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Empyreal Dissonance




Because it will remain true, even then: that we will only see before affect after, only sense the immediate, and dumbly feed on the invisible other.


And in 2042 a woman with indeterminately colored eyes will suffer the first known case of mass reverse amnesia (codified thereafter and for the first time in D.S.M.-XI). Meaning she will one day wake to find that while her perception of her surroundings is unchanged, she’s now perfect stranger to all who knew her. This absence of external recognition both perfect and consistent.


She will look in mirrors. It will still look like her; will still be her, right? She will move through confusion and space. Her head will hurt as if from a blow. Everything will look the same, but nothing will cohere into meaning. Yet this absence of meaning will clearly apply to her alone. The clockwork of the world will continue to grind forward and she will more and more feel like disinterested observer.


Although there will be freedom too. Because if no-one knows who you are today that means no-one knows who you were. Magnifying greatly the power of self-reinvention inherent in something like starting a new job or moving to a new school. Also the freedom that comes from realizing it may all just be a game. After all, if you can wake one day to find you’ve been converted into a complete unknown, then it seems fair to posit that, when it comes to existence, really anything at all is in play.


She’ll agonize, through tears, about whether life is screwball comedy or soap opera, will feel like those are the only two options. But how truth could equally underpin both.


Let me explain. Was Mathematics invented or discovered?


Formalists (invented) and Platonists (discovered) will still not have agreed (true advancement will not come where you’d like, it will stay confined to things like pixels). Of course, the only reason the question will remain relevant is that Math will continue to be so unreasonably effective at describing the natural world. So, to take a classic example, Newton will seemingly invent calculus (some debate, Leibniz?), and others, centuries later, will discover that it accurately, to an extreme level, depicts our physical reality, which reality of course is decidedly not a Newtonian invention. See? One possible explanation is that although it felt like an invention what Newton was actually doing was discovering a truth and that’s why his invention has persisted.


The afflicted woman will focus intensely on this issue, but ultimately conclude that Life is neither, it’s endurance. Your new reality is formed hourly or even more frequently and the universe has approximately zero interest in how you feel about that fact, only what you emit in response.


She will look into a still, standing body of water and address her reflected self.


She will conclude that, finally, it’s Beauty will destroy us all.


She will, she’ll decide, endure.




Logue
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Every Thing in Everything
↔
Everything in Every Thing
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Let us then have, in these pages, an entertainment. Not strictly one, but principally so. Let wit and peals of laughter distract to the point of defiance and leave for elsewhere the desultory analysis of decay and devolution.


Now, no-one who’s had any degree of intelligent seasoning doubts that thick women are the highest life-form. They better warp spacetime, creating a gravitational pull ambient attention cannot resist. Men are embarrassing by comparison.


Reason is that Woman gives ample indication of being superior to Man in every respect save one. First, the obvious: women are far more physically beautiful than men. But they also are more kind, generous, selfless, emotionally perceptive, diligent; the list could go on until reaching aggression and purely physical strength. What happens with a properly thick woman is she negates the one traditionally male advantage to result in terrestrial angels.


So what has been the social response to this universally ignored truth? Simple, if enough people often enough say that up is down, black is white, good is bad, it will begin to seem that way to auditors so that eventually women will prefer looking like ironing boards than Jayne Mansfield or Rita Hayworth and ask who this most benefits and who’s in position to make it so?


Although it bears stating early what will later seem a priori true: when we say women this or people that we are not including tall, thick, impossibly magnetic Nina Gill.


. . .


The current tidal rise of food-oriented programming is a repulsive obscenity. What makes that dispiriting machine hum is an inexhaustible supply of self-regarding illiterates who are either unaware or unconcerned that an indefensibly substantial portion of their world is right now wasting into their pained final exhale as organ after organ shuts down from lack of food, so that these desinent victims will adopt a desperately expansive definition of that term, food, to include things like insects and twigs. And while that occurs, far away, morons preen before a camera to berate someone with self-esteem issues because of their risotto.


Berating is a way to stardom and the stars then trade on that to open establishments that feed people an image more than anything else. Places like BALLS in Hoboken, N.J., or Henri Deuxfleur’s (Hank Doof until a week before his television debut) fusion take on the classic sports bar and Americana and comfort food and traditional and point made, right?


And about a week after Super Bowl XLIX, so February 2015, Nina Gill walks into BALLS to audible gasps from the almost entirely male patrons. And she’s got a monopoly on their eyeballs as she walks directly to the main bar, elbows aside two idiots, and sits on the only stool she can bear in the place.


BARTENDER




Nina, you’re here!





NINA




And you’re there. Can you guess what comes next?





BARTENDER


(pouring a shot)




Already a step ahead of you.





NINA




Shoot for half step behind.





BARTENDER




And thrilled to see you. Our boss, your boyfriend, has us like this waiting for your arrival. Some major announcement apparently.





NINA




I knew it, he’s turning this place into an institute for the advanced study of Russian literature. Better put down the whiskey sours and start boning up on your Anna Karenina.





BARTENDER




My Annie Kawhatiwhat?





NINA




Withdrawn.





BARTENDER




No, I believe this announcement involves a very valuable circular object.





NINA




What? He’s going to concede and purchase a cock ring?





BARTENDER




My God. You kiss your mother with that mouth?





NINA




Not in too long a while.





The way someone can reflexively say something, without thought, then experience that something echo with its unintentional truth value. He is still talking, but she is living in that echo. Then she notices it.


NINA




Hell’s that?





BARTENDER




Ah. You probably think it’s a wall-size television. Incorrect, that television is the wall. No mere partition either, you’re looking at the world’s first load-bearing television.





NINA




By the way, I’m forty-two. So if you use the word boyfriend around me again, I’ll have to snap your fat neck.





BARTENDER




O.K., but doesn’t look like you’ll be saying boy – uh, using that term anymore. I mean once he makes his announcement.





NINA




Shut it, give me volume, I want to hear this.





On the screen is one of the National Football League’s signature programs, “Inside the N.F.L.”, and their season wrap-up show. Over highlights of the recently completed Super Bowl an announcer uses an absurdly stentorian voice to detail the championship victory of the Dallas Cowboys, their third consecutive. Eventually he appears to get carried away with the rhetorical excess until coming almost completely unglued before recovering and reminding everyone that the Cowboys are truly America’s Team. Specifically:


ANNOUNCER




Up only ten with twelve minutes to play, the Cowboys and their impeccable quarterback, Tom Laney, turned to perhaps the most feared unit in the history of organized sports. Comprised of five men and nearly a ton of mauling beef, the Cowboys’ offensive line imposed their will on Denver like the Nazi regime invading Poland, leaving devastation in their wake in perhaps humanity’s most merciless display to date.





BARTENDER




Did he just say?





ANNOUNCER




To hoist the trophy for the third straight year and in the process once again establish themselves, beyond a scintilla of doubt, as . . . America’s Team.





Back to the studio, where the host announces that following the break they will bring you an interview with Daniel Gill, president of the Cowboys and the N.F.L.’s point person with respect to the ongoing labor negotiations.


BARTENDER




And that America’s Team crap drives me nuts. Jersey’s part of the universe, ain’t it?





NINA




I’d have to do the math.





BARTENDER




And I don’t know anybody round here can stand the goddamn Cowboys.





NINA




A cogent objection.





BARTENDER




Still, you got to hand it to them. Three in a row. First team in N.F.L. history. They’re unbeatable.





NINA




No, they’re highly beatable, just not by the numbskulls currently populating that league.





BARTENDER




Here comes the boss.





Deuxfleur walks towards Nina, a small black felt box weighing down his hand. This is going to be great is what surrounding people seem to be thinking.


HENRI




Nina, you look as lovely as ever!





NINA




How would you know?


HENRI


Huh?





NINA




You’ve only been looking at me for a month or so, right?


HENRI


Oh, of course. You certainly keep me on my toes.





NINA




I’ll try and get you back on your heels.





HENRI




I don’t understand.





NINA




I know.





A genuine crowd of BALLS employees has gathered around the bar for the big announcement. Nina notices them and becomes visibly, although reluctantly, uncomfortable.


NINA




Listen, Hankie, I don’t think you’re going to want a public airing of—





HENRI




Nina, the heart is a fickle organ.





NINA


(aside)




Not your only one.





HENRI




That’s why it’s so important to listen to it when it speaks.





NINA




Think it’s more important you listen to your ears right now.





HENRI




Now, I don’t have to tell you the kinds of options I have with respect to women.





NINA




Only if you want me to know, and I’m betting you do.





HENRI




But needless to say there are a great many women who would love to be in your position.





NINA




Many are, though I don’t know how great they are. As to what positions they love—





HENRI


(confused)




Let me just spit it out.





NINA




Please, but watch your aim.





HENRI




Will you marry me? Nina?





Here is heard the expected female squeal of delight. Problem is, as the seconds pass, it becomes apparent that said squeal emanated from interested bystanders and not Nina, whose response is by far the most relevant. Not that she’s giving any indication of being aware of that fact. Seconds that resemble hours mount. Nervous laughter.


NINA




Think I’m going to pass.





A palpably pained deflation, then the crowd quickly disperses in response to the extreme discomfort of the situation, all except the bartender, who’s trapped by the setup of the bar. The bartender is Fran Quinn, and despite having just completed three decades as a Bronx E.M.T., this is the worst thing he’s ever seen. He wants desperately to be elsewhere, but the bar has only one potential point of escape (that swingy trapdoor thing), and that’s precisely where Nina’s nonchalant elbow rests not far from Henri’s slack jaw.


*


Still, if he can just . . . maybe . . . sneakily . . . slide under.


*


This does not go well. To attempt to negotiate himself through the opening under the trapdoor, Fran first bends his knees to drop into a pained haunch. From there he tilts forward to commence a kind of crawl. But due to his considerable girth his drop into a haunch has caused all his ventral fat to quickly migrate up towards his reddening head like toothpaste being squeezed up a tube. This taxes his already overburdened shirt collar to the point that his oxygen supply begins to be cut off and of course the quickest solution to that is the immediate hand-off-a-hot-stove raising of his head, but this raising is violently met by the aforementioned swing door, which lifts a bit, pushing Nina Gill’s elbow up. But because that elbow is attached to Nina Gill and she doesn’t like being moved, even slightly, she immediately pushes her elbow back down with extreme prejudice, in essence repeating the blow to Fran’s head and resulting in his anguished plea to the gods of slapstick for a cessation to his protracted physical torture as he rolls onto his back in the form of a pranked turtle. At least this animalistic yowl serves to jar Henri out of his mute daze.


HENRI




I don’t understand, you’re saying no?





NINA




No. I mean yes. Yes, I’m saying no. I’m repeating the no. Saying yes to your question regarding whether I’m saying no.





HENRI


(recovering)




Fine! You know, I didn’t want to use the O word.





NINA




Oh, don’t worry. I was still having them in my spare time. I just don’t believe in faking, too selfless.





HENRI




I meant old, you’re old! Think you’ll ever have this opportunity again? Remember, you’re a woman, every day you get less attractive.





NINA




That’s O.K., every night I recover. Now get the hell out of my establishment.





HENRI




This is my place!





NINA




Guess you’re right, but certainly you wouldn’t begrudge me finishing my drink.





HENRI




You would stay and finish your drink?





NINA




If you insist.





HENRI




This woman’s impossible!





Deuxfleur storms off, trying to invent words for what just happened as E.M.T.-turned-booze-slinger Fran rubs the top of his head and stares vacantly at the receding pitiable figure, so vacantly that Nina has to snap her fingers at him.


NINA




Wake up, pork chop! You heard the man: unlimited tequila on the house for having broken my heart and all.





FRAN




Oh my God, that was horrific.





NINA




You’re welcome.





FRAN




You’re like an assassin. You act like you’ve done that before.





NINA




I guess we could celebrate reaching double digits.





FRAN




What? You’re not saying.





NINA




What?





FRAN




That you rejected a marriage proposal just to reach double digits.





NINA




No! (whispering) Not entirely. Hey, two here (tapping her shot glass). And turn that up again.





The promised interview with Daniel Gill is occurring on “Inside the N.F.L.” and the announcers are blowing fulsome smoke up his ass for having won three straight titles even though, at the time of this interview, Daniel Gill has not perspired in about seven months:


ANNOUNCER




Is this Cowboys team the greatest N.F.L. team ever?





DANIEL GILL




Frankly, I’m not familiar enough with the history of the league to say, but I know that our success on the field has generated unprecedented revenue for—





ANNOUNCER




Well, let me stop you there because that’s what’s on the mind of every N.F.L. fan. We’ve heard a lot of posturing, is there going to be a work stoppage?





DANIEL




The truth is, the current system, while great for the players, is simply unworkable for the owners. As we speak there are unforeseen revenue streams that must be factored in and an appropriate split of that revenue, one that is commensurate with the—





Fran shakes his head in disgust and raises the remote to change the channel until Nina violently stops his hand.


ANNOUNCER




Don’t know if this would qualify as a criticism or not, but many around the league say that it is actually your sister, Nina Gill, no longer with the team, who is most directly responsible for your team’s unprecedented success.





As they speak, a picture of the sister is on the screen and an openmouthed Fran is alternating looks at the two Ninas as if at a tennis match. In the studio, Daniel Gill squirms in his seat a bit at the mention of his sister, then forces a phony smile while looking down at some papers in front of him.


ANNOUNCER




That she was the one with all the football acumen. That she made all personnel decisions and even contributed to the coaching of players and the devising of game plans. Is this accurate? Are you just a caretaker winning with someone else’s team?





DANIEL




I would say that while Nina certainly contributed greatly, no one person is bigger than the organization. The media tend to overrate one person’s effect. The Cowboys are the premier N.F.L. team and we expect that will continue for the foreseeable future.





Without warning, a hurled shot glass suddenly destroys the screen.


NINA




I’m sorry, were you watching that?





Nor is that the end of the destruction either. Because whatever load that television was intended to bear, it did not count on doing so as shards of screen collapsed in on themselves and out onto the floor.


*


And for a moment there (the sound of groaning wood was quantifiably sexual, but maybe everything is) it does almost feel as if the entire place will come down around them.


*


People are rushing out in disaster-movie egress, but Nina doesn’t move. She knows it’s not all coming down. But she kind of wishes it would.
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Why islands, like extreme outlier Manhattan, where Nina retreated to following the Great Hoboken Barpocollapse, have such imaginative hold is due to the related concepts of insularity and simplicity.


The insularity is of course nearly tautological. It’s almost the definition of an island that you are in a state of underinfluence.


And because variegated influences are a complexifying force, their absence has the opposite simplifying effect.


But while the battle between simplicity and complexity may rage eternal and unabated, there’s no denying that (a) complexity is superior in every meaningful respect to simplicity and (b) simplicity, by often providing warm understanding and the yummy sensation of the proper piece smoothly falling into the proper place, can at times be superior to complexity, basically giving lie to the above (a)’s assertion and establishing that humans are more likely to longingly yearn for the simple; although the really complex is fun too, but not always.


So islands can help do this, the creation of simplicity. For example, the desert island. The mere concept of it can reduce the complexity of all recorded music or all bound language for example into the five or ten recordings or bindings worthy of existence on it.


Also, on that kind of island, humanity can restart everything, even society itself. So there’s the philosophical concept that people should strive to form the society they would wish to live in if they were about to be reborn as one of its marginalized members. Those types of thought experiments almost always aided by imagining a clean-slate island rather than the overwhelming complexity of our modern age and world.


Though, truthfully, none of the preceding has any great relevance to this: where Nuno DeAngeles is from, in that neglected place, there’s only one island, only one possible referent for the nominative phrase The Island.


Thing is, he never thought it’d be him sitting in one of those blue and white buses with the dangerously thin shell, slack chains on his and the other passengers’ ankles. Never thought he’d be staring dead-eyed at the window stained from raindrops (no, teardrops!) and located inches from his faintly reflected face as that island magnetically pulls another bus to it (always with the buses this island; impel then expel them in great numbers through its rigidly metallic membrane with a result to the world of nameless loss).


Fine. The only moment of weakness he allows himself is when, from the suddenly-congested-at-three-in-the-morning northbound F.D.R., he looks up high as possible on a luxury building to see its penthouse apartment, the one with wall-size windows and the grandest possible piano therein, and for a brief, blurry moment imagines life on the other side of the chasm between his masticated New York City Department of Correction bus seat and that piano stool.
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The very stool, it turns out, Nina Gill sits on while playing the third movement (not the goddamn first) of Beethoven’s fourteenth piano sonata and occasionally positioning her mouth so she can drink from a nearby snifter without raising her hands from the keys and, again, three in the morning.


She sits and plays and seethes and drinks.


Seethes because playing she cannot help but look at the wall across from her. The wall features exclusively the works of Salvador Dalí. A surreal medley of rhino horns, tesseracts, elephants, and eggs. It’s pleasing. The large ink splotch and the rest depicting Christ on the cross with a black 1965 in the bottom right corner. Pleasant. It’s all pleasure, in fact, except for the one empty quadrilateral absently framing empty space. That emptiness is why she seethes. Seethes so loudly it takes far too long to hear the apologetic knocking at her door.


NINA




What is it?





BRYANT




I’m Bryant. From downstairs?





NINA




How exciting, are you introducing yourself to everyone in the building or just lucky me?





BRYANT




No, just, two things. First, piano at four in the morning?





NINA




Pianissimo at three, don’t exaggerate.





BRYANT




Is everything O.K.? You look . . . do you need to talk?





NINA




Oh, criminy. What are you trying to do? Position yourself as like my gay confidant?





BRYANT




Gay?





NINA




Because the last thing I need is—





BRYANT




Gay?





NINA




A little mascoty—





BRYANT




Gay? I’m not gay, why would you think I was gay?





NINA




Oh. O.K., well, glad we cleared that up. You want to be referred to as straight.





BRYANT




I don’t want to be referred to as straight, I am straight.





NINA




Then you’ll have no problem being referred to as such (ushering him out).





BRYANT




Right but . . . what?





NINA




It’s really not appropriate for me to be here alone with a straight man, what will people say?





BRYANT




Speaking of which, now that you realize my high degree of straightness, is there any chance. You and I. Could?





NINA




No, none. Wait (she checks him out head to toe). Yeah, none.





BRYANT




Oh, one more thing. This was delivered to me by accident. It looks official, I’d open it if I were you.





NINA




Thanks, I was wondering what you would do in my unprecedented situation. Can you show me how you’d do it?





Confused, he starts to open it and, when she doesn’t stop him, removes an official-looking letter.


NINA




What would you do next? You know, were you me?





BRYANT




Read it?





NINA




Demonstrate.





BRYANT




Let’s see, it’s from a law firm. In Manhattan. Littman, Ligursky, and Leib.





NINA




They sure sound litigious.





BRYANT




The presence of one Ms Nina Gill—





NINA




Present.





BRYANT




Is requested at a mandatory—





NINA




Which is it?





BRYANT




Estate settlement meeting wherein and wherefore the wherebys and whatnots failure to appear shall constitute the waiver of all rights and claims thereunder; anyway it’s on the thirteenth. Tomorrow, no today is the thirteenth!





NINA




Let me see that (snatches it). Relax, Nancy, February thirteenth.





BRYANT




Yes! Today’s February thirteenth!





NINA




February? Already? Interesting.





BRYANT




This meeting’s in six hours.





NINA




I’ll be there, off you go, then. And don’t worry about the piano, play as loudly as you wish.





BRYANT




But.





She closes the door and resumes seething, but now it’s a bipartite seethe.




85


[image: image]


The perils and procedures of ghost calls are covered early and often in the training and subsequent life of a 911 operator. Sharon Seaborg is 911 Operator 7744 and occasionally ghosts still scare her. But not like at first. At first a call that came in, provided no information, then hung up, could send her into a tailspin.


Back then nonresponsive silence did not feel devoid of meaning, it felt as if meaning itself had placed the call then lost interest in participation. Ghosts would cause early Sharon to imaginatively fill the emptiness, but always with these horrific invented scenarios she found she was quite good at generating; a gift for imagined pessimism her exmother-in-law once helpfully called it. And the next morning checking the paper almost expecting confirmation, something like


Legless Woman Runs Out of Time




A Bronx woman, who a decade ago lost both her legs following a vicious assault by her boyfriend, was killed yesterday in the apartment of that same man, when he savagely beat her to death using one of her prosthetic legs.


Miranda Johnson, 39, apparently crawled on her belly to dial 911 during the assault, but was then unable to speak into the line to provide any information. 911 Operator 7744 was unavailable for comment, but her inability to procure that information is being viewed as a proximate cause of the tragedy.


Silvan Dennison, of the Bridgeport, Connecticut, Dennisons, was in custody last night.


Oh yeah, Ms Johnson was five months pregnant at the time. No word on whether the right or left leg was used.





Not that there was any need, really, to invent grim horrors when their shared universe was always at the ready to actualize true ones. Relentless horrors that accumulated in everything but effect.


Because it turns out that human reactions to certain mildly complicated activities, like answering 911 calls for a living, disturb in their lack of significant variance. Which explains why someone interacting with an experienced 911 operator will almost certainly be struck by what seems to be their pretty blatant rudeness but is in fact just the gem the activity builds through constant, call-by-call, polish.


At any rate, current Sharon will take a ghost any day over those calls that establish a calamitous setting then abdicate. Calls like


People v. Dell Morkevich 911 Transcript






	911:

	9-1-1, Operator Seaborg, what is your emergency? Hello?






	Unknown:

	Yes, I just watched a car drive right into a bus stop, didn’t even slow down.






	911:

	Is anybody injured, sir?






	Unknown:

	Some guy’s wearing the car, does that answer your question?






	911:

	Location please?






	Unknown:

	Twenty-third and Third Ave.






	911:

	We’re sending units and an ambulance.






	Unknown:

	Don’t bother, send a hearse.






	911:

	Your name, please?






	Unknown:

	I don’t want to get involved.







Call disconnected, recording ends.


–Intern 8311


Which spurs her into action as follows. But one thing the resulting Sprint Report won’t depict is the bizarre happening that she will be dealing primarily with one Larry Brown. As in the ex-partner of her recently ex’d husband, Hugh Seaborg, and not the basically infinite number of other possible E.M.T.s.




********************** Thurs. 02/12/15 *********************


INCIDENT RECORD I MAN   2   13B T60   1156 F07876 A


10-53H   PED STRUCK   P2 HOSP/RMVD


ROUTING.D B   ANT   WSF   CCD   UF61   CC


3 AVE


E 23 ST—— E 24 ST


DUPLICATE JOB NUMBER F07877


02   T60   2356 @DBALTNEXTEMS*——TRAP——PIN——IFO


JAMBA JUICE STORE——STS VEH CRASHED IN BUS STOP—OPR 1849


05   E100   2356 @*18 EMS LOGGED


05   E100   2356 @*14 EMS VIEWED


25   E100   2356 @A8633112117911 8633


05   E100   2356 @*20 ETA UNK


91   D41A   2356 0REP1 10-91        1356 @*


91   D03A   2356 13E       10-92C    1540 @*


05   T60   2356 @BA*A5747——VEH STILL ON SCENE——AIDED MALE——RO 8747——ANON——WIRELESS——SPRINT——310 3RD AVE NW SECTOR COS. WPH2 LAT.040.738549 LON.-073.980254 OPER 7744-CP60


05   T19   2356 @DBAF*AC SAME STILL WAITING CELL SITE——AT&T MOBILITY 151 E 23 ST S SECTOR COS. WPH2 LAT.040.740610 LON.-073.897342 OPER 1120-CP19


05   T60   2357 @T*


05   T111   2357 @DBF* ANOTHER CALL SFC MALE PIN TRAP VEH INOPERABLE MALE DRIVER LOC


05   T34   2357 @DBF* ANC MC WILLIAMS STS DRIVER HIT BUS STOP MALE AT LOC BLEEDING NO MEDICAL ASSIST ON SCENE ADV ASAP OPR 1059-CCP23


05   T34   2358 @B* COWEN SHAWN 646 334-1892 CELL SITE TMOBILE 231 THIRD AVE SECTOR S COS.WPH2 LAT.040.739192 LON.0083.767980 OPER 1120-CP19


05   T34   2358 @B* COWEN SHAWN 646 334-1892——MC STS NOT INVOLVED——N LEAVING LOC——OPR 1120-CP19


05   D03A   2358 @D*


05   T25   2359 @DBF* ANOTHER CALL FC STS SAM ELOCSTS PED STRUCK AT TH ELOC-ADV FC POLICE EMS ASAP-OPR 1120


05   T60   2359 @DBF* STS AIDED MLE STS GUSHING BLOOD OUT OF FACE N HEAD AIDED HAS LOC OPR 1849


05   T92   2359 @D*


05   D03A   2359 @*


05   D03A   2359 @D*


05   T92   2359 @D*——SPCT LEVI PLATOON——SPCT PRESTON


05   T60   2359 @DBF*FC——AUTH OF SEC E CONFIRMED PED STRUCK-PLZ RUSH THE BUS——D1849


05   T60   2359 @DBF*FC——MALE HISPANIC BLEEDING FRM HEAD N FACE——HIT BY BMW——151 E 23 ST S SECTOR COS.WPH2 LAT.040.740610 LON.-073.897342 OPER 1849


05   T60   0001 @DB*FC——AUTH OF SEC E CONFIRMED PED STRUCK-PLZ RUSH THE BUS——D1849


05   T60   0001 @DB*FC——ANOTHER CALL—BLACK BMW——RAN UP ON SIDEWALK-AND CRASHED INTO BUS STOP-PERP MW ASLEEP-WHT SHIRT


05   T60   0001 @BA*A5747——VEH STILL ON SCENE——AIDED MALE——RO 8747——ANON——WIRELESS——SPRINT——310 3RD AVE NW SECTOR COS. WPH2 LAT.040.738549 LON.-073.980254 OPER 7744-CP60


12   D03A   0002 13E 10-84 0002 @*


05   T60   0004 @DB*FC——STS EMS JUST ARRIVED ON SCENE


05   T60   0004 @DB*FC——SPCT LONG NTFD D7744


05   T60   0005 @*


05   T60   0005 @DB*FC——STS EMS ON SCENE AIDED MALE CONSCIOUS


05   T60   0006 @DB*FC——0REP1 10-91 0006


05   T60   0007 @DB*FC——SEC E REQ SGT TO LOC——AIDED MALE WITH NUMEROUS LACERATIONS TO HEAD N FACE——JAWS NEEDED——NOT LIKELY——D7744


05   T60   0008 @MU*——SGT ONSCENE——7744


05   T60   0009 @MU*——JAWS ASAP——7744


05   T60   0010 @MU*——OPS SIT NTFD——SPCT LONG——7744


05   T60   0010 @*


05   T60   0011 @*


05   T60   0011 @N*


05   T60   0012 @DBNS*——PLS HAVE PATROL SUPV 10-1 OPS——OU——NS——7744


05   T60   0016 @DB*FC——STS EMS ON SCENE——REVISE——AIDED MALE WITH LACERATION TO ABDOMEN


05   T60   0018 @DB*FC——AIDED = MALE HISPANIC 47 YO


05   T60   0020 @DB*FC——AIDED IS LIKELY


05   T60   0018 @DB*FC——MALE HISPANIC 47 YO


05   T60   0108 @DB*FC——BODY REMOVED TO BELLEVUE


14   B01A   0111 @*





This kind of unsettling stuff has to stop. Or she has to lose the ability to unsettle. And the circadian anomaly that is the 23.05 to 06.55 shift doesn’t help. Because everything just seems worse at, say, three-forty in the morning. Maybe it’s because the ambient, still silence is prospectively mirroring what comes immediately after all endings and this intuition causes us to counter the resulting dread with mental noise in a way that simply isn’t necessary when the sun is flaring life out into the sky and everything is crackling with responsorial noise. Sweet, occlusive noise.
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Nina Gill dislikes sunlight intensely and countenances dilatory human activity even less. This is currently problematic because she is as hungover as a person can be and achieving this while only somewhat standing in the remarkably luminous reception area of a high-level law firm, where she is told a Havisham Esq. will be with her shortly.


*


She sits on a sofa and slowly slinks into an almost fully reclined pose. She could even sleep, she finds, except she is having trouble with the painful immanent brightness of the room, from which she resolves to shield her eyes through various methods of varying efficacy while mentally cursing the negligent absence of her shades (two giant black spheres only barely resolving into the shape of glasses). First, she predictably raises her horizontal hand to the fore of her head as if saluting a military superior. But while this does create some coveted shade, it also has the disadvantage of requiring muscular exertion that while admittedly minimal is nonetheless sufficient to ensure that, in her condition, it cannot be sustained. Next, she is, in contravention of all possible sense, raising her left foot to block the photonic beams emitting from the primary culprit. Aside from the obvious objection that this is even more physically exertive than her first attempt, there’s the usually-little-attended-to-by-her question of what others are experiencing as a result of her actions, which in this case amounts to something strongly suggestive of pornography so that she drops the foot. Now she makes the nearly startling discovery that this law firm feels the need to provide two, count ’em, two coatracks – one on each side of the sofa. The only possible response then is to tilt each rack towards its twin until the tops conjoin above the sofa and their contents spill down to create a rudimentary coat canopy that conclusively resolves the Spotlight v. Shade battle.


*


But the moment Nina Gill settles deeply into the darkened slumber that is the just reward of the successful artist, the evil receptionist informs her that Mr Havisham will see her now. Nina rises reluctantly, parting the odd curtain to emerge as if to applause. But even this minor disturbance, the parting, is enough, after a two-second delay, to disturb the structure’s fragile ecosystem such that the entire metallic-fibrous mess implodes with maximal commotion and significant disruption to all nearby attempts at the practice of law. She continues, leaving ample destruction in her wake.


*


Nina walks into Havisham’s office. Seated there is her brother and he’s surrounded by a team of lawyers. Havisham seems friendly enough as Nina takes a seat.


NINA




I see you have your usual phalanx of lawyers, Daniel. Well, this time you’re going to need them. And I’m glad there’s so many of them, because none of them looks individually capable of operating a toaster.





ANONYMOUS LAWYER #1




We didn’t come here to be insulted, Mr Havisham.





NINA




Oh? Where do you usually go?





MR. HAVISHAM




Alright, let’s get started. Ms Gill, can I assume you have no representation?





DANIEL




Of course not, see what I mean? Who shows up for something like this without representation?





NINA




How dare you? Really! My attorney is outside using the restroom. Is that O.K. with you gentlemen, the party of the worst part? As soon as she returns we can begin and not a moment before.





Everyone just sits there without saying a word. How much time passes? Enough to vault past uncomfortable and into unambiguous embarrassment.


NINA




Well, I believe I need to use the restroom myself so I’ll thank you to excuse me briefly.





She walks out into the reception area in desperation (any woman she picks will be known to Havisham) to see a young woman stepping through the aforementioned destruction to deliver greasy brown paper bags to the receptionist. Spotting the deliverer’s Brown University sweatshirt she approaches it aggressively.


NINA




You attend Brown?





DIA


(excited)




Yes! How’d you know? Oh (remembering the sweatshirt) duh. I’m Dia, a potential grad student there potentially writing my potential thesis on—





NINA




I’m Brown too, class of unintelligible mumbling.





DIA




What?





Nina is looking at Dia, estimating her size.


NINA




What are you, about four foot ten?





DIA




I beg your pardon, I’m almost average height!





Nina grabs a jacket off a nearby chair and violently places it on Dia.


NINA




Listen, Dina, us Brownies have to stick together.





DIA




Dina?





NINA




So come with me.





DIA




What? Where?





NINA




You’re my lawyer, beyond that don’t be nosy.





DIA




I don’t know, a legal career?





NINA




More like a legal five minutes, try to follow.





DIA




Got you, but where did I go to school?





NINA




The hell are you talking about? No-one’s asking that.





DIA




Well, it’s a little hard to get into character when—





NINA




Fine, what law school do you want to have gone to?





DIA




I’m thinking Princeton. Yeah, Princeton Law, the very bastards who rejected me must now watch as—





NINA




Fine! Princeton Law it is, but let me do all the talking, Counselor.





Nina and Dia enter. The balance of power has swung as, to the astonishment of the room’s inhabitants, Nina did have a lawyer and, at a minimum, she is nearly as striking as Nina.


NINA




O.K., only now can we begin. This is my attorney, Dina, um, Rousseau, and she graduated top of her class Princeton Law so don’t try anything funny, Daniel’s crew.





ANONYMOUS LAWYER #2




Princeton doesn’t have a law school.





NINA




Of course not, that’s what makes it so impressive (shoots Dia a dirty look). Alright, Havisham. Let’s get to it, we’re busy women.





HAVISHAM




Yes (clears throat). I believe we should, in fact, begin. Mr and Ms Gill, as you know, your father’s holdings are extensive and his health is failing.





Nina seems mildly surprised at the failing health part.


HAVISHAM




The net worth of these holdings is estimated in the billions and as his only two heirs some thought must now be given to what will be done with your rather, um, sizable inheritances . . .





As Havisham speaks, Nina allows her imagination free rein. What will she do with billions? She daydreams the following:


*


The President of the United States is in his war room surrounded by numerous generals and only the highest-level members of his staff. On a giant screen appears Nina. Forming a semicircle behind her are heavily armed half-monkeys-half-robots looking menacing in support of their evil leader.


NINA




Lastly, unless the actor who so deftly portrayed Cousin Oliver on beloved seventies sitcom “The Brady Bunch” appears within the hour in this lair and performs skillful cunnilingus on me and my henchwomen I will detonate the device, thereby destroying North and South America and leaving only Central America, or as it will thereafter be known: America.





She has missed something.


HAVISHAM




Ms Gill? Ms Gill, is that acceptable?





NINA




Oh, yes, well, pending the approval of my obscenely compensated attorney, of course.





Everyone looks at Dia, who is oblivious and appears to be working on a particularly thorny issue with one of her fingernails.


HAVISHAM




O.K., well, moving on, we arrive at the football-related holdings, which I understand tend to be the greatest source of contention.





NINA




Only since my brother decided he was a football man.





DANIEL




No, I’m a businessman, but football happens to be the best business the family’s involved in.





NINA




Yes, so good that you lead a contingent hell-bent on locking out the players.





DANIEL




Well, that’s neither here nor there.





NINA




Agreed, it’s everywhere.





HAVISHAM




At any rate, perhaps the following clause can lay your dispute to rest. It reads as follows: Mr Worthington Gill, desiring, above all, a seamless familial transition as regards football ownership, hereby decrees that Nina Gill will forthwith assume sole ownership of the football team.





NINA




Yes! I knew Pop wouldn’t let me down! In your smug face, Daniel!





Nina is doing a celebratory dance that is directed primarily at her brother but also occasionally at his legal representation. Dia at first only observes closely, but soon is caught up in the spirit and joins in with skillful complementary movements.


HAVISHAM




Ladies, please. If you would be so kind as to allow me to finish. Nina Gill will forthwith assume sole ownership of the football team hereinafter referred to as the Paterson Pork.





NINA




I’m sorry, come again with that pork part?





ANONYMOUS LAWYER #2




What’s wrong, Miss Football, never heard of the Pork?





NINA




The hell you driving at, Havisham?





HAVISHAM




Apparently, in addition to owning the Dallas Cowboys, Mr Gill owns or now I suppose owned the Paterson Pork of the I.F.L.





NINA




The what-now?





HAVISHAM




The I.F.L. or Indoor Football League.





ANONYMOUS LAWYER #1




Surely you’ve heard of it, Ms Gill. Along with the league’s perennial doormat, the Pork?





Laughter.


NINA




And this concerns me why?





HAVISHAM




Concerns you, Ms Gill, because the Pork is yours.





NINA


(hopeful)




Along with the Cowboys?





HAVISHAM


(sympathetic)




No. I’m sorry, but ownership of the Cowboys will be transferred to Mr Daniel Gill alone.





Nina collapses into her chair. Dia hasn’t been paying the greatest of attention, but she knows enough to sense that Nina is crushed by developments. As a member in good standing of the bar she has a professional obligation to react. She rises.


DIA




This is outrageous, I object!





HAVISHAM




Objections aren’t really appropriate in this forum, but—





DIA




I demand that whatever negative consequence has befallen my client be immediately rescinded and that this be done in a trebled fashion and tout de suite as we say in the courts of this great land, which incidentally is our land! Moreover, you can expect a happiest corpses petition from me before lunch unless and until my client is granted full ownership of that cowpoke thing she wanted.





DANIEL




O.K., I think we’re done here.





NINA


(rising)




We are done, yes. But let me leave you with this parting thought, gentlemen. Pork . . . is no longer just the other white meat. Pork will soon be the name of a championship football team.





All snicker except Daniel.


NINA




Same goes for the I.F.L. or whatever that concoction is called.





DANIEL




Listen, Nina.





NINA




One more thing, Daniel. When the Pork are parading down the Canyon of Heroes, don’t expect an invite.





DANIEL




Listen, don’t be like that. Come back to the Cowboys and run all the football, I won’t interfere. Just stay out of the business side, that’s all I ever asked. That’s a good offer, Nina. Consider it.





NINA




Considered, now listen to my offer. Because once I walk out that door it’s gone. Transfer full ownership of the Cowboys to me. You can still have all your fun with your little oil wells and leveraged derivatives or whatever, but the team must be mine and mine alone. Otherwise . . . well, I think you know.





She purposely stops talking and just looks at Daniel. Daniel’s attorneys are doing more incredulous snickering. Is this woman clinically delusional? Daniel, however, is not laughing. He appears to be seriously considering it.


DANIEL




I can’t, Nina. There’s just too much money involved and I have no confidence that you would respect that in the slightest.





NINA




O.K. then, we’ll see how that works out for you. Let’s go, Ms Rousseau.





Dia doesn’t stir.


NINA




Ms Rousseau! (staring at Dia in expectation)





Now everyone is staring at Dia until finally she realizes she’s supposed to be Rousseau and jumps up.


DIA




Yes, Counselor, let’s go! I mean, I’m the counselor, let’s go, Client. I mean, Ms Gill. (quietly) Let’s go.





They leave together, through the reception area, affecting an air of great dignity.


FEMALE (O.S.)




Hey, isn’t that my jacket?





They are in a nearby RapidPark, where Nina approaches her car.


DIA




My God, that was intense! Lawyering is brutal, even when it’s just pro boner.





NINA




You definitely threw some boners in there.





DIA




So, what now?





NINA




Now?





DIA




I mean.





NINA




Are you applying for employment?





DIA




I’m . . . not sure. What’s the position?





NINA




Quit that deli job, I’ll halve your salary then double it.





DIA




So you’ll pay me what I’m making now?





NINA




Well done, just making sure. You’re hired, and I’ll double it for real.





DIA




But what’s the position?





NINA




Sidekick, what else?





DIA




That’s . . . not . . . a real title.





NINA




You said your degree was in marketing.





DIA




Never said that.





NINA




Which is perfect because we need someone to market the hell out of the Pork if we’re going to take down the N.F.L. You’ll have full autonomy; as long as you run every single thing by me. Come.





DIA




Coming! Aren’t first days on the job so exciting?
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Travis Mena, M.D., needs those initials to mean a lot, but is strongly starting to suspect they don’t. M.D., M.D., M.D., repeat it often enough and it starts to sound like empty. Travis is sitting in Bellevue Hospital Emergency Room and it’s the first time this shift he’s had a chance to think. He’s thinking that if those initials aren’t magical then it’s just Travis – the same boy who would obsessively pluck his eyelashes out – as the only resident at one of the fulminating hot spots of the universe with the attending again nowhere to be found.


He’s not ready for this, accompanying initials or not.


There’s a joke: What do you call the guy who graduates last in his medical school class? Doctor. As in, same thing you call the graduate chosen to nervously enunciate platitudes at the commencement.


Maybe that’s supposed to be a testament to the training; but to someone who’s been intimately subjected to it, the training is like everything surrounding it, unimpressive. For four years he impressed no-one; but while that failure to impress certainly impressed him, evidence of sound ambient judgment is at least mildly impressive, the fact that his failure to impress made no lasting impression only served to impress upon him how wildly unimpressive the whole enterprise was.


The world hums by on illusion. He felt he could declare that as a fact in general force. But he also conceded that, if pushed, he could only respond with arguments drawn from his small medicinal slice of it.


Take, as example, the process that got him sent to Bellevue in the first place. The recent med school grad must begin a residency, but where? It’s not simply a case of apply, then, if lucky, pick. Because, in a process that may have no real-world analogue, what matters is not what the applicant wants but rather how well the quantum of want it has towards an entity aligns with that entity’s amount of reciprocal want.


Which, upon further reflection, maybe suggests the analogue of romantic love and courtship, where a substantial portion of early interaction in that field consists of the participants trying to gauge the precise equation applicable to the reactants that are each party’s perhaps fluctuating level of interest and the reactions that tend to endure are the ones where a sweet-spot valence is achieved early on.


So what happens is the applicant identifies say a dozen residency programs and interviews at them. Now comes the weird part, where the applicant ranks the programs in order of preference and the programs do the same with their interviewees. Incredibly what then controls is a matching system whereby the new doctor goes to the program that will result in the respective rankings agreeing and which, here, resulted in Travis Mena attending the place he least wanted to attend while that place got the resident it least wanted.


Why Bellevue was last on Travis’ list was his desire to continue skating. Because one cannot walk into a place like Bellevue Hospital, as Travis did for the first time the day of his interview, and inhale anything but urgent intensity. Problem with intensity is it runs counter to the vast network of passive entitlement that turns Travis Menas into doctors. Because the story of Mena becoming a doctor was one less of achievement than of inertia. The invisible force that can and did subtly propel the only child of Dr Ben Mena from elite school to elite school with elite prep courses that got him into other elite schools where he could join organizations that lament the direction the country is taking, where hard work is no longer paramount, when in reality the speaker has no genuine relationship with that concept, is nothing if not effective.


Thing is, that effectiveness has its limits. And someone trying to extend it into the wrong arena may find that suddenly all anyone cares about is results, not things like reputation or prestige.


For Travis, the seeds of this truth began to germinate his previous shift, when, despite his best efforts, he somehow found himself immersed in a first night of a trauma surgery rotation at a Level I trauma center. And, worse, no-one could find the attending when they brought in a forty-seven-year-old wearing those blue-collar overalls. But with its entire midsection essentially consisting of a lance surrounded by the wearer’s mealy pink and gray insides.
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What would education look like if its ultimate goal were incarceration? Where would it occur? There are many fertile possibilities. For example, in East New York, Brooklyn, you have Cypress Hills Houses, a housing project made up of fifteen seven-story buildings that at times seem more penal than anything the New York City Department of Correction could ever devise.


Locations like that (where shots were once fired during a mayoral press conference announcing a crackdown on guns) are their own kind of special training. Nuno’s from Cypress and starting at age thirteen has extensively engaged in precisely the kind of conduct that generally results in incarceration. He has watched as pretty much everyone he knows fulfilled that expectation so he has, over the years, spent significant time imagining what it must be like to be in. And this has not been fanciful imagining either, but rather the kind that seems based on at least probability. The expected result might be someone for whom sudden incarceration would not be the all-out electric shock it would be for others.


But there are events for which there is no such thing as adequate preparation and one of them is the suddenly savage restriction of your motility. Because freedom is one of those things only adequately experienced in the negation, as with its sudden absence. That squeezing the prisoner feels is the sensation of their soul dying.


The bus with Nuno rattles over the only bridge to Rikers Island and he forces himself to observe. The razor-wire coils only a certain way – the D.N.A. of the island. This is a darkness that truly descends. A sudden desperation radiates from his skin. He is being held and claustrophobia fills his lungs. This is low-grade terror, but still terror, and his response is an agonized search for dissociation.


Nuno thinks how his only ally now is René Descartes. Descartes basically started that whole mind–body dualism and this is the only out he sees right now. If two things are separable then it stands to reason that one can intentionally separate them.


Nuno is going to do this. They can put him in Rikers, but they can’t make him live there. There’s two of him and only one’s going in.


But which of the two is making that decision? He wants to say his mind, but that, he knows, is question begging. There’s only a mind to make the decision if the duality exists; if it doesn’t, the question is meaningless.


The point is there’s no choice involved, where the body goes there goes the mind, giving great support to those who argue against the duality’s existence. And if the duality exists despite the absence of choice then, viewed that way, the body itself is a form of prison, no?


And if that’s the case then an actual prison loses a lot of its potential to cause pain. Or does this further imprisonment only aggravate what is already a serious lesion?


What’s that thing where someone suddenly realizes that targeted attention has been directed at them for some time without their knowledge and that sudden realization somehow allows you to rewind in a sense and experience some of what you missed the first time? He thinks of angels. Angels!


“Of angels?”


The screamer is a corrections officer. Nuno, a heavy noticer, sees H. SEABORG on his chest, bursting arms, and a strange packet peeking out of his back pocket.


“DeAngeles?”


He says nothing, just reads at a closing distance from the packet.


“Nuno DeAngeles!”


“Yeah, here.”


“Not a good start, son. This is not a place for fucking daydreaming.”


“Probably true.”


“Oh shit, that Nuno DeAngeles? You get protective custody?”


“What?”


“I’m looking at your card, your lawyer could have requested P.C., you know. You’re gonna need that.”


“I agree, protective custody is needed. Everybody here, all fifty thousand of them—”


“Twelve thousand.”


“—is going to need protection from me. Take care of that, will you, Officer?”


“Funny guy.”


C.O. Hugh Seaborg said this not in the service of sarcasm but because it was true, he actually grinned. And Hugh had found so little amusement during his months working the island, his recent assignment to transport doing nothing to alleviate this absence, that even as he did it, he felt he was actually exaggerating this little exchange into a respite from tedium.


Although it was the kind of thing you told the wife about when you got home, in the case of the overnight shift, the next afternoon.


She wasn’t a great audience for this kind of thing and he was no born storyteller, but even he would know enough to start with something like Guess who I drove in last night? Then he could have added a little nugget about the experience. The P.C. thing would work good there.


None of that will be necessary. And what better evidence that he was having trouble adjusting to this fact than these kinds of constant false starts where he will think of what he’s going to say to Sharon only to remember, with a sudden chest jump, that far as he is concerned there is no Sharon and only barely a six-year-old named Donnie?


Had that Nuno kid actually placed his hand on his shoulder, a massive breach, while he was peripherally aware of the intrusion but somehow disinterested in preventing it?


Why would he . . .


Barely a Donnie . . . no Sharon. Not under the eyes of the law, whatever that means. No marital home just a no-fault house in Paterson, N.J., with alienated irreconcilable affections, and he remembers that lawyers get rich using words no-one else understands except the judge that pays them.
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Years back, when Sharon Seaborg was shopping for a house, the first in her family to do so, she chose near Route 80 in Paterson because of her almost certainly misguided belief that genuine horror relies on a cloak of secrecy, so that nothing truly horrific could ever occur so close to a major thoroughfare.


Though maybe the original purveyors of the Indoor Football League, those many uneventful years back, were relying on something similar when they chose the location of their headquarters then poured not a penny thereafter into its maintenance.


*


Nina and Dia arrive at that building in Paterson, New Jersey. It doubles as team offices for the Pork as well as I.F.L. headquarters. In a second-floor office, at a desk buried in paper, is the league commissioner, who, grooming-wise, looks as if he was recently rescued from a deserted isle. They knock and go in.


DIA




Mr Gordon? Eric Gordon? Commissioner Gordon?





GORDON




Yes, all of the above! Who is it? What do you want? And how’d you get past security?





DIA




Security? You mean the three-legged dog out there?





GORDON




Right, Tripod. How’d you evade him?





DIA




He was sleeping.





GORDON




Damn narcoleptic dog!





NINA




Listen, Gordon. As enthralling as this interaction’s been, I’d like to skip ahead a bit. I’m Nina Gill, new owner of the Pork, and you are hereby relieved of your duties as I.F.L. commissioner.





GORDON


(excited)




Really? Relieved? Oh, that’s the perfect word for it, what a relief! I do feel compelled to train my replacement, of course, so here.





He hands her a truly giant binder overflowing with paper.


GORDON




Everything you could possibly want to know about the league but were afraid to ask is in there.





He’s walking out with an energy he displayed no evidence of before.


GORDON




Good luck, Commissioner Gill. You’ll need it!





DIA




I didn’t know you had the authority to fire him.





NINA




Me either, I just liked the sound of it.





DIA




This is exciting, you’re the new commissioner!





NINA




Thrilling.





DIA




Listen, I know I’ve only been in your employ like twelve hours, but . . . being that . . . when . . .





NINA




You want a promotion, don’t you?





DIA




Just that sidekick sounds so menial.





NINA




Fine, you said your degree is in administration.





DIA




I didn’t.





NINA




You’re deputy commissioner, with another doubling.





DIA




Oh, my word! This is so unexpected.





NINA




You lobbied for it.





DIA




I’ll need to be trained, of course.





NINA




Sure, it’s a two-pronged training program.





DIA




I’m all ears.





NINA




O.K., three-pronged, first prong is, don’t say things like I’m all ears. Second, I like my coffee like I like my men, black and bitter. And lastly, here (hands her the binder): learn this like your life depends on it, because it genuinely does.





DIA




I’m on it!





NINA




Really? Because it looks to me like you’re just standing there with that goofy grin on your face. See you tomorrow, Deputy, try to keep the league solvent until I return.





The next day around noon Nina returns to find that Dia has slept there, which strikes Nina as not the safest sequence of events, poring over the binder while watching the twenty-four-hour sports network and listening to the twenty-four-hour sports radio.


DIA




You know, this league’s not as pathetic as you think.





NINA




More?





DIA




Less.





NINA




How’s that coffee coming?





DIA




Middle shelf, extreme left.





NINA




Impressive.





DIA




I’m serious about the league. Listen up. Twenty teams and except for ours all are located in a place with no N.F.L. or even high-level college presence, but these are places with legitimate football pedigrees.





NINA




Yet I’d never heard of it.





DIA




No T.V. hurts, of course, but look at this! Every team plays in a legitimate facility, some of the premier arenas in the country.





NINA




Arenas, ugh, indoor football, and exclusively to boot.





DIA




And in the summer, which seems weird because I associate football with, like, the changing leaves and cold, you know?





NINA




You and everyone else. But what do you expect them, I mean us, to do? Play at the same time as the N.F.L.?





A song comes on the radio. The song is new and the song is good because it was a good song forty years ago and now the best part of it has been stolen, or rather sampled while a person with an undeniable talent that is rhythmic more than musical in nature is using that talent over the preexisting part. Problem is the only accepted way to display that talent is through language, and talent in this limited rhythmic area not only is not predictive of talent in the language arena but almost seems to contraindicate the very absence of same. But Dia’s head slides side to side in a situation where the language involved can’t even be said to rise to the level of incidental, unless you’re the sort for whom words are always paramount.


NINA




Hell’s this?





DIA




This is Young Scuzzy, he’s been shot fifteen times and served five different terms of imprisonment. Or maybe it’s the other way around. Anyway, today his searing musical portrayals straight from the streets hold a cracked mirror to—





NINA




I mean what is this? Did you hear what he just said about your sister?





DIA




I don’t have a—





NINA




Do we have the ability to control the precise notes that come out of that thing?





DIA




We do, indeed.





NINA




I’ll take care of it then. In the interim let’s pretend the device only plays the rests between notes and, to be clear, the rests are silence.





DIA




I know what you’re going to say, about classical music and how it relates to this.





NINA




That?





DIA




That it’s vastly superior.





NINA




If by that you mean high examples of it then no sane person disputes that.





DIA




I think I might dispute it.





NINA




Precisely.





DIA




But also, I guess, sometimes things like superiority don’t even matter’s my point. Sometimes you just want a mindless distraction, a convenience store chocolate bar. And if all we had were Brahms and Mahler, music could never serve that function – the one pop music fills so ably.





NINA




By that reasoning, though, whenever pop music tries to be more than convenience store chocolate it makes itself irrelevant, since we already have Wolfgang and Ludwig for that.





DIA




Maybe.





NINA




No.





DIA




No?





NINA




No, because of two things.





DIA




Auto-Tune.





NINA




Language.





DIA




And dancing.





NINA




And the human voice.





DIA




That’s what I meant.





NINA




Language and the human voice are why we sometimes just need this lesser iteration of Music.





DIA


(pointing up at the television)




Oh, look! I’ve been waiting for this, your brother called a press conference to give an update on their labor situation.





Facing many microphones set up outside N.F.L. headquarters in Manhattan, stands Daniel Gill, surrounded by furious media activity. He pulls out a small sheet of paper and reads:


DANIEL




Regrettably, the union’s latest position is so unacceptable, the players would continue to retain fifty-six percent of the revenues as called for in the just-expired collective bargaining agreement that resulted in a tripling of revenue, that the owners have no choice but to lock out the players effective immediately. No questions at this time, unless it’s from one of our T.V. partners in private. Thank you.





A commentator indicates that:


COMMENTATOR




According to my sources, the owners intend to play serious hardball with the union and are willing to sacrifice an entire season if need be.





Nina mutes it.


NINA




You say your degree’s in journalism, huh?





DIA




No.





NINA




I want you to use all your newspaper, radio, and television contacts—





DIA




I don’t have any.





NINA




—to schedule a press conference for tomorrow morning. Poor Daniel, maybe we can get him a job in the I.F.L., parking cars or something.
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The problem for Jorge de Cervantes was they all claimed to be some variation of Q.U.I.K. This made it difficult for the mere mortal in charge of a parking garage to differentiate it from competitors so that the numbers go up. And up enough that those who look at them will attribute the rise to the manager’s actions and not to amorphous wavelike fluctuation.


His idea, and he put it into effect literally the day he was at long last properly promoted, was a name change to the stronger RapidPark. What a language, man, with seventeen words where maybe one or two would do. A fact his son adored. But easy for him to feel that way, the language having naturally arisen in him, not violently injected into him from a foreign source. The language kept disorienting him enough that part of the above choice was probably just the similarity to the Spanish rápido.


The name change was cosmetic, but not solely so as it was coupled with a renewed, almost surgical, devotion to the efficiency the new name promised.


On the slight chance any condescension may arise, understand that the parking of cars in an indoor, downtown Manhattan parking garage is a highly complicated operation requiring constant and precise neural calculations that then marry almost athletic motor tasks undertaken with attendant time pressure and minimal error-supporting margins. And there was a chance – not a certainty, just a definite chance – that Jorge de Cervantes was the world’s foremost expert in this activity, the chessy maneuvering of aluminum alloy rectangles into and out of impossibly constrained spaces.


The story of Jorge de Cervantes was now history and it was a history of work, little but. And because real work is done by hands, not fingers or words, he could look at his hands, look through the various discolorations and hypercolorations, the palms under layers of dead human leather, with unpredictable but permanent swellings and indentations, and see how much those hands had held and done, how they’d become inured to decades of abuse, yet how little all that activity had accrued to his benefit.


From age ten delivering newspapers in Manizales, Colombia, all the way up to a parking spot in a Bogotá bank, it’d all been steady if unsatisfying progress. A bank is a relatively calm place without uniforms or name tags and he had an office and a comely secretary and the only thing that kept this from developing into static long-term comfort was the bank’s location and the banker’s impatience at the notion that everything is just more big-time in America.


What Jorge failed to realize is that this seductive element would have very little daily relevance to a person who has, in essence, rewound time to when they were unskilled fodder for exploitation. So suddenly this quasi-American found himself, for example, obeying cartoon chickens at a fast-food restaurant. These places are highly regimented work environments, but approximately zero percent of the precision involved is directed towards the achievement of employee safety or comfort. So almost always an increase in a workstation’s intensity (the electronic board above featured animated depictions of what they sold and they stacked like poker chips on top of each other to inform him what level of intensity he needed to sustain [e.g. a cartoon chicken flexing a double biceps pose conveyed the need for more grilled chicken sandwiches]) resulted in cuts, burns (the back of his right hand would eventually be covered only by what comes after the skin that grows hair), and especially twisted ankles – the floors of these places, like working on the surface of a giant bar of soap. And, oh, you had to punch out to use the bathroom.


From there he moved on to janitor. The bleach used to inundate the floors of the glassy office building was so potent, and utilized to such excess, that it emptied the user’s nose in what felt like a deluge of brain tissue, but, notwithstanding that, the user had no discretion to reduce the amount involved – it was assumed you had no abilities beyond certain predetermined motor tasks, the rules had to be in place for everyone, with no variance.


Dishwasher, restaurants don’t have time to use automatic ones.


Factory worker. The existence of enough commerce that a factory could specialize in the creation of bags and he could operate its forklift until one day the steering wheel slipped out of his hand and circled violently to brutalize his thumb.


Steelworker. Bethlehem Steel had a location in Hoboken, N.J., then they didn’t. Then they had none anywhere.


Driving a van. Deliveries in impossibly clusterfucked Manhattan needed to be made by commercial vans and their drivers, not trucks.


Cabdriver. Unfortunately, the only money to be made in the taxicab game is for the owners of the medallions, not the drivers who rent them.


And, lastly, a parking garage, where the discovery of a latent yet significant talent in his mid-forties was almost unnerving.


But because de Cervantes was not one to let a talent, no matter how obscure, go unexploited, he set about honing this odd ability to position cars optimally. And, God knows, he was always a worker so he also just outworked everyone around him until the garage was, in a sense, his. He even sometimes let himself think that this might be his final stop. I mean, he wasn’t the owner, true, but he was making more than ever before; no garage got you your car faster and no place on Earth demanded more automotive babysitting.


So, he had taken to asking himself, What’s the problem? This meant Why does he feel this way inside? Because if it was undoubtedly true that the external signifiers were as good as they’d ever been (a closing date within the month on a Bergen County house; fine, no palace, but still a universe away from Paterson. An eighth-grade son trouncing the academic competition. A fifth-grade daughter with a superluminary smile and nature. That former secretary, now wife, gleefully making extensive interior decoration projections), it was also true that he’d recently made the mistake of glancing then looking at the abyss and there was a definite danger of progression into a stare. He was asking the dreaded why questions and inappositely asking them at a time when celebratory satisfaction was more appropriate.


He had, he saw, intentionally reduced himself to the physical. Eighteen Years, at times it felt like a prison sentence. He was from a family of intellectuals. Colombian politics, literature, academia. Damn, if anything, he was probably the most so inclined. But for eighteen years he’d instead set up this giant impediment (the fluctuating legality of working and in a quixotic language that wouldn’t fully yield) that ensured only what he’d come to view as a life of subservience.


Imagine a special kind of incarceration: self-chosen but impossible to retract. It’s true he’d tried to parole himself once. A summer in Colombia. Still a Colombian citizen. Seven years in. Look at this giant house, he’d said. Isn’t it better than an apartment in Jersey City? He was weak. A four-year-old cries and back they go to the apartment.


His son and daughter are Americans. He never will be. He could make it so on paper but not where it counts, and with a pervasive racism sometimes the only partial defense is a kind of resigned acceptance masked as humor. Because what’s the alternative, an endless enmity?


He goes to church these days and it only feels like more subservience. Wake up and grind, then repeat. The sequence = repeat, repeat, repeat . . . and like in “Siphonaptera” he was never sure what size flea he was, only that he had to continually prey and be preyed on. To what end?


Better not to think too greatly on it. Forty-seven years old, that kind of thinking was a luxury. Kierkegaard said meaning is created not found. No way Søren said that, but someone, somewhere, sometime, probably did. And, if not, Jorge de Cervantes said it and it wasn’t all that difficult to locate the meaning he’d tried to create. He’d done nothing less than figure out an entire country.


Success in Colombia had been insufficient because every time you turned on the television or went to a damn movie there was that puta country taunting him again, the same five buildings and bridges, but still. Here what matters are things like prestige and certification and he can’t get those. But Nelson can, Gisella too. Nelson, for one, is maniacal. This recent realization had defused the house slightly as he stopped trying to exert even minimal control over an individual who, if he were a plant, would probably resent the sun. But the positive charge to all that was a will that would one day doubtless manifest itself in the above-cited prestigious certifications that would allow his son to absentmindedly hand the keys to a car worth more than the person parking it makes in a year. A decade or so away, and maniac or not, the kid was all heart, so that no way his aging father would still be parking cars. In the meantime, to them he was like a record that skipped and skipped and the only song that played extolled education, although in this limited mercenary way – education to then teach poetry (his sister) or chemistry (his brother) was not something crying out for repetition.


But an abyss does not become one through lack of patience. If all that was required was waiting, in this case for a thirteen-year-old to mature, anyone could endure it. No, a true abyss can only emerge through the desaturation of meaning. So, here, the suspicion that there may be no appreciable difference between becoming the guy with the car or not. Worse, that a lifetime spent trying to acquire the car achieves only a higher order of emptiness.


He had looked at, through, then past the surface – the quotidian distractions that deaden a mind’s eye from underuse – to see only coldness. Cold that his recent highly inexact computation had revealed he’d grossed less time in the presence of his children than of his father, a man he’d seen shot dead when he was eight years old. Cold that there’d been nothing remotely transcendent about that experience, only animate matter becoming dumbly inanimate seconds later. Cold, mostly, that even those children, whose vitality often jumped into his tired face to result in a form of guilt, would one day also deanimate fully and all that then seemed so critical would simply vanish.


His most recent life (sixteen hours a day) spent inside a parking garage. No sun or wind. Only mufflers, exhaust pipes, rattling noise, smoky pestilence. And none of it theoretical or mere potentialities. Those noxious things were always the Present and they struck with the peculiar force of that element. So if he said something like Today I inhale these fumes, but tomorrow my son enrolls in one of the premier high schools in the Northeast it wasn’t that those premises weren’t factually true, they were, it was the very real fear that these valid premises might nonetheless logically induce nothing while the fumes and cinder-block walls rely on no syllogism; they just assault through Repetition, a force so potent it can cleave giant wounds into the globe using only water.




Lacking wings to fly


Using dreams he flies





In reality he walked. Walked on dirty concrete. So late or early, so dead of winter, even Manhattan almost whispered conspiratorially. Walked because of a faulty fuel pump that couldn’t be replaced until Friday’s payday. Walked in the resigned manner of someone finally getting off of overwork. In the direction of a secretive bus stop. Giant unfeeling cylindrical worms to shuffle the forgotten back and forth anesthetically.


And it wasn’t that he then developed an inhuman headache so much as he suddenly realized he’d had one all day but had been too busy to notice.


Then it went away. It and only everything we call all. A sped-up evanescence so sudden and complete it most resembled flight.
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We call something the head of something else when we want to indicate its primacy: Nelson de Cervantes will graduate head of his class at Charles Riley Elementary in the spring; Daniel Gill has been selected by his fellow owners to head their effort on a new C.B.A.; Sharon Seaborg’s application to be head of all operators at her location was wholly ignored. Or when someone heads wherever they’re heading maybe to head something off but usually in an effort to get ahead.


Consonant with this, the head of the human body is the head. And primacy therein belongs to the brain (yes, over the face). Inside the brain, the primacy question becomes more problematic. What has traditionally been given prominence in that organ is maybe undeserving.


Neurons everyone knows, but less understood are glial cells (the glue assonances are mistakenly intentional). Everywhere else people use frequency and prevalence to judge importance. With the brain, however, people have collectively decided to pretend it’s 1940 and grant paramount status to neurons despite the fact they account for only about ten percent of the brain’s cells (incidentally the inspiration for the oft-repeated claim that humans use only ten percent of their brains – the kind of claim that, in each instance of its incessant repetition, constitutes unintended support for itself). At any rate, a subset of glial cells is astrocytes – so named because of their astral shape – and our story intersects with the story of a certain astrocyte.


It is an underappreciated truth of our common existence that even the most complex and widespread processes can be reduced and reduced in search of an origin until reaching an inciting singularity – the sole individual or event that ignites, however innocently, the sequence whose end product may offer no clue to its successful deconstruction. Here, the individuated inciter was a single astrocyte, one of about 3.8E + 18 in the tristate area at the time.


This cell wanted to, in medical parlance, escape senescence. The way a cell does this is by mutating into a cancerous cell (the method by which cells do that is being skipped). And a cancerous cell is no different from a healthy one in that it has a ticking cellular clock it wants to obey through cell division, which division here created more cancerous progeny because the various applicable defense mechanisms all failed until the result was a colony of cancer cells – a disordered mass of cells literally crawling all over each other so crazily the mayhem chokes the life out of any nearby attempts at beneficent processes. So cancer will be the result, but so what, right? There’s much can be done these days, no? No.


Because remember that we’re talking about astrocytes. Cancer there means glioblastoma and glioblastoma means, among other things, that nothing can be done. Because if cancer is a killer, glioblastoma is the motherfucker even killers fear. So while you’ll hear references to cancer survivors, the living don’t speak of glioblastoma in the past tense. Instead it grows and grows in the very deepest tissue of their brains until one of its resulting tumors impinges enough on some area of the surrounding brain to produce the kinds of symptoms that can be ignored no longer, then a series of steps ensues, but steps designed solely to get you maybe another year of life.


All of which means that the actions of this single astrocyte, in inciting a necrotic spiral with the opposite of a surprise ending, were the equivalent of God capriciously deleting a human from existence.
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Divine intervention is the only thing can maybe save Dia. But she has her pride and won’t even ask. She has pride, but no media contacts whatsoever, so her creation of a viable press conference is going abysmally. Still, no chance she’s going to ask Nina for help/guidance. Nina, whose idea of motivation consists of presuming wild success so that the person charged with bringing it about is supposed to almost feel like they’re fulfilling a prophecy more than effecting anything. This method has not worked with Dia, who feels nothing lofty, only impending abject failure.


Failure like the next day, when Nina arrives at the location of the press conference (a conference room in the Secaucus hotel where N.F.L. players visiting nearby architecturally horrific MetLife Stadium stay during the season). She enters directly into a backstage area where she meets up with Dia, who wears, most saliently, apprehension.


NINA




O.K., it’s very simple. You stand next to me with the occasional nod. When I indicate I’m bored you pretend you just remembered another engagement I have, whisper in my ear, and we terminate. Got it?





DIA




I feel I should warn you about the, um . . . sparse attendance. I mean, the Paterson Palimpsest is here of course.





NINA


(sarcastically)




Of course, how could they miss it? Who else?





DIA




That’s just it, he’s the only one.





NINA




He?





DIA


(partially pulling the curtain aside)




See?





Nina looks and sees a single elderly man inexplicably sitting in the last row despite having his pick of seats. He is half asleep and remnants of the food spread sit on his heaving chest.


NINA




The hell is that?





DIA




I know, I’m sorry.





NINA




Did you do anything I said or is he related to you?





DIA




I tried, it’s just that, well, when I would say the I.F.L. a lot of laughter would ensue.





NINA




Listen closely, please. We’re going to pretend the somnolent man out there is unrelated to the task I gave you. You’re going to notify his next of kin then you’re going to arrange a press conference for this afternoon. That’s right, a chance at redemption. Now this is where the close listening part comes in. Because when you schedule this press conference you’re going to say that the Gill family has a major announcement to make regarding the N.F.L. and its work stoppage. The key letter here is N. N as in N.F.L. and not I as in I better get the result I want or I’m going to kick your ass, we good?





DIA




Brilliant, I love it! They’ll think—





NINA




Go!





Dia starts to runs out.


NINA




Wait, one more thing.





DIA


(running back)




Yes?





NINA




Listen to this whenever possible.





DIA




Oh, my word. A gift.





NINA




No, an album.





DIA




An album as gift, really touching if you think about it.





NINA




Then don’t. Do you call it a gift when a professor hands you the textbook?





DIA




That’s even better! It’s like you’re taking me under your wing.





NINA




Not that either, just listen to it, will you?





DIA




Song to a Seagull, if you say so.





NINA




And none of this wing business either.





DIA




You’re right, we’re much more like equals than that. What we have is—





NINA




About to end ignominiously if you don’t leave this instant and accomplish your menial task!





Dia runs away apologetically. Nina comes out from behind the curtain and looks at the slumbering old-timer; she goes to the podium and its microphone.


NINA




—B three!





REPORTER


(jumping up)




Bingo!





. . .


Daniel Gill is in his office. This office measures eighteen hundred (1800) square feet. To put this in context, the apartment de Cervantes was preparing to move his family out of is one thousand (1000) square feet and the move would’ve been into a twelve-hundred (1200)-square-foot house; Sharon Seaborg’s nine hundred (900) square feet at least felt more ample with the recent excision of Hugh Seaborg; the Bellevue Hospital E.R. reception area is nine hundred eighty (980) square feet; and an N.Y.C. subway car can fit about two hundred and fifty (250) people into its six hundred (600) square feet and about twenty Rikers Island cells like the one Nuno DeAngeles sits in would fit in that car.


*


Gill’s feet are on his desk, he does Barker Black footwear exclusively, and he is watching footage of his televised statement the day before, mouthing along with the words and thinking it was a pretty impressive performance if he does say so himself. His secretary comes in.


SECRETARY




Sorry to interrupt, Mr Gill. But we’re receiving a great many calls wanting to confirm this afternoon’s press conference and wondering if you would comment beforehand.





DANIEL




You’re a little late, aren’t you? You mean yesterday’s media event.





SECRETARY




They’re saying three p.m. today. They want to know what this big announcement is the Gill family is going to make regarding the work stoppage.





DANIEL




That’s crazy, I’m the Gill family, there’s no announcement. Thank you, Ms Spinn.





She leaves. Daniel restarts the footage of his performance, only now he’s not watching as intently as before, he’s thinking. Thinking how odd that the media would make such an easily avoidable error. Then he realizes something as the tension builds on his face.


DANIEL




Nina!





. . .


Now there’s a palpable flurry of activity. The assembled media are ravenous. Is it possible that a mere day after Daniel Gill announced the lockout the parties have come to an agreement? Is Gill going to announce an attempted deathblow to the union by proactively canceling the upcoming season? All possibilities seem in play and the facility can scarcely contain the sea of eager humanity. As Nina approaches the podium with Dia at her side there is surprise in the crowd that it’s Nina and not Daniel.


NINA




Thank you for attending, though from the looks of this crowd I can’t imagine you had anywhere else to be. I’ll be brief in deference to today’s shortened attention spans. As you know, yesterday, my brother, Daniel Gill, announced the N.F.L.’s lockout of the players and there has been much speculation that the league intends to cancel the upcoming season unless it can get the union to bend over, uh, capitulate to their demands for a radically restructured compensation scheme. Naturally, football fans are concerned that there will be no professional football come fall.


I’m here to announce, no, guarantee, that there absolutely will be professional football on Sundays this fall. Specifically, in my dual capacity as commissioner of the I.F.L. or Indoor Football League and as owner of its Paterson Pork, I am announcing that the I.F.L., that most beloved of America’s football leagues, will be playing a sixteen-game regular season to commence the first Sunday of September and to conclude with a championship game the last Sunday in January.


In other words, we, America, will lock out the N.F.L. The resources of the I.F.L. are limitless. Consequently, the quality of play this fall will be indistinguishable from that of the just-concluded N.F.L. season. Well, with a few differences. I.F.L. teams will not operate at a profit. Any revenue accrued will go to the players, you know, those guys who agree to cripple themselves in the future and risk paralysis and brain damage for our entertainment? Should some accidental profit somehow occur it will be distributed to the charities identified in the handout you are now receiving.


Moreover, I.F.L. football will be real football. Played in the harshest of elements by the harshest of men in front of rabid fans who don’t have to skip a mortgage payment to attend. Our referees will understand that they are there to prevent and punish serious infractions that affect the competition, not engage in protracted litigation involving obscure minutia of the rule book, which rule book is about ten percent the size of the current N.F.L. one.


Well, that’s it for now. There’s a lot more information in the packets you’ve received. The relevant notion is this, folks: people love football, not the N.F.L. They tolerated the N.F.L. because it gave them football. Now it doesn’t, so forget them. The I.F.L. is the present and future of this sport and it remains the greatest, truest, team sport despite the best efforts of numbskulls like my brother. I apologize for him, he may have been adopted. Questions?
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