing to hold him at arm’s length, and tilting her head so she could affectionately appraise him, and then hugging him once more, this time with a spontaneous jolt of ardor, triggered in ways she’d only be conscious of much later by all the potent emotional symbolism with which her father had seeded his long, assiduous reconstruction of the marionette play. And she kissed him goodbye one last time, and she departed to meet her fiancé, a handsome cavalryman with a long, keloidal dueling scar across one side of his face.


The old watchmaker knew he’d never see her again. (Can a liver “break” like a heart?)


And the tears, which fell from his jaundiced eyes and spread across the rough-hewn table, crystallized, metamorphosing into a reflective surface—a mirror which, in the middle of the night, while all the drunks “slept” in a state of suspended animation, the little elves mounted above the sink in the men’s room—








The PATIENT stops, eyes occluded, arms akimbo.




PATIENT


There were men’s rooms back then?





The OPTOMETRIST shrugs.





PATIENT


(again reading through the phoropter)



—and when the watchmaker entered and looked at himself, an infinite mise en abyme was generated by the reflections of the mirror in the pupils of his eyes, the specular images ricocheting back and forth at the speed of light.


And within this shaft of incandescent effervescence resides the sublime truth that we inhabit an imaginary world without meaning.


And this dazzling lucidity prompts us to either dance or die, or both dance and die.


And this, comrades, is “the orgy.”










OPTOMETRIST


(with an upraised fist)


Yes!







PATIENT


When the old watchmaker emerged a while later, he gazed disconcertedly across the inn toward the table where they’d been sitting. He’d forgotten that his daughter had left.


He’d managed by necessity—through the extremity of his sorrow and the desperation of his love, really—to temporarily transmute the alcohol into a kind of fortifying elixir. But now that this was no longer necessary, without the imperative of that mission (the allegorizing of the marionette play) which propelled him forward by the sheer force of its exigency and which constituted a kind of stabilizing torque, he collapsed.


The alcohol seemed to hit him with a delayed, cumulative, pent-up force, a wave of gravy, a lifetime of gravy hit him, and literally knocked him off his feet. Or was it his own incipient Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (the symptoms of which he’d never acknowledged out of fear of alarming his daughter) or the magnifying effect of both his intoxication and the CJD that caused the old watchmaker to spin and fall as he did?


He struggled to stand, to walk. But his direct line from point A to point B—from men’s room to table—shattered into a delirium of vectors. He staggered, caroming into every surface he encountered, now a human Pong ball, erratically traversing the bar back and forth in a welter of veering zigzags, crosshatching the bar’s space, repeatedly collapsing in vertiginous pirouettes, groveling along the floor on all fours, somehow clambering again to his feet, lurching along another haphazard, oblique trajectory, gesticulating like an airline attendant in an effort to navigate himself, teetering in circles, grasping for imaginary overhead handrails like a brachiating chimp, until he impacted another table or another wall, and whirled uncontrollably to the ground in a heap, like those forsaken, hobbling marionettes trying to escape the storm.


He cycled through a series of ritualistic masks—a truculent scowl became a look of contemptuous hauteur and then a coy pout and then a look of cringing chagrin, the imperturbable serenity of a beatified saint suddenly giving way to PTSD shell shock and then the panic of someone about to be immolated by a mob. He looked up from the floor, like a hard-shelled insect on its back, helpless, simpering with mortification.


It was a long, pitiable, shambolic Dance of Death… a Danse Macabre… some improbable version of Tatsumi Hijikata’s Butoh, his “dance of total darkness.”


Of course, this looked like, from one perspective, nothing more than a drunk stumbling out of a men’s room and trying desperately, and without success, to maintain his balance, to stay on his feet long enough to return to his seat. But from another perspective there seemed to be a very deliberate choreography, where every action and every tilt of the head and positioning of a limb became meaningful. This was the phantasm of a body, the staging of a transubstantiation, a struggle with and rapturous capitulation to one’s fate, the physical articulation of yet another allegory.


His body, to borrow the words of the dance critic Jennifer Homans, “was pitched at swerving angles; arms, legs, hips, head oriented through multiple spatial planes, his eyes sent in one direction, jaw in the other, rib cage in one direction, hips in the other. Soon the feet turned out, the line took shape, the familiar positions emerged. His movements were wide, open through the chest, with deep épaulement, but they were also torqued and knotted, the limbs working in rhythmic counterpoint.”


An intricate corporeal transformation from extreme old age to youth and back again, he danced a violent, strange flamenco, his body savagely capricious in its gestures. Exuding death outward in every direction, he mimed the act of tenderly sponge-bathing the Grim Reaper—a spasm-driven gesture of the arm that would begin by heading violently in exactly the opposite direction to the sponge, before tracing a wide arc of flight in space, and then buckling in on itself to finally grasp the sponge, etc., etc.


(This is, by the way, a dance that is still performed by Chalazian fathers at the weddings of their daughters.)


And so, finally, reeling, the watchmaker braced himself against a wooden post at the far end of the inn. He gathered himself, he squinted, trying to focus his eyes, and committed to a heedless line that diagonally bisected the entire inn… and he careened—his body canted at an impossible angle—toward the spot where he and his daughter had been sitting.


And he somehow swerved backward toward that table and ended up propped upright in his chair, eyes shut, shoulders slumped, head lolling, his chin on his chest, breathing irregularly, drooling… motionless like this for some time. And then pitching forward slightly… listing slowly… slowly… until his forehead was flush against the tabletop.


And here he began mumbling what was apparently some sort of demented nonsense to himself.


Was this now the verbal apraxia of a stroke victim or simply the unintelligible gibberish of a drunk with Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease?





The PATIENT pauses, letting the question hang in the air for a moment…




OPTOMETRIST


The etiology is too overdetermined for a folktale to bear.







PATIENT


(resumes reading from the Snellen chart as she peers through the lenses of the phoropter)



But if you listened closely, you’d realize that it wasn’t unintelligible gibberish at all…


The watchmaker was murmuring those things—those most secret, intimate, and anguished things, those beseeching, prayerful things—that one murmurs aloud to oneself when one feels most exposed and ashamed and abased, and when one feels, paradoxically, that some ennobling self-transfiguration may just possibly be within reach.


And if you got very close, and listened very carefully, you could begin to discern something organizing itself, a structure developing out of all this undifferentiated pathos. And you’d think to yourself, Are we projecting all this, attributing an intentionality that isn’t really there, are we just hearing what we want to hear? After all, this is a drunk who literally can’t pick his head up off the table at this point. But it’s true. In what we’d so misapprehended as delirious gibberish, we now began to glean what seemed like deliberate pauses and cadences… like line breaks and caesuras and meters, stanzas and refrains. And again we might wonder to ourselves if it’s simply some kind of alcoholic auto-echolalia that’s creating a mere semblance of verse. But that can’t explain the uncanny formal ingenuity, the beauty of it.


And then there emerged something of a cross between speech and song (a “Schoenbergian Sprechtimme!” a tipsy blacksmith, with a long glistening beard, had the chutzpah to blurt out)… and then gradually an incipient but unmistakable melody. And again, was it simply an effect of the drunken lolling of his neck and the compression of his larynx, the slight spasms as he roused himself back into consciousness after momentarily fading off, that gave a tonal rise and fall to his voice, creating the mere appearance of a melody? But, again, no—there was a melody. There were verses and refrains. The watchmaker was singing—yes, a completely extemporaneous song that he was conjuring up as he went along, but a song nonetheless.


And, remarkably, the watchmaker’s song was slowly taken up by the other men in the bar. First by one… then another… then several more… until they were all singing, each and every one of them. They were singing the watchmaker’s very words, as if they all knew this song, this hymn. As if, somehow, they’d always known it.


And now they were almost like sailors, these grizzled ghosts, at some shipmate’s wake, singing a dirge about a rudderless, mastless ship disappearing into a dark mist, or over some precipice.


And amidst these men, their faces haggard, creviced with care, flush with alcohol, singing, Breughel faces, Hogarth faces, this motley choir, singing—each of these old fathers, each the wobbling, moribund protagonist of his own disaggregated solar system, singing, singing—the watchmaker died.


And his body, as per his wishes, was unceremoniously flung into the Landwehr Canal in Berlin, the canal into which the revolutionary martyr Rosa Luxemburg was thrown after her execution by Freikorps thugs in 1919.







And so, this is the folktale in its most unadulterated form that’s read aloud from the spoken-word karaoke screens by those in attendance at the Bar Pulpo on Father/Daughter Nite.


The numerous spoken-word karaoke screens stream an array of variant versions of the folktale, which can differ wildly from one another (some fairly radical alterations to the original have been attributed to algorithmic methods like predictive text and auto-complete). Which variant a father/daughter pair reads aloud depends on where they’re sitting, i.e., on their sight lines to a particular screen. But although, at any given moment, any pair is likely to be reading something entirely different from any other pair (producing the Bar Pulpo’s signature din of roaring babel), occasionally all the readers will coalesce into a short-lived synchronization, having randomly fallen upon a passage common to all the iterations, so that for a brief time, everyone is declaiming the same lines in unison, reading exactly the same thing in perfect choral uniformity. But this concurrence will only hold for a moment or two, and then the voices wobble out of sync, reverting back to their default state of dissonant polyphony (punctuated every now and then by the sounds of depraved violence that surge in from the piazza whenever the front door is opened, like the looped soundtrack of an old video game).


When observing the patrons who congregate at the Bar Pulpo on any given Thursday “nite” (some of whom are actual fathers and daughters and some of whom are role-playing fathers and daughters) and whose ranks the authors of this volume have joined, it’s exceedingly difficult to differentiate conversation from folktale, because their seemingly extemporaneous exchanges are frequently also verbatim recitations from the spoken-word karaoke screens.


We often have the eerie feeling, as we traverse the text, that the Chalazians themselves (among the most literate peoples on earth) are reading aloud along with us. Or, put another way, there’s a mirroring reciprocity at play here: we’re reading what the characters are reading and the characters are reading what we’re reading.





Then there’s this whole, weird little interlude with the “lozenge”—







PATIENT



Just as readers on both sides of the proscenium reflect one another, the Divine Hermit and the Chalazian Mafia Faction warlord, also consubstantial, surprise each other in the men’s room mirror. Madness, Criminality, Devequt (cleaving to the divine), and Abstruse Mathematics constitute the four pillars of the Kermunkachunkian Weltanschauung—











OPTOMETRIST


I’m sorry, the what?







PATIENT



The Kermunkachunkian Weltanschauung…





She coughs, clears her throat.


The OPTOMETRIST reaches into a jar on his desk and fishes out a lozenge of some sort.







OPTOMETRIST


Would you like one?







PATIENT


Thank you.





She unwraps the lozenge, puts it in her mouth, and resumes reading—




PATIENT



Madness, Criminality, Devequt (cleaving to the divine), and Abstruse Mathematics constitute the four pillars of the Kermunkachunkian Weltanschauung—










OPTOMETRIST


Has anyone ever told you that you look like a young version of [inaudible]?





It’s an intriguing remark, given the fact that, since she hasn’t come out from behind the phoropter, we’ve never seen her face.




PATIENT


(shrugs, sucking on the lozenge)


I get Vanessa Hudgens now and then.







OPTOMETRIST


(tilts his head, scrutinizes her for a moment)


Yeah, I can see that. Alright—







(he checks the lenses on the phoropter)


Why don’t we just pick up where we left off?







PATIENT



Madness, Criminality, Devequt (cleaving to the divine), and Abstruse Mathematics constitute the four pillars of the Kermunkachunkian Weltanschauung—





The OPTOMETRIST’s cellphone buzzes on the desk. He checks the caller ID.







OPTOMETRIST


I’m sorry. I have to take this—





He turns away from the PATIENT and speaks in furtive Yiddish, cupping his free hand over his mouth to muffle the sound even further. The conversation takes about a minute and a half, after which he places the phone back down on the desk.





PATIENT


(she says this as she peers through the phoropter, so it appears as if she’s still reading from the Snellen chart projected on the opposite wall)



A gentle, dignified man in his mid-sixties with a good-natured, ready smile, crow’s feet accentuating the glint in his eyes, the Optometrist has lived a harrowing life. Both his parents were killed in a horrific home invasion (they were the invaders, not the occupants). Only five years old at the time, he was sent to live with a group of optometrists in Death Valley. He returned to the East Coast as a young, idealistic practitioner. After losing everything during the Night of the Broken Glasses, when neo-Nazis targeted Jewish optometrists, smashing all their lenses and frames, he refused to allow rancor to detract from the conscientious care of his patients (many of whom were themselves neo-Nazis). He methodically rebuilt his practice and, in 2023, was voted “New Jersey’s Most Optimistic Optometrist.” In his spare time (evenings and weekends), he’s involved with a group of optometrists from all over the country who are working to provide MS-13 with nuclear weapons.





Though not without some basis in fact, this is probably just an astigmatic misreading of the chart, an instance of what optometrists call the “Ouija Board Effect (an unconscious permutation of the letters), or, most likely, just the lozenge talking.







OPTOMETRIST


(as in a reality show “confessional” in which a cast member talks directly to the camera)


When we’re not—







(whispers, with a wink)


—smuggling centrifuge components… we like to say—







(he points to the Snellen chart)


N’est-ce pas beau comme la littérature? Isn’t it lovely as literature?





When the OPTOMETRIST says “we,” he means “We, the descendants of Spinoza, the Lens Grinder.”




OPTOMETRIST


(returning to the PATIENT)


How’s this? Any better? Sharper?





By this point, only a melting sliver of lozenge remains in the PATIENT’s mouth.




PATIENT


Sharper.



Many of the Divine Hermits who were willing to sit down for interviews used the exact same words to describe their mothers: “hard-drinking, chain-smoking, prone to writing wildly salacious emails, hitting Reply All, and coyly feigning embarrassment—‘Ooops!’”


But Chalazians are unreconstructed animists, ascribing subjectivity and agency to almost all inanimate objects. They have sophisticated protocols that enable them to talk to and learn from their hair pomade, their cigarettes, their weapons, etc. These experiences are grounded in a cultural context that is markedly different from ours, so readers of Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit may initially be reluctant to view a wad of toilet paper, a wall-mounted soap dispenser, or an automatic hand dryer as a “teacher” or a “guru,” but this is a fundamental concept, if not the sine qua non, of their metaphysical system.


And although the piazza is known as “the bullring of the nondiscursive real”—the place where “the real shit goes down”—the men’s room at the Bar Pulpo is also a “bullring of the nondiscursive real.” (And it is obviously the place where the real shit really does go down.)


The violence on the piazza seems indecipherable to the layperson (especially when viewed through the muck-encrusted windows of the Bar Pulpo), but to the Divine Hermits, the savage interplay of the sub-factions has all the legibility and inexorable logic of the lettered tiles they shuffle so purposefully at the Floating Casino on Lake Little Lake.


Once a young man or a young woman makes the decision to leave the Chalazian Children’s Theater for the Chalazian Mafia Faction and “enter the piazza”—dousing themselves in the colognes that distinguish their sub-factions—their life expectancies shrink to a matter of several months.


It is out on the piazza that they “act out.” Here we behold another universe of discourse in which quasi-suicidal, indiscriminate carnage is seen as the articulation of a certain Anthropocene élan. Doomstruck, the hero rushes to his death as a young husband rushes to his bride on their wedding night.
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