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            Chapter 1

            A Windfall

         

         The day was hot. The sky was blue. Graveyard was tired. He’d been pounding the pavement for hours. He was looking for work. He had no job. He had no money. He was flat broke. You know how that is. Sweetbreads and applesauce, he said to himself, I need some cash real bad.

         Just then a big canvas bag came sailing down out of nowhere and crashed into the sidewalk inches from his feet. Graveyard looked up. The tall buildings looked silently down. The bag sat upright in the middle of the bright, astonishing day. People walked around as if nothing had happened. Clams and sourdough, he said to himself, I coulda been killed. Graveyard knelt down. He tried to open the bag. It was fastened at the top by a lot of tricked-out leather and metal doohickeys. He had trouble making his fingers work. Everything around him looked like a mirage. Hard melons and soda water, he said to himself, I coulda been killed. And this time he really believed it. He focused his mind. He focused his fingers. He tried to open the bag again. He unbuckled the buckles. He unstrapped the straps. He looked inside. His mind went around like a pinwheel. The bag was packed to the brim with plastic-wrapped bricks of fresh one-hundred-dollar bills. He buckled the buckles. He strapped up the straps. People walked around as if nothing had happened. Graveyard felt drunk. Then he felt hellasmacked. Then he felt like he was going to have a heart attack or something. Slowly, he got to his feet. Slowly, he picked up the bag. It was big. It was heavy. It was like trying to pick up a child who didn’t want to be picked up. He pretended to look calm. Then, without a glance in any direction, he just rushed off up the street. Just rushed off. Hugging the bag to his chest. As if it were his. As if it had always been his.

         
              

         

         Ambience was in bed. In the current era she was almost always in bed. She wasn’t sick. She wasn’t tired. She just wasn’t feeling good about herself. She’d been feeling this way for a long time now. She didn’t know why.

         This was a good day. So far. She’d only cried once. Even if it had lasted on and off for more than three hours. She wiped her face with her blue sob rag. It was actually a prayer cloth she’d ordered once from a televangelist who was a dead ringer for BubbleWrap, the famous stand-up comic. To Ambience, tears were sacred. They were the juice life squeezed out of you.

         She was propped up on giant pillows a rancid shade of orange she couldn’t quite believe was decorating her life at the moment. She was watching television. Whenever she was down she watched television. Lots of television. E. coli contaminations. School shootings. Child predators. Any television.

         Right now the set was tuned to The Go-Boom Hour on The Happy Channel. Sixty crankin’ minutes of all kinds of crap being blown up in super x-mo. Her favorite segment was the ratings blockbuster “Exploding Cart O’ Meat.” The detonated beef seemed to actually blossom. Like flowers.

         Her good buddy on these daily voyages on a mattress was her aloof cat, NippersPumpkinClaws. Nippers lay sprawled at the foot of the bed in a careless bundle of regal grandeur. His whiskey-colored face fixed in a permanent expression of sour disapproval. Was there any pleasing this cat? Not likely. And the slightest movement Ambience made was instantly absorbed into those spooky green owl-like eyes. Not that Ambience even moved around all that much. A trip to the john was a regular safari. Her favorite animal, in fact, was the turtle. For all the obvious reasons. She wanted to be a turtle in her next life. Or even in this one.

         She was nibbling on something sweet and sticky she had found in an uncovered bowl in the refrigerator. One of Graveyard’s dubious leftovers. She didn’t know what it was, but it tasted good. Was it good for her? She didn’t know. How many things could a person worry about in a day?

         She was also—the ever-dutiful multitasker—leafing through a week-old edition of one of the last hard-copy newspapers, The Mammoth City Muffler (“If It Ain’t In The Muffler, It Ain’t The Truth”). Every now and then she liked actually holding the news between her hands. She liked rattling its pages. It seemed more real, more true. She never knew much about what was going on in the world outside her head. Mostly, she didn’t care. Why should she? Sometimes, though, she did feel a bit squidgy about being so dumb. But then, any time she made the rare effort to actually find out what was going on in the world outside her head, she only found the same stuff that had been going on the last time she had dared to look. People screwing each other, people screwing each other over, people screwing each other up.

         These were not good things to be saying to oneself. They gave her a bad case of the hurries. Like there was a secret sender planted somewhere deep inside her, hacking into her system an endless stream of malware to make her sick. She’d been searching for the Off switch for years. No luck. Other not-so-good things to say to oneself: Am I fat? How are we going to pay next month’s rent? Why do I have to die?

         Suddenly Nippers’s head jerked up and froze. All fine feline attention converging on the open doorway and beyond. Then, in a furry blur, the cat was gone over the edge and under the bed. That was easy to read. Graveyard was home. Nippers didn’t trust Graveyard. Graveyard didn’t trust Nippers. They had a dysfunctional relationship.

         Then there he was, filling the doorway and grinning. Seriously grinning. This surprised Ambience. She hadn’t seen Graveyard so much as smile in…well, she didn’t know how long. These were not smiley times.

         “What’s with you?” she said. He looked exactly like the “damn fool” her father had always claimed he was.

         Graveyard held up a dirty old canvas sack. Grinning and grinning.

         “You got a job,” she said. “As a mailman.” She could believe just about anything about him at this point.

         The bag thudded to the floor. “You know I can’t work for the government,” he said.

         “Why not?” She hated it when people made grand pronouncements about themselves. They were almost always lying.

         “Principles,” Graveyard said.

         “Don’t make me laugh,” she said. Then she laughed.

         “You’ll see,” he said. “Oh, boy, will you see.”

         He bent over. He opened the bag. A lot easier the second time around. He pulled out a brick. He tossed the brick onto the bed. “Choke on this,” he said.

         Ambience studied the curious object for a moment. Then she picked it up. She looked at it in her hand. She looked at it from top to bottom. She looked at it from side to side. She lifted it to her nose and smelled it. “Is this real?” she said.

         Graveyard was busy opening several packs of money with his teeth. He appeared to be swept up in the sort of common frenzy usually induced by a visit from the landlord or a call from a collection agency. “As real as a six a.m. knock on the door,” he said. He kissed the stack of bills in his right hand. He kissed the stack of bills in his left hand. “Sweeter than the pope’s ring,” he said. He thrust a stack up to her mouth. “You kiss,” he said.

         So she did.

         “Lick,” he said.

         So she did. And it was icky and gross, but she couldn’t help herself—she began to experience the first flickerings of heat from down in her boiler room. And that was good.

         Then Ambience picked up the knife lying on the nightstand among her various prescription vials, her various combs and brushes, and her collection of various small stones and rock chips no one but her knew what the hell to make of. The knife was long and thin and impressively glittery. It had a handle made of narwhal horn. She kept it nearby because she was afraid of things in the dark. And a lot of things in the light, too.

         This was an important distinction. The knife had once belonged to ThreeWood, an old boyfriend of hers who had used it to threaten her and to open new DVDs. He also once used it to open both wrists and bleed to death on her birthday, an occasion she had not really celebrated since. It was still quite sharp. The blade slipped easily into the plastic-wrapped brick. Then, in a blink, hundreds of hundreds were spilling across her lap. Like she had just given birth to a green mess of fresh cash.

         For the moment, Graveyard was totally gooned. Wrapped hopelessly into the bouquets of pretty currency clutched tightly in each fist. Had he leaned over, opened his mouth, and actually begun chewing on the crispy stuff, it would not have surprised Ambience. He didn’t look like himself anymore. He looked like someone who had forgotten who he was.

         Ambience picked up some bills, let them slide through her fingers. She picked them up, let them slide. She tossed the bills into the air. They fluttered down like leaves. Like petals. Like promises.

         Now Graveyard was stuffing hundreds down into the crotch of his pants. He was making a bulge out of bucks. He posed sideways in front of her. “How do I look?” he said.

         Ambience gave him a courtesy glance. “Savage,” she said. She began gathering up the bills scattered among the sheets. “All right,” she said, “we’ve had our fun. Whose money is it?”

         Graveyard was studying himself in the full-length mirror behind the door. “Whose do you think it is, sweet taffy?”

         “Tell me.”

         Graveyard rolled up some bills and stuck them in his nostrils and both ears. “Look at me,” he said. “I’m Mister Moolah.” He held up his hands, palms outward, hundreds between his fingers. Then he began hopping mechanically from one foot to the other, doing that silly dance of his he sometimes used to try to tease her into sex when she would almost rather be sticking hot pins into her eyeballs. Sometimes, though, his ploy worked. Sometimes, strangely enough, silliness was sexy. Not today.

         “Don’t make me scream,” she said.

         “Good,” he said. He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Now that I’ve got your attention, pick a card, any card.” He extended a fan of pristine bills in her direction. “C’mon, luscious lady, whaddya want, whaddya need?”

         Ambience was starting to feel the first flickering stages of her famous jalapeño belly. Last time she’d had jalapeño belly she was convinced she was pregnant and Graveyard had kept her up all night plotting how they could sell the baby (jokingly, of course, he said later) to a couple of sterile millionaires for a bag of beans that might, just might, redeem their paltry lives.

         “Tell me one thing,” she said. “Are we in more trouble now than we’ve ever been before?”

         “No,” he said. Then he paused. “At least I don’t think so.”

         “You didn’t jack it?”

         “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t know where to go to even look at an amount of money this large, let alone boost it.”

         “You didn’t scheme it?”

         “Do you believe I’m that smart?”

         “No.”

         “I didn’t think so.”

         “You and Herringbone didn’t run these off on that fancy SecondGenerationBestGeneration copier of his? And thinking what? How punk it would be to make your own money? I can hear him now.”

         “It may be punk, but that’s not what happened.”

         “Then tell me.”

         So he did.

         “I’m going to sit here,” said Ambience, when he was done, “and I’m going to wait and no one’s going to leave this room until you explain to me just where this fucking money really came from and I don’t care how long it takes.”

         Graveyard told her again.

         “I said I would wait.”

         “It’s the truth.”

         “From the sky?”

         “Yes.”

         “From the Chicken Little sky?”

         “Yes.”

         “Chicken Little was a chicken,” said Ambience. “A fairy-tale chicken. And nothing fell anyway.”

         “Or did it?” He waved the paper proof in her face.

         “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s got to be somebody’s.”

         “It is,” he said. “Ours.”

         “Somebody who’s not gonna be too happy they don’t have it anymore.”

         “Maybe it fell out of a plane.”

         “What? The money plane?”

         “We don’t know what’s going on up there. Probably tons of cash every day flying right over our ignorant heads. Or maybe it just fell out an open window.”

         “Sure. Or was pushed. Maybe it even jumped. It couldn’t take it anymore. It was heartbroken. Unloved, unwanted, nothing to buy in this cruel, cruel world.”

         She gave Graveyard her pointy look. “Are you sure you weren’t followed?”

         “I took three different cabs. In three different directions.”

         “You took cabs?”

         “Today was one day I figured I could afford it.”

         “How much you think is in there?” She eyed the bag as if it were radioactive.

         “Oh, well, considering the magnitude of the denominations, the volume of the bag, I’d say what we have here is, roughly, about an even gazillion dollars, give or take a bazillion or two.”

         “And how many pissed-off nut jobs running around looking for it?”

         “I’ll buy more guns.” Graveyard had a special locked closet in their apartment where he stored his precious weapons collection. No one was allowed in there. Especially not Nippers.

         “Seriously,” she said.

         “Lots of guns.”

         Money is a magnet for guns, Ambience said to herself. She hoped that wasn’t true.

         Graveyard took a single banknote and held it up over his head. He pretended to stare through it. “Know what this is?” he said. “This is a window. A magic window. Know what I can see through it? The future. Guess the color of our future, beefcheeks.”

         “Uh, green?”

         “Four-leaf clover, Statue of Liberty, traffic-go-light green.” He stood, unzipped his pants, let them drop to the floor.

         “What are you doing?” said Ambience.

         “Getting clean.” He stepped out of his underwear. He peeled off his shirt. He picked up handfuls of bills. He began rubbing them vigorously all over his body. As though he were showering and money were soap.

         In spite of herself, Ambience was amused. Graveyard hadn’t looked this fine to her in years. She could see the molecules dancing across the surface of his skin. The sight felt good. It made something in the dark inside of her break, come apart in a soft rain of little sparkly pieces. That felt good, too.

         Graveyard was laughing and rubbing and, frankly, growing visibly erect. “Washing out the past,” he said. “The grime of history. My history. Your history. This is Day One. Understand?”

         She understood.

         He wrapped a roll of bills around his penis and pretended to fuck it.

         Ambience enjoyed the show. She hadn’t felt this nice since Grandma FlightSuit died and left her exactly $7,346.12 no one knew she even had. That was the money Ambience used to get herself a boob job. That had made her happy, too.

         “Come over here,” she said, “and stick that big nasty thing inside me.”

         So he did.

         It was the best orgasm either of them had ever had.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            That’s What I’m Talking About
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            Chapter 3

            Hallucinating Roaches

         

         MisterMenu sat in the shade of the popcorn tree on the grand terrace of his duplex penthouse. He lived high atop the Eyedropper Building, fifty-two stories above the hullabaloo. He had a view of the ReadyToWear River. He had a view of the LookAway Harbor. He had a view of other buildings. He had lots of views. And he’d paid plenty for ’em, too.

         He was sipping goosenut water out of what was called a libation vessel back in the old coca-leaf-and-obsidian-knife times. At least that’s what the glossy catalog claimed. The “vessel” had been purchased at auction from the fabled house of SoBuyMe for—never mind how much. More than you got. How badly you want a stinky old cup used in certain “dark and cruel practices,” anyway? People back then actually loved to attend spectacles of public bloodletting. And they went as often as they could. The shows made them feel cozy and prosperous.

         MisterMenu was obviously prosperous. Did he feel cozy? What was the question again? He had his bloated income. He had his hot wife. He had his extravagant digs. He had other properties in other places. He had big monies deposited in this bank and in that bank. He had fancy cars. He had fancy boats. He had rare masterworks by both Wisenheimer and Mucilage. He had two beautiful, relatively obedient daughters. Chrysalis went to Mistletoe College. NoDeposit went to LayAbout University. He had his foxy live-in maid, Mix’N’Match. He had his foxy live-away mistress, Chloride. Whenever he wanted lipstick on his dick, he checked in with Mix’N’Match. When he wanted a finger up his ass, he stuck with Chloride. He was a very busy man. He didn’t like to look at himself as wealthy, though he was—fantastically so. That was crass. He regarded himself as exceptional. And he was. And a prominent member of the exceptional class.

         So what was he doing home in the middle of the afternoon? Guess. He was already stepping out of his pants as he came off the elevator. But the wide, open spaces of his big, big apartment were disappointingly empty. Where was Mix’N’Match? Probably out hunting and gathering for tonight’s dinner. He’d wait.

         So here he was, then, on the terrace in his underwear. His laptop on his lap. He clicked. He stroked a couple of keys. He stared at the screen. The markets went up. The markets went down. The money went round and round. Not that MisterMenu had anything to worry about. He was founder, president, and CEO of NationalProcedures, a division of GlobularSystems, which was an affiliate of TheConsternationGroup, a branch of ProjectileStrategies, which was a wholly owned subsidiary of Divinicom, which owned everything. World economies could crash and burn. MisterMenu’s financials were always sound. Count on it.

         Slight problem: the job was mostly all headwork. Mostly all numbers. The numbers skittered around in there like fireflies in the dark. MisterMenu loved his job. Didn’t everyone? But the whole enterprise was so damn abstract. So invisible. And he, so he told himself, was such a sensuous guy. He liked objects, the world of things. He liked to look at things. He liked to touch things. He liked to surround himself with things, especially things that provided tangible evidence of his kickin’ success in life. And what could be more tangible than actual money in its actual grubby ink-on-paper three-dimensional format? Bags of real money, positioned at strategic intervals throughout his rooms, offered a specific comfort and solidity he’d been unable to find anywhere else. He liked to look at them. He liked to touch them. Visitors to the penthouse often mistook the upright, bulging sacks for pieces of pop sculpture, amusing works of contemporary art. Which, of course, they were.

         Now, though, the moving lights on the screen momentarily commanded his attention. He clicked. He stared. He clicked again. A dozen more bags. Just like that.

         Suddenly, he looked up. MissusMenu had abruptly materialized in the open doorway. She was a former supermodel, aspiring actressette, and the face of CellarDoorCosmetics. She maintained her unearthly gorgeosity through a combination of sheer will and the frequent application of fresh banknotes. She always looked good.

         “What are you doing here?” she said. She had just come from IMeMine. Later, she would go to TheHouseOfFineness. In between, she had planned on a long, lazy session of intense masturbation. Her best parts were already tingling. Shopping for new clothes, trying on new clothes, simply being near new clothes always made her feel so insanely horny. Now this. Fatboy was home.

         “Don’t start,” said MisterMenu. He recognized the voice she was doing. He’d heard it before. Too many times before.

         MissusMenu glared at him for a moment. Then she wheeled about and went click-clacking away. In another moment she was back again.

         “And why,” she said, “are you sitting out here in full view of the entire world in your underwear?” Now she was doing her are-you-really-a-moron-or-what? voice.

         “I was hot.”

         She glared at him. Her eyes like cinders. She turned and left.

         MisterMenu had MissusMenu problems. He wasn’t always sure exactly what those problems were, but obviously there were a lot of them. Once he and MissusMenu had actually liked each other. Really. Now, not so much. What had happened? He didn’t know.

         He went back to his clicking and stroking. Streaming numbers, bar graphs, pie charts were instantly replaced by a low-resolution image of a room, a bed, a woman asleep. Her name was Linoleum, and this was her site. One of MisterMenu’s favorites.

         He was an annual subscriber. If she were awake right now, he’d probably order her to do something NSFW with some hard vegetables, a couple of eggs, and a few clothespins. And she’d do it, too. There was a reason hers was one of the top ten highest-grossing sites in the overheated virtual sex slave community. He watched her sleep. He imagined lying down next to her. He imagined and imagined.

         “What are you doing now?” said MissusMenu. She was back.

         MisterMenu hit a key. The screen flipped to pictures of foreign people rioting in a foreign place. “Checking up on the news,” he said. Study Says: Excessive Blinking Causes Cancer of the Eyelid.

         “What’s with the mess in the kitchen?” said MissusMenu.

         “What mess?”

         “The half-eaten melon on the counter. The broken crystal in the sink. The sticky red stuff all over the floor.”

         “MerryberryConserve,” he said. “From the untrammeled, unpolluted slopes of the majestic Polyhedral Mountains.”

         “Why didn’t you clean it up?”

         “Leave it for Mix’N’Match.”

         “You know this is her day off.”

         “I know no such thing.”

         “Her schedule’s been posted on the front of the refrigerator for the past three goddamn years.”

         “She can clean it up tomorrow.” MisterMenu hated conversations like this. Hated them. They were too slippery-sliddery. With few handholds and no safety net.

         “Or you can do it now,” said MissusMenu.

         “I don’t think so.”

         “Why not?”

         “I’m busy.”

         “Doing what?”

         “Making money, what do you think? Making money for you, my sweet.”

         “I refuse to spend the night lying there in bed awake, thinking about those globs of jelly stuck to my floor.”

         “It’s not jelly,” said MisterMenu. “It’s conserve.”

         “Do you have any idea how angry you make me? Any idea at all?”

         “I was merely stating a fact.”

         “The entire kitchen will be overrun with cockroaches by morning.”

         MisterMenu emitted the short bark that passed for laughter with him. “Are you serious? On the fifty-second floor? What do they do, take the elevator up?”

         “I saw at least a dozen running under the stove last week.”

         “You were probably hallucinating.”

         “They carry thirty-one different types of infectious disease. Thirty-one.”

         “Who says?”

         “I saw it on the internoodle.”

         “Oh,” said MisterMenu, “then of course it must be true.”

         “I hate you,” said MissusMenu. She went back inside and reappeared a moment later, clutching a bulging duffel of cash.

         “Don’t.” He got up out of his chair to take control of this ridiculous situation.

         MissusMenu went to the MuscleBarn every morning, no matter what. Of course, she had a bangin’ body. And if she wanted to beat her husband to a pulp, she probably could. So hefting a sack of money and hurling it at his head was a cinch. But the toss was high and wide. MisterMenu reached up to make a dramatic catch, but his hands couldn’t get a grip, and the bag was merely deflected. It flew over the parapet. It flew out into the anonymous city.

         “Do you know how much was in that bag?”

         “I couldn’t care less.”

         “I’m sure you couldn’t.” He picked up the nearest phone. “You wouldn’t know the value of an umbrella in the middle of a shitstorm.” He spoke into the phone. “Yes, WindSock, this is MisterMenu. We’ve had a bit of a mishap up here. Yes. A large canvas bag has accidentally fallen from our terrace and I wonder if you could possibly go out and retrieve it for us. Yes, that’s right. On the Q side near the intersection with J. And WindSock, let me know if anyone was hurt. We don’t want any unpleasant repercussions over this. Thank you.” He put the phone down. He looked at his wife. She looked back at him. He really wanted to hit her. Bad. But he’d paid too much for that face to wreck it himself.

         “We’ll be lucky if no one was killed,” he said.

         “I hope they all were,” said MissusMenu. “I hope everyone walking innocently down the block was killed. And I hope everyone who wasn’t killed was maimed and crippled. By your money falling on their heads.”

         “If that bag is lost…”

         “Oh, what do you care? One bag. One pathetic bag. It means nothing. None of them means anything. Here, let’s toss another one over.” She advanced on an untouched bag in the corner by the popcorn tree. “Feed it to the sharks,” she said. “Feed all of it to the fucking sharks.” She picked the bag up and began carrying it toward the parapet. MisterMenu grabbed her by the arm.

         “What’s wrong with you?” he said. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

         “Taking out the trash,” she said. She tried to pull away from him. He held on.

         They wrestled. The bag fell to the floor. They wrestled some more. Not very serious wrestling, but MisterMenu still had some surprising strength in those untoned limbs. He managed to get a leg behind her and push her back down hard onto the MercyMe outdoor sectional they had once had sex on one distant memorable night. He stood panting over her.

         “You’re making me sweat,” he said. “I don’t like to sweat.”

         “Actually feeling something for a change? Unpleasant, isn’t it?”

         “I hope for your sake that that money has not gone missing.”

         “Yeah?” said MissusMenu. “What then? Tell me. I want to know.”

         “I might get angry.”

         “You don’t frighten me.”

         “That may not be the most productive position to be in.”

         “Is that a threat?”

         “Take it how you will.”

         “You know, at first, I thought you were just ignorant, and then, after a while, I thought you were stupid, but now, you know, I see you’re just plain evil. You’re MisterBullshit. You should change your name.”

         “You’re the one who needs a name change. To MissusWhateverYouWantToPutInHere.”

         “I’d clean you out. You know that.”

         “The prenup is fireproof, waterproof, bulletproof, and witchproof.”

         “I hate you.”

         “So you mentioned.” MisterMenu went back to his chair, sat down, picked up his laptop, and clicked. Linoleum was awake. He wondered what she smelled like.

         MissusMenu sat up and reached around under the sofa for one of her heels, which had come off during the struggle. She slipped the shoe back on and stood up and walked away without a word. She slammed the terrace door behind her as hard as she could. The glass panel exploded in a spectacular shower of shards and splinters. Was that her life tinkling in pieces to the floor?

         “Go kill some roaches,” said MisterMenu. “Kill ’em dead.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            More Packaging Than Product

         

         “So,” said Ambience, “how long you think we can go without sleep?”

         The shades were pulled. The curtains were drawn. Was it light outside? Was it dark? Who knew? Who cared?

         “Beats me,” said Graveyard. He hit Pause on the clicker. The electronic squall of digitized mayhem abruptly ceased. They were watching Eschatology Force II: Cry Me A River. (Even better than the original.) They were watching the movie on their brand new 103-inch HootchieCootchie flat screen. The picture was so sharp and clear it made real reality look muddy and out of focus. “What day’s today?”

         “I forget,” said Ambience. She was slumped in the corner in her favorite puffy chair. She was scarfing down an entire carton of Pat & Pending’s RoyaleMuddyDrawerSurprise. “What day’d you find the money?” She licked the spoon. It was chocolicious.

         On her feet was a brand new pair of eight-hundred-dollar Loubotomy fuck-me stilettos. She couldn’t take them off. She couldn’t stop looking at them.

         “I guess,” said Graveyard, “that would had to have been Mannaday. Then came Doughday, Endsday, and Skrilladay, so that means this must be Cheddarday.” He took the roll of bills in his fist and rubbed the paper edges back and forth across the stubble on his cheek. His hand now always seemed to be clutching a roll of bills. Like a good luck charm. Or a lollipop. “So, my treat, I’d guess we’ve been up for what—five, six days?”

         “We must have slept sometime, but I don’t remember doing it.”

         “What do you care? This is us now. We’re off the clock. We’re not in time anymore. We’re flying above it.” At the moment he lay sprawled across the black buttery expanse of a brand new emperor-length arcadian leather sofa that had cost twice as much as all their old furniture put together. Strapped to his left wrist was his latest prime purchase, a brand new glittery watch. And not just any watch. This was a signature Tri-Gem Elaboration from PattyCake, Ltd., featuring the exclusive anthracite and freshwater pearl dial and scratch-resistant blue platinum casing engineered to withstand not only the inconveniences of deep space exploration but also high-speed impacts of up to two hundred miles per hour. He couldn’t stop looking at it.

         “I think there were some missing periods somewhere in there,” said Ambience. “I don’t like missing periods.” She paused. “Hey, I made a pun. I never make a pun.”

         “See? It’s working already.”

         “What’s working?”

         “Why, the wunnerful, wunnerful, fabulous, fantastical mojo of money. From now on our lives are gonna be exploding with all sorts of spooky flavors. Coincidences, enchantments, charms, jokes, prophecies, puns. And cake. Lots of cake. You’ll see. And you know what?—thought of it just this second—something else I want to buy today: a magic wand. And not some cheap juvenile licorice stick, either. I want the deluxe professional model, lacquered and encrusted with diamonds.”

         “What the fuck you want that for?”

         “To perform diamond-encrusted illusions and stuff with, what do you think? I always wanted to be a magician. Make elephants appear, disappear. You know, magic shit.”

         “But what do you need a wand for? You already pulled a fortune out of thin air without one.”

         “Yeah, I did, didn’t I? I must be good.”

         “You know it, babe. And guess what? You ain’t the only one. I’m so damn good I really don’t think I can stop myself from rewarding me, too, with a very special treat on this very special day.”

         “Treat away.”

         “I’m thinking gold. I’m thinking platinum. I’m also thinking diamonds of the also encrusted variety. I’m gonna be looking so fucking mint in my brand new tiara.”

         “Flapjacks and vinegar.”

         “Well, I always wanted to be a princess. It’s been a lifelong ambition.”

         “But you already are a princess. You don’t need a stupid hunk of metal to prove it.”

         “Princess of what?”

         “I don’t know. Rabidiya? Quagistan? Make one up.”

         “Then I’d be a made-up princess. I want to be a real one.”

         “Then you’re gonna have to go out and find yourself a real prince.”

         “Well, maybe I will.”

         “Fine. Good luck to you.” He hit Play. The Eschatology Force sprang back into action.

         She had to shout to be heard over the clamor of Sensosound. “The world is full of princes, you know.”

         “That so?”

         “They’re all over the place.”

         “Like germs?”

         “Don’t make me want to punish you.”

         “Oh, would you, please?”

         “How pathetic. Listen, you little worm, you’re gonna have to beg harder than that.”

         “I’m already hard.”

         Well, you know, this sort of entertaining banter could have gone on for hours. And often did. What they were really doing was mostly just hanging out until the stores opened again in the morning. There was lots more stuff to buy. Where exactly they would put more stuff was another issue. The original used clutter of their desperately cramped apartment had been all but buried beneath an avalanche of new clutter from their recent shopping rampages. They could barely see each other over the mounds, the piles, the heaps, the tottering towers of bags, boxes, cartons, and crates—many of them still unopened—loot from the more or less constant spending spree they’d been on for however many days it had been now. PumpkinClaws ran up and down the narrow aisles between the fresh merch as if she were on catnip. She pounced on the plastic packaging. She rolled around in the wrapping paper. For everyone, man and beast, it was Christmas in July.

         
              

         

         They had refurbished their dilapidated lives with product purchased almost exclusively in the TooGoodForYou District. They spent hour after hour trolling giddily through shops—shops, mind you, not stores—that would not have dared buzz them in in their previous incarnations. They went to KidMeNot & Sons, jewelers to the bejeweled. The damage? You don’t wanna know. They went to TheTaintedBarrel, where not even the staff could explain most of the merchandise. Ambience bought an old cast-iron thingy called a quarrel. She didn’t know what it was. Neither did the clerk.

         She had to have it. Who else had one? They went to Fracas. Kitsch for the rich. They qualified. Of course, they dropped a bundle. They went to Clawfoot&Residue. Who cared how much a silver nutcracker cost? They bought a dozen. They went to the HouseOfNoRegrets, clothiers to the stars and nearby orbiting planets who wanted to bathe in the reflected radiance. They loaded up. Good thing, too. They no longer “did” laundry. When they were done with what they were wearing, they’d simply toss those rags into the trash, tear open a couple of boxes, and put on new. And, of course, they had to drop in to Graveyard’s favorite browsing nook, AlliterativeAlchemy, where you could purchase philosopher’s pizzles, eidolon elixirs, umbonic unicorns, allotropic alembics, plenitude panaceas, and lots of other neat stuff to fulfill all your transformative needs. They went to Methodology, a hidden unmarked-door erotic emporium catering almost solely to the discreet well-heeled sensualist. They left with two shopping bags each. They got G-spot stimulators and vibrating cock rings with multiple pulsating patterns. They got variously sized and shaped dildos in glass, silicone, and acrylic. They got anal beads. They got clit pleasurizers and penis sleeves and prostate massagers. They got a couple of Deluxe Condom Samplers, ultra-thin, ultra-ribbed, ultra-dotted, ultra-silky. They got oils and lubes and arousing gels in twelve colors and five flavors, enough to slick a world-class orgy. Could they possibly wait till they got home before busting out their new toys? What do you think? They wanted to get each other real nice real fast. They got busy about an hour later in a locked stall of the women’s room at TheRestOfTheStory, a private club for students and alumni of Porcupine University (of which Graveyard was one, believe it or not), a secluded midtown oasis where knowing people traditionally allowed other knowing people to do what they know. They fucked and they sucked. They rinsed and repeated. Their new appliance friends offering encouragement to exceed all expectations. Then Graveyard got baby batter all over Ambience’s face. Whoops. Boy, was she pissed. And she let him know about it. He apologized. He was sorry. She pretended to forgive him. But later, she had to ask herself, was that true? Was that really true? Or did some teensy messed-up part of herself actually like it? What the fuck. She didn’t know.

         After they repaired the damage and spruced up their mirrored selves as best they could, they went for dinner to TheInnerSequence. Where, for the moment, all the famous rich thin people were supposed to go to eat. The specialty of the place was arranging the food on the plate in alphabetical order. Whenever anyone ordered the SuperSimulatedDiamondButterSteakForTwo, the chef rang a little bell. Graveyard and Ambience didn’t cook anymore. The top of their brand new BurntOfferings dual-fuel range with ten different cooking modes and digital everything was piled high with glossy boxes of cutting-edge electronics everyone could live without. The interior of the oven was stuffed with snacks. They liked snacks. All things salt and sugary. They had SnookerChips. They had BangoNuts. They had CheesySubs. They had ToastedPepperWhackers. And FruityPatooties. And LoopyCrisps. And FudgieWudgiePudgies. Their favorite. A cookie inside a cookie. Munching on all this nasty fun kept their glucose levels up until their next restaurant debauch. They went out for every meal. They went to all the places they would’ve been going to for years if they’d had the money. They went to DoNotAttempt. They had the EarlyRunoffSoup. The SpatchcockedGooneyBird with a HornyNutGremolata. LickMyFingerlings. JollifiedGreens. BreadSpindles. And WhereberryPie in a zesty HardLuckSauce. They went to TheSuperiorCowCo. BurnedBlackenedButteredAndBruised. They went to TenderHydraulics. They had the WeaselRolls and the hibiscus-dusted laser-seared CapeBuffaloDelight and the GrilledJimsonStalks and the RandomGlacéedPears in a puddle of ArmoredMelonGastrique. Then back to DoNotAttempt. That melty mouthy bird. Those tingly taters.

         After the gluttony, the lust. Clubbing every single night. They couldn’t get enough. They went to Contagion. They went to ThrashingLimb. They went to ExplodedDiagram. At DigitalAbstraction they got totally whacked on who knew how many rounds of FuzzyQuilts. Then each popped a little blue pill (what the hell, they were rich) out of a paper cup offered them by a sketchy old guy in a wheelchair. He looked as if he were wearing a rubber mask. He wasn’t.

         “What is it?” said Graveyard, after he’d already swallowed.

         “Ellipsis,” said the old guy, as if you should have known.

         “Oh, yeah,” said Graveyard. He’d read about the ex–chem grad student who’d developed it out of utter boredom with the contents of his own mind. Now on the run from the substance cops in a faraway land with a bad reputation. Interesting drug. It turned your life into a movie with a lot of sudden jump cuts. One minute you’re packed in the middle of a sweaty throng of funseekers all throbbing softly to the basic beats of DJMasterMasterChef, the next minute you’re in the back seat of a speeding cab arguing with your wife about something vitally important you’re going to forget in a second because now you’re in the Up elevator at ArchaicMoon wondering why the building is slowly descending into the ground. The doors opened. On a total party blast of noise and light they could actually feel on their skin. On the wall opposite in poison-green neon: WELCOME TO THE MOMENT. The place was packed. There was barely enough room to step off the elevator. Everyone was dancing or trying to dance or pretending to try. Everyone was shouting enthusiastically to everyone else.

         Ambience smiled. “I love it,” she shouted.

         “What?” shouted Graveyard.

         “Why didn’t we ever come here before?”

         Graveyard shouted something.

         She shouted something back.

         Graveyard grabbed her hand and began shouldering his way through the crowd. Turned out this was the drop party for popster Effigy’s latest release, BeatMeKickMeHoldMe. So what were Graveyard and Ambience doing there? Seemed Graveyard was maybe, if you squinted hard enough, a smeared but passable copy of RascalCoupons. You know, the guy who played the quirky motel clerk in ADoubleClutchLife. Plus, to be perfectly candid, Ambience was this evening lookin’—there is no other word for it—totally hellified.

         Then the ellipsis must have kicked in for a moment or two because all at once they found themselves seated at a prized table in a corner where the decibel levels were almost bearable. They ordered a couple of MentalCuffs. Great drink. A lemonhorseradish-peppermintschnapps combo. They looked around. Everybody seemed to be somebody who wanted to be seen. And every face you saw was a face you recognized or seemed to recognize or wanted to recognize. Up on the balcony, behind shiny chrome bars and surrounded by a babe posse of unreal boobitude, reigned the grand manipulator of the night, DJAcquisitionFee. He was jazzing on Effigy’s tracks. He not only had his finger on the pulse, he was also regulating the actual heart rate of the room. The crowd vibrated in a sort of civilized frenzy. The lights strobed. The walls shook. If it were possible for a building to have an orgasm, this one was close to it. Then Effigy herself got up on top of a table and began gyrating in sync with her own vocals and her own images, which were being projected on the hi-def Humongotron overhead. Effigy’s crew shrieked with laughter. They jumped up and began stuffing wads of cash into the tighty-tight waistband of her bush-low salt-and-pepper cigarette lowriders. When she finished, she applauded herself. Five minutes later she was in a secluded booth playing tonsil hockey with VelvetRope, the former MissDriveThru and unrepentant convicted felon.

         Graveyard and Ambience ordered a round of FlyingBarbarians. Then another. Neither one, at this point, exactly sure which club they were actually in. But what the hell. They were having fun. Then they might have had, might have imagined, probably actually did have sex of one variety or another, either at the table, under the table, behind the bar, or in the john (again). Whatever. Something good happened this night. They were sure of that.

         When they were back in their seats, Ambience reached out for Graveyard’s hand. She said nothing. She just liked interlocking fingers with him. She liked feeling his heat.

         “Look at that total tool over there,” said Ambience. “Isn’t that TastyAshes?”

         And so it was. The nutso one-eyed director of such b.o. gold as The Water’s Fine and Lucifer by Starlight was scuttling about the sticky floor on all fours, catching coins in his mouth tossed by an out-of-control table of movie people with emo hair and narrow rectangular glasses with black frames to show everyone how smart they were.

         “Is he drunk?”

         “Let’s hope so,” said Graveyard.

         The music stopped. A drumroll sounded. A spot came on, catching the dramatic descent of a giant piñata in the shape of Senator HillAndDale being slowly lowered from the scaffolding overhead. The crowd shrieked. The crowd jumped up and down. The senior senator from BadgerPaw hated, or pretended to hate, most everything people at the ArchaicMoon liked. A long line quickly formed. Everyone eager to take a crack at the papier-mâché politician.

         “I wanna beat on the rat with a baseball bat,” said Ambience. She hated HillAndDale’s meanie politics. She hated his face. She hated his voice. And she hated the way he reminded her, all too vividly, of her own absconded father.

         “Go for it,” said Graveyard. He watched her go. Watched the back of her head bobbing away into the crowd. Watched her take her place at the back of the line. She saw him looking. She waved. He waved back. Inside a minute, two ugly guys in ugly clothes were hitting on her. Lemon meringue and angel food, said Graveyard to himself, she is so…well, everything. She looked like someone he’d like to pick up. Why can’t I see her every second of every day the way I’m seeing her now? Cash goggles? He didn’t know.

         Meanwhile, down on the floor, the wasted and blindfolded merrymakers were busy, one at a time, knocking major stuffing out of the wildly penduluming senator. And every healthy whack released a fresh shower of coins, candies, playing cards, steel washers, little plastic cocktail animals, fluttering bills of assorted denominations, bits of papier-mâché, and party packets of Hilarium, a fantastic designer drug so new no one had gotten around to criminalizing it yet. It was so potent it made you feel exactly how you wanted to feel. Get it while you can, folks. And boy, did they. Happy revelers scrambled around on the floor, completely ignoring the cash and bar-wrestling over the popular brain renovator. By the time it was Ambience’s turn all four of the senator’s limbs were gone and there was a serious indentation across his upper torso. She leaned back and let fly with a swing out of slugger’s heaven. The sound on contact was like melon on pavement. HillAndDale’s phony head shot across the room in a wicked line drive that bounced square off the back of some guy’s real head. The guy was standing at the end of a long crowded table made entirely of glued-together cereal boxes. Like he was giving a toast or something. He turned around, rubbing his neck. It was MisterMenu. Holy moly. One of those new-money celebrities you see popping up everywhere nowadays. He looked at his hand. He smiled. He said something. Everyone laughed. MisterMenu’s peeps: the former happy-to-see-ya Mayor GuardRails, whose deputy and police commissioner had just been indicted on charges of wire fraud, extortion conspiracy, and tax evasion; StutterStep, star quarterback for the Mammoth City Subprimes, currently under a restraining order obtained by his actor/singer/dancer/stripper ex-wife, Extravaganza; the obscenely rich, almost mythological WheelPlay, CEO of everything this-and-that, generally disliked by the populace at large, universally loathed by the insiders at this table; the supposedly dying fashion designer Monogram, who always looked so incredibly vital, so incredibly tan; AllAccess, that shiny young appetite who’d won last year’s Macadamia Award for her breakout performance as the hooker turned nun turned first female president in the rom-com juggernaut One, Two, Four, accompanied, as always, by that doofus boyfriend of hers, the three-fingered meth-lab-explosion guy she met in rehab; messy-divorce lawyer DoubleDown, of Softsoap&Dropcloth, who wouldn’t even look at you if you weren’t A-list famous; faded legendary songbird and marriage junkie BranchWater, so faded, in fact, that it was pretty freaky to even see her here tonight and even freakier to see that she was still happily numbered among the present and accounted for and apparently dating mega-agent AllRightsReserved, who brokered the deal that brought SordidBones to VulpineEntertainmentMist, and, well, the rest, as you know, is cinematic history; supermodel ScandalONova, of the electric-eel erotic charge, with her fifth appendage, the unendurably foxy BFF PipeCleaner, who couldn’t stop pimping her latest top-tier fragrance, Cents, which came marketed, naturally, in a cent-sign-shaped bottle; the ubiquitous BuzzBomb, gossip columnist for the online Eek!; and, of course, the incandescent MissusMenu, the former Miss AllThat, who was inexplicably wearing a monster neck brace (rad new fashion statement or what? Who knew?). And, at the distant, Siberian end of the table, a random gaggle of plain-looking people Graveyard didn’t recognize at all. Lost tourists? Contest winners? Relatives? A bunch of losers nevertheless.

         He watched Ambience drop the bat. He watched Ambience rush across the room. To apologize, no doubt. He knew his girl. MisterMenu’s entourage looked to be simultaneously shocked and amused. Wouldn’t you be? She said something. She made my-bad gestures with her hands. Everyone was smiling, including MisterMenu himself. He was holding the papier-mâché head in his hands. He reached inside and pulled out a handful of bills. Everyone laughed. He displayed the bills. He put them in his pocket. More laughter. He was hosting his own show, starring himself. He lifted the fake head to his mouth and kissed the senator right on his brittle, painted lips. Then he drop-kicked the head back across the room, where it crashed into The Weight of Her Hair, a sculptural assemblage by media sensation and boy wonder MorningDew, most gossiped about for his stratospherically overpriced poster-paint-and-Magic-Marker diptych, the surprisingly underbaked Vaginas 1 & 2. Unfortunate funsters seated directly beneath “the work” were treated to a sudden cascade of broken glass, ceramic chunks, coils of razor wire, knotted plastic tubing, and actual vials of the artist’s own blood. Too bad for them.

         “Thank you,” shouted an anonymous male voice. “I’ve always hated that fucking thing.”

         MisterMenu shook Ambience’s hand. He gave her a long hug. He said something something something, and she was done. Several grinning celebs at the table also took the trouble to shake her hand as she left. Thanking her for the lucky line drive? Then Graveyard lost her in the crowd. Then all at once there she was standing in front of him. Beaming like a blazin’ member of the leaf community.

         “What’d he say?” said Graveyard.

         “He said I should be batting clean-up for the Capitalonians.”

         “Funny guy.”

         “He said I reminded him of his daughter. She plays lacrosse for Mistletoe College.”

         “That wasn’t exactly a daughterly squeeze he gave you there at the end.”

         “Oh, he was just trying to be nice.”

         “But he’s not a nice person.”

         “That’s why he’s trying.” She watched him staring at her. She shrugged. “What can I say? Powerful man. His passions run high.”

         “And what would you know about powerful men and their passions?”

         “I once saw a fascinating doc on the subject on the BadBoysAndBimbos Channel.”

         “And your response, if he decided to act out that badness on you?”

         “I don’t know,” she said. “I’d have to see the size of the check.” She laughed. He didn’t.

         “You know,” he said, “you don’t have to see the size of anyone’s check anymore.”

         “But I’m Little Miss Curious,” she said. “I like to find out stuff.”

         “So become a detective.”

         “It was a joke,” she said. “A stupid joke, all right? Whatever happened to your sense of humor?”

         “I bought it out.”

         “Let me tell you something: whatever goes on in that nutty head of yours is not exactly what you think is going on in there.”

         “And what am I supposed to do with that sound bite?”

         “Try it on for size and see if it fits,” said Ambience. She paused. “You know I love you.”

         “Yes.”

         “And you know that whatever we’re talking about right now doesn’t really mean a whole fuck of a lot.”

         “Yes.”

         “You wanna go?”

         Yeah, he wanna go. And so they did. Around the tables, between the clinging couples, down the thronging hallways, and out onto the street, where a cool crowd of smokers was smoking furiously, and Ambience and Graveyard had the same idea at precisely the same time. They crossed the street to the ValleyDellFreshFarm bodega, where they bought a pack of Daredevils. You know, the cigs with the pitchfork printed on every filter. They went around the corner and found a spot on the dank, greasy steps of some loading dock or other.

         First there was the ritualistic opening of the pack. The musical crinkling of the cellophane. Then the rich dark aroma of fresh tobacco. Like raisins or dates or figs or all three at once. And the sparking up, the perennial mystique of the flame, the slow, concentrated inhale. The slow, extended exhale. Ambience studied the business end of her Daredevil. The little orange ember seemed alive, speaking to her in spirals of tender smoke. Neither of them had touched a cigarette in years.

         “This is good,” she said. “Why’d we ever quit?” She was feeling a bit dizzy. In a pleasant way, of course.

         “I think we said to ourselves that we were gonna die.”

         “And now we’re not?”

         “No, now we don’t care.”

         “Same thing,” said Ambience. She took another long drag. She blew it out. A tremendous white plume went exploding away into the humid black night. It was beautiful. I made that, she said to herself. I’m a performance artist.

         “You don’t think they’re gonna actually ban this sweet stuff outright, do you?” she said.

         “Whaddya talking about? They practically already have.”

         “When are those rotten government bastards gonna get off our fucking backs?” she said. Then she laughed.

         “Who cares?” said Graveyard. “Even if they outlaw cigarettes entirely, the rich will still smoke. The rich do what they want to do.”

         “Is that us?”

         “Yes,” he said. His voice as quiet as it ever got. “That’s us.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            Makin’ Bank

         

         That was the summer everyone was supposed to be reading It Is What It Is, the gone-viral first novel by CuttyCrabCakes, author of the self-help book of the decade, So You Can Get What You Want When You Want. And they did. Read it, that is. And masturbated en masse to all the top ten highlighted scenes. Especially pages 42–45, 101–5, 126–31, 187–92, and so on. Even MisterMenu took a look, and he hadn’t read anything as frivolous as a novel since his navel-gazing days at Weights & Measures University. Novels were for sissies. When he did open a book of any sort, which admittedly wasn’t often these days, he preferred the heroic history-type stuff. He didn’t like being “fooled” by fiction. But he was as susceptible as anyone else to the lures of genteel pornography. His favorite passage was everyone’s favorite, the one in red type that began on page 263. He read it several times with great interest. He’d been trying to get MissusMenu to lick his taint for years. No luck.

         So here he was, alone again with a book (a damn book) on another stale weeknight, waiting to get his pipes cleaned whenever Her Highness bothered to return from her latest charity ratfuck or other. He rarely attended such events. He was busy. He had a conflict. There were people he had no wish to see. Like Chorusline. Or worse, UnlimitedMessaging. Plus, MisterMenu had a headache.

         He looked at TastyNewsNuggets online. Nothing new there. He read less than half of an article about himself. All wrong. He glanced through the latest spreadsheets. Nothing really new there, either. Company doing fine. Life was complicated; money was not. The economy was a pixie. You had to believe in it or it fell to the ground stone cold dead. And MisterMenu believed. Lord, did he believe. He hit a couple of buttons on the ol’ keyboard. Made some more money. Lots more money. Ho hum. (Actually, he was thrilled. He always got a little thrill whenever he made some money.) He clicked on the FabuVision. Caught the last twenty minutes or so of some tarted-up pageant (possibly a rerun) where famous actors gave awards to other famous actors. Didn’t everyone already have an award? How much love did these people need? Sometime after that he drifted off. He dreamed he was awake. But not awake enough to hear MissusMenu come home, slip into bed beside him. In the morning he told her not to speak to him the entire day. Suspiciously, she complied. Without complaint.

         Then, seated in the back of the GalacticCloudTouringConfiguration, on his way to work, suddenly popping into his head, for no particular reason, the memory of one of the greatest—if not in fact the very greatest—blow job of his life. He’d met her his sophomore year in an uncharacteristic, at least for him, face-off about halfway through the second week of the centerpiece of the business school: Financial Engineering for Apprentice Wizards. What he remembered about her was her name (AccountsReceivable), her height (top of her head to the bottom of his chin), her eyes (were they all pupil or what?), her mouth (had anything ever been invented in the whole history of the globuverse that was as blah blah blah as someone else’s hot lips and tongue drooling all over your precious jewels?). She’d worked that sweet spot on the underside of his dick, just below the mushroom cap. Until it felt like his whole dick was vibrating. And his whole being. And his whole fucking world. And when he came, or whatever that was, he went to a place he’d never been before. I love you, AccountsReceivable, he said to himself. Easy for him to say. They lived together for a couple of semesters. Until all the pretty vibrations went away. Where’d they go? Damned if he knew.

         The DingleBerry rattled awake. It was InternalBundling, his CFO. His Clueless Fucking Onionhead, as MisterMenu liked to refer to him, especially to his face. Of course, he loved the guy dearly, though his understanding of the word love may not be the same as yours. There were apparently major discrepancies in the PissOnMe contract. The day’s steeplechase already begun, and he hadn’t even gotten out of the goddamn car. Actually, he didn’t mind, really. He enjoyed the ride. Pretty much. Forty-five minutes of peace before the deluge. Not today. He told InternalBundling to take his thumb out of his ass and get ahold of NoRefrain over there in Dislocations & Infringements. He’s got the 411 on all this crap. Did he (MisterMenu) have to think of everything himself? Now look at how hot he was running, and he hadn’t even entered the building yet.

         The NationalProcedures corporate HQ was located, naturally enough, in the BigPointyBuilding in the high-end, businessy part of town. NumberCrunchers, where all the tooth-capped aristocracy stuffed their faces, was just across the street. There was a dark old church of some antique denomination or other down on the corner. The fancy I. M. Me–designed world headquarters of Perpetua, Inc., on the next block. An upscale branch of the upscale Crumblecake & Sons, Ltd., right next door. It was a neighborhood where people made money. It was a neighborhood where people spent money. Lots of it.

         The Galactic glided to a halt. MisterMenu instructed Trefoil, his chauffeur, to bring the machine back around at a quarter to one. What he neglected to inform Trefoil was that he was planning on lunching at LaLaLa’s with EpoxyGrout Sr., the bloated head (egotistically, and, fittingly enough, physically) of MagnitudeNewsCorp, the self-proclaimed voice of the sick, the lame, and the lazy. Hefty demographic. Trefoil had no need to know. Much of anything.

         On his way into the building and through the lobby to the elevator, MisterMenu dutifully said good morning to anyone who happened to look at him. He was famous for that. He had his own private elevator. A gold-plated express to the top, which opened directly into his office.

         “I’m here,” he said into the intercom.

         “Very well,” said MissyMiss.

         MissyMiss’d been with him for ten, eleven, twelve years—whatever the hell it was—and he’d wanted to fire her about every other week for the whole ragged run. But he could never quite prod himself to finally bring down the hammer. Maybe because he just liked looking at her. He liked being in the same room with her. And she had a great smell. It was like having a living air freshener in the office. And sometimes, at home, he’d catch a whiff of that scent coming off his clothes, and he’d be transported to someplace else, where he was living with or married to MissyMiss instead of MissusMenu or, worse, the evil-smelling VelvetRope, mother of his children, former face of WhatYouLookingAt?Cosmetics, and all-around pain in the ass. How much she’d taken from him in the divorce settlement was a figure as closely guarded as the actual number of gold bars left stored in the national vault. Both numbers would probably surprise a lot of people.

         He sat down at his desk. The very desk once owned by none other than the original Old King Cole. He’d gotten it for a steal from OptionalFeatures, who’d needed a quick cashfix to pay off the dream team of attorneys who’d gotten his securities fraud conviction reduced to a pinch and a whistle. MisterMenu went to work. Usual routine. Morons in and out. Phone clattering, clattering phone. Meetings morning, meetings night. Anytime he wanted, he could be “busy” every waking minute of every waking day. His choice. You guess. But this a.m., after just a few hours, the light from the computer screen had gotten inside his eyes. He barked at employees he didn’t usually bark at. The data stream read like an alien language. Then he remembered. The honey bag. The missing honey bag.

         “MissyMiss,” he said into his intercom.

         “Yes, MisterMenu.”

         “Get DelicateSear up here.”

         “Yes, MisterMenu.”

         “STAT.”

         “Yes, MisterMenu.”

         DelicateSear was the Executive Vice President for Context and Control. Nifty title, huh? MisterMenu made it up himself. He enjoyed being creative. What DelicateSear really was was the company wrangler. She put the boobs back in the bra. MisterMenu’d known her a long time. She was an ex-fuckbuddy, a current friend, and a general all-around screwaround. Deadass credentials, too. She’d graduated magma cum loud from PortOfSuccor College. She had a master’s degree from the University of BlackToast. She’d been in the military. She’d been in the police. She’d been other places no one talked about. She’d been where you had to be. He’d met her on the leveraged buyout of PolkadotIndustries. She’d represented the other side. He’d bought her out. Of course they’d gone to bed together. She liked the sun in the morning and the moon at night. So did he. But it hadn’t been a good fit. She liked her greasers plain. He doused his in slobbersauce. Her favorite TV show was PickMe. He couldn’t stand that caterwauling, even when it was being done by CarbonatedDiva. She rooted for the Javelinas. He put his dime on the Subprimes. He liked getting blow jobs. She did not like giving them. He hadn’t seen her in months. All quiet on the company front.

         “You’re looking well,” she said, showing up about two and a half minutes after he’d asked to see her.

         “Clean living,” he said.

         “How’s the missus?”

         “Getting it done.” She had the kind of face you could look at for hours without getting tired.

         “That bad, huh?”

         He waited a beat. Then he said, “I’m not rising to that anymore.”

         “Oh? Not rising to what?” She speared him with her silkiest smile.

         “Your bait.”

         “I’m not baiting you.”

         “Coulda fooled me.”

         “And you’ve always been such an astute reader of other people’s fine print.”

         “I’m famous for it,” he said. The longer she talked to him, the brighter she seemed. Or was he only imagining the effect? Who knew? “What’s that you’re wearing?” he said. “I can smell it from here.”

         “PrettyMe,” she said. “The latest from ExquisiteEffluvia.”

         “Come over here,” he said. “So I can give you a big yummy squeeze.”

         She did. And he did. And it felt as good and as comfortable as it always had. Bony, but comfortable.

         “Oh, my,” she said. When they finally unclinched. “How long has MissusMenu been gone? Was there something extra in that? Or am I imagining?”

         “The missus hasn’t gone anywhere. And she’s as good as she needs to be. Have a seat. That’s not what we’re here to discuss.”

         DelicateSear sat down in one of the ergonomic chairs personally designed for MisterMenu by Eggwhite of Residuum. Your back will say thank you after mere minutes of such luscious lumbar support.

         “Don’t tell me this is only about some dreary company business. I changed my dress twice before running up here.”

         “It’s about some dreary personal business.”

         “Better. Much better.”

         He told her about the bag. Omitting all references to MissusMenu. The bag fell, all right. Somehow. Done and done. He told her he wanted the bag back. He told her he wanted her to be the one who got the bag back.

         “No problem,” she said.

         “Really? I would have thought there would be issues and complications. A verminous horde of issues and complications. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

         “When I say no problem, it means there is no problem.”

         “That’s what I’ve always liked about you. Your confidence. You are a supremely confident person.”

         “I know that.”

         MisterMenu laughed as loudly as it was possible for MisterMenu to laugh. “That’s what I mean.”

         
              

         

         Two days later DelicateSear was back. She held in her manicured hand a transparent DVD jewel case.

         “I’m sure somewhere amidst all this splendor you’ve got a bonehard player of some sort.” She handed him the case.

         MisterMenu pressed a button. A Hoo-Ray deck slid out of the wall. He pressed another button. A screen descended from a slot in the ceiling. MisterMenu put the disc in the machine. They sat back and watched.

         “The first clip is from the surveillance camera in front of your building,” said DelicateSear. They saw a busy street scene. Ordinaries walking back and forth. In the background cars and buses and cabs and bikes moving steadily from right to left. They saw the bag suddenly plummet from the sky, almost brain some nondescript nobody. They saw the nobody kneel down, examine the bag, open it, look inside, close the bag, and then just get up and brazenly walk off with it.

         “He looks like he could use the dough,” said MisterMenu.

         “This next clip is from the MetaHealingBank branch on the next block,” said DelicateSear. They watched the nobody with the bag struggle down the street through hordes of largely oblivious pedestrians. The screen went blank, then almost instantly came back on again. “The camera outside FontanelleJewelers,” said DelicateSear. More struggling. “Time&TideLaundromat,” said DelicateSear as another camera tracked the bag’s slow progress. The nobody set the bag down and sat down on top of the bag. He glanced here. He glanced there. He glanced all around.

         “Look at that idiot,” said MisterMenu. “Guilty as hell. He’s expecting the hand on his shoulder at any moment.”

         “Now there’s a gap here of about half a block. We pick him up again in front of FlavorTown.” The nobody set the bag down again, took a paper towel from his back pocket, and wiped his forehead. Looked around, appeared to ponder something important, then stepped boldly into traffic and hailed a cab. Nobody and bag got into a big yellow taxi, and they were gone. The screen went black.

         “That’s it,” said DelicateSear. “If he had kept walking we could have followed him all the way up to his door.”

         “I’m astonished,” said MisterMenu. “How’d you get access to all these cameras?”

         “When I want something, I get it.”

         “Extraordinary. Well, I’m impressed; I’m goddamn impressed.”

         “Thank you.”

         “Now what?”

         “As you could plainly see, the visual quality of the last clip is not anywhere near the high-tech spy quality we normally prefer. We’re working on deciphering the cab number and the tag. When we get it, I’ll tell you.”

         “Who’s this ‘we’?” He waited a moment. “Wait a minute, never mind, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

         “My associates,” said DelicateSear. “They’re all on your payroll.”

         “Fine. But the less I know about payroll the better.”

         “Now you really surprise me. The poster boy for fervent micromanaging.”

         “I’ve got enough crap in my head at the moment.”

         “Yes, the missus’s care and feeding and all.”

         “That’s enough.”

         “Well,” said DelicateSear. She got up out of the Eggwhite. “I’d better get to work.”

         “Nice seeing you again, D.”

         “Me, too.”

         “You’re looking particularly—well, healthy.”

         “You, too.”

         MisterMenu walked her to the door. Breathing in her scent the whole way. Citrus and musk and something cinnamony. “I want to thank you in advance for the enormous expertise already expended on this project.“

         “You’re welcome.”

         “You’re one of the handful of people in this paranoid organization I can actually trust.”

         “It’s not necessary to stroke me.”

         “I’m not. I’m simply relaying a basic fact.” He tried to say something warm with his eyes, but he didn’t know if that worked or not.

         She patted him on the hand. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We gonna get your money.”

         “I know.”

         “I do, too.”

         And she was gone.

         He watched her stride briskly away down the deeply carpeted aisle. A rare female creature of surpassing beauty and intelligence. Fine ass, too.
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