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FOREWORD


In recent years, there have been a few literary dustups — how insane is it that such a thing exists in a world at war? — about readability in contemporary fiction. In essence, there are some people who feel that fiction should be easy to read, that it's a popular medium that should communicate on a somewhat conversational wavelength. On the other hand, there are those who feel that fiction can be challenging, generally and thematically, and even on a sentence-by-sentence basis — that it's okay  if a person needs to work a bit while reading, for the rewards can be that much greater when one's mind has been exercised and thus (presumably) expanded.


Much in the way that would-be civilized debates are polarized by extreme thinkers on either side, this debate has been made to seem like an either/or proposition, that the world has room for only one kind of fiction, and that the other kind should be banned and its proponents hunted down and, why not, dismembered.


But while the polarizers have been going at it, there has existed a silent legion of readers, perhaps the majority of readers of literary fiction, who don't mind a little of both. They believe, though not too vocally, that so-called difficult books can exist next to, can even rub bindings suggestively with, more welcoming fiction. These readers might actually read both kinds of fiction themselves, sometimes in the same week. There might even be — though it's impossible to prove — readers who find it possible to enjoy Thomas Pynchon one day and Elmore Leonard the next. Or even: readers who can have fun with Jonathan Franzen in the morning while wrestling with William Gaddis at night.


David Foster Wallace has long straddled the worlds of difficult and not-as-difficult, with most readers agreeing that his essays are easier to read than his fiction, and his journalism most accessible of all. But while much of his work is challenging, his tone, in whatever form he's exploring, is rigorously unpretentious. A Wallace reader gets the impression of  being in a room with a very talkative and brilliant uncle or cousin who, just when he's about to push it too far, to try our patience with too much detail, has the good sense to throw in a good lowbrow joke. Wallace, like many other writers who could be otherwise considered too smart for their own good — Bellow comes to mind — is, like Bellow, always aware of the reader, of the idea that books are essentially meant to entertain, and so almost unerringly balances his prose to suit. This had been Wallace's hallmark for years before this book, of course. He was already known as a very smart and challenging and funny and preter-naturally gifted writer when Infinite Jest was released in 1996, and thereafter his reputation included all the adjectives mentioned just now, and also this one: Holy shit.


No, that isn't an adjective in the strictest sense. But you get the idea. The book is 1,079 pages long and there is not one lazy sentence. The book is drum-tight and relentlessly smart, and though it does not wear its heart on its sleeve, it's deeply felt and incredibly moving. That it was written in three years by a writer under thirty-five is very painful to think about. So let's not think about that. The point is that it's for all these reasons — acclaimed, daunting, not-lazy, drum-tight, very funny (we didn't mention that yet but yes) — that you picked up this book. Now the question is this: Will you actually read it?


In commissioning this foreword, the publisher wanted a very brief and breezy essay that might convince a new reader of Infinite Jest that the book is approachable, effortless even — a barrel of monkeys' worth of fun to read. Well. It's easy to agree with the former, more difficult to advocate the latter. The book is approachable, yes, because it doesn't include complex scientific or historical content, nor does it require any particular expertise or erudition. As verbose as it is, and as long as it is, it never wants to punish you for some knowledge you lack, nor does it want to send you to the dictionary every few pages. And yet, while it uses a familiar enough vocabulary, make no mistake that Infinite Jest is something other. That is, it bears little resemblance to anything before it, and comparisons to anything since are desperate and hollow. It appeared in 1996, sui generis, very different from virtually anything before it. It defied categorization and thwarted efforts to take it apart and explain it.


It's possible, with most contemporary novels, for astute readers, if they are wont, to break it down into its parts, to take it apart as one would a car or Ikea shelving unit. That is, let's say a reader is a sort of mechanic. And let's say this particular reader-mechanic has worked on lots of books, and after a few hundred contemporary novels, the mechanic feels like he can take apart just about any book and put it back together again. That is, the mechanic recognizes the components of modern fiction and can say, for example, I've seen this part before, so I know why it's there and what it does. And this one, too — I recognize it. This part connects to this and performs this function. This one usually goes here, and does that. All of this is familiar enough. That's no knock on the contemporary fiction that is recognizable and breakdownable. This includes about 98 percent of the fiction we know and love.


But this is not possible with Infinite Jest. This book is like a spaceship with no recognizable components, no rivets or bolts, no entry points, no way to take it apart. It is very shiny, and it has no discernible flaws. If you could somehow smash it into smaller pieces, there would certainly be no way to put it back together again. It simply is. Page by page, line by line, it is probably the strangest, most distinctive, and most involved work of fiction by an American in the last twenty years. At no time while reading Infinite Jest are you are unaware that this is a work of complete obsession, of a stretching of the mind of a young writer to the point of, we assume, near madness.


Which isn't to say it's madness in the way that Burroughs or even Fred Exley used a type of madness with which to create. Exley, like many writers of his generation and the few before it, drank to excess, and Burroughs ingested every controlled substance he could buy or borrow. But Wallace is a different sort of madman, one in full control of his tools, one who instead of teetering on the edge of this precipice or that, under the influence of drugs or alcohol, seems to be heading ever-inward, into the depths of memory and the relentless conjuring of a certain time and place in a way that evokes — it seems so wrong to type this name but then again, so right! — Marcel Proust. There is the same sort of obsessiveness, the same incredible precision and focus, and the same sense that the writer wanted (and arguably succeeds at) nailing the consciousness of an age.


Let's talk about age, the more pedestrian meaning of the word. It's to be expected that the average age of the new Infinite Jest reader would be about twenty-five. There are certainly many collegians among you, probably, and there may be an equal number of thirty-year-olds or fifty-year-olds who have for whatever reason reached a point in their lives where they have determined themselves finally ready to tackle the book, which this or that friend has urged upon them. The point is that the average age is appropriate enough. I was twenty-five myself when I first read it. I had known it was coming for about a year, because the publisher, Little, Brown, had been very clever about building anticipation for it, with monthly postcards, bearing teasing phrases and hints, sent to every media outlet in the country. When the book was finally released, I started in on it almost immediately.


And thus I spent a month of my young life. I did little else. And I can't say it was always a barrel of monkeys. It was occasionally trying. It demands your full attention. It can't be read at a crowded café, or with a child on one's lap. It was frustrating that the footnotes were at the end of the book, rather than on the bottom of the page, as they had been in Wallace's essays and journalism. There were times, reading a very exhaustive account of a tennis match, say, when I thought, well, okay. I like tennis as much as the next guy, but enough already.


And yet the time spent in this book, in this world of language, is absolutely rewarded. When you exit these pages after that month of reading, you are a better person. It's insane, but also hard to deny. Your brain is stronger because it's been given a monthlong workout, and more importantly, your heart is sturdier, for there has scarcely been written a more moving account of desperation, depression, addiction, generational stasis and yearning, or the obsession with human expectations, with artistic and athletic and intellectual possibility. The themes here are big, and the emotions (guarded as they are) are very real, and the cumulative effect of the book is, you could say, seismic. It would be very unlikely that you would find a reader who, after finishing the book, would shrug and say, "Eh."


Here's a question once posed to me, by a large, baseball cap–wearing English major at a medium-size western college: Is it our duty to read Infinite Jest? This is a good question, and one that many people, particularly literary-minded people, ask themselves. The answer is: Maybe. Sort of. Probably, in some way. If we think it's our duty to read this book, it's because we're interested in genius. We're interested in epic writerly ambition. We're fascinated with what can be made by a person with enough time and focus and caffeine and, in Wallace's case, chewing tobacco. If we are drawn to Infinite Jest, we're also drawn to the Magnetic Fields' 69 Songs, for which Stephin Merritt wrote that many songs, all of them about love, in about two years. And we're drawn to the ten thousand paintings of folk artist Howard Finster. Or the work of Sufjan Stevens, who is on a mission to create an album about each state in the union. He's currently at State No. 2, but if he reaches his goal, it will approach what Wallace did with the book in your hands. The point is that if we are interested in human possibility, and we are able to cheer each other on to leaps in science and athletics and art and thought, we must admire the work that our peers have managed to create. We have an obligation, to ourselves, chiefly, to see what a brain, and particularly a brain like our own — that is, using the same effluvium we, too, swim through — is capable of. It's why we watch Shoah, or visit the unending scroll on which Jack Kerouac wrote (in a fever of days) On the Road, or William T. Vollmann's 3,300-page Rising Up and Rising Down, or Michael Apted's 7-Up, 28-Up, 42-Up series of films, or . . . well, the list goes on.


And now, unfortunately, we're back to the impression that this book is daunting. Which it isn't, really. It's long, but there are pleasures everywhere. There is humor everywhere. There is also a very quiet but very sturdy and constant tragic undercurrent that concerns a people who are completely lost, who are lost within their families and lost within their nation, and lost within their time, and who only want some sort of direction or purpose or sense of community or love. Which is, after all and conveniently enough for the end of this introduction, what an author is seeking when he sets out to write a book — any book, but particularly a book like this, a book that gives so much, that required such sacrifice and dedication. Who would do such a thing if not for want of connection and thus of love?


Last thing: In attempting to persuade you to buy this book, or check it out of your library, it's useful to tell you that the author is a normal person. Dave Wallace — and he is commonly known as such — keeps big sloppy dogs and has never dressed them in taffeta or made them wear raincoats. He has complained often about sweating too much when he gives public readings, so much so that he wears a bandanna to keep the perspiration from soaking the pages below him. He was once a nationally ranked tennis player, and he cares about good government. He is from the Midwest — east-central Illinois, to be specific, which is an intensely normal part of the country (not far, in fact, from a city, no joke, named Normal). So he is normal, and regular, and ordinary, and this is his extraordinary, and irregular, and not-normal achievement, a thing that will outlast him and you and me, but will help future people understand us — how we felt, how we lived, what we gave to each other and why.


— Dave Eggers


September 2006
      

   



INTRODUCTION




In 1996, my college roommate Grant and I drove down to Illinois State University in Bloomington-Normal. I was on assignment with the Daily Iowan, the student newspaper of the University of Iowa, to interview David Foster Wallace about his forthcoming book, Infinite Jest. For many preceding months in those zygotic internet days I had been hearing the lumbering, steam-fuelled buzz growing up around the book, which promised, at 1,079 pages, to be something astonishing, preternatural, and permanently game-changing.


      I did not doubt it. I had read The Broom of the System, Wallace’s first novel, published when he was only twenty-four and serving, initially, as one of his undergraduate theses (the other was in philosophy), and quickly on the heels of that, Girl with Curious Hair, his collection of nine stories and a novella so manic with ventriloquism and curiosity as to seem written by ten different writers being informed and guided, day and night, by a legion of obsessive-compulsive assistants. Taken together with the novel, which had managed to assimilate the arch, self-referential preoccupations of the metafictionalists of an earlier generation without sacrificing emotional availability or outlandish comedy, the stories had made Wallace the byword, among my college friends, for the Future of American Fiction.


      Using my credentials as journalist for the Daily Iowan, I called Little, Brown, publisher of Infinite Jest, and asked to speak to whomever I needed to speak to in order to speak to David Foster Wallace. I was nervous. I was transferred. I was, after a few queries regarding my intentions, vetted. Inexplicably, astoundingly, I was given Wallace’s home phone number which, exponentially more nervously, I dialled. Wallace answered. 


      The writers most frequently checklisted in association with Wallace’s name – James Joyce, Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo – come now to a young writer’s attention with a round thick penumbra of myth and aura, properly setting them apart not only from their contemporaries but from mere mortals as well. Their auras are never so imposing and impenetrable as when one is in college, and when one worships, with all one’s wide-eyed heart and overeager soul, at the altar of the novel. When I was in college, I knew well enough that when DeLillo’s new novel came out, he was not likely to have a conversation with a sometime-contributor to the Daily Iowan. Even less likely Pynchon. And Joyce was of course dead. In my affection and enthusiasm, I did not distinguish a difference between these three writers and Wallace, except to say that Wallace was about my age, wrote characters of about my age, and seemed to know more about My Age than his elder-statesmen counterparts. So I was shocked that he would be so accessible, and so game. ‘Would you like to just come to my office?’ he asked.


      I didn’t have a car, so Grant offered to drive. The three-hour ride from Iowa City to Bloomington-Normal was full of excitement and disbelief. I was about to come face-to-face with DFW! DFW the comic genius; DFW the word-wizard; DFW the valiant defender of the vernacular; DFW the torch-bearer of the novel’s endless possibilities; DFW the chronicler of all that was wild, absurd, hypocritical, humane, thrilling, vapid and sad about being young and lost in shimmering shallow America.


      We arrived early. I waited for forty-five minutes in the university bookstore, growing increasingly tongue-tied. I worried that DFW would find my sweaty handshake gross and my inarticulateness annoying. I wanted to go home. The last thing on my mind was the fact – really the only pertinent fact – that I was there on official Daily Iowan business, that I had an interview to conduct, that I was given the man’s home phone number not to genuflect, no matter how sincerely, but to contribute to the publicity of his novel, and that he was giving up his time not to entertain that pure and naive genuflection, but because he was promoting a book he’d spent many years writing and which many people considered proof positive that he was natural heir to earlier practitioners of American maximalism, heir to Pynchon and DeLillo and Gaddis and Barth. 


      Wallace received huge praise for his first two books of fiction, which eschewed the reigning minimalism of Raymond Carver as well as the spare anomie best exemplified by Jay McInerney’s Bright Lights, Big City and Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than Zero. His voice was a shock to the literary system - a youthful, confident, headlong tour de force that came increasingly to sound, with Infinite Jest, his third book, like the hot neural transactions of consciousness itself, with its digressions and elaborations and quick-change emotions. Formally he relied upon the footnote, which became his trademark – and which, with an unapologetic bravura, he managed to make sexy. His vision was more often than not unmoored from the strictures of reality, causing many people to identify him as avant-garde, metafictional, or postmodern – sometimes ‘post-postmodern’. But whatever the matter at hand – the creation of the Great Ohio Desert (GOD) in Broom, or the packs of feral hamsters menacing Infinite Jest – he always grounded the outlandish with adroit writing and penetrating observation. He came closer to describing current ‘reality,’ with its information overload and hyperkinetic absurdities, than anyone else.


      Yet these pigeonholes – avant-gardist, postmodernist – could not contain Wallace once he expanded into non-fiction. In addition to two more books of short stories, Wallace wrote two collections of essays and a weirdly wonderful meditation on infinity. He reported on matters ranging from Roger Federer’s physical genius, to the irresistible excesses of a luxury cruise, to the debatable, vexing question of John McCain’s authenticity. Wallace’s inimitable and revelatory insight into culture, politics, sports, and the media catalogued our obsessions and lifted the veil on our hypocrisies. The message under the enormous weight of his prose was: where is the meaning?


      Some recollections from my interview: he shared his office with another teacher; he drove a beat-to-hell Volkswagen; we ate pizza by the slice at a place on campus. To my inquiry, smug and innocent, on why he still lived in the midwest and not in New York City, where all the Great Writers lived, he said, equally innocently, ‘I love the midwest.’ When we stepped into his VW, he apologized for its state of disarray and its bad muffler. On my offer to pay for his pizza, he said, ‘No, no, save your money. You’re still a student.’ On my journalistic method, he remarked, ‘I’ve never known a reporter who didn’t use a tape recorder.’ I have little doubt that by then he knew what sort of ‘journalist’ I was, and yet, as we ate and talked and I took down notes (on Infinite Jest: ‘I wrote it between episodes of cleaning out my refrigerator’), he treated me as if I were Edmund Wilson.


      Wallace was thirty-three at the time, he knew that he possessed talent and that his new book was likely to make a big impact, and he was more adept than the vast majority of thinkers and writers to spot a fraud. Yet he treated me, the nervous imposter, with graciousness and seriousness. His conversation was animated, thoughtful, witty and generous. He was full of qualifications as he attempted to excavate deeper layers of meaning from his words and better formulations of his thinking. He didn’t care about the absence of a tape recorder or, for that matter, the absence of a decent journalist. He was concerned about being understood. He was in it for an honest exchange.


      My interview ran in the Daily Iowan a few days before Wallace came to Iowa City to give a reading as part of his book tour. He had taken a liking to the notebook I used during our conversation, and I told him that I would have one waiting for him, along with a copy of the interview, when he arrived. His reading was one of the best I’ve ever heard. But when I went up to him afterwards, he was noticeably upset. The media escort who had driven him from the airport to the book store had shown him an unfavorable review of Infinite Jest that had just come out in a prominent newspaper. He didn’t know anyone in the room but me, and, despite the excellent reading, had a lot of worry to get off his chest. Almost boyish with hurt, he spoke passionately of the escort’s thoughtlessness and his own wounded uncertainties. I didn’t comprehend, of course. He was DFW! But he was also simply a writer whose big book and personal vision had just been exposed to the world.


      He recovered, and I proudly gave him a copy of our interview and the notebook. He thanked me for both, but the notebook in particular, and quickly took out his wallet to reimburse me. But this time, unlike the pizza, I insisted. I had bought it for him as a gift, to thank him for the interview. A disingenuous move: I wanted to buy it for him because I liked the idea that I would be providing the paper upon which DFW might put down the words of his future novels. I was very excited about his future novels. I would have happily bought him notebooks for future novels the rest of my life.


— Joshua Ferris 


 This piece originally appeared in the Guardian in September 2008.
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      YEAR OF GLAD


      I am seated in an office, surrounded by heads and bodies. My posture is consciously congruent to the shape of my hard chair.

         This is a cold room in University Administration, wood-walled, Remington-hung, double-windowed against the November heat,

         insulated from Administrative sounds by the reception area outside, at which Uncle Charles, Mr. deLint and I were lately received.

      


      I am in here.


      Three faces have resolved into place above summer-weight sportcoats and half-Windsors across a polished pine conference table

         shiny with the spidered light of an Arizona noon. These are three Deans — of Admissions, Academic Affairs, Athletic Affairs.

         I do not know which face belongs to whom.

      


      I believe I appear neutral, maybe even pleasant, though I’ve been coached to err on the side of neutrality and not attempt

         what would feel to me like a pleasant expression or smile.

      


      I have committed to crossing my legs I hope carefully, ankle on knee, hands together in the lap of my slacks. My fingers are

         mated into a mirrored series of what manifests, to me, as the letter X. The interview room’s other personnel include: the

         University’s Director of Composition, its varsity tennis coach, and Academy prorector Mr. A. deLint. C.T. is beside me; the

         others sit, stand and stand, respectively, at the periphery of my focus. The tennis coach jingles pocket-change. There is

         something vaguely digestive about the room’s odor. The high-traction sole of my complimentary Nike sneaker runs parallel to

         the wobbling loafer of my mother’s half-brother, here in his capacity as Headmaster, sitting in the chair to what I hope is

         my immediate right, also facing Deans.

      


      The Dean at left, a lean yellowish man whose fixed smile nevertheless has the impermanent quality of something stamped into

         uncooperative material, is a personality-type I’ve come lately to appreciate, the type who delays need of any response from

         me by relating my side of the story for me, to me. Passed a packet of computer-sheets by the shaggy lion of a Dean at center,

         he is speaking more or less to these pages, smiling down.

      


      ‘You are Harold Incandenza, eighteen, date of secondary-school graduation approximately one month from now, attending the

         Enfield Tennis Academy, Enfield, Massachusetts, a boarding school, where you reside.’ His reading glasses are rectangular,

         court-shaped, the sidelines at top and bottom. ‘You are, according to Coach White and Dean [unintelligible], a regionally,

         nationally, and continentally ranked junior tennis player, a potential O.N.A.N.C.A.A. athlete of substantial promise, recruited

         by Coach White via correspondence with Dr. Tavis here commencing… February of this year.’ The top page is removed and brought

         around neatly to the bottom of the sheaf, at intervals. ‘You have been in residence at the Enfield Tennis Academy since age

         seven.’

      


      I am debating whether to risk scratching the right side of my jaw, where there is a wen.


      ‘Coach White informs our offices that he holds the Enfield Tennis Academy’s program and achievements in high regard, that

         the University of Arizona tennis squad has profited from the prior matriculation of several former E.T.A. alumni, one of whom

         was one Mr. Aubrey F. deLint, who appears also to be with you here today. Coach White and his staff have given us —’

      


      The yellow administrator’s usage is on the whole undistinguished, though I have to admit he’s made himself understood. The

         Director of Composition seems to have more than the normal number of eyebrows. The Dean at right is looking at my face a bit

         strangely.

      


      Uncle Charles is saying that though he can anticipate that the Deans might be predisposed to weigh what he avers as coming

         from his possible appearance as a kind of cheerleader for E.T.A., he can assure the assembled Deans that all this is true,

         and that the Academy has presently in residence no fewer than a third of the continent’s top thirty juniors, in age brackets

         all across the board, and that I here, who go by ‘Hal,’ usually, am ‘right up there among the very cream.’ Right and center

         Deans smile professionally; the heads of deLint and the coach incline as the Dean at left clears his throat:

      


      ‘— belief that you could well make, even as a freshman, a real contribution to this University’s varsity tennis program. We

         are pleased,’ he either says or reads, removing a page, ‘that a competition of some major sort here has brought you down and

         given us the chance to sit down and chat together about your application and potential recruitment and matriculation and scholarship.’

      


      ‘I’ve been asked to add that Hal here is seeded third, Boys’ 18-and-Under Singles, in the prestigious WhataBurger Southwest

         Junior Invitational out at the Randolph Tennis Center —’ says what I infer is Athletic Affairs, his cocked head showing a

         freckled scalp.

      


      ‘Out at Randolph Park, near the outstanding El Con Marriott,’ C.T. inserts, ‘a venue the whole contingent’s been vocal about

         finding absolutely top-hole thus far, which —’

      


      ‘Just so, Chuck, and that according to Chuck here Hal has already justified his seed, he’s reached the semifinals as of this

         morning’s apparently impressive win, and that he’ll be playing out at the Center again tomorrow, against the winner of a quarterfinal

         game tonight, and so will be playing tomorrow at I believe scheduled for 0830 —’

      


      ‘Try to get under way before the godawful heat out there. Though of course a dry heat.’


      ‘— and has apparently already qualified for this winter’s Continental Indoors, up in Edmonton, Kirk tells me —’ cocking further

         to look up and left at the varsity coach, whose smile’s teeth are radiant against a violent sunburn — ‘Which is something

         indeed.’ He smiles, looking at me. ‘Did we get all that right Hal.’

      


      C.T. has crossed his arms casually; their triceps’ flesh is webbed with mottle in the air-conditioned sunlight. ‘You sure

         did. Bill.’ He smiles. The two halves of his mustache never quite match. ‘And let me say if I may that Hal’s excited, excited

         to be invited for the third year running to the Invitational again, to be back here in a community he has real affection for,

         to visit with your alumni and coaching staff, to have already justified his high seed in this week’s not unstiff competition,

         to as they say still be in it without the fat woman in the Viking hat having sung, so to speak, but of course most of all

         to have a chance to meet you gentlemen and have a look at the facilities here. Everything here is absolutely top-slot, from

         what he’s seen.’

      


      There is a silence. DeLint shifts his back against the room’s panelling and recenters his weight. My uncle beams and straightens

         a straight watchband. 62.5% of the room’s faces are directed my way, pleasantly expectant. My chest bumps like a dryer with

         shoes in it. I compose what I project will be seen as a smile. I turn this way and that, slightly, sort of directing the expression

         to everyone in the room.

      


      There is a new silence. The yellow Dean’s eyebrows go circumflex. The two other Deans look to the Director of Composition.

         The tennis coach has moved to stand at the broad window, feeling at the back of his crewcut. Uncle Charles strokes the forearm

         above his watch. Sharp curved palm-shadows move slightly over the pine table’s shine, the one head’s shadow a black moon.

      


      ‘Is Hal all right, Chuck?’ Athletic Affairs asks. ‘Hal just seemed to… well, grimace. Is he in pain? Are you in pain, son?’


      ‘Hal’s right as rain,’ smiles my uncle, soothing the air with a casual hand. ‘Just a bit of a let’s call it maybe a facial

         tic, slightly, at all the adrenaline of being here on your impressive campus, justifying his seed so far without dropping

         a set, receiving that official written offer of not only waivers but a living allowance from Coach White here, on Pac 10 letterhead,

         being ready in all probability to sign a National Letter of Intent right here and now this very day, he’s indicated to me.’

         C.T. looks to me, his look horribly mild. I do the safe thing, relaxing every muscle in my face, emptying out all expression.

         I stare carefully into the Kekuléan knot of the middle Dean’s necktie.

      


      My silent response to the expectant silence begins to affect the air of the room, the bits of dust and sportcoat-lint stirred

         around by the AC’s vents dancing jaggedly in the slanted plane of windowlight, the air over the table like the sparkling space

         just above a fresh-poured seltzer. The coach, in a slight accent neither British nor Australian, is telling C.T. that the

         whole application-interface process, while usually just a pleasant formality, is probably best accentuated by letting the

         applicant speak up for himself. Right and center Deans have inclined together in soft conference, forming a kind of tepee

         of skin and hair. I presume it’s probably facilitate that the tennis coach mistook for accentuate, though accelerate, while clunkier than facilitate, is from a phonetic perspective more sensible, as a mistake. The Dean with the flat yellow face has leaned forward, his lips

         drawn back from his teeth in what I see as concern. His hands come together on the conference table’s surface. His own fingers

         look like they mate as my own four-X series dissolves and I hold tight to the sides of my chair.

      


      We need candidly to chat re potential problems with my application, they and I, he is beginning to say. He makes a reference

         to candor and its value.

      


      ‘The issues my office faces with the application materials on file from you, Hal, involve some test scores.’ He glances down

         at a colorful sheet of standardized scores in the trench his arms have made. ‘The Admissions staff is looking at standardized

         test scores from you that are, as I’m sure you know and can explain, are, shall we say… subnormal.’ I’m to explain.

      


      It’s clear that this really pretty sincere yellow Dean at left is Admissions. And surely the little aviarian figure at right

         is Athletics, then, because the facial creases of the shaggy middle Dean are now pursed in a kind of distanced affront, an

         I’m-eating-something-that-makes-me-really-appreciate-the-presence-of-whatever-I’m-drinking-along-with-it look that spells

         professionally Academic reservations. An uncomplicated loyalty to standards, then, at center. My uncle looks to Athletics

         as if puzzled. He shifts slightly in his chair.

      


      The incongruity between Admissions’s hand- and face-color is almost wild. ‘— verbal scores that are just quite a bit closer

         to zero than we’re comfortable with, as against a secondary-school transcript from the institution where both your mother

         and her brother are administrators —’ reading directly out of the sheaf inside his arms’ ellipse — ‘that this past year, yes,

         has fallen off a bit, but by the word I mean “fallen off” to outstanding from three previous years of frankly incredible.’

      


      ‘Off the charts.’


      ‘Most institutions do not even have grades of A with multiple pluses after it,’ says the Director of Composition, his expression impossible to interpret.

      


      ‘This kind of… how shall I put it… incongruity,’ Admissions says, his expression frank and concerned, ‘I’ve got to tell you

         sends up a red flag of potential concern during the admissions process.’

      


      ‘We thus invite you to explain the appearance of incongruity if not out-right shenanigans.’ Students has a tiny piping voice

         that’s absurd coming out of a face this big.

      


      ‘Surely by incredible you meant very very very impressive, as opposed to literally quote “incredible,” surely,’ says C.T., seeming to watch the

         coach at the window massaging the back of his neck. The huge window gives out on nothing more than dazzling sunlight and cracked

         earth with heat-shimmers over it.

      


      ‘Then there is before us the matter of not the required two but nine separate application essays, some of which of nearly monograph-length, each without exception being —’ different sheet —

         ‘the adjective various evaluators used was quote “stellar” —’

      


      Dir. of Comp.: ‘I made in my assessment deliberate use of lapidary and effete.’

      


      ‘— but in areas and with titles, I’m sure you recall quite well, Hal: “Neoclassical Assumptions in Contemporary Prescriptive

         Grammar,” “The Implications of Post-Fourier Transformations for a Holographically Mimetic Cinema,” “The Emergence of Heroic

         Stasis in Broadcast Entertainment” —’

      


      ‘ “Montague Grammar and the Semantics of Physical Modality”?’


      ‘ “A Man Who Began to Suspect He Was Made of Glass”?’


      ‘ “Tertiary Symbolism in Justinian Erotica”?’


      Now showing broad expanses of recessed gum. ‘Suffice to say that there’s some frank and candid concern about the recipient

         of these unfortunate test scores, though perhaps explainable test scores, being these essays’ sole individual author.’

      


      ‘I’m not sure Hal’s sure just what’s being implied here,’ my uncle says. The Dean at center is fingering his lapels as he

         interprets distasteful computed data.

      


      ‘What the University is saying here is that from a strictly academic point of view there are admission problems that Hal needs

         to try to help us iron out. A matriculant’s first role at the University is and must be as a student. We couldn’t admit a

         student we have reason to suspect can’t cut the mustard, no matter how much of an asset he might be on the field.’

      


      ‘Dean Sawyer means the court, of course, Chuck,’ Athletic Affairs says, head severely cocked so he’s including the White person

         behind him in the address somehow. ‘Not to mention O.N.A.N.C.A.A. regulations and investigators always snuffling around for

         some sort of whiff of the smell of impropriety.’

      


      The varsity tennis coach looks at his own watch.


      ‘Assuming these board scores are accurate reflectors of true capacity in this case,’ Academic Affairs says, his high voice

         serious and sotto, still looking at the file before him as if it were a plate of something bad, ‘I’ll tell you right now my

         opinion is it wouldn’t be fair. It wouldn’t be fair to the other applicants. Wouldn’t be fair to the University community.’

         He looks at me. ‘And it’d be especially unfair to Hal himself. Admitting a boy we see as simply an athletic asset would amount

         to just using that boy. We’re under myriad scrutiny to make sure we’re not using anybody. Your board results, son, indicate

         that we could be accused of using you.’

      


      Uncle Charles is asking Coach White to ask the Dean of Athletic Affairs whether the weather over scores would be as heavy

         if I were, say, a revenue-raising football prodigy. The familiar panic at feeling misperceived is rising, and my chest bumps

         and thuds. I expend energy on remaining utterly silent in my chair, empty, my eyes two great pale zeros. People have promised

         to get me through this.

      


      Uncle C.T., though, has the pinched look of the cornered. His voice takes on an odd timbre when he’s cornered, as if he were

         shouting as he receded. ‘Hal’s grades at E.T.A., which is I should stress an Academy, not simply a camp or factory, accredited by both the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the North American Sports Academy

         Association, it’s focused on the total needs of the player and student, founded by a towering intellectual figure whom I hardly

         need name, here, and based by him on the rigorous Oxbridge Quadrivium-Trivium curricular model, a school fully staffed and

         equipped, by a fully certified staff, should show that my nephew here can cut just about any Pac 10 mustard that needs cutting,

         and that —’

      


      DeLint is moving toward the tennis coach, who is shaking his head.


      ‘— would be able to see a distinct flavor of minor-sport prejudice about this whole thing,’ C.T. says, crossing and recrossing

         his legs as I listen, composed and staring.

      


      The room’s carbonated silence is now hostile. ‘I think it’s time to let the actual applicant himself speak out on his own

         behalf,’ Academic Affairs says very quietly. ‘This seems somehow impossible with you here, sir.’

      


      Athletics smiles tiredly under a hand that massages the bridge of his nose. ‘Maybe you’d excuse us for a moment and wait outside,

         Chuck.’

      


      ‘Coach White could accompany Mr. Tavis and his associate out to reception,’ the yellow Dean says, smiling into my unfocused

         eyes.

      


      ‘— led to believe this had all been ironed out in advance, from the —’ C.T. is saying as he and deLint are shown to the door.

         The tennis coach extends a hypertrophied arm. Athletics says ‘We’re all friends and colleagues here.’

      


      This is not working out. It strikes me that EXIT signs would look to a native speaker of Latin like red-lit signs that say

         HE LEAVES. I would yield to the urge to bolt for the door ahead of them if I could know that bolting for the door is what

         the men in this room would see. DeLint is murmuring something to the tennis coach. Sounds of keyboards, phone consoles as

         the door is briefly opened, then firmly shut. I am alone among administrative heads.

      


      ‘— offense intended to anyone,’ Athletic Affairs is saying, his sportcoattan and his necktie insigniated in tiny print — ‘beyond

         just physical abilities out there in play, which believe me we respect, want, believe me.’

      


      ‘— question about it we wouldn’t be so anxious to chat with you directly, see?’


      ‘— that we’ve known in processing several prior applications through Coach White’s office that the Enfield School is operated,

         however impressively, by close relations of first your brother, who I can still remember the way White’s predecessor Maury

         Klamkin wooed that kid, so that grades’ objectivity can be all too easily called into question —’

      


      ‘By whomsoever’s calling — N.A.A.U.P., ill-willed Pac 10 programs, O.N.A.N.C.A.A. —’


      The essays are old ones, yes, but they are mine; de moi. But they are, yes, old, not quite on the application’s instructed subject of Most Meaningful Educational Experience Ever.

         If I’d done you one from the last year, it would look to you like some sort of infant’s random stabs on a keyboard, and to

         you, who use whomsoever as a subject. And in this new smaller company, the Director of Composition seems abruptly to have actuated, emerged as both

         the Alpha of the pack here and way more effeminate than he’d seemed at first, standing hip-shot with a hand on his waist,

         walking with a roll to his shoulders, jingling change as he pulls up his pants as he slides into the chair still warm from

         C.T.’s bottom, crossing his legs in a way that inclines him well into my personal space, so that I can see multiple eyebrow-tics

         and capillary webs in the oysters below his eyes and smell fabric-softener and the remains of a breath-mint turned sour.

      


      ‘… a bright, solid, but very shy boy, we know about your being very shy, Kirk White’s told us what your athletically built

         if rather stand-offish younger instructor told him,’ the Director says softly, cupping what I feel to be a hand over my sportcoat’s

         biceps (surely not), ‘who simply needs to swallow hard and trust and tell his side of the story to these gentlemen who bear

         no maliciousness none at all but are doing our jobs and trying to look out for everyone’s interests at the same time.’

      


      I can picture deLint and White sitting with their elbows on their knees in the defecatory posture of all athletes at rest,

         deLint staring at his huge thumbs, while C.T. in the reception area paces in a tight ellipse, speaking into his portable phone.

         I have been coached for this like a Don before a RICO hearing. A neutral and affectless silence. The sort of all-defensive

         game Schtitt used to have me play: the best defense: let everything bounce off you; do nothing. I’d tell you all you want

         and more, if the sounds I made could be what you hear.

      


      Athletics with his head out from under his wing: ‘— to avoid admission procedures that could be seen as primarily athletics-oriented.

         It could be a mess, son.’

      


      ‘Bill means the appearance, not necessarily the real true facts of the matter, which you alone can fill in,’ says the Director

         of Composition.

      


      ‘— the appearance of the high athletic ranking, the subnormal scores, the over-academic essays, the incredible grades vortexing

         out of what could be seen as a nepotistic situation.’

      


      The yellow Dean has leaned so far forward that his tie is going to have a horizontal dent from the table-edge, his face sallow

         and kindly and no-shit-whatever:

      


      ‘Look here, Mr. Incandenza, Hal, please just explain to me why we couldn’t be accused of using you, son. Why nobody could

         come and say to us, why, look here, University of Arizona, here you are using a boy for just his body, a boy so shy and withdrawn

         he won’t speak up for himself, a jock with doctored marks and a store-bought application.’

      


      The Brewster’s-Angle light of the tabletop appears as a rose flush behind my closed lids. I cannot make myself understood.

         ‘I am not just a jock,’ I say slowly. Distinctly. ‘My transcript for the last year might have been dickied a bit, maybe, but

         that was to get me over a rough spot. The grades prior to that are de moi.’ My eyes are closed; the room is silent. ‘I cannot make myself understood, now.’ I am speaking slowly and distinctly. ‘Call

         it something I ate.’

      


      It’s funny what you don’t recall. Our first home, in the suburb of Weston, which I barely remember — my eldest brother Orin

         says he can remember being in the home’s backyard with our mother in the early spring, helping the Moms till some sort of

         garden out of the cold yard. March or early April. The garden’s area was a rough rectangle laid out with Popsicle sticks and

         twine. Orin was removing rocks and hard clods from the Moms’s path as she worked the rented Rototiller, a wheelbarrow-shaped,

         gas-driven thing that roared and snorted and bucked and he remembers seemed to propel the Moms rather than vice versa, the

         Moms very tall and having to stoop painfully to hold on, her feet leaving drunken prints in the tilled earth. He remembers

         that in the middle of the tilling I came tear-assing out the door and into the backyard wearing some sort of fuzzy red Pooh-wear,

         crying, holding out something he said was really unpleasant-looking in my upturned palm. He says I was around five and crying

         and was vividly red in the cold spring air. I was saying something over and over; he couldn’t make it out until our mother

         saw me and shut down the tiller, ears ringing, and came over to see what I was holding out. This turned out to have been a

         large patch of mold — Orin posits from some dark corner of the Weston home’s basement, which was warm from the furnace and

         flooded every spring. The patch itself he describes as horrific: darkly green, glossy, vaguely hirsute, speckled with parasitic

         fungal points of yellow, orange, red. Worse, they could see that the patch looked oddly incomplete, gnawed-on; and some of

         the nauseous stuff was smeared around my open mouth. ‘I ate this,’ was what I was saying. I held the patch out to the Moms,

         who had her contacts out for the dirty work, and at first, bending way down, saw only her crying child, hand out, proffering;

         and in that most maternal of reflexes she, who feared and loathed more than anything spoilage and filth, reached to take whatever

         her baby held out — as in how many used heavy Kleenex, spit-back candies, wads of chewed-out gum in how many theaters, airports,

         backseats, tournament lounges? O. stood there, he says, hefting a cold clod, playing with the Velcro on his puffy coat, watching

         as the Moms, bent way down to me, hand reaching, her lowering face with its presbyopic squint, suddenly stopped, froze, beginning

         to I.D. what it was I held out, countenancing evidence of oral contact with same. He remembers her face as past describing.

         Her outstretched hand, still Rototrembling, hung in the air before mine.

      


      ‘I ate this,’ I said.


      ‘Pardon me?’


      O. says he can only remember (sic) saying something caustic as he limboed a crick out of his back. He says he must have felt

         a terrible impending anxiety. The Moms refused ever even to go into the damp basement. I had stopped crying, he remembers,

         and simply stood there, the size and shape of a hydrant, in red PJ’s with attached feet, holding out the mold, seriously,

         like the report of some kind of audit. O. says his memory diverges at this point, probably as a result of anxiety. In his

         first memory, the Moms’s path around the yard is a broad circle of hysteria:

      


      ‘God!’ she calls out.

      


      ‘Help! My son ate this!’ she yells in Orin’s second and more fleshed-out recollection, yelling it over and over, holding the

         speckled patch aloft in a pincer of fingers, running around and around the garden’s rectangle while O. gaped at his first

         real sight of adult hysteria. Suburban neighbors’ heads appeared in windows and over the fences, looking. O. remembers me

         tripping over the garden’s laid-out twine, getting up dirty, crying, trying to follow.

      


      ‘God! Help! My son ate this! Help!’ she kept yelling, running a tight pattern just inside the square of string; and my brother

         Orin remembers noting how even in hysterical trauma her flight-lines were plumb, her footprints Native-American-straight,

         her turns, inside the ideogram of string, crisp and martial, crying ‘My son ate this! Help!’ and lapping me twice before the

         memory recedes.

      


      ‘My application’s not bought,’ I am telling them, calling into the darkness of the red cave that opens out before closed eyes.

         ‘I am not just a boy who plays tennis. I have an intricate history. Experiences and feelings. I’m complex.

      


      ‘I read,’ I say. ‘I study and read. I bet I’ve read everything you’ve read. Don’t think I haven’t. I consume libraries. I wear out

         spines and ROM-drives. I do things like get in a taxi and say, “The library, and step on it.” My instincts concerning syntax

         and mechanics are better than your own, I can tell, with due respect.

      


      ‘But it transcends the mechanics. I’m not a machine. I feel and believe. I have opinions. Some of them are interesting. I

         could, if you’d let me, talk and talk. Let’s talk about anything. I believe the influence of Kierkegaard on Camus is underestimated.

         I believe Dennis Gabor may very well have been the Antichrist. I believe Hobbes is just Rousseau in a dark mirror. I believe,

         with Hegel, that transcendence is absorption. I could interface you guys right under the table,’ I say. ‘I’m not just a creātus,

         manufactured, conditioned, bred for a function.’

      


      I open my eyes. ‘Please don’t think I don’t care.’


      I look out. Directed my way is horror. I rise from the chair. I see jowls sagging, eyebrows high on trembling foreheads, cheeks

         bright-white. The chair recedes below me.

      


      ‘Sweet mother of Christ,’ the Director says.


      ‘I’m fine,’ I tell them, standing. From the yellow Dean’s expression, there’s a brutal wind blowing from my direction. Academics’

         face has gone instantly old. Eight eyes have become blank discs that stare at whatever they see.

      


      ‘Good God,’ whispers Athletics.


      ‘Please don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I can explain.’ I soothe the air with a casual hand.


      Both my arms are pinioned from behind by the Director of Comp., who wrestles me roughly down, on me with all his weight. I

         taste floor.

      


      ‘What’s wrong?’

      


      I say ‘Nothing is wrong.’

      


      ‘It’s all right! I’m here!’ the Director is calling into my ear.

      


      ‘Get help!’ cries a Dean.


      My forehead is pressed into parquet I never knew could be so cold. I am arrested. I try to be perceived as limp and pliable.

         My face is mashed flat; Comp.’s weight makes it hard to breathe.

      


      ‘Try to listen,’ I say very slowly, muffled by the floor.


      ‘What in God’s name are those…, ’ one Dean cries shrilly, ‘… those sounds?’

      


      There are clicks of a phone console’s buttons, shoes’ heels moving, pivoting, a sheaf of flimsy pages falling.


      ‘God!’

      


      ‘Help!’

      


      The door’s base opens at the left periphery: a wedge of halogen hall-light, white sneakers and a scuffed Nunn Bush. ‘Let him

         up!’ That’s deLint.

      


      ‘There is nothing wrong,’ I say slowly to the floor. ‘I’m in here.’


      I’m raised by the crutches of my underarms, shaken toward what he must see as calm by a purple-faced Director: ‘Get a grip, son!’

      


      DeLint at the big man’s arm: ‘Stop it!’

      


      ‘I am not what you see and hear.’


      Distant sirens. A crude half nelson. Forms at the door. A young Hispanic woman holds her palm against her mouth, looking.


      ‘I’m not,’ I say.


      You have to love old-fashioned men’s rooms: the citrus scent of deodorant disks in the long porcelain trough; the stalls with

         wooden doors in frames of cool marble; these thin sinks in rows, basins supported by rickety alphabets of exposed plumbing;

         mirrors over metal shelves; behind all the voices the slight sound of a ceaseless trickle, inflated by echo against wet porcelain

         and a cold tile floor whose mosaic pattern looks almost Islamic at this close range.

      


      The disorder I’ve caused revolves all around. I’ve been half-dragged, still pinioned, through a loose mob of Administrative

         people by the Comp. Director — who appears to have thought variously that I am having a seizure (prying open my mouth to check

         for a throat clear of tongue), that I am somehow choking (a textbook Heimlich that left me whooping), that I am psychotically

         out of control (various postures and grips designed to transfer that control to him) — while about us roil deLint, trying

         to restrain the Director’s restraint of me, the varsity tennis coach restraining deLint, my mother’s half-brother speaking

         in rapid combinations of polysyllables to the trio of Deans, who variously gasp, wring hands, loosen neckties, waggle digits

         in C.T.’s face, and make pases with sheafs of now-pretty-clearly-superfluous application forms.

      


      I am rolled over supine on the geometric tile. I am concentrating docilely on the question why U.S. restrooms always appear

         to us as infirmaries for public distress, the place to regain control. My head is cradled in a knelt Director’s lap, which

         is soft, my face being swabbed with dusty-brown institutional paper towels he received from some hand out of the crowd overhead,

         staring with all the blankness I can summon into his jowls’ small pocks, worst at the blurred jaw-line, of scarring from long-ago

         acne. Uncle Charles, a truly unparalleled slinger of shit, is laying down an enfilade of same, trying to mollify men who seem

         way more in need of a good brow-mopping than I.

      


      ‘He’s fine,’ he keeps saying. ‘Look at him, calm as can be, lying there.’


      ‘You didn’t see what happened in there,’ a hunched Dean responds through a face webbed with fingers.

      


      ‘Excited, is all he gets, sometimes, an excitable kid, impressed with —’


      ‘But the sounds he made.’

      


      ‘Undescribable.’


      ‘Like an animal.’


      ‘Subanimalistic noises and sounds.’

      


      ‘Nor let’s not forget the gestures.’

      


      ‘Have you ever gotten help for this boy Dr. Tavis?’

      


      ‘Like some sort of animal with something in its mouth.’


      ‘This boy is damaged.’


      ‘Like a stick of butter being hit with a mallet.’


      ‘A writhing animal with a knife in its eye.’


      ‘What were you possibly about, trying to enroll this —’

      


      ‘And his arms.’

      


      ‘You didn’t see it, Tavis. His arms were —’


      ‘Flailing. This sort of awful reaching drumming wriggle. Waggling,’ the group looking briefly at someone outside my sight trying to demonstrate something.

      


      ‘Like a time-lapse, a flutter of some sort of awful… growth.’


      ‘Sounded most of all like a drowning goat. A goat, drowning in something viscous.’


      ‘This strangled series of bleats and —’


      ‘Yes they waggled.’

      


      ‘So suddenly a bit of excited waggling’s a crime, now?’


      ‘You, sir, are in trouble. You are in trouble.’

      


      ‘His face. As if he was strangling. Burning. I believe I’ve seen a vision of hell.’


      ‘He has some trouble communicating, he’s communicatively challenged, no one’s denying that.’


      ‘The boy needs care.’

      


      ‘Instead of caring for the boy you send him here to enroll, compete?’

      


      ‘Hal?’


      ‘You have not in your most dreadful fantasies dreamt of the amount of trouble you have bought yourself, Dr. so-called Headmaster, educator.’

      


      ‘… were given to understand this was all just a formality. You took him aback, is all. Shy —’


      ‘And you, White. You sought to recruit him!’

      


      ‘— and terribly impressed and excited, in there, without us, his support system, whom you asked to leave, which if you’d —’


      ‘I’d only seen him play. On court he’s gorgeous. Possibly a genius. We had no idea. The brother’s in the bloody NFL for God’s

         sake. Here’s a top player, we thought, with Southwest roots. His stats were off the chart. We watched him through the whole

         WhataBurger last fall. Not a waggle or a noise. We were watching ballet out there, a mate remarked, after.’

      


      ‘Damn right you were watching ballet out there, White. This boy is a balletic athlete, a player.’


      ‘Some kind of athletic savant then. Balletic compensation for deep problems which you sir choose to disguise by muzzling the boy in there.’ An expensive pair of Brazilian espadrilles goes by on the left and

         enters a stall, and the espadrilles come around and face me. The urinal trickles behind the voices’ small echoes.

      


      ‘— haps we’ll just be on our way,’ C.T. is saying.


      ‘The integrity of my sleep has been forever compromised, sir.’


      ‘— think you could pass off a damaged applicant, fabricate credentials and shunt him through a kangaroo-interview and inject

         him into all the rigors of college life?’

      


      ‘Hal here functions, you ass. Given a supportive situation. He’s fine when he’s by himself. Yes he has some trouble with excitability in conversation.

         Did you once hear him try to deny that?’

      


      ‘We witnessed something only marginally mammalian in there, sir.’

      


      ‘Like hell. Have a look. How’s the excitable little guy doing down there, Aubrey, does it look to you?’


      ‘You, sir, are quite possibly ill. This affair is not concluded.’


      ‘What ambulance? Don’t you guys listen? I’m telling you there’s —’

      


      ‘Hal? Hal?’


      ‘Dope him up, seek to act as his mouthpiece, muzzling, and now he lies there catatonic, staring.’


      The crackle of deLint’s knees. ‘Hal?’


      ‘— inflate this publicly in any distorted way. The Academy has distinguished alumni, litigators at counsel. Hal here is provably

         competent. Credentials out the bazoo, Bill. The boy reads like a vacuum. Digests things.’

      


      I simply lie there, listening, smelling the paper towel, watching an espadrille pivot.


      ‘There’s more to life than sitting there interfacing, it might be a news-flash to you.’


      And who could not love that special and leonine roar of a public toilet?


      Not for nothing did Orin say that people outdoors down here just scuttle in vectors from air conditioning to air conditioning.

         The sun is a hammer. I can feel one side of my face start to cook. The blue sky is glossy and fat with heat, a few thin cirri

         sheared to blown strands like hair at the rims. The traffic is nothing like Boston. The stretcher is the special type, with

         restraining straps at the extremities. The same Aubrey deLint I’d dismissed for years as a 2-D martinet knelt gurneyside to

         squeeze my restrained hand and say ‘Just hang in there, Buckaroo,’ before moving back into the administrative fray at the

         ambulance’s doors. It is a special ambulance, dispatched from I’d rather not dwell on where, with not only paramedics but

         some kind of psychiatric M.D. on board. The medics lift gently and are handy with straps. The M.D., his back up against the

         ambulance’s side, has both hands up in dispassionate mediation between the Deans and C.T., who keeps stabbing skyward with

         his cellular’s antenna as if it were a sabre, outraged that I’m being needlessly ambulanced off to some Emergency Room against

         my will and interests. The issue whether the damaged even have interested wills is shallowly hashed out as some sort of ultra-mach

         fighter too high overhead to hear slices the sky from south to north. The M.D. has both hands up and is patting the air to

         signify dispassion. He has a big blue jaw. At the only other emergency room I have ever been in, almost exactly one year back,

         the psychiatric stretcher was wheeled in and then parked beside the waiting-room chairs. These chairs were molded orange plastic;

         three of them down the row were occupied by different people all of whom were holding empty prescription bottles and perspiring

         freely. This would have been bad enough, but in the end chair, right up next to the strap-secured head of my stretcher, was

         a T-shirted woman with barnwood skin and a trucker’s cap and a bad starboard list who began to tell me, lying there restrained

         and immobile, about how she had seemingly overnight suffered a sudden and anomalous gigantism in her right breast, which she

         referred to as a titty; she had an almost parodic Québecois accent and described the ‘titty’s’ presenting history and possible

         diagnoses for almost twenty minutes before I was rolled away. The jet’s movement and trail seem incisionish, as if white meat

         behind the blue were exposed and widening in the wake of the blade. I once saw the word KNIFE finger-written on the steamed mirror of a nonpublic bathroom. I have become an infantophile. I am forced to roll my closed

         eyes either up or to the side to keep the red cave from bursting into flames from the sunlight. The street’s passing traffic

         is constant and seems to go ‘Hush, hush, hush.’ The sun, if your fluttering eye catches it even slightly, gives you the blue

         and red floaters a flashbulb gives you. ‘Why not? Why not? Why not not, then, if the best reasoning you can contrive is why not?’ C.T.’s voice, receding with outrage. Only the gallant stabs of

         his antenna are now visible, just inside my sight’s right frame. I will be conveyed to an Emergency Room of some kind, where

         I will be detained as long as I do not respond to questions, and then, when I do respond to questions, I will be sedated;

         so it will be inversion of standard travel, the ambulance and ER: I’ll make the journey first, then depart. I think very briefly

         of the late Cosgrove Watt. I think of the hypophalangial Grief-Therapist. I think of the Moms, alphabetizing cans of soup

         in the cabinet over the microwave. Of Himself’s umbrella hung by its handle from the edge of the mail table just inside the

         Headmaster’s House’s foyer. The bad ankle hasn’t ached once this whole year. I think of John N. R. Wayne, who would have won

         this year’s What aBurger, standing watch in a mask as Donald Gately and I dig up my father’s head. There’s very little doubt

         that Wayne would have won. And Venus Williams owns a ranch outside Green Valley; she may well attend the 18’s Boys’ and Girls’

         finals. I will be out in plenty of time for tomorrow’s semi; I trust Uncle Charles. Tonight’s winner is almost sure to be

         Dymphna, sixteen but with a birthday two weeks under the 15 April deadline; and Dymphna will still be tired tomorrow at 0830,

         while I, sedated, will have slept like a graven image. I have never before faced Dymphna in tournament play, nor played with

         the sonic balls the blind require, but I watched him barely dispatch Petropolis Kahn in the Round of 16, and I know he is

         mine.

      


      It will start in the E.R., at the intake desk if C.T.’s late in following the ambulance, or in the green-tiled room after

         the room with the invasive-digital machines; or, given this special M.D.-supplied ambulance, maybe on the ride itself: some

         blue-jawed M.D. scrubbed to an antiseptic glow with his name sewn in cursive on his white coat’s breast pocket and a quality

         desk-set pen, wanting gurneyside Q&A, etiology and diagnosis by Socratic method, ordered and point-by-point. There are, by

         the O.E.D. VI’s count, nineteen nonarchaic synonyms for unresponsive, of which nine are Latinate and four Saxonic. I will play either Stice or Polep in Sunday’s final. Maybe in front of Venus

         Williams. It will be someone blue-collar and unlicensed, though, inevitably — a nurse’s aide with quick-bit nails, a hospital

         security guy, a tired Cuban orderly who addresses me as jou— who will, looking down in the middle of some kind of bustled task, catch what he sees as my eye and ask So yo then man what’s

         your story?
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      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      Where was the woman who said she’d come. She said she would come. Erdedy thought she’d have come by now. He sat and thought.

         He was in the living room. When he started waiting one window was full of yellow light and cast a shadow of light across the

         floor and he was still sitting waiting as that shadow began to fade and was intersected by a brightening shadow from a different

         wall’s window. There was an insect on one of the steel shelves that held his audio equipment. The insect kept going in and

         out of one of the holes on the girders that the shelves fit into. The insect was dark and had a shiny case. He kept looking

         over at it. Once or twice he started to get up to go over closer to look at it, but he was afraid that if he came closer and

         saw it closer he would kill it, and he was afraid to kill it. He did not use the phone to call the woman who’d promised to

         come because if he tied up the line and if it happened to be the time when maybe she was trying to call him he was afraid

         she would hear the busy signal and think him disinterested and get angry and maybe take what she’d promised him somewhere

         else.

      


      She had promised to get him a fifth of a kilogram of marijuana, 200 grams of unusually good marijuana, for $1250 U.S. He had

         tried to stop smoking marijuana maybe 70 or 80 times before. Before this woman knew him. She did not know he had tried to

         stop. He always lasted a week, or two weeks, or maybe two days, and then he’d think and decide to have some in his home one

         more last time. One last final time he’d search out someone new, someone he hadn’t already told that he had to stop smoking

         dope and please under no circumstances should they procure him any dope. It had to be a third party, because he’d told every

         dealer he knew to cut him off. And the third party had to be someone all-new, because each time he got some he knew this time

         had to be the last time, and so told them, asked them, as a favor, never to get him any more, ever. And he never asked a person

         again once he’d told them this, because he was proud, and also kind, and wouldn’t put anyone in that kind of contradictory

         position. Also he considered himself creepy when it came to dope, and he was afraid that others would see that he was creepy

         about it as well. He sat and thought and waited in an uneven X of light through two different windows. Once or twice he looked

         at the phone. The insect had disappeared back into the hole in the steel girder a shelf fit into.

      


      She’d promised to come at one certain time, and it was past that time. Finally he gave in and called her number, using just

         audio, and it rang several times, and he was afraid of how much time he was taking tying up the line and he got her audio

         answering device, the message had a snatch of ironic pop music and her voice and a male voice together saying we’ll call you

         back, and the ‘we’ made them sound like a couple, the man was a handsome black man who was in law school, she designed sets,

         and he didn’t leave a message because he didn’t want her to know how much now he felt like he needed it. He had been very

         casual about the whole thing. She said she knew a guy just over the river in Allston who sold high-resin dope in moderate

         bulk, and he’d yawned and said well, maybe, well, hey, why not, sure, special occasion, I haven’t bought any in I don’t know

         how long. She said he lived in a trailer and had a harelip and kept snakes and had no phone, and was basically just not what

         you’d call a pleasant or attractive person at all, but the guy in Allston frequently sold dope to theater people in Cambridge,

         and had a devoted following. He said he was trying to even remember when was the last time he’d bought any, it had been so

         long. He said he guessed he’d have her get a decent amount, he said he’d had some friends call him in the recent past and

         ask if he could get them some. He had this thing where he’d frequently say he was getting dope mostly for friends. Then if

         the woman didn’t have it when she said she’d have it for him and he became anxious about it he could tell the woman that it

         was his friends who were becoming anxious, and he was sorry to bother the woman about something so casual but his friends

         were anxious and bothering him about it and he just wanted to know what he could maybe tell them. He was caught in the middle,

         is how he would represent it. He could say his friends had given him their money and were now anxious and exerting pressure,

         calling and bothering him. This tactic was not possible with this woman who’d said she’d come with it because he hadn’t yet

         given her the $1250. She would not let him. She was well off. Her family was well off, she’d said to explain how her condominium

         was as nice as it was when she worked designing sets for a Cambridge theater company that seemed to do only German plays,

         dark smeary sets. She didn’t care much about the money, she said she’d cover the cost herself when she got out to the Allston

         Spur to see whether the guy was at home in the trailer as she was certain he would be this particular afternoon, and he could

         just reimburse her when she brought it to him. This arrangement, very casual, made him anxious, so he’d been even more casual

         and said sure, fine, whatever. Thinking back, he was sure he’d said whatever, which in retrospect worried him because it might have sounded as if he didn’t care at all, not at all, so little that it

         wouldn’t matter if she forgot to get it or call, and once he’d made the decision to have marijuana in his home one more time

         it mattered a lot. It mattered a lot. He’d been too casual with the woman, he should have made her take $1250 from him up

         front, claiming politeness, claiming he didn’t want to inconvenience her financially over something so trivial and casual.

         Money created a sense of obligation, and he should have wanted the woman to feel obliged to do what she’d said, once what

         she’d said she’d do had set him off inside. Once he’d been set off inside, it mattered so much that he was somehow afraid

         to show how much it mattered. Once he had asked her to get it, he was committed to several courses of action. The insect on

         the shelf was back. It didn’t seem to do anything. It just came out of the hole in the girder onto the edge of the steel shelf

         and sat there. After a while it would disappear back into the hole in the girder, and he was pretty sure it didn’t do anything

         in there either. He felt similar to the insect inside the girder his shelf was connected to, but was not sure just how he

         was similar. Once he’d decided to own marijuana one more last time, he was committed to several courses of action. He had

         to modem in to the agency and say that there was an emergency and that he was posting an e-note on a colleague’s TP asking

         her to cover his calls for the rest of the week because he’d be out of contact for several days due to this emergency. He

         had to put an audio message on his answering device saying that starting that afternoon he was going to be unreachable for

         several days. He had to clean his bedroom, because once he had dope he would not leave his bedroom except to go to the refrigerator

         and the bathroom, and even then the trips would be very quick. He had to throw out all his beer and liquor, because if he

         drank alcohol and smoked dope at the same time he would get dizzy and ill, and if he had alcohol in the house he could not

         be relied on not to drink it once he started smoking dope. He’d had to do some shopping. He’d had to lay in supplies. Now

         just one of the insect’s antennae was protruding from the hole in the girder. It protruded, but it did not move. He had had

         to buy soda, Oreos, bread, sandwich meat, mayonnaise, tomatoes, M&M’s, Almost Home cookies, ice cream, a Pepperidge Farm frozen

         chocolate cake, and four cans of canned chocolate frosting to be eaten with a large spoon. He’d had to log an order to rent

         film cartridges from the Inter-Lace entertainment outlet. He’d had to buy antacids for the discomfort that eating all he would

         eat would cause him late at night. He’d had to buy a new bong, because each time he finished what simply had to be his last

         bulk-quantity of marijuana he decided that that was it, he was through, he didn’t even like it anymore, this was it, no more

         hiding, no more imposing on his colleagues and putting different messages on his answering device and moving his car away

         from his condominium and closing his windows and curtains and blinds and living in quick vectors between his bedroom’s InterLace

         teleputer’s films and his refrigerator and his toilet, and he would take the bong he’d used and throw it away wrapped in several

         plastic shopping bags. His refrigerator made its own ice in little cloudy crescent blocks and he loved it, when he had dope

         in his home he always drank a great deal of cold soda and ice water. His tongue almost swelled at just the thought. He looked

         at the phone and the clock. He looked at the windows but not at the foliage and blacktop driveway beyond the windows. He had

         already vacuumed his venetian blinds and curtains, everything was ready to be shut down. Once the woman who said she’d come

         had come, he would shut the whole system down. It occurred to him that he would disappear into a hole in a girder inside him

         that supported something else inside him. He was unsure what the thing inside him was and was unprepared to commit himself

         to the course of action that would be required to explore the question. It was now almost three hours past the time when the

         woman had said she would come. A counselor, Randi, with an i, with a mustache like a Mountie, had told him in the outpatient treatment program he’d gone through two years ago that he

         seemed insufficiently committed to the course of action that would be required to remove substances from his lifestyle. He’d

         had to buy a new bong at Bogart’s in Porter Square, Cambridge because whenever he finished the last of the substances on hand

         he always threw out all his bongs and pipes, screens and tubes and rolling papers and roach clips, lighters and Visine and

         Pepto-Bismol and cookies and frosting, to eliminate all future temptation. He always felt a sense of optimism and firm resolve

         after he’d discarded the materials. He’d bought the new bong and laid in fresh supplies this morning, getting back home with

         everything well before the woman had said she would come. He thought of the new bong and new little packet of round brass

         screens in the Bogart’s bag on his kitchen table in the sunlit kitchen and could not remember what color this new bong was.

         The last one had been orange, the one before that a dusky rose color that had turned muddy at the bottom from resin in just

         four days. He could not remember the color of this new last and final bong. He considered getting up to check the color of

         the bong he’d be using but decided that obsessive checking and convulsive movements could compromise the atmosphere of casual

         calm he needed to maintain while he waited, protruding but not moving, for the woman he’d met at a design session for his

         agency’s small campaign for her small theater company’s new Wedekind festival, while he waited for this woman, with whom he’d

         had intercourse twice, to honor her casual promise. He tried to decide whether the woman was pretty. Another thing he laid

         in when he’d committed himself to one last marijuana vacation was petroleum jelly. When he smoked marijuana he tended to masturbate

         a great deal, whether or not there were opportunities for intercourse, opting when he smoked for masturbation over intercourse,

         and the petroleum jelly kept him from returning to normal function all tender and sore. He was also hesitant to get up and

         check the color of his bong because he would have to pass right by the telephone console to get to the kitchen, and he didn’t

         want to be tempted to call the woman who’d said she would come again because he felt creepy about bothering her about something

         he’d represented as so casual, and was afraid that several audio hang-ups on her answering device would look even creepier,

         and also he felt anxious about maybe tying up the line at just the moment when she called, as she certainly would. He decided

         to get Call Waiting added to his audio phone service for a nominal extra charge, then remembered that since this was positively

         the last time he would or even could indulge what Randi, with an i, had called an addiction every bit as rapacious as pure alcoholism, there would be no real need for Call Waiting, since a

         situation like the present one could never arise again. This line of thinking almost caused him to become angry. To ensure

         the composure with which he sat waiting in light in his chair he focused his senses on his surroundings. No part of the insect

         he’d seen was now visible. The clicks of his portable clock were really composed of three smaller clicks, signifying he supposed

         preparation, movement, and readjustment. He began to grow disgusted with himself for waiting so anxiously for the promised

         arrival of something that had stopped being fun anyway. He didn’t even know why he liked it anymore. It made his mouth dry

         and his eyes dry and red and his face sag, and he hated it when his face sagged, it was as if all the integrity of all the

         muscles in his face was eroded by marijuana, and he got terribly self-conscious about the fact that his face was sagging,

         and had long ago forbidden himself to smoke dope around anyone else. He didn’t even know what its draw was anymore. He couldn’t

         even be around anyone else if he’d smoked marijuana that same day, it made him so self-conscious. And the dope often gave

         him a painful case of pleurisy if he smoked it for more than two straight days of heavy continuous smoking in front of the

         Inter-Lace viewer in his bedroom. It made his thoughts jut out crazily in jagged directions and made him stare raptly like

         an unbright child at entertainment cartridges — when he laid in film cartridges for a vacation with marijuana, he favored

         cartridges in which a lot of things blew up and crashed into each other, which he was sure an unpleasant-fact specialist like

         Randi would point out had implications that were not good. He pulled his necktie down smooth while he gathered his intellect,

         will, self-knowledge, and conviction and determined that when this latest woman came as she surely would this would simply

         be his very last marijuana debauch. He’d simply smoke so much so fast that it would be so unpleasant and the memory of it

         so repulsive that once he’d consumed it and gotten it out of his home and his life as quickly as possible he would never want

         to do it again. He would make it his business to create a really bad set of debauched associations with the stuff in his memory.

         The dope scared him. It made him afraid. It wasn’t that he was afraid of the dope, it was that smoking it made him afraid

         of everything else. It had long since stopped being a release or relief or fun. This last time, he would smoke the whole 200

         grams — 120 grams cleaned, destemmed — in four days, over an ounce a day, all in tight heavy economical one-hitters off a

         quality virgin bong, an incredible, insane amount per day, he’d make it a mission, treating it like a penance and behavior-modification

         regimen all at once, he’d smoke his way through thirty high-grade grams a day, starting the moment he woke up and used ice

         water to detach his tongue from the roof of his mouth and took an antacid — averaging out to 200 or 300 heavy bong-hits per

         day, an insane and deliberately unpleasant amount, and he’d make it a mission to smoke it continuously, even though if the

         marijuana was as good as the woman claimed he’d do five hits and then not want to take the trouble to load and one-hit any

         more for at least an hour. But he would force himself to do it anyway. He would smoke it all even if he didn’t want it. Even

         if it started to make him dizzy and ill. He would use discipline and persistence and will and make the whole experience so

         unpleasant, so debased and debauched and unpleasant, that his behavior would be henceforward modified, he’d never even want

         to do it again because the memory of the insane four days to come would be so firmly, terribly emblazoned in his memory. He’d

         cure himself by excess. He predicted that the woman, when she came, might want to smoke some of the 200 grams with him, hang

         out, hole up, listen to some of his impressive collection of Tito Puente recordings, and probably have intercourse. He had

         never once had actual intercourse on marijuana. Frankly, the idea repelled him. Two dry mouths bumping at each other, trying

         to kiss, his self-conscious thoughts twisting around on themselves like a snake on a stick while he bucked and snorted dryly

         above her, his swollen eyes red and his face sagging so that its slack folds maybe touched, limply, the folds of her own loose

         sagging face is it sloshed back and forth on his pillow, its mouth working dryly. The thought was repellent. He decided he’d

         have her toss him what she’d promised to bring, and then would from a distance toss back to her the $1250 U.S. in large bills

         and tell her not to let the door hit her on the butt on the way out. He’d say ass instead of butt. He’d be so rude and unpleasant to her that the memory of his lack of basic decency and of her tight offended face would

         be a further disincentive ever, in the future, to risk calling her and repeating the course of action he had now committed

         himself to.

      


      He had never been so anxious for the arrival of a woman he did not want to see. He remembered clearly the last woman he’d

         involved in his trying just one more vacation with dope and drawn blinds. The last woman had been something called an appropriation

         artist, which seemed to mean that she copied and embellished other art and then sold it through a prestigious Marlborough

         Street gallery. She had an artistic manifesto that involved radical feminist themes. He’d let her give him one of her smaller

         paintings, which covered half the wall over his bed and was of a famous film actress whose name he always had a hard time

         recalling and a less famous film actor, the two of them entwined in a scene from a well-known old film, a romantic scene,

         an embrace, copied from a film history textbook and much enlarged and made stilted, and with obscenities scrawled all over

         it in bright red letters. The last woman had been sexy but not pretty, as the woman he now didn’t want to see but was waiting

         anxiously for was pretty in a faded withered Cambridge way that made her seem pretty but not sexy. The appropriation artist

         had been led to believe that he was a former speed addict, intravenous addiction to methamphetamine hydrochloride
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          is what he remembered telling that one, he had even described the awful taste of hydro-chloride in the addict’s mouth immediately

         after injection, he had researched the subject carefully. She had been further led to believe that marijuana kept him from

         using the drug with which he really had a problem, and so that if he seemed anxious to get some once she’d offered to get

         him some it was only because he was heroically holding out against much darker deeper more addictive urges and he needed her

         to help him. He couldn’t quite remember when or how she’d been given all these impressions. He had not sat down and outright

         bold-faced lied to her, it had been more of an impression he’d conveyed and nurtured and allowed to gather its own life and

         force. The insect was now entirely visible. It was on the shelf that held his digital equalizer. The insect might never actually

         have retreated all the way back into the hole in the shelf’s girder. What looked like its reemergence might just have been

         a change in his attention or the two windows’ light or the visual context of his surroundings. The girder protruded from the

         wall and was a triangle of dull steel with holes for shelves to fit into. The metal shelves that held his audio equipment

         were painted a dark industrial green and were originally made for holding canned goods. They were designed to be extra kitchen

         shelves. The insect sat inside its dark shiny case with an immobility that seemed like the gathering of a force, it sat like

         the hull of a vehicle from which the engine had been for the moment removed. It was dark and had a shiny case and antennae

         that protruded but did not move. He had to use the bathroom. His last piece of contact from the appropriation artist, with

         whom he had had intercourse, and who during intercourse had sprayed some sort of perfume up into the air from a mister she

         held in her left hand as she lay beneath him making a wide variety of sounds and spraying perfume up into the air, so that

         he felt the cold mist of it settling on his back and shoulders and was chilled and repelled, his last piece of contact after

         he’d gone into hiding with the marijuana she’d gotten for him had been a card she’d mailed that was a pastiche photo of a

         door-mat of coarse green plastic grass with WELCOME on it and next to it a flattering publicity photo of the appropriation artist from her Back Bay gallery, and between them

         an unequal sign, which was an equal sign with a diagonal slash across it, and also an obscenity he had assumed was directed

         at him magisculed in red grease pencil along the bottom, with multiple exclamation points. She had been offended because he

         had seen her every day for ten days, then when she’d finally obtained 50 grams of genetically enhanced hydroponic marijuana

         for him he had said that she’d saved his life and he was grateful and the friends for whom he’d promised to get some were

         grateful and she had to go right now because he had an appointment and had to take off, but that he would doubtless be calling

         her later that day, and they had shared a moist kiss, and she had said she could feel his heart pounding right through his

         suit coat, and she had driven away in her rusty unmuffled car, and he had gone and moved his own car to an underground garage

         several blocks away, and had run back and drawn the clean blinds and curtains, and changed the audio message on his answering

         device to one that described an emergency departure from town, and had drawn and locked his bedroom blinds, and had taken

         the new rose-colored bong out of its Bogart’s bag, and was not seen for three days, and ignored over two dozen audio messages

         and protocols and e-notes expressing concern over his message’s emergency, and had never contacted her again. He had hoped

         she would assume he had succumbed again to methamphetamine hydrochloride and was sparing her the agony of his descent back

         into the hell of chemical dependence. What it really was was that he had again decided those 50 grams of resin-soaked dope,

         which had been so potent that on the second day it had given him an anxiety attack so paralyzing that he had gone to the bathroom

         in a Tufts University commemorative ceramic stein to avoid leaving his bedroom, represented his very last debauch ever with

         dope, and that he had to cut himself off from all possible future sources of temptation and supply, and this surely included

         the appropriation artist, who had come with the stuff at precisely the time she’d promised, he recalled. From the street outside

         came the sound of a dumpster being emptied into an E.W.D. land barge. His shame at what she might on the other hand perceive

         as his slimy phallocentric conduct toward her made it easier for him to avoid her, as well. Though not shame, really. More

         like being uncomfortable at the thought of it. He had had to launder his bedding twice to get the smell of the perfume out.

         He went into the bathroom to use the bathroom, making it a point to look neither at the insect visible on the shelf to his

         left nor at the telephone console on its lacquer workstation to the right. He was committed to touching neither. Where was

         the woman who had said she’d come. The new bong in the Bogart’s bag was orange, meaning he might have misremembered the bong

         before it as orange. It was a rich autumnal orange that lightened to more of a citrus orange when its plastic cylinder was

         held up to the late-afternoon light of the window over the kitchen sink. The metal of its stem and bowl was rough stainless

         steel, the kind with a grain, unpretty and all business. The bong was half a meter tall and had a weighted base covered in

         soft false suede. Its orange plastic was thick and the carb on the side opposite the stem had been raggedly cut so that rough

         shards of plastic protruded from the little hole and might well hurt his thumb when he smoked, which he decided to consider

         just part of the penance he would undertake after the woman had come and gone. He left the door to the bathroom open so that

         he would be sure to hear the telephone when it sounded or the buzzer to the front doors of his condominium complex when it

         sounded. In the bathroom his throat suddenly closed and he wept hard for two or three seconds before the weeping stopped abruptly

         and he could not get it to start again. It was now over four hours since the time the woman had casually committed to come.

         Was he in the bathroom or in his chair near the window and near his telephone console and the insect and the window that had

         admitted a straight rectangular bar of light when he began to wait. The light through this window was coming at an angle more

         and more oblique. Its shadow had become a parallelogram. The light through the southwest window was straight and reddening.

         He had thought he needed to use the bathroom but was unable to. He tried putting a whole stack of film cartridges into the

         dock of the disc-drive and then turning on the huge teleputer in his bedroom. He could see the piece of appropriation art

         in the mirror above the TP. He lowered the volume all the way and pointed the remote device at the TP like some sort of weapon.

         He sat on the edge of his bed with his elbows on his knees and scanned the stack of cartridges. Each cartridge in the dock

         dropped on command and began to engage the drive with an insectile click and whir, and he scanned it. But he was unable to

         distract himself with the TP because he was unable to stay with any one entertainment cartridge for more than a few seconds.

         The moment he recognized what exactly was on one cartridge he had a strong anxious feeling that there was something more entertaining

         on another cartridge and that he was potentially missing it. He realized that he would have plenty of time to enjoy all the

         cartridges, and realized intellectually that the feeling of deprived panic over missing something made no sense. The viewer

         hung on the wall, half again as large as the piece of feminist art. He scanned cartridges for some time. The telephone console

         sounded during this interval of anxious scanning. He was up and moving back out toward it before the first ring was completed,

         flooded with either excitement or relief, the TP’s remote device still in his hand, but it was only a friend and colleague

         calling, and when he heard the voice that was not the woman who had promised to bring what he’d committed the next several

         days to banishing from his life forever he was almost sick with disappointment, with a great deal of mistaken adrenaline now

         shining and ringing in his system, and he got off the line with the colleague to clear the line and keep it available for

         the woman so fast that he was sure his colleague perceived him as either angry with him or just plain rude. He was further

         upset at the thought that his answering the telephone this late in the day did not jibe with the emergency message about being

         unreachable that would be on his answering device if the colleague called back after the woman had come and gone and he’d

         shut the whole system of his life down, and he was standing over the telephone console trying to decide whether the risk of

         the colleague or someone else from the agency calling back was sufficient to justify changing the audio message on the answering

         device to describe an emergency departure this evening instead of this afternoon, but he decided he felt that since the woman

         had definitely committed to coming, his leaving the message unchanged would be a gesture of fidelity to her commitment, and

         might somehow in some oblique way strengthen that commitment. The E.W.D. land barge was emptying dumpsters all up and down

         the street. He returned to his chair near the window. The disk drive and TP viewer were still on in his bedroom and he could

         see through the angle of the bedroom’s doorway the lights from the high-definition screen blink and shift from one primary

         color to another in the dim room, and for a while he killed time casually by trying to imagine what entertaining scenes on

         the unwatched viewer the changing colors and intensities might signify. The chair faced the room instead of the window. Reading

         while waiting for marijuana was out of the question. He considered masturbating but did not. He didn’t reject the idea so

         much as not react to it and watch as it floated away. He thought very broadly of desires and ideas being watched but not acted

         upon, he thought of impulses being starved of expression and drying out and floating dryly away, and felt on some level that

         this had something to do with him and his circumstances and what, if this grueling final debauch he’d committed himself to

         didn’t somehow resolve the problem, would surely have to be called his problem, but he could not even begin to try to see

         how the image of desiccated impulses floating dryly related to either him or the insect, which had retreated back into its

         hole in the angled girder, because at this precise time his telephone and his intercom to the front door’s buzzer both sounded

         at the same time, both loud and tortured and so abrupt they sounded yanked through a very small hole into the great balloon

         of colored silence he sat in, waiting, and he moved first toward the telephone console, then over toward his intercom module,

         then convulsively back toward the sounding phone, and then tried somehow to move toward both at once, finally, so that he

         stood splay-legged, arms wildly out as if something’s been flung, splayed, entombed between the two sounds, without a thought

         in his head.
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      1 APRIL — YEAR OF THE TUCKS MEDICATED PAD


      ‘All I know is my dad said to come here.’


      ‘Come right in. You’ll see a chair to your immediate left.’


      ‘So I’m here.’


      ‘That’s just fine. Seven-Up? Maybe some lemon soda?’


      ‘I guess not, thanks. I’m just here, is all, and I’m kind of wondering why my dad sent me down, you know. Your door there

         doesn’t have anything on it, and I was just at the dentist last week, and so I’m wondering why I’m here, exactly, is all.

         That’s why I’m not sitting down yet.’

      


      ‘You’re how old, Hal, fourteen?’


      ‘I’ll be eleven in June. Are you a dentist? Is this like a dental consult?’


      ‘You’re here to converse.’


      ‘Converse?’


      ‘Yes. Pardon me while I key in this age-correction. Your father had listed you as fourteen, for some reason.’


      ‘Converse as in with you?’


      ‘You’re here to converse with me, Hal, yes. I’m almost going to have to implore you to have a lemon soda. Your mouth is making

         those dry sticky inadequate-saliva sounds.’

      


      ‘Dr. Zegarelli says that’s one reason for all the caries, is that I have low salivary output.’


      ‘Those dry sticky salivaless sounds which can be death to a good conversation.’


      ‘But I rode my bike all the way up here against the wind just to converse with you? Is the conversation supposed to start

         with me asking why?’

      


      ‘I’ll begin by asking if you know the meaning of implore, Hal.’

      


      ‘Probably I’ll go ahead and take a Seven-Up, then, if you’re going to implore.’


      ‘I’ll ask you again whether you know implore, young sir.’

      


      ‘Young sir?’


      ‘You’re wearing that bow tie, after all. Isn’t that rather an invitation to a young sir?’

      


      ‘Implore’s a regular verb, transitive: to call upon, or for, in supplication; to pray to, or for, earnestly; to beseech; to entreat.

         Weak synonym: urge. Strong synonym: beg. Etymology unmixed: from Latin implorare, immeaning in, plorare meaning in this context to cry aloud. O.E.D. Condensed Volume Six page 1387 column twelve and a little bit of thirteen.’

      


      ‘Good lord she didn’t exaggerate did she?’


      ‘I tend to get beat up, sometimes, at the Academy, for stuff like that. Does this bear on why I’m here? That I’m a continentally

         ranked junior tennis player who can also recite great chunks of the dictionary, verbatim, at will, and tends to get beat up,

         and wears a bow tie? Are you like a specialist for gifted kids? Does this mean they think I’m gifted?’

      


      SPFFFT. ‘Here you are. Drink up.’


      ‘Thanks. SHULGSHULGSPAHHH… Whew. Ah.’


      ‘You were thirsty.’

      


      ‘So then if I sit down you’ll fill me in?’


      ‘… professional conversationalist knows his mucous membranes, after all.’


      ‘I might have to burp a little bit in a second, from the soda. I’m alerting you ahead of time.’


      ‘Hal, you are here because I am a professional conversationalist, and your father has made an appointment with me, for you,

         to converse.’

      


      ‘MYURP. Excuse me.’


      Tap tap tap tap.


      ‘SHULGSPAHHH.’


      Tap tap tap tap.

      


      ‘You’re a professional conversationalist?’


      ‘I am, yes, as I believe I just stated, a professional conversationalist.’


      ‘Don’t start looking at your watch, as if I’m taking up valuable time of yours. If Himself made the appointment and paid for

         it the time’s supposed to be mine, right? Not yours. And then but what’s that supposed to mean, “professional conversationalist”?

         A conversationalist is just one who converses much. You actually charge a fee to converse much?’

      


      ‘A conversationalist is also one who, I’m sure you’ll recall, “excels in conversation.” ’


      ‘That’s Webster’s Seventh. That’s not the O.E.D.’

      


      Tap tap.


      ‘I’m an O.E.D. man, Doctor. If that’s what you are. Are you a doctor? Do you have a doctorate? Most people like to put their diplomas up,

         I notice, if they have credentials. And Webster’s Seventhisn’t even up-to-date. Webster’s Eighthamends to “one who converses with much enthusiasm.” ’

      


      ‘Another Seven-Up?’


      ‘Is Himself still having this hallucination I never speak? Is that why he put the Moms up to having me bike up here? Himself

         is my dad. We call him Himself. As in quote “the man Himself.” As it were. We call my mother the Moms. My brother coined the

         term. I understand this isn’t unusual. I understand most more or less normal families address each other internally by means

         of pet names and terms and monikers. Don’t even think about asking me what my little internal moniker is.’

      


      Tap tap tap.


      ‘But Himself hallucinates, sometimes, lately, you ought to be apprised, was the thrust. I’m wondering why the Moms let him

         send me pedalling up here uphill against the wind when I’ve got a challenge match at 3:00 to converse with an enthusiast with

         a blank door and no diplomas anywhere in view.’

      


      ‘I, in my small way, would like to think it had as much to do with me as with you. That my reputation preceded me.’


      ‘Isn’t that usually a pejorative clause?’


      ‘I am wonderful fun to talk to. I’m a consummate professional. People leave my parlor in states. You are here. It’s conversation-time.

         Shall we discuss Byzantine erotica?’

      


      ‘How did you know I was interested in Byzantine erotica?’


      ‘You seem persistently to confuse me with someone who merely hangs out a shingle with the word Conversationalist on it, and this operation with a fly-by-night one strung together with chewing gum and twine. You think I have no support

         staff? Researchers at my beck? You think we don’t delve full-bore into the psyches of those for whom we’ve made appointments

         to converse? You don’t think this fully accredited limited partnership would have an interest in obtaining data on what informs

         and stimulates our conversees?’

      


      ‘I know only one person who’d ever use full-bore in casual conversation.’

      


      ‘There is nothing casual about a professional conversationalist and staff. We delve. We obtain, and then some. Young sir.’


      ‘Okay, Alexandrian or Constantinian?’


      ‘You think we haven’t thoroughly researched your own connection with the whole current intra-Provincial crisis in southern

         Québec?’

      


      ‘What intra-Provincial crisis in southern Québec? I thought you wanted to talk racy mosaics.’


      ‘This is an upscale district of a vital North American metropolis, Hal. Standards here are upscale, and high. A professional

         conversationalist flat-out full-bore delves. Do you for one moment think that a professional plier of the trade of conversation would fail to probe beak-deep into your

         family’s sordid liaison with the pan-Canadian Resistance’s notorious M. DuPlessis and his malevolent but allegedly irresistible

         amanuensis-cum-operative, Luria P ———? ’

      


      ‘Listen, are you okay?’


      ‘Do you?’

      


      ‘I’m ten for Pete’s sake. I think maybe your appointment calendar’s squares got juggled. I’m the potentially gifted ten-year-old tennis

         and lexical prodigy whose mom’s a continental mover and shaker in the prescriptive-grammar academic world and whose dad’s

         a towering figure in optical and avant-garde film circles and single-handedly founded the Enfield Tennis Academy but drinks

         Wild Turkey at like 5:00 A.M. and pitches over sideways during dawn drills, on the courts, some days, and some days presents

         with delusions about people’s mouths moving but nothing coming out. I’m not even up to J yet, in the condensed O.E.D., much less Québec or malevolent Lurias.’

      


      ‘… of the fact that photos of the aforementioned… liaison being leaked to Der Spiegelresulted in the bizarre deaths of both an Ottawan paparazzo and a Bavarian international-affairs editor, of an alpenstock

         through the abdomen and an ill-swallowed cocktail onion, respectively?’

      


      ‘I just finished jew’s-ear. I’m just starting on jew’s-harp and the general theory of oral lyres. I’ve never even skied.’

      


      ‘That you could dare to imagine we’d fail conversationally to countenance certain weekly shall we say maternal… assignations

         with a certain unnamed bisexual bassoonist in the Albertan Secret Guard’s tactical-bands unit?’

      


      ‘Gee, is that the exit over there I see?’


      ‘… that your blithe inattention to your own dear grammatical mother’s cavortings with not one not two but over thirty Near Eastern medical attachés…? ’

      


      ‘Would it be rude to tell you your mustache is askew?’


      ‘… that her introduction of esoteric mnemonic steroids, stereo-chemically not dissimilar to your father’s own daily hypodermic

         “megavitamin” supplement derived from a certain organic testosterone-regeneration compound distilled by the Jivaro shamen

         of the South-Central L.A. basin, into your innocent-looking bowl of morning Ralston… .’

      


      ‘As a matter of fact I’ll go ahead and tell you your whole face is kind of running, sort of, if you want to check. Your nose

         is pointing at your lap.’

      


      ‘That your quote-unquote “complimentary” Dunlop widebody tennis racquets’ super-secret-formulaic composition materials of

         high-modulus graphite-reinforced polycarbonate polybutylene resin are organochemically identical I say again identical to the gyroscopic balance sensor and mise-enscène appropriation card and priapistic-entertainment cartridge implanted in your very own towering father’s anaplastic cerebrum

         after his cruel series of detoxifications and convolution-smoothings and gastrectomy and pros-tatectomy and pancreatectomy

         and phalluctomy…’

      


      Tap tap. ‘SHULGSPAHH.’


      ‘… could possibly escape the combined investigative attention of…? ’


      ‘And it strikes me I’ve definitely seen that argyle sweater-vest before. That’s Himself’s special Interdependence-Day-celebratory-dinner

         argyle sweater-vest, that he makes a point of never having cleaned. I know those stains. I was there for that clot of veal

         marsala right there. Is this whole appointment a date-connected thing? Is this April Fools, Dad, or do I need to call the

         Moms and C.T.?’

      


      ‘… who requires only daily evidence that you speak? That you recognize the occasional vista beyond your own generous Mondragonoid nose’s fleshy tip?’

      


      ‘You rented a whole office and face for this, but leave your old unmistakable sweater-vest on? And how’d you even get down

         here before me, with the Mercury up on blocks after you… did you fool C.T. into giving you the keys to a functional car?’

      


      ‘Who used to pray daily for the day his own dear late father would sit, cough, open that bloody issue of the Tucson Citizen,and not turn that newspaper into the room’s fifth wall? And who after all this light and noise has apparently spawned the

         same silence?’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘Who’s lived his whole ruddy bloody cruddy life in five-walled rooms?’


      ‘Dad, I’ve got a duly scheduled challenge match with Schacht in like twelve minutes, wind at my downhill back or no. I’ve

         got this oral-lyrologist who’s going to be outside Brighton Best Savings wearing a predesignated necktie at straight-up five.

         I have to mow his lawn for a month for this interview. I can’t just sit here watching you think I’m mute while your fake nose

         points at the floor. And are you hearing me talking, Dad? It speaks. It accepts soda and defines implore and converses with you.’

      


      ‘Praying for just one conversation, amateur or no, that does not end in terror? That does not end like all the others: you

         staring, me swallowing?’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘Son?’


      ‘…’


      ‘Son?’
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      9 MAY — YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      Another way fathers impact sons is that sons, once their voices have changed in puberty, invariably answer the telephone with

         the same locutions and intonations as their fathers. This holds true regardless of whether the fathers are still alive.

      


      Because he left his dormitory room before 0600 for dawn drills and often didn’t get back there until after supper, packing

         his book bag and knapsack and gear bag for the whole day, together with selecting his best-strung racquets — it all took Hal

         some time. Plus he usually collected and packed and selected in the dark, and with stealth, because his brother Mario was

         usually still asleep in the other bed. Mario didn’t drill and couldn’t play, and needed all the sleep he could get.

      


      Hal held his complimentary gear bag and was putting different pairs of sweats to his face, trying to find the cleanest pair

         by smell, when the telephone console sounded. Mario thrashed and sat up in bed, a small hunched shape with a big head against

         the gray light of the window. Hal got to the console on the second ring and had the transparent phone’s antenna out by the

         third.

      


      His way of answering the phone sounded like ‘Mmmyellow.’


      ‘I want to tell you,’ the voice on the phone said. ‘My head is filled with things to say.’


      Hal held three pairs of E.T.A. sweatpants in the hand that didn’t hold the phone. He saw his older brother succumb to gravity

         and fall back limp against the pillows. Mario often sat up and fell back still asleep.

      


      ‘I don’t mind,’ Hal said softly. ‘I could wait forever.’


      ‘That’s what you think,’ the voice said. The connection was cut. It had been Orin.


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      The light in the room was a creepy gray, a kind of nonlight. Hal could hear Brandt laughing at something Kenkle had said,

         off down the hall, and the clank of their janitorial buckets. The person on the phone had been O.

      


      ‘Hey Hal?’ Mario was awake. It took four pillows to support Mario’s oversized skull. His voice came from the tangled bedding.

         ‘Is it still dark out, or is it me?’

      


      ‘Go back to sleep. It isn’t even six.’ Hal put the good leg into the sweat-pants first.


      ‘Who was it?’


      Shoving three coverless Dunlop widebodies into the gear bag and zipping the bag partway up so the handles had room to stick

         out. Carrying all three bags back over to the console to deactivate the ringer on the phone. He said, ‘No one you know, I

         don’t think.’
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      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      Though only one-half ethnic Arab and a Canadian by birth and residence, the medical attaché is nevertheless once again under

         Saudi diplomatic immunity, this time as special ear-nose-throat consultant to the personal physician of Prince Q ———, the

         Saudi Minister of Home Entertainment, here on northeastern U.S.A. soil with his legation to cut another mammoth deal with

         InterLace TelEntertainment. The medical attaché turns thirty-seven tomorrow, Thursday, 2 April in the North American lunar

         Y.D.A.U. The legation finds the promotional subsidy of the North American calendar hilariously vulgar. To say nothing of the

         arresting image of the idolatrous West’s most famous and self-congratulating idol, the colossal Libertine Statue, wearing

         some type of enormous adult-design diaper, a hilariously apposite image popular in the news photos of so many international

         journals.

      


      The attaché’s medical practice being normally divided between Montreal and the Rub’ al Khali, it is his first trip back to

         U.S.A. soil since completing his residency eight years ago. His duties here involve migrating with the Prince and his retinue

         between InterLace’s two hubs of manufacture and dissemination in Phoenix, Arizona U.S.A. and Boston, Massachusetts U.S.A.,

         respectively, offering expert E.N.T. assistance to the personal physician of Prince Q ——— . The medical attaché’s particular

         expertise is the maxillofacial consequences of imbalances in intestinal flora. Prince Q ——— (as would anyone who refuses to

         eat pretty much anything but Töblerone) suffers chronically from Candida albicans, with attendant susceptibilities to monilial sinusitis and thrush, the yeasty sores and sinal impactions of which require

         almost daily drainage in the cold and damp of early-spring Boston, U.S.A. A veritable artist, possessed of a deftness nonpareil

         with cotton swab and evacuation-hypo, the medical attaché is known among the shrinking upper classes of petro-Arab nations

         as the DeBakey of maxillofacial yeast, his staggering fee-scale as wholly ad valorem.

      


      Saudi consulting fees, in particular, are somewhere just past obscene, but the medical attaché’s duties on this trip are personally

         draining and sort of nauseous, and when he arrives back at the sumptuous apartments he had his wife sublet in districts far

         from the legation’s normal Back Bay and Scottsdale digs, at the day’s end, he needs unwinding in the very worst way. A more

         than averagely devout follower of the North American sufism promulgated in his childhood by Pir Valayat, the medical attaché

         partakes of neither kif nor distilled spirits, and must unwind without chemical aid. When he arrives home after evening prayers,

         he wants to look upon a spicy and 100% shari’a-halal dinner piping hot and arranged and steaming pleasantly on its attachable tray, he wants his bib ironed and laid out by the

         tray at the ready, and he wants the living room’s teleputer booted and warmed up and the evening’s entertainment cartridges

         already selected and arranged and lined up in dock ready for remote insertion into the viewer’s drive. He reclines before

         the viewer in his special electronic recliner, and his black-veiled, ethnically Arab wife wordlessly attends him, loosening

         any constrictive clothing, adjusting the room’s lighting, fitting the complexly molded dinner tray over his head so that his

         shoulders support the tray and allow it to project into space just below his chin, that he may enjoy his hot dinner without

         having to remove his eyes from whatever entertainment is up and playing. He has a narrow imperial-style beard which his wife

         also attends and keeps free of detritus from the tray just below. The medical attaché sits and watches and eats and watches,

         unwinding by visible degrees, until the angles of his body in the chair and his head on his neck indicate that he has passed

         into sleep, at which point his special electronic recliner can be made automatically to recline to full horizontal, and luxuriant

         silk-analog bedding emerges flowingly from long slots in the appliance’s sides; and, unless his wife is inconsiderate and

         clumsy with the recliner’s remote hand-held controls, the medical attaché is permitted to ease effortlessly from unwound spectation

         into a fully relaxed night’s sleep, still right there in the recumbent recliner, the TP set to run a recursive loop of low-volume

         surf and light rain on broad green leaves.

      


      Except, that is, for Wednesday nights, which in Boston are permitted to be his wife’s Arab Women’s Advanced League tennis

         night with the other legation wives and companions at the plush Mount Auburn Club in West Watertown, on which nights she is

         not around wordlessly to attend him, since Wednesday is the U.S.A. weekday on which fresh Töblerone hits Boston, Massachusetts

         U.S.A.’s Newbury Street’s import-confectioners’ shelves, and the Saudi Minister of Home Entertainment’s inability to control

         his appetites for Wednesday Töblerone often requires the medical attaché to remain in personal attendance all evening on the

         bulk-rented fourteenth floor of the Back Bay Hilton, juggling tongue-depressors and cotton swabs, nystatin and ibuprofen and

         stiptics and antibiotic thrush salves, rehabilitating the mucous membranes of the dyspeptic and distressed and often (but

         not always) penitent and appreciative Saudi Prince Q ——— . So on 1 April, Y.D.A.U., when the medical attaché is (it is alleged)

         insufficiently deft with a Q-Tip on an ulcerated sinal necrosis and is subjected at just 1800h. to a fit of febrile thrushive

         pique from the florally imbalanced Minister of Home Entertainment, and is by high-volume fiat replaced at the royal bedside

         by the Prince’s personal physician, who’s summoned by beeper from the Hilton’s sauna, and when the damp personal physician

         pats the medical attaché on the shoulder and tells him to pay the pique no mind, that it’s just the yeast talking, but to

         just head on home and unwind and for once make a well-deserved early Wednesday evening of it, and but so when the attaché

         does get home, at like 1840h., his spacious Boston apartments are empty, the living room lights undimmed, dinner unheated

         and the attachable tray still in the dishwasher and — worst — of course no entertainment cartridges have been obtained from

         the Boylston St. InterLace outlet where the medical attaché’s wife, like all the veiled wives and companions of the Prince’s

         legatees, has a complimentary goodwill account. And even if he weren’t far too exhausted and tightly wound to venture back

         into the damp urban night to pick up entertainment cartridges, the medical attaché realizes that his wife has, as always on

         Wednesdays, taken the car with the diplomatic-immunity license plates, without which your thinking alien wouldn’t even dream

         of trying to park publicly at night in Boston, Massachusetts U.S.A.

      


      The medical attaché’s unwinding-options are thus severely constricted. The living room’s lavish TP receives also the spontaneous

         disseminations of the InterLace Subscription Pulse-Matrix, but the procedures for ordering specific spontaneous pulses from

         the service are so technologically and cryptographically complex that the attaché has always left the whole business to his

         wife. On this Wednesday night, trying buttons and abbreviations almost at random, the attaché is able to summon up only live

         U.S.A. professional sports — which he has always found brutish and repellent — Texaco Oil Company–sponsored opera — which

         the attaché has seen today more than enough of the human uvula thank you very much — a redisseminated episode of the popular

         afternoon InterLace children’s program ‘Mr. Bouncety-Bounce’ — which the attaché thinks for a moment might be a documentary

         on bipolar mood disorders until he catches on and thumbs the selection-panel hastily — and a redisseminated session of the

         scantily clad variable-impact early-A.M. ‘Fit Forever’ home-aerobics series of the InterLace aerobics-guru Ms. Tawni Kondo,

         the scantily clad and splay-limbed immodesty of which threatens the devout medical attaché with the possibility of impure

         thoughts.

      


      The only entertainment cartridges anywhere in the apartment, a foul-tempered search reveals, are those which have arrived

         in Wednesday’s U.S.A. postal delivery, left on the sideboard in the living room along with personal and professional faxes

         and mail the medical attaché declines to read until it’s been pre-scanned by his wife for relevant interest to himself. The

         sideboard is against the wall opposite the room’s electronic recliner under a triptych of high-quality Byzantine erotica.

         The padded cartridge-mailers with their distinctive rectangular bulge are mixed haphazardly in with the less entertaining

         mail. Searching for something to unwind with, the medical attaché tears the different padded mailers open along their designated

         perforations. There is an O.N.A.N.M.A. Specialty Service film on actinomycete-class antibiotics and irritable bowel syndrome.

         There is 1 April Y.D.A.U.’s CBC/PATHÉ North American News Summary 40-minute cartridge, available daily by a wife’s auto-subscription

         and either transmitted to TP by unrecordable InterLace pulse or express-posted on a single-play ROM self-erasing disk. There

         is the Arabic-language video edition of April’s Self magazine for the attaché’s wife, Nass’s cover’s model chastely swathed and veiled. There is a plain brown and irritatingly untitled cartridge-case in a featureless

         white three-day standard U.S.A. First Class padded cartridge-mailer. The padded mailer is postmarked suburban Phoenix area

         in Arizona U.S.A., and the return-address box has only the term ‘HAPPY ANNIVERSARY!,’ with a small drawn crude face, smiling, in ballpoint ink, instead of a return address or incorporated logo. Though by birth

         and residence a native of Québec, where the language of discourse is not English, the medical attaché knows quite well that

         the English word anniversary does not mean the same as birthday. And the medical attaché and his veiled wife were united in the eyes of God and Prophet not in April but in October, four

         years prior, in the Rub’al Khali. Adding to the padded mailer’s confusion is the fact that anything from Prince Q ———’s legation

         in Phoenix, Arizona U.S.A. would carry a diplomatic seal instead of routine O.N.A.N. postage. The medical attaché, in sum,

         feels tightly wound and badly underappreciated and is prepared in advance to be irritated by the item inside, which is merely

         a standard black entertainment cartridge, but is wholly unlabelled and not in any sort of colorful or informative or inviting

         cartridge-case, and has only another of these vapid U.S.A.-type circular smiling heads embossed upon it where the registration-

         and duration-codes are supposed to be embossed. The medical attaché is puzzled by the cryptic mailer and face and case and

         unlabelled entertainment, and preliminarily irritated by the amount of time he’s had to spend upright at the sideboard attending

         to mail, which is not his task. The sole reason he does not throw the unlabelled cartridge in the wastecan or put it aside

         for his wife to preview for relevance is because there are such woefully slim entertainment-pickings on his wife’s irritating

         Americanized tennis-league evening away from her place at home. The attaché will pop the cartridge in and scan just enough

         of its contents to determine whether it is irritating or of an irrelevant nature and not entertaining or engaging in any way.

         He will heat the prepared halal lamb and spicy halal garnish in the microwave oven until piping-hot, arrange it attractively on his tray, preview the first few moments of the

         puzzling and/or irritating or possibly mysteriously blank entertainment cartridge first, then unwind with the news summary,

         then perhaps have a quick unlibidinous look at Nass’s spring line of sexless black devout-women’s-wear, then will insert the recursive surf-and-rain cartridge and make a well-deserved

         early Wednesday evening of it, hoping only that his wife will not return from her tennis league in her perspiration-dampened

         black ankle-length tennis ensemble and remove his dinner tray from his sleeping neck in a clumsy or undeft fashion that will

         awaken him, potentially.

      


      When he settles in with the tray and cartridge, the TP’s viewer’s digital display reads 1927h.


      YEAR OF THE TRIAL-SIZE DOVE BAR


      Wardine say her momma aint treat her right. Reginald he come round to my blacktop at my building where me and Delores Epps

         jump double dutch and he say, Clenette, Wardine be down at my crib cry say her momma aint treat her right, and I go on with

         Reginald to his building where he live at, and Wardine be sit deep far back in a closet in Reginald crib, and she be cry.

         Reginald gone lift Wardine out the closet and me with him crying and I be rub on the wet all over Wardine face and Reginald

         be so careful when he take off all her shirts she got on, tell Wardine to let me see. Wardine back all beat up and cut up.

         Big stripes of cut all up and down Wardine back, pink stripes and around the stripes the skin like the skin on folks lips

         be like. Sick down in my insides to look at it. Wardine be cry. Reginald say Wardine say her momma aint treat her right. Say

         her momma beat Wardine with a hanger. Say Wardine momma man Roy Tony be want to lie down with Wardine. Be give Wardine candy

         and 5s. Be stand in her way in Wardine face and he aint let her pass without he all the time touching her. Reginald say Wardine

         say Roy Tony at night when Wardine momma at work he come in to the mattresses where Wardine and William and Shantell and Roy

         the baby sleep at, and he stand there in the dark, high, and say quiet things at her, and breathe. Wardine momma say Wardine

         tempt Roy Tony into Sin. Wardine say she say Wardine try to take away Roy Tony into Evil and Sin with her young tight self.

         She beat Wardine back with hangers out the closet. My momma say Wardine momma not right in her head. My momma scared of Roy

         Tony. Wardine be cry. Reginald he down and beg for Wardine tell Reginald momma how Wardine momma treat Wardine. Reginald say

         he Love his Wardine. Say he Love but aint never before this time could understand why Wardine wont lie down with him like

         girls do their man. Say Wardine aint never let Reginald take off her shirts until tonight she come to Reginald crib in his

         building and be cry, she let Reginald take off her shirts to see how Wardine momma beat Wardine because Roy Tony. Reginald

         Love his Wardine. Wardine be like to die of scared. She say no to Reginald beg. She say, if she go to Reginald momma, then

         Reginald momma go to Wardine momma, then Wardine momma think Wardine be lie down with Reginald. Wardine say her momma say

         Wardine let a man lie down before she sixteen and she beat Wardine to death. Reginald say he aint no way going to let that

         happen to Wardine.

      


      Roy Tony kill Dolores Epps brother Columbus Epps at the Brighton Projects four years gone. Roy Tony on Parole. Wardine say

         he show Wardine he got some thing on his ankle send radio signals to Parole that he still here in Brighton. Roy Tony cant

         be leave Brighton. Roy Tony brother be Wardine father. He gone. Reginald try to hush Wardine but he can not stop Wardine cry.

         Wardine look like crazy she so scared. She say she kill herself if me or Reginald tell our mommas. She say, Clenette, you

         my half Sister, I am beg that you do not tell you momma on my momma and Roy Tony. Reginald tell Wardine to hush herself and

         lie down quiet. He put Shedd Spread out the kitchen on Wardine cuts on her back. He run his finger with grease so careful

         down pink lines of her getting beat with a hanger. Wardine say she do not feel nothing in her back ever since spring. She

         lie stomach on Reginald floor and say she aint got no feeling in her skin of her back. When Reginald gone to get the water

         she asks me the truth, how bad is her back look when Reginald look at it. Is she still pretty, she cry.

      


      I aint tell my momma on Wardine and Reginald and Wardine momma and Roy Tony. My momma scared of Roy Tony. My momma be the

         lady Roy Tony kill Columbus Epps over, four years gone, in the Brighton Projects, for Love.

      


      But I know Reginald tell. Reginald say he gone die before Wardine momma beat Wardine again. He say he take his self up to

         Roy Tony and say him to not mess with Wardine or breathe by her mattress at night. He say he take his self on down to the

         playground at the Brighton Projects where Roy Tony do business and he go to Roy Tony man to man and he make Roy Tony make

         it all right.

      


      But I think Roy Tony gone kill Reginald if Reginald go. I think Roy Tony gone kill Reginald, and then Wardine momma beat Wardine

         to death with a hanger. And then nobody know except me. And I am gone have a child.

      


      In the eighth American-educational grade, Bruce Green fell dreadfully in love with a classmate who had the unlikely name of

         Mildred Bonk. The name was unlikely because if ever an eighth-grader looked like a Daphne Christianson or a Kimberly St.-Simone

         or something like that, it was Mildred Bonk. She was the kind of fatally pretty and nubile wraithlike figure who glides through

         the sweaty junior-high corridors of every nocturnal emitter’s dreamscape. Hair that Green had heard described by an over-wrought

         teacher as ‘flaxen’; a body which the fickle angel of puberty — the same angel who didn’t even seem to know Bruce Green’s

         zip code — had visited, kissed, and already left, back in sixth; legs which not even orange Keds with purple-glitter-encrusted

         laces could make unserious. Shy, iridescent, coltish, pelvically anfractuous, amply busted, given to diffident movements of

         hand brushing flaxen hair from front of dear creamy forehead, movements which drove Bruce Green up a private tree. A vision

         in a sun-dress and silly shoes. Mildred L. Bonk.

      


      And then but by tenth grade, in one of those queer when-did-that-happen metamorphoses, Mildred Bonk had become an imposing

         member of the frightening Winchester High School set that smoked full-strength Marlboros in the alley between Senior and Junior

         halls and that left school altogether at lunchtime, driving away in loud low-slung cars to drink beer and smoke dope, driving

         around with sound-systems of illegal wattage, using Visine and Clorets, etc. She was one of them. She chewed gum (or worse)

         in the cafeteria, her dear diffident face now a bored mask of Attitude, her flaxen locks now teased and gelled into what looked

         for all the world like the consequence of a finger stuck into an electric socket. Bruce Green saved up for a low-slung old

         car and practiced Attitude on the aunt who’d taken him in. He developed a will.

      


      And, by the year of what would have been graduation, Bruce Green was way more bored, imposing, and frightening than even Mildred

         Bonk, and he and Mildred Bonk and tiny incontinent Harriet Bonk-Green lived just off the Allston Spur in a shiny housetrailer

         with another frightening couple and with Tommy Doocey, the infamous harelipped pot-and-sundries dealer who kept several large

         snakes in unclean uncovered aquaria, which smelled, which Tommy Doocey didn’t notice because his upper lip completely covered

         his nostrils and all he could smell was lip. Mildred Bonk got high in the afternoon and watched serial-cartridges, and Bruce

         Green had a steady job at Leisure Time Ice, and for a while life was more or less one big party.

      


   

      [image: art]


      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      ‘Hal?’


      ‘…’


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘Yes Mario?’


      ‘Are you asleep?’


      ‘Booboo, we’ve been over this. I can’t be asleep if we’re talking.’


      ‘That’s what I thought.’


      ‘Happy to reassure you.’


      ‘Boy were you on today. Boy did you ever make that guy look sick. When he hit that one down the line and you got it and fell

         down and hit that drop-volley Pemulis said the guy looked like he was going to be sick all over the net, he said.’

      


      ‘Boo, I kicked a kid’s ass is all. End of story. I don’t think it’s good to rehash it when I’ve kicked somebody’s ass. It’s

         like a dignity thing. I think we should just let it sort of lie in state, quietly. Speaking of which.’

      


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘…’


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘It’s late, Mario. It’s sleepy-time. Close your eyes and think fuzzy thoughts.’


      ‘That’s what the Moms always says, too.’


      ‘Always worked for me, Boo.’


      ‘You think I think fuzzy thoughts all the time. You let me room with you because you feel sorry for me.’


      ‘Booboo I’m not even going to dignify that. I’ll regard it as like a warning sign. You always get petulant when you don’t

         get enough sleep. And here we are seeing petulance already on the western horizon, right here.’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘…’


      ‘When I asked if you were asleep I was going to ask if you felt like you believed in God, today, out there, when you were

         so on, making that guy look sick.’

      


      ‘This again?’


      ‘…’


      ‘Really don’t think midnight in a totally dark room with me so tired my hair hurts and drills in six short hours is the time and

         place to get into this, Mario.’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘You ask me this once a week.’


      ‘You never say, is why.’


      ‘So tonight to shush you how about if I say I have administrative bones to pick with God, Boo. I’ll say God seems to have

         a kind of laid-back management style I’m not crazy about. I’m pretty much anti-death. God looks by all accounts to be pro-death.

         I’m not seeing how we can get together on this issue, he and I, Boo.’

      


      ‘You’re talking about since Himself passed away.’


      ‘…’


      ‘See? You never say.’


      ‘I do too say. I just did.’


      ‘…’


      ‘I just didn’t happen to say what you wanted to hear, Booboo, is all.’


      ‘…’


      ‘There’s a difference.’


      ‘I don’t get how you couldn’t feel like you believed, today, out there. It was so right there. You moved like you totally believed.’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘How do you feel inside, not?’


      ‘Mario, you and I are mysterious to each other. We countenance each other from either side of some unbridgeable difference

         on this issue. Let’s lie very quietly and ponder this.’

      


      ‘Hal?’


      ‘…’


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘I’m going to propose that I tell you a joke, Boo, on the condition that afterward you shush and let me sleep.’


      ‘Is it a good one?’


      ‘Mario, what do you get when you cross an insomniac, an unwilling agnostic, and a dyslexic.’


      ‘I give.’


      ‘You get somebody who stays up all night torturing himself mentally over the question of whether or not there’s a dog.’


      ‘That’s a good one!’


      ‘Shush.’


      ‘…’


      ‘…’


      ‘Hey Hal? What’s an insomniac?’


      ‘Somebody who rooms with you, kid, that’s for sure.’


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘…’


      ‘How come the Moms never cried when Himself passed away? I cried, and you, even C.T. cried. I saw him personally cry.’


      ‘…’


      ‘You listened to Tosca over and over and cried and said you were sad. We all were.’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘Hey Hal, did the Moms seem like she got happier after Himself passed away, to you?’


      ‘…’


      ‘It seems like she got happier. She seems even taller. She stopped travelling everywhere all the time for this and that thing.

         The corporate-grammar thing. The library-protest thing.’

      


      ‘Now she never goes anywhere, Boo. Now she’s got the Headmaster’s House and her office and the tunnel in between, and never

         leaves the grounds. She’s a worse workaholic than she ever was. And more obsessive-compulsive. When’s the last time you saw

         a dust-mote in that house?’

      


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘Now she’s just an agoraphobic workaholic and obsessive-compulsive. This strikes you as happification?’

      


      ‘Her eyes are better. They don’t seem as sunk in. They look better. She laughs at C.T. way more than she laughed at Himself.

         She laughs from lower down inside. She laughs more. Her jokes she tells are better ones than yours, even, now, a lot of the

         time.’

      


      ‘…’


      ‘How come she never got sad?’


      ‘She did get sad, Booboo. She just got sad in her way instead of yours and mine. She got sad, I’m pretty sure.’


      ‘Hal?’


      ‘You remember how the staff lowered the flag to half-mast out front by the portcullis here after it happened? Do you remember

         that? And it goes to half-mast every year at Convocation? Remember the flag, Boo?’

      


      ‘Hey Hal?’


      ‘Don’t cry, Booboo. Remember the flag only halfway up the pole? Booboo, there are two ways to lower a flag to half-mast. Are

         you listening? Because no shit I really have to sleep here in a second. So listen — one way to lower the flag to half-mast

         is just to lower the flag. There’s another way though. You can also just raise the pole. You can raise the pole to like twice

         its original height. You get me? You understand what I mean, Mario?’

      


      ‘Hal?’


      ‘She’s plenty sad, I bet.’


      At 2010h. on 1 April Y.D.A.U., the medical attaché is still watching the unlabelled entertainment cartridge.


      OCTOBER — YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      For Orin Incandenza, #71, morning is the soul’s night. The day’s worst time, psychically. He cranks the condo’s AC way down

         at night and still most mornings wakes up soaked, fetally curled, entombed in that kind of psychic darkness where you’re dreading

         whatever you think of.

      


      Hal Incandenza’s brother Orin wakes up alone at 0730h. amid a damp scent of Ambush and on the other side’s dented pillow a

         note with phone # and vital data in a loopy schoolgirlish hand. There’s also Ambush on the note. His side of the bed is soaked.

      


      Orin makes honey-toast, standing barefoot at the kitchen counter, wearing briefs and an old Academy sweatshirt with the arms

         cut off, squeezing honey from the head of a plastic bear. The floor’s so cold it hurts his feet, but the double-pane window

         over the sink is hot to the touch: the beastly metro Phoenix October A.M. heat just outside.

      


      Home with the team, no matter how high the AC or how thin the sheet, Orin wakes with his own impression sweated darkly into

         the bed beneath him, slowly drying all day to a white salty outline just slightly off from the week’s other faint dried outlines,

         so his fetal-shaped fossilized image is fanned out across his side of the bed like a deck of cards, just overlapping, like

         an acid trail or timed exposure.

      


      The heat just past the glass doors tightens his scalp. He takes breakfast out to a white iron table by the condo complex’s

         central pool and tries to eat it there, in the heat, the coffee not steaming or cooling. He sits there in dumb animal pain.

         He has a mustache of sweat. A bright beach ball floats and bumps against one side of the pool. The sun like a sneaky keyhole

         view of hell. No one else out here. The complex is a ring with the pool and deck and Jacuzzi in the center. Heat shimmers

         off the deck like fumes from fuel. There’s that mirage thing where the extreme heat makes the dry deck look wet with fuel.

         Orin can hear cartridge-viewers going from behind closed windows, that aerobics show every morning, and also someone playing

         an organ, and the older woman who won’t ever smile back at him in the apartment next to his doing operatic scales, muffled

         by drapes and sun-curtains and double panes. The Jacuzzi chugs and foams.

      


      The note from last night’s Subject is on violet bond once folded and with a circle of darker violet dead-center where the

         subject’s perfume-spritzer had hit it. The only interesting thing about the script, but also depressing, is that every single

         circle — o’s, d’s, p’s, the #s 6 and 8 — is darkened in, while the i’s are dotted not with circles but with tiny little Valentine

         hearts, which are not darkened in. Orin reads the note while he eats toast that’s mainly an excuse for the honey. He uses

         his smaller right arm to eat and drink. His oversized left arm and big left leg remain at rest at all times in the morning.

      


      A breeze sends the beach ball skating all the way across the blue pool to the other side, and Orin watches its noiseless glide.

         The white iron tables have no umbrellas, and you can tell where the sun is without looking; you can feel right where it is

         on your body and project from there. The ball moves tentatively back out toward the middle of the pool and then stays there,

         not even bobbing. The same small breezes make the rotted palms along the condominium complex’s stone walls rustle and click,

         and a couple of fronds detach and spiral down, hitting the deck with a slap. All the plants out here are malevolent, heavy

         and sharp. The parts of the palms above the fronds are tufted in sick stuff like coconut-hair. Roaches and other things live

         in the trees. Rats, maybe. Loathsome high-altitude critters of all kinds. All the plants either spiny or meaty. Cacti in queer

         tortured shapes. The tops of the palms like Rod Stewart’s hair, from days gone by.

      


      Orin returned with the team from the Chicago game two nights ago, redeye. He knows that he and the place-kicker are the only

         two starters who are not still in terrible pain, physically, from the beating.

      


      The day before they left — so like five days ago — Orin was out by himself in the Jacuzzi by the pool late in the day, caring

         for the leg, sitting in the radiant heat and bloody late-day light with the leg in the Jacuzzi, absently squeezing the tennis

         ball he still absently squeezes out of habit. Watching the Jacuzzi funnel and bubble and foam around the leg. And out of nowhere

         a bird had all of a sudden fallen into the Jacuzzi. With a flat matter-of-fact plop. Out of nowhere. Out of the wide empty sky. Nothing overhung the Jacuzzi but sky. The bird seemed to have just had a coronary

         or something in flight and died and fallen out of the empty sky and landed dead in the Jacuzzi, right by the leg. He brought

         his sunglasses down onto the bridge of his nose with a finger and looked at it. It was an undistinguished kind of bird. Not

         a predator. Like a wren, maybe. It seems like no way could it have been a good sign. The dead bird bobbed and barrel-rolled

         in the foam, sucked under one second and reappearing the next, creating an illusion of continued flight. Orin had inherited

         none of the Moms’s phobias about disorder, hygiene. (Not crazy about bugs though — roaches.) But he’d just sat there squeezing

         the ball, looking at the bird, without a conscious thought in his head. By the next morning, waking up, curled and entombed,

         it seemed like it had to have been a bad sign, though.

      


      Orin now always gets the shower so hot it’s to where he can just barely stand it. The condo’s whole bathroom is done in this

         kind of minty yellow tile he didn’t choose, maybe chosen by the free safety who lived here before the Cardinals sent New Orleans

         the free safety, two reserve guards and cash for Orin Incandenza, punter.

      


      And no matter how many times he has the Terminex people out, there are still the enormous roaches that come out of the bathroom

         drains. Sewer roaches, according to Terminex. Blattaria implacablusor something. Really huge roaches. Armored-vehicle-type bugs. Totally black, with Kevlar-type cases, the works. And fearless,

         raised in the Hobbesian sewers down there. Boston’s and New Orleans’s little brown roaches were bad enough, but you could

         at least come in and turn on a light and they’d run for their lives. These Southwest sewer roaches you turn on the light and

         they just look up at you from the tile like: ‘You got a problem?’ Orin stomped on one of them, only once, that had come hellishly

         up out of the drain in the shower when he was in there, showering, going out naked and putting shoes on and coming in and

         trying to conventionally squash it, and the result was explosive. There’s still material from that one time in the tile-grouting.

         It seems unremovable. Roach-innards. Sickening. Throwing the shoes away was preferable to looking at the sole to clean it.

         Now he keeps big glass tumblers in the bathroom and when he turns on the light and sees a roach he puts a glass down over

         it, trapping it. After a couple days the glass is all steamed up and the roach has asphyxiated messlessly and Orin discards

         both the roach and the tumbler in separate sealed Ziplocs in the dumpster complex by the golf course up the street.

      


      The yellow tile floor of the bathroom is sometimes a little obstacle course of glasses with huge roaches dying inside, stoically,

         just sitting there, the glasses gradually steaming up with roach-dioxide. The whole thing makes Orin sick. Now he figures

         the hotter the shower’s water, the less chance any small armored vehicle is going to feel like coming out of the drain while

         he’s in there.

      


      Sometimes they’re in the bowl of the toilet first thing in the A.M., dog-paddling, trying to get to the side and climb up.

         He’s also not crazy about spiders, though more like unconsciously; he’s never come anyplace close to the conscious horror

         Himself had somehow developed about the Southwest’s black widows and their chaotic webs — the widows are all over the place,

         both here and Tucson, spottable on all but the coldest nights, their dusty webs without any kind of pattern, clotting just

         about any right-angled place that’s dim or out of the way. Terminex’s toxins are more effective on the widows. Orin has them

         out monthly; he’s on like a subscription plan over at Terminex.

      


      Orin’s special conscious horror, besides heights and the early morning, is roaches. There’d been parts of metro Boston near

         the Bay he’d refused to go to, as a child. Roaches give him the howling fantods. The parishes around N.O. had been having

         a spate or outbreak of a certain Latin-origin breed of sinister tropical flying roaches, that were small and timid but could fucking fly, and that kept being found swarming on New Orleans infants, at night, in their cribs, especially infants in like tenements

         or squalor, and that reportedly fed on the mucus in the babies’ eyes, some special sort of optical-mucus — the stuff of fucking

         nightmares, mobile flying roaches that wanted to get at your eyes, as an infant — and were reportedly blinding them; parents’d

         come in in the ghastly A.M.-tenement light and find their infants blind, like a dozen blinded infants that last summer; and

         it was during this spate or nightmarish outbreak, plus July flooding that sent over a dozen nightmarish dead bodies from a

         hilltop graveyard sliding all gray-blue down the incline Orin and two teammates had their townhouse on, in suburban Chalmette,

         shedding limbs and innards all the way down the hillside’s mud and one even one morning coming to rest against the post of

         their roadside mailbox, when Orin came out for the morning paper, that Orin had had his agent put out the trade feelers. And

         so to the glass canyons and merciless light of metro Phoenix, in a kind of desiccated circle, near the Tucson of his own father’s

         desiccated youth.

      


      It’s the mornings after the spider-and-heights dreams that are the most painful, that it takes sometimes three coffees and

         two showers and sometimes a run to loosen the grip on his soul’s throat; and these post-dream mornings are even worse if he

         wakes unalone, if the previous night’s Subject is still there, wanting to twitter, or to cuddle and, like, spoon, asking what

         exactly is the story with the foggy inverted tumblers on the bathroom floor, commenting on his night-sweats, clattering around

         in the kitchen, making kippers or bacon or something even more hideous and unhoneyed he’s supposed to eat with postcoital

         male gusto, the ones who have this thing about they call it Feeding My Man, wanting a man who can barely keep down A.M. honey-toast to eat with male gusto, elbows out and shovelling, making little noises. Even when alone, able to uncurl alone

         and sit slowly up and wring out the sheet and go to the bathroom, these darkest mornings start days that Orin can’t even bring

         himself for hours to think about how he’ll get through the day. These worst mornings with cold floors and hot windows and

         merciless light — the soul’s certainty that the day will have to be not traversed but sort of climbed, vertically, and then

         that going to sleep again at the end of it will be like falling, again, off something tall and sheer.

      


      So now his own eye-mucus is secure, in the Desert Southwest; but the bad dreams have gotten worse since the trade to this

         blasted area Himself himself had fled, long ago, as an unhappy youngster.

      


      As a nod to Orin’s own unhappy youth, all the dreams seem to open briefly with some sort of competitive-tennis situation.

         Last night’s had started with a wide-angle shot of Orin on a Har-Tru court, waiting to receive serve from someone vague, some

         Academy person — Ross Reat maybe, or good old M. Bain, or gray-toothed Walt Flechette, now a teaching pro in the Carolinas

         — when the dream’s screen tightens on him and abruptly dissolves to the blank dark rose color of eyes closed against bright

         light, and there’s the ghastly feeling of being submerged and not knowing which way to head for the surface and air, and after

         some interval the dream’s Orin struggles up from this kind of visual suffocation to find his mother’s head, Mrs. Avril M.

         T. Incandenza’s, the Moms’s disconnected head attached face-to-face to his own fine head, strapped tight to his face somehow

         by a wrap-around system of VS HiPro top-shelf lamb-gut string from his Academy racquet’s own face. So that no matter how frantically

         Orin tries to move his head or shake it side to side or twist up his face or roll his eyes he’s still staring at, into, and

         somehow through his mother’s face. As if the Moms’s head was some sort of overtight helmet Orin can’t wrestle his way out

         of.

         

            2

         

          In the dream, it’s understandably vital to Orin that he disengage his head from the phylacteryish bind of his mother’s disembodied

         head, and he cannot. Last night’s Subject’s note indicates that at some point last night Orin had clutched her head with both

         hands and tried to sort of stiff-arm her, though not in an ungentle or complaining way (the note, not the stiff-arm). The

         apparent amputation of the Moms’s head from the rest of the Moms appears in the dream to be clean and surgically neat: there

         is no evidence of a stump or any kind of nubbin of neck, even, and it is as if the base of the round pretty head had been

         sealed, and also sort of rounded off, so that her head is a large living ball, a globe with a face, attached to his own head’s

         face.

      


      The Subject after Bain’s sister but before the one just before this one, with the Ambush scent and the hearts over i’s, the

         previous Subject had been a sallowly pretty Arizona State developmental psychology grad student with two kids and outrageous

         alimony and penchants for sharp jewelry, refrigerated chocolate, InterLace educational cartridges, and professional athletes

         who thrashed in their sleep. Not real bright — she thought the figure he’d trace without thinking on her bare flank after

         sex was the numeral 8, to give you an idea. Their last morning together, right before he’d mailed her child an expensive toy

         and then had his phone number changed, he’d awakened from a night of horror-show dreams — woke up with an abrupt fetal spasm,

         unrefreshed and benighted of soul, his eyes wobbling and his wet silhouette on the bottom sheet like a coroner’s chalk outline

         — he woke to find the Subject up and sitting up against the reading pillow, wearing his sleeveless Academy sweatshirt and

         sipping hazelnut espresso and watching, on the cartridge-viewing system that occupied half the bedroom’s south wall, something

         horrific called ‘INTERLACE EDUCATIONAL CARTRIDGES IN CONJUNCTION WITH CBC EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMMING MATRIX PRESENTS SCHIZOPHRENIA: MIND OR BODY?’ and had had to lie there, moist and paralyzed, curled fetal on his own sweat-shadow, and watch on the viewer a pale young

         guy about Hal’s age, with copper stubble and a red cowlick and flat blank affectless black doll’s eyes, stare into space stage-left

         while a brisk Albertan voiceover explained that Fenton here was a dyed-in-the-wool paranoid schizophrenic who believed that

         radioactive fluids were invading his skull and that hugely complex high-tech-type machines had been specially designed and

         programmed to pursue him without cease until they caught him and made brutal sport of him and buried him alive. It was an

         old late-millennial CBC public-interest Canadian news documentary, digitally sharpened and redisseminated under the Inter-Lace

         imprimatur — InterLace could get kind of seedy and low-rent during early-morning off-hours, in terms of Spontaneous Disseminations.

      


      And so but since the old CBC documentary’s thesis was turning out pretty clearly to be SCHIZOPHRENIA: BODY, the voiceover evinced great clipped good cheer as it explained that well, yes, poor old Fenton here was more or less hopeless

         as an extra-institutional functioning unit, but that, on the up-side, science could at least give his existence some sort

         of meaning by studying him very carefully to help learn how schizophrenia manifested itself in the human body’s brain… that,

         in other words, with the aid of cutting-edge Positron-Emission Topography or ‘P.E.T.’ technology (since supplanted wholly

         by Invasive Digitals, Orin hears the developmental psychology graduate student mutter to herself, watching rapt over her cup,

         unaware that Orin’s paralytically awake), they could scan and study how different parts of poor old Fenton’s dysfunctional

         brain emitted positrons in a whole different topography than your average hale and hearty nondelusional God-fearing Albertan’s

         brain, advancing science by injecting test-subject Fenton here with a special blood-brain-barrier-penetrating radioactive

         dye and then sticking him in the rotating body-sized receptacle of a P.E.T. Scanner — on the viewer, it’s an enormous gray-metal

         machine that looks like something co-designed by James Cameron and Fritz Lang, and now have a look at this Fenton fellow’s

         eyes as he starts to get the gist of what the voiceover’s saying — and in a terse old Public-TV cut they now showed subject

         Fenton in five-point canvas restraints whipping his copper-haired head from side to side as guys in mint-green surgical masks

         and caps inject him with radioactive fluids through a turkey-baster-sized syringe, then good old Fenton’s eyes bugging out

         in total foreseen horror as he’s rolled toward the huge gray P.E.T. device and slid like an unrisen loaf into the thing’s

         open maw until only his decay-colored sneakers are in view, and the body-sized receptacle rotates the test-subject counterclockwise,

         with brutal speed, so that the old sneakers point up and then left and then down and then right and then up, faster and faster,

         the machine’s blurps and tweets not even coming close to covering Fenton’s entombed howls as his worst delusional fears came

         true in digital stereo and you could hear the last surviving bits of his functional dye-permeated mind being screamed out

         of him for all time as the viewer digitally superimposed an image of Fenton’s ember-red and neutron-blue brain in the lower-right

         corner, where InterLace’s Time/Temp functions usually appear, and the brisk voiceover gave capsule histories of first paranoid

         schizophrenia and then P.E.T. With Orin lying there slit-eyed, wet and neuralgic with A.M. dread, wishing the Subject would

         put her own clothes and sharp jewelry on and take the rest of her Töblerone out of the freezer and go, so he could go to the

         bathroom and get yesterday’s asphyxiated roaches into an E.W.D. dumpster before the dumpsters all filled for the day, and

         decide what kind of expensive present to mail the Subject’s kid.

      


      And then the matter of the dead bird, out of nowhere.


      And then news of pressure from the AZ Cardinal administration to cooperate with some sort of insipid-type personality-profile

         series of interviews with some profiler from Moment magazine, with personal backgroundish questions to be answered in some blandly sincere team-PR way, the unexamined stress

         of which drives him to start calling Hallie again, reopen that whole Pandora’s box of worms.

      


      Orin also shaves in the shower, face red with heat, wreathed in steam, by feel, shaving upward, with south-to-north strokes,

         as he was taught.
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      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT

      Here’s Hal Incandenza, age seventeen, with his little brass one-hitter, getting covertly high in the Enfield Tennis Academy’s
         underground Pump Room and exhaling palely into an industrial exhaust fan. It’s the sad little interval after afternoon matches
         and conditioning but before the Academy’s communal supper. Hal is by himself down here and nobody knows where he is or what
         he’s doing.
      

      Hal likes to get high in secret, but a bigger secret is that he’s as attached to the secrecy as he is to getting high.

      A one-hitter, sort of like a long FDR-type cigarette holder whose end is packed with a pinch of good dope, gets hot and is
         hard on the mouth — the brass ones especially — but one-hitters have the advantage of efficiency: every particle of ignited
         pot gets inhaled; there’s none of the incidental secondhand-type smoke from a party bowl’s big load, and Hal can take every
         iota way down deep and hold his breath forever, so that even his exhalations are no more than slightly pale and sick-sweet-smelling.
      

      Total utilization of available resources = lack of publicly detectable waste.

      The Academy’s tennis courts’ Lung’s Pump Room is underground and accessible only by tunnel. E.T.A. is abundantly, embranchingly
         tunnelled. This is by design.
      

      Plus one-hitters are small, which is good, because let’s face it, anything you use to smoke high-resin dope with is going
         to stink. A bong is big, and its stink is going to be like commensurately big, plus you have the foul bong-water to deal with.
         Pipes are smaller and at least portable, but they always come with only a multi-hit party bowl that disperses nonutilized
         smoke over a wide area. A one-hitter can be wastelessly employed, then allowed to cool, wrapped in two baggies and then further
         wrapped and sealed in a Ziploc and then enclosed in two sport-socks in a gear bag along with the lighter and eyedrops and
         mint-pellets and the little film-case of dope itself, and it’s highly portable and odor-free and basically totally covert.
      

      As far as Hal knows, colleagues Michael Pemulis, Jim Struck, Bridget C. Boone, Jim Troeltsch, Ted Schacht, Trevor Axford,
         and possibly Kyle D. Coyle and Tall Paul Shaw, and remotely possibly Frannie Unwin, all know Hal gets regularly covertly high.
         It’s also not impossible that Bernadette Longley knows, actually; and of course the unpleasant K. Freer always has suspicions
         of all kinds. And Hal’s brother Mario knows a thing or two. But that’s it, in terms of public knowledge. And but even though
         Pemulis and Struck and Boone and Troeltsch and Axford and occasionally (in a sort of medicinal or touristic way) Stice and
         Schacht all are known to get high also, Hal has actually gotten actively high only with Pemulis, on the rare occasions he’s
         gotten high with anybody else, as in in person, which he avoids. He’d forgot: Ortho (‘The Darkness’) Stice, of Partridge KS,
         knows; and Hal’s oldest brother, Orin, mysteriously, even long-distance, seems to know more than he’s coming right out and
         saying, unless Hal’s reading more into some of the phone-comments than are there.
      

      Hal’s mother, Mrs. Avril Incandenza, and her adoptive brother Dr. Charles Tavis, the current E.T.A. Headmaster, both know
         Hal drinks alcohol sometimes, like on weekend nights with Troeltsch or maybe Axford down the hill at clubs on Commonwealth
         Ave.; The Unexamined Life has its notorious Blind Bouncer night every Friday where they card you on the Honor System. Mrs.
         Avril Incandenza isn’t crazy about the idea of Hal drinking, mostly because of the way his father had drunk, when alive, and
         reportedly his father’s own father before him, in AZ and CA; but Hal’s academic precocity, and especially his late competitive
         success on the junior circuit, make it clear that he’s able to handle whatever modest amounts she’s pretty sure he consumes
         — there’s no way someone can seriously abuse a substance and perform at top scholarly and athletic levels, the E.T.A. psych-counselor
         Dr. Rusk assures her, especially the high-level-athletic part — and Avril feels it’s important that a concerned but un-smothering
         single parent know when to let go somewhat and let the two high-functioning of her three sons make their own possible mistakes
         and learn from their own valid experience, no matter how much the secret worry about mistakes tears her gizzard out, the mother’s.
         And Charles supports whatever personal decisions she makes in conscience about her children. And God knows she’d rather have
         Hal having a few glasses of beer every so often than absorbing God alone knows what sort of esoteric designer compounds with
         reptilian Michael Pemulis and trail-of-slime-leaving James Struck, both of whom give Avril a howling case of the maternal
         fantods. And ultimately, she’s told Drs. Rusk and Tavis, she’d rather have Hal abide in the security of the knowledge that
         his mother trusts him, that she’s trusting and supportive and doesn’t judge or gizzard-tear or wring her fine hands over his
         having for instance a glass of Canadian ale with friends every now and again, and so works tremendously hard to hide her maternal
         dread of his possibly ever drinking like James himself or James’s father, all so that Hal might enjoy the security of feeling
         that he can be up-front with her about issues like drinking and not feel he has to hide anything from her under any circumstances.
      

      Dr. Tavis and Dolores Rusk have privately discussed the fact that not least among the phobic stressors Avril suffers so uncomplainingly
         with is a black phobic dread of hiding or secrecy in all possible forms with respect to her sons.
      

      Avril and C. T. know nothing about Hal’s penchants for high-resin Bob Hope and underground absorption, which fact Hal obviously
         likes a lot, on some level, though he’s never given much thought to why. To why he likes it so much.
      

      E.T.A.’s hilltop grounds are traversable by tunnel. Avril I., for example, who never leaves the grounds anymore, rarely travels
         above ground, willing to hunch to take the off-tunnels between Headmaster’s House and her office next to Charles Tavis’s in
         the Community and Administration Bldg., a pink-bricked white-pillared neo-Georgian thing that Hal’s brother Mario says looks
         like a cube that has swallowed a ball too big for its stomach.
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          Two sets of elevators and one of stairs run between the lobby, reception area, and administrative offices on Comm.-Ad.’s
         first floor and the weight room, sauna, and locker/shower areas on the sublevel below it. One large tunnel of elephant-colored
         cement leads from just off the boys’ showers to the mammoth laundry room below the West Courts, and two smaller tunnels radiate
         from the sauna area south and east to the subbasements of the smaller, spherocubular, proto-Georgian buildings (housing classrooms
         and subdormitories B and D); these two basements and smaller tunnels often serve as student storage space and hallways between
         various prorectors’
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          private rooms. Then two even smaller tunnels, navigable by any adult willing to assume a kind of knuckle-dragging simian
         posture, in turn connect each of the subbasements to the former optical and film-development facilities of Leith and Ogilvie
         and the late Dr. James O. Incandenza (now deceased) below and just west of the Headmaster’s House (from which facilities there’s
         also a fair-diametered tunnel that goes straight to the lowest level of the Community and Administration Bldg., but its functions
         have gradually changed over four years, and it’s now too full of exposed wiring and hot-water pipes and heating ducts to be
         really passable) and to the offices of the Physical Plant, almost directly beneath the center row of E.T.A. outdoor tennis
         courts, which offices and custodial lounge are in turn connected to E.T.A.’s Lung-Storage and -Pump Rooms via a pargeted tunnel
         hastily constructed by the TesTar All-Weather Inflatable Structures Corp., which together with the folks over at ATHSCME Industrial
         Air Displacement Devices erects and services the inflatable dendriurethane dome, known as the Lung, that covers the middle
         row of courts for the winter indoor season. The crude little rough-sided tunnel between Plant and Pump is traversable only
         via all-fours-type crawling and is essentially unknown to staff and Administration, popular only with the Academy’s smaller
         kids’ Tunnel Club, as well as with certain adolescents with strong secret incentive to crawl on all fours.
      

      The Lung-Storage Room is basically impassable from March through November because it’s full of intricately folded dendriurethane
         Lung-material and dismantled sections of flexible ducting and fan-blades, etc. The Pump Room is right next to it, though you
         have to crawl back out into the tunnel to get to it. On the engineering diagrams the Pump Room’s maybe about twenty meters
         directly beneath the centermost courts in the middle row of courts, and looks like a kind of spider hanging upside-down —
         an unfenestrated oval chamber with six man-sized curved ducts radiating up and out to exit points on the grounds above. And
         the Pump Room has six radial openings, one for each upcurving duct: three two-meter vents with huge turbine-bladed exhaust
         fans bolted into their grilles and three more 2M’s with reversed ATHSCME intake fans that allow air from the ground above
         to be sucked down and around the room and up into the three exhaust vents. The Pump Room is essentially like a pulmonary organ,
         or the epicenter of a massive six-vectored wind tunnel, and when activated roars like a banshee that’s slammed its hand in
         a door, though the P.R.’s in full legit operation only when the Lung is up, usually November–March. The intake fans pull ground-level
         winter air down into and around the room and through the three exhaust fans and up the outtake ducts into networks of pneumatic
         tubing in the Lung’s sides and dome: it’s the pressure of the moving air that keeps the fragile Lung inflated.
      

      When the courts’ Lung is down and stored, Hal will descend and walk and then hunch his way in to make sure nobody’s in the
         Physical Plant quarters, then he’ll hunch and crawl to the P.R., gear bag in his teeth, and activate just one of the big exhaust
         fans and get secretly high and exhale palely through its blades into the vent, so that any possible odor is blown through
         an outtake duct and expelled through a grille’d hole on the west side of the West Courts, a threaded hole, with a flange,
         where brisk white-suited ATHSCME guys will attach some of the Lung’s arterial pneumatic tubing at some point soon when Schtitt
         et al. on Staff decide the real weather has moved past enduring for outdoor tennis.
      

      During winter months, when any expelled odor would get ducted up into the Lung and hang there conspicuous, Hal mostly goes
         into a remote subdormitory lavatory and climbs onto a toilet in a stall and exhales into the grille of one of the little exhaust
         fans in the ceiling; but this routine lacks a certain intricate subterranean covert drama. It’s another reason why Hal dreads
         Interdependence Day and the approach of the WhataBurger classic and Thanksgiving and unendurable weather, and the erection
         of the Lung.
      

      Recreational drugs are more or less traditional at any U.S. secondary school, maybe because of the unprecedented tensions:
         post-latency and puberty and angst and impending adulthood, etc. To help manage the intra-psychic storms, etc. Since the place’s
         inception, there’s always been a certain percentage of the high-caliber adolescent players at E.T.A. who manage their internal
         weathers chemically. Much of this is good clean temporary fun; but a traditionally smaller and harder-core set tends to rely
         on personal chemistry to manage E.T.A.’s special demands — dexedrine or low-volt methedrine
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          before matches and benzodiazapenes
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          to come back down after matches, with Mudslides or Blue Flames at some understanding Comm. Ave. nightspot
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          or beers and bongs in some discreet Academy corner at night to short-circuit the up-and-down cycle, mushrooms or X or something
         from the Mild Designer class
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          — or maybe occasionally a little Black Star,
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          whenever there’s a match- and demand-free weekend, to basically short out the whole motherboard and blow out all the circuits
         and slowly recover and be almost neurologically reborn and start the gradual cycle all over again… this circular routine,
         if your basic wiring’s OK to begin with, can work surprisingly well throughout adolescence and sometimes into one’s like early
         twenties, before it starts to creep up on you.
      

      But so some E.T.A.s — not just Hal Incandenza by any means — are involved with recreational substances, is the point. Like
         who isn’t, at some life-stage, in the U.S.A. and Interdependent regions, in these troubled times, for the most part. Though
         a decent percentage of E.T.A. students aren’t at all. I.e. involved. Some persons can give themselves away to an ambitious
         pursuit and have that be all the giving-themselves-away-to-something they need to do. Though sometimes this changes as the
         players get older and the pursuit more stress-fraught. American experience seems to suggest that people are virtually unlimited
         in their need to give themselves away, on various levels. Some just prefer to do it in secret.
      

      An enrolled student-athlete’s use of alcohol or illicit chemicals is cause for immediate expulsion, according to E.T.A.’s
         admissions catalogue. But the E.T.A. staff tends to have a lot more important stuff on its plate than policing kids who’ve
         already given themselves away to an ambitious competitive pursuit. The administrative attitude under first James Incandenza
         and then Charles Tavis is, like, why would anybody who wanted to compromise his faculties chemically even come here, to E.T.A.,
         where the whole point is to stress and stretch your faculties along multiple vectors.
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          And since it’s the alumni prorectors who have the most direct supervisory contact with the kids, and since most of the prorectors
         themselves are depressed or traumatized about not making it into the Show and having to come back to E.T.A. and live in decent
         but subterranean rooms off the tunnels and work as assistant coaches and teach laughable elective classes — which is what
         the eight E.T.A. prorectors do, when they’re not off playing Satellite tournaments or trying to make it through the qualifying
         rounds of some serious-money event — and so they’re morose and low on morale, and feel bad about themselves, often, as a rule,
         and so also not all that surprisingly tend to get high now and then themselves, though in a less covert or exuberant fashion
         than the hard-core students’ chemical cadre, but so given all this it’s not hard to see why internal drug-enforcement at E.T.A.
         tends to be flaccid.
      

      The other nice thing about the Pump Room is the way it’s connected by tunnel to the prorectors’ rows of housing units, which
         means men’s rooms, which means Hal can crawl, hunch, and tiptoe into an unoccupied men’s room and brush his teeth with his
         portable Oral-B and wash his face and apply eyedrops and Old Spice and a plug of wintergreen Kodiak and then saunter back
         to the sauna area and ascend to ground level looking and smelling right as rain, because when he gets high he develops a powerful
         obsession with having nobody — not even the neurochemical cadre — know he’s high. This obsession is almost irresistible in
         its force. The amount of organization and toiletry-lugging he has to do to get secretly high in front of a subterranean outtake
         vent in the pre-supper gap would make a lesser man quail. Hal has no idea why this is, or whence, this obsession with the
         secrecy of it. He broods on it abstractly sometimes, when high: this No-One-Must-Know thing. It’s not fear per se, fear of
         discovery. Beyond that it all gets too abstract and twined up to lead to anything, Hal’s brooding. Like most North Americans
         of his generation, Hal tends to know way less about why he feels certain ways about the objects and pursuits he’s devoted
         to than he does about the objects and pursuits themselves. It’s hard to say for sure whether this is even exceptionally bad,
         this tendency.
      

      At 0015h., 2 April, the medical attaché’s wife is just leaving the Mount Auburn Total Fitness Center, having played five six-game
         pro-sets in her little Mideast-diplomatic-wife-tennis-circle’s weekly round-robin, then hung around the special Silver-Key-Members’
         Lounge with the other ladies, unwrapping her face and hair and playing Narjees
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          and all smoking kif and making extremely delicate and oblique fun of their husbands’ sexual idiosyncrasies, laughing softly
         with their hands over their mouths. The medical attaché, at their apartment, is still viewing the unlabelled cartridge, which
         he has rewound to the beginning several times and then configured for a recursive loop. He sits there, attached to a congealed
         supper, watching, at 0020h., having now wet both his pants and the special recliner.
      

      Eighteen in May, Mario Incandenza’s designated function around Enfield Tennis Academy is filmic: sometimes during A.M. drills or P.M. matches he’ll be assigned by Coach Schtitt et al. to set up an old camcorder or whatever video stuff’s to hand on a tripod
         and record a certain area of court, videotaping different kids’ strokes, footwork, certain tics and hitches in serves or running
         volleys, so the staff can show the tapes to the kids instructionally, letting the kids see on the screen exactly what a coach
         or prorector’s talking about. The reason being it’s a lot easier to fix something if you can see it.
      

      AUTUMN — YEAR OF DAIRY PRODUCTS FROM THE AMERICAN HEARTLAND

      Drug addicts driven to crime to finance their drug addiction are not often inclined toward violent crime. Violence requires
         all different kinds of energy, and most drug addicts like to expend their energy not on their professional crime but on what
         their professional crime lets them afford. Drug addicts are often burglars, therefore. One reason why the home of someone
         whose home has been burglarized feels violated and unclean is that there have probably been drug addicts in there. Don Gately
         was a twenty-seven-year-old oral narcotics addict (favoring Demerol and Talwin
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         ), and a more or less professional burglar; and he was, himself, unclean and violated. But he was a gifted burglar, when he
         burgled — though the size of a young dinosaur, with a massive and almost perfectly square head he used to amuse his friends
         when drunk by letting them open and close elevator doors on, he was, at his professional zenith, smart, sneaky, quiet, quick,
         possessed of good taste and reliable transportation — with a kind of ferocious jolliness in his attitude toward his livelihood.
      

      As an active drug addict, Gately was distinguished by his ferocious and jolly élan. He kept his big square chin up and his
         smile wide, but he bowed neither toward nor away from any man. He took zero in the way of shit and was a cheery but implacable
         exponent of the Don’t-Get-Mad-Get-Even school. Like for instance once, after he’d done a really unpleasant three-month bit
         in Revere Holding on nothing more than a remorseless North Shore Assistant District Attorney’s circumstantial suspicion, finally
         getting out after 92 days when his P.D. got the charges dismissed on a right-to-speedy brief, Gately and a trusted associate
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          paid a semiprofessional visit to the private home of this Assistant D.A. whose zeal and warrant had cost Gately a nasty impromptu
         detox on the floor of his little holding-cell. Also a believer in the Revenge-Is-Tastier-Chilled dictum, Gately had waited
         patiently until the ‘Eye On People’ section of the Globe mentioned the A.D.A. and his wife’s presence at some celebrity charity sailing thing out in Marblehead. Gately and the associate
         went that night to the A.D.A.’s private home in the upscale Wonderland Valley section of Revere, killed the power to the home
         with a straight shunt in the meter’s inflow, then clipped just the ground wire on the home’s pricey HBT alarm, so that the
         alarm’d sound after ten or so minutes and create the impression that the perps had somehow bungled the alarm and been scared
         off in the middle of the act. Later that night, when Revere’s and Marblehead’s Finest summoned them home, the A.D.A. and his
         wife found themselves minus a coin collection and two antique shotguns and nothing more. Quite a few other valuables were
         stacked on the floor of the living room off the foyer like the perps hadn’t had time to get them out of the house. Everything
         else in the burglarized home looked undisturbed. The A.D.A. was a jaded pro: he walked around touching the brim of his hat
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          and reconstructed probable events: the perps looked like they’d bungled disabling the alarm all the way and had got scared
         off by the thing’s siren when the alarm’s pricey HBT alternate ground kicked in at 300 v. The A.D.A. soothed his wife’s sense
         of violation and uncleanliness. He calmly insisted on sleeping there in their home that very night; no hotel: it was like
         crucial to get right back on the emotional horse, in cases like this, he insisted. And then the next day the A.D.A. worked
         out the insurance and reported the shotguns to a buddy at A.T.F.
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          and his wife calmed down and life went on.
      

      About a month later, an envelope arrived in the A.D.A.’s home’s exquisite wrought-iron mailbox. In the envelope were a standard
         American Dental Association glossy brochure on the importance of daily oral hygiene — available at like any dentist’s office
         anywhere — and two high-pixel Polaroid snapshots, one of big Don Gately and one of his associate, each in a Halloween mask
         denoting a clown’s great good professional cheer, each with his pants down and bent over and each with the enhanced-focus
         handle of one of the couple’s toothbrushes protruding from his bottom.
      

      Don Gately had sense enough never to work the North Shore again after that. But he ended up in hideous trouble anyway, A.D.A.-wise.
         It was either bad luck or kismet or so forth. It was because of a cold, a plain old human rhinovirus. And not even Don Gately’s
         cold, is what made him finally stop and question his kismet.
      

      The thing started out looking like tit on a tray, burglary-wise. A beautiful neo-Georgian home in a wildly upscale part of
         Brookline was set nicely back from an unlit pseudo-rural road, had a chintzy SentryCo alarm system that fed, idiotically enough,
         on a whole separate 330 v AC 90 Hz cable with its own meter, didn’t seem to be on anything like a regular P.M.-patrol route, and had, at its rear, flimsily tasteful French doors surrounded by dense and thorn-free deciduous shrubbery
         and blocked off from the garage’s halogen floods by a private E.W.D.-issue upscale dumpster. It was in short a real cock-tease
         of a home, burglary-wise, for a drug addict. And Don Gately straight-shunted the alarm’s meter and, with an associate,
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          broke and entered and crept around on huge cat feet.
      

      Except unfortunately the owner of the house turned out to be still home, even though both of his cars and the rest of his
         family were gone. The little guy was asleep sick in bed upstairs in acetate pajamas with a hot water bottle on his chest and
         half a glass of OJ and a bottle of NyQuil
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          and a foreign book and copies of International Affairs and Interdependent Affairs and a pair of thick specs and an industrial-size box of Kleenex on the bedside table and an empty vaporizer barely humming
         at the foot of the bed, and the guy was to say the least nonplussed to wake up and see high-filter flashlights crisscrossing
         over the unlit bedroom walls and bureau and teak chiffonnier as Gately and associate scanned for a wall-safe, which surprisingly
         like 90% of people with wall-safes conceal in their master bedroom behind some sort of land- or seascape painting. People
         turned out so identical in certain root domestic particulars it made Gately feel strange sometimes, like he was in possession
         of certain overlarge private facts to which no man should be entitled. Gately had a way stickier conscience about the possession
         of some of these large particular facts than he did about making off with other people’s personal merchandise. But then all
         of a sudden in mid-silent-search for a safe here’s this upscale homeowner turning out to be home with a nasty head-cold while
         his family’s out on a two-car foliage-tour in what’s left of the Berkshires, writhing groggily and Ny-Quilized around on the
         bed and making honking adenoidal sounds and asking what in bloody hell is the meaning of this, except he’s saying it in Québecois French, which means to these thuggish U.S. drug addicts in Halloween-clowns’
         masks exactly nothing, he’s sitting up in bed, a little and older-type homeowner with a football-shaped head and gray van
         Dyke and eyes you can tell are used to corrective lenses as he switches on the bright bedside lamp. Gately could easily have
         screwed out of there and never looked back; but here indeed, in the lamplight, is a seascape over next to the chiffonnier,
         and the associate has a quick peek and reports that the safe behind it is to laugh at, it can be opened with harsh language,
         almost; and oral narcotics addicts tend to operate on an extremely rigid physical schedule of need and satisfaction, and Gately
         is at this moment firmly in the need part of the schedule; and so D. W. Gately disastrously decides to go ahead and allow
         a nonviolent burglary to become in effect a robbery — which the operative legal difference involves either violence or the
         coercive threat of same — and Gately draws himself up to his full menacing height and shines his flashlight in the little
         homeowner’s rheumy eyes and addresses him the way menacing criminals speak in popular entertainment — d’s for th’s, various apocopes, and so on — and takes hold of the guy’s ear and conducts him down to a kitchen chair and binds his arms
         and legs to the chair with electrical cords neatly clipped from refrigerator and can-opener and M. Café-brand Automatic Café-au-Lait-Maker,
         binds him just short of gangrenously tight, because he’s hoping the Berkshire foliage is prime and the guy’s going to be soloing
         in this chair for a good stretch of time, and Gately starts looking through the kitchen’s drawers for the silverware — not
         the good-silver-for-company silverware; that was in a calfskin case underneath some neatly folded old spare Christmas wrapping
         in a stunning hardwood-with-ivory-inlay chest of drawers in the living room, where over 90% of upscale people’s good silver
         is always hidden, and has already been promoted and is piled
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          just off the foyer — but just the regular old everyday flatware silverware, because the vast bulk of homeowners keep their
         dish towels two drawers below their everyday-silverware drawer, and God’s made no better call-for-help-stifling gag in the
         world than a good old oily-smelling fake-linen dish towel; and the bound guy in the cords on the chair suddenly snaps to the
         implications of what Gately’s looking for and is struggling and saying: Do not gag me, I have a terrible cold, my nose she
         is a brick of the snot, I have not the power to breathe through the nose, for the love of God please do not gag my mouth;
         and as a gesture of goodwill the homeowner tells Gately, who’s rummaging, the combination of the bedroom’s seascape safe,
         except in French numbers, which together with the honking adenoidal inflection the guy’s grippe gives his speech doesn’t even
         sound like human speech to Gately, and but also the guy tells Gately there are some antique pre-British-takeover Québecois
         gold coins in a calfskin purse taped to the back of an undistinguished Impressionist landscape in the living room. But everything
         the Canadian homeowner says means no more to poor old Don Gately, whistling a jolly tune and trying to look menacing in his
         clown’s mask, than the cries of, say, North Shore gulls or inland grackles; and sure enough the towels are two drawers under
         the spoons, and here comes Gately across the kitchen looking like a sort of Bozo from hell, and the Québecer guy’s mouth goes
         oval with horror, and into that mouth goes a balled-up, faintly greasy-smelling kitchen towel, and across the guy’s cheeks
         and over the dome of protruding linen goes some fine-quality fibrous strapping tape from the drawer under the decommissioned
         phone — why does everybody keep the serious mailing supplies in the drawer nearest the kitchen phone? — and Don Gately and
         associate finish their swift and with-the-best-of-intentions nonviolent business of stripping the Brookline home as bare as
         a post-feral-hamster meadow, and they relock the front door and hit the unlit road in Gately’s reliable and double-mufflered
         4×4. And the bound, wheezing, acetate-clad Canadian — the right-hand man to probably the most infamous anti-O.N.A.N. organizer
         north of the Great Concavity, the lieutenant and trouble-shooting trusted adviser who selflessly volunteered to move with
         his family to the savagely American area of metro Boston to act as liaison between and general leash-holder for the half-dozen
         or so malevolent and mutually antagonistic groups of Québecer Separatists and Albertan ultra-rightists united only in their
         fanatical conviction that the U.S.A.’s Experialistic ‘gift’ or ‘return’ of the so-calledly ‘Recon-figured’ Great Convexity
         to its northern neighbor and O.N.A.N. ally constituted an intolerable blow to Canadian sovereignty, honor, and hygiene — this
         homeowner, unquestionably a V.I.P., although admittedly rather a covert V.I.P., or probably more accurately a ‘P.I.T.,’
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          in French, this meek-looking Canadian-terrorism-coordinator — bound to his chair, thoroughly gagged, sitting there, alone,
         under cold fluorescent kitchen lights,
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          the rhinovirally afflicted man, gagged with skill and quality materials — the guy, having worked so hard to partially clear
         one clotted nasal passage that he tore intercostal ligaments in his ribs, soon found even that pinprick of air blocked off
         by mucus’s implacable lava-like flow once again, and so has to tear more ligaments trying to breach the other nostril, and
         so on; and after an hour of struggle and flames in his chest and blood on his lips and the white kitchen towel from trying
         frantically to tongue the towel out past the tape, which is quality tape, and after hopes skyrocketing when the doorbell rings
         and then hopes blackly dashed when the person at the door, a young woman with a clipboard and chewing gum who’s offering promotional
         coupons good for Happy Holidays discounts on memberships of six months or more at a string of Boston non-UV tanning salons,
         shrugs in her parka and makes a mark on the clipboard and blithely retreats down the long driveway to the pseudo-rural road,
         an hour of this or more, finally the Québecois P.I.T., after unspeakable agony — slow suffocation, mucoidal or no, being no day at the Montreal Tulip-Fest — at the height of which
         agony, hearing his head’s pulse as receding thunder and watching his vision’s circle shrink as a red aperture around his sight
         rotates steadily in from the edges, at the height of which he could think only, despite the pain and panic, of what a truly
         dumb and silly way this was, after all this time, to die, a thought which the towel and tape denied expression via the rueful
         grin with which the best men meet the dumbest ends — this Guillaume DuPlessis passed bluely from this life, and sat there,
         in the kitchen chair, 250 clicks due east of some really spectacular autumn foliage, for almost two nights and days, his posture
         getting more and more military as rigor mortis set in, with his bare feet looking like purple loaves of bread, from the lividity;
         and when Brookline’s Finest were finally summoned and got him unbound from the coldly lit chair, they had to carry him out
         as if he were still seated, so militarily comme-il-faut had his limbs and spine hardened. And poor old Don Gately, whose professional
         habit of killing power with straight shunts to a meter’s inflow was pretty much a signature M.O., and who had, of course,
         a special place in the heart of a remorseless Revere A.D.A. with judicial clout throughout Boston’s three counties and beyond,
         and of course particularly remorseless A.D.A., as of late, whose wife now needed Valium even just to floss, and was patiently
         awaiting his chance, the A.D.A. was, coldly biding his time, being a patient Get-Even and Cold-Dish man just like Don Gately,
         who was, through no will to energy-consuming violence on his part, in the sort of a hell of a deep-shit mess that can turn
         a man’s life right around.
      

      Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment: InterLace Telentertainment, 932/1864 R.I.S.C. power-TPs w/ or w/o console, Pink2, post-Primestar D.S.S. dissemination, menus and icons, pixel-free Internet Fax, tri- and quad-modems w/ adjustable baud,
         Dissemination-Grids, screens so high-def you might as well be there, cost-effective videophonic conferencing, internal Froxx
         CD-ROM, electronic couture, all-in-one consoles, Yushityu nanoprocessors, laser chromotography, Virtual-capable media-cards, fiber-optic pulse, digital
         encoding, killer apps; carpal neuralgia, phosphenic migraine, gluteal hyperadiposity, lumbar stressae.
      

      3 NOVEMBER — YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT

      Rm. 204, Subdormitory B: Jim Troeltsch, age seventeen, hometown Narberth PA, current Enfield Tennis Academy rank in Boys’
         18’s #8, which puts him at #2 Singles on the 18’s B-team, has been taken ill. Again. It came on as he was suiting up warmly
         for the B-squad’s 0745h. drills. A cartridge of a round-of-16 match from September’s U.S. Open had been on the small room
         viewer with the sound all the way down as usual and Troeltsch’d been straightening the straps on his jock, idly calling the
         match’s action into his fist, when it came on. The illness. It came out of nowhere. His breathing all of a sudden started
         hurting the back of his throat. Then that overfull heat in various cranial meatus. Then he sneezed and the stuff he sneezed
         out was thick and doughy. It came on ultra-fast and out of the pre-drill blue. He’s back in bed now, supine, watching the
         match’s fourth set but not calling the action. The viewer’s right under Pemulis’s poster of the paranoid king
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          that you can’t escape looking at if you want to look at the viewer. Clotted Kleenex litter the floor around his bed’s wastebasket.
         The bedside table is littered with both OTC and prescription expectorants and pertussives and analgesics and Vitamin-C megaspansules
         and one bottle of Benadryl and one of Seldane,
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          only the Seldane bottle actually contains several Tenuate 75-mg. capsules Troeltsch has incrementally promoted from Pemulis’s
         part of the room and has, rather ingeniously he thinks, stashed in bold plain sight in a bedside pill bottle where the Peemster
         would never think to check. Troeltsch is the sort that can feel his own forehead and detect fever. It’s definitely a rhinovirus,
         the sudden severe kind. He speculated on if yesterday when Graham Rader pretended to sneeze on J. Troeltsch’s lunch-tray at
         the milk-dispenser at lunch if Rader might have really sneezed and only pretended to pretend, transferring virulent rhinoviri
         to Troeltsch’s delicate mucosa. He feverishly mentally calls down various cosmic retributions on Rader. Neither of Troeltsch’s
         roommates is here. Ted Schacht is getting the knee’s first of several whirlpools for the day. Pemulis has geared up and left
         for 0745 drills. Troeltsch offered Pemulis rights to his breakfast to fill up his vaporizer for him and call the first-shift
         nurse for ‘yet more’ Seldane nuclear-grade antihistamine and a dextromethorphan nebulizer and a written excuse from A.M. drills. He lies there sweating freely, watching digitally recorded professional tennis, too worried about his throat to
         feel loquacious enough to call the action. Seldane is not supposed to make you drowsy but he feels weak and unpleasantly drowsy.
         He can barely make a fist. He’s sweaty. Nausea/vomiting like not an impossibility by any means. He cannot believe how fast
         it came on, the illness. The vaporizer seethes and burps, and all four of the room’s windows weep against the outside cold.
         There are the sad tiny distant-champagne-cork sounds of scores of balls being hit down at the East Courts. Troeltsch drifts
         at a level just above sleep. Enormous ATHSCME displacement fans far up north at the wall and border’s distant roar and the
         outdoor voices and pock of cold balls create a kind of sound-carpet below the digestive sounds of the vaporizer and the squeak of Troeltsch’s bedsprings
         as he thrashes and twitches in a moist half-sleep. He has heavy German eyebrows and big-knuckled hands. It’s one of those
         unpleasant opioid feverish half-sleep states, more a fugue-state than a sleep-state, less a floating than like being cast
         adrift on rough seas, tossed mightily in and out of this half-sleep where your mind’s still working and you can ask yourself
         whether you’re asleep even as you dream. And any dreams you do have seem ragged at the edges, gnawed on, incomplete.
      

      It’s literally ‘daydreaming,’ sick, the kind of incomplete fugue you awaken from with a sort of psychic clunk, struggling
         up to sit upright, convinced there’s someone unauthorized in the dorm room with you. Falling back sick on his circle-stained
         pillow, staring straight up into the prolix folds of the Turkish blanketish thing Pemulis and Schacht had Krazy-Glued to the
         ceiling’s corners, which billows, hanging, so its folds form a terrain, like with valleys and shadows.
      

      I am coming to see that the sensation of the worst nightmares, a sensation that can be felt asleep or awake, is identical
         to those worst dreams’ form itself: the sudden intra-dream realization that the nightmares’ very essence and center has been
         with you all along, even awake: it’s just been… overlooked; and then that horrific interval between realizing what you’ve overlooked and turning your head to look back at what’s been
         right there all along, the whole time. … Your first nightmare away from home and folks, your first night at the Academy, it was there all along: The dream is that
         you awaken from a deep sleep, wake up suddenly damp and panicked and are overwhelmed with the sudden feeling that there is
         a distillation of total evil in this dark strange subdorm room with you, that evil’s essence and center is right here, in
         this room, right now. And is for you alone. None of the other little boys in the room are awake; the bunk above yours sags
         dead, motionless; no one moves; no one else in the room feels the presence of something radically evil; none thrash or sit
         damply up; no one else cries out: whatever it is is not evil for them. The flashlight your mother name-tagged with masking tape and packed for you special pans around the institutional room:
         the drop-ceiling, the gray striped mattress and bulged grid of bunksprings above you, the two other bunkbeds another matte
         gray that won’t return light, the piles of books and compact disks and tapes and tennis gear; your disk of white light trembling
         like the moon on water as it plays over the identical bureaus, the recessions of closet and room’s front door, door’s frame’s
         bolections; the cone of light pans over fixtures, the lumpy jumbles of sleeping boys’ shadows on the snuff-white walls, the
         two rag throw-rugs’ ovals on the hardwood floor, black lines of baseboards’ reglets, the cracks in the venetian blinds that
         ooze the violet nonlight of a night with snow and just a hook of moon; the flashlight with your name in maternal cursive plays
         over every cm. of the walls, the rheostats, CD, Inter-Lace poster of Tawni Kondo, phone console, desks’ TPs, the face in the
         floor, posters of pros, the onionskin yellow of the desklamps’ shades, the ceiling-panels’ patterns of pinholes, the grid
         of upper bunk’s springs, recession of closet and door, boys wrapped in blankets, slight crack like a creek’s course in the
         eastward ceiling discernible now, maple reglet border at seam of ceiling and walls north and south no floor has a faceyour flashlight showed but didn’t no never did see its eyes’ pupils set sideways and tapered like a cat’s its eyebrows’ [[V]] and horrid toothy smile leering right at your
         light all the time you’ve been scanning oh mother a face in the floor mother oh and your flashlight’s beam stabs jaggedly back for the overlooked face misses it overcorrects then centers on what
         you’d felt but had seen without seeing, just now, as you’d so carefully panned the light and looked, a face in the floor there all the time but unfelt by all others and unseen by you until you knew just as you felt it didn’t belong and was evil:
         Evil.
      

      And then its mouth opens at your light.

      And then you wake like that, quivering like a struck drum, lying there awake and quivering, summoning courage and spit, roll
         to the right just as in the dream for the nametagged flashlight on the floor by the bed just in case, lie there on your shank
         and side, shining the light all over, just as in the dream. Lie there panning, looking, all ribs and elbows and dilated eyes.
         The awake floor is littered with gear and dirty clothes, blond hardwood with sealed seams, two throw-rugs, the bare waxed
         wood shiny in the windows’ snowlight, the floor neutral, faceless, you cannot see any face in the floor, awake, lying there,
         faceless, blank, dilated, playing beam over floor again and again, not sure all night forever unsure you’re not missing something
         that’s right there: you lie there, awake and almost twelve, believing with all your might.
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      AS OF YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      The Enfield Tennis Academy has been in accredited operation for three pre-Subsidized years and then eight Subsidized years,

         first under the direction of Dr. James Incandenza and then under the administration of his half-brother-in-law Charles Tavis,

         Ed.D. James Orin Incandenza — the only child of a former top U.S. jr. tennis player and then promising young pre-Method actor

         who, during the interval of J. O. Incandenza’s early formative years, had become a disrespected and largely unemployable actor,

         driven back to his native Tucson AZ and dividing his remaining energies between stints as a tennis pro at ranch-type resorts

         and then short-run productions at something called the Desert Beat Theater Project, the father, a dipsomaniacal tragedian

         progressively crippled by obsessions with death by spider-bite and by stage fright and with a bitterness of ambiguous origin

         but consuming intensity toward the Method school of professional acting and its more promising exponents, a father who somewhere

         around the nadir of his professional fortunes apparently decided to go down to his Raid-sprayed basement workshop and build

         a promising junior athlete the way other fathers might restore vintage autos or build ships inside bottles, or like refinish

         chairs, etc. — James Incandenza proved a withdrawn but compliant student of the game and soon a gifted jr. player — tall,

         bespectacled, domineering at net — who used tennis scholarships to finance, on his own, private secondary and then higher

         education at places just about as far away from the U.S. Southwest as one could get without drowning. The United States government’s

         prestigious O.N.R.
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          financed his doctorate in optical physics, fulfilling something of a childhood dream. His strategic value, during the Federal

         interval G. Ford–early G. Bush, as more or less the top applied-geometrical-optics man in the O.N.R. and S.A.C., designing

         neutron-scattering reflectors for thermo-strategic weapons systems, then in the Atomic Energy Commission — where his development

         of gamma-refractive indices for lithium-anodized lenses and panels is commonly regarded as one of the big half-dozen discoveries

         that made possible cold annular fusion and approximate energy-independence for the U.S. and its various allies and protectorates

         — his optical acumen translated, after an early retirement from the public sector, into a patented fortune in rearview mirrors,

         light-sensitive eyewear, holographic birthday and Xmas greeting cartridges, videophonic Tableaux, homolosine-cartography software,

         nonfluorescent public-lighting systems and film-equipment; then, in the optative retirement from hard science that building

         and opening a U.S.T.A.-accredited and pedagogically experimental tennis academy apparently represented for him, into ‘après-garde’

         experimental- and conceptual-film work too far either ahead of or behind its time, possibly, to be much appreciated at the

         time of his death in the Year of the Trial-Size Dove Bar — although a lot of it (the experimental- and conceptual-film work)

         was admittedly just plain pretentious and unengaging and bad, and probably not helped at all by the man’s very gradual spiral

         into the crippling dipsomania of his late father.
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      The tall, ungainly, socially challenged and hard-drinking Dr. Incandenza’s May–December
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          marriage to one of the few bona fide bombshell-type females in North American academia, the extremely tall and high-strung

         but also extremely pretty and gainly and teetotalling and classy Dr. Avril Mondragon, the only female academic ever to hold

         the Macdonald Chair in Prescriptive Usage at the Royal Victoria College of McGill University, whom Incandenza’d met at a U.

         Toronto conference on Reflective vs. Reflexive Systems, was rendered even more romantic by the bureaucratic tribulations involved

         in obtaining an Exit- and then an Entrance-Visa, to say nothing of a Green Card, for even a U.S.-spoused Professor Mondragon

         whose involvement, however demonstrably nonviolent, with certain members of the Québecois-Separatist Left while in graduate

         school had placed her name on the R.C.M.P.’s notorious ‘Personnes à Qui On Doit Surveiller Attentivement’ List. The birth of the Incandenzas’ first child, Orin, had been at least partly a legal maneuver.

      


      It is known that, during the last five years of his life, Dr. James O. Incandenza liquidated his assets and patent-licenses,

         ceded control over most of the Enfield Tennis Academy’s operations to his wife’s half-brother — a former engineer most recently

         employed in Amateur Sports Administration at Throppinghamshire Provincial College, New Brunswick, Canada — and devoted his

         unimpaired hours almost exclusively to the production of documentaries, technically recondite art films, and mordantly obscure

         and obsessive dramatic cartridges, leaving behind a substantial (given the late age at which he bloomed, creatively) number

         of completed films and cartridges, some of which have earned a small academic following for their technical feck and for a

         pathos that was somehow both surreally abstract and CNS-rendingly melodramatic at the same time.

      


      Professor James O. Incandenza, Jr.’s untimely suicide at fifty-four was held a great loss in at least three worlds. President

         J. Gentle (F.C.), acting on behalf of the U.S.D.D.’s O.N.R. and O.N.A.N.’s post-annular A.E.C., conferred a posthumous citation

         and conveyed his condolences by classified ARPA-NET Electronic Mail. Incandenza’s burial in Québec’s L’Islet County was twice

         delayed by annular hyperfloration cycles. Cornell University Press announced plans for a festschrift. Certain leading young

         quote ‘après-garde’ and ‘anticonfluential’ filmmakers employed, in their output for the Year of the Trial-Size Dove Bar, certain

         oblique visual gestures — most involving the chiarascuro lamping and custom-lens effects for which Incandenza’s distinctive

         deep focus was known — that paid the sort of deep-insider’s elegaic tribute no audience could be expected to notice. An interview

         with Incandenza was posthumously included in a book on the genesis of annulation. And those of E.T.A.’s junior players whose

         hypertrophied arms could fit inside them wore black bands on court for almost a year.

      


      DENVER CO, 1 NOVEMBER
YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      ‘I hate this!’ Orin yells out to whoever glides near. He doesn’t loop or spiral like the showboats; he sort of tacks, the

         gliding equivalent of snow-plowing, unspectacular and aiming to get it over ASAP and intact. The fake red wings’ nylon clatters

         in an updraft; ill-glued feathers keep peeling off and rising. The updraft is the oxides from Mile-High’s thousands of open

         mouths. Far and away the loudest stadium anyplace. He feels like a dick. The beak makes it hard to breathe and see. Two reserve

         ends do some kind of combined barrel-roll thing. The worst is the moment right before they make the jump off the stadium’s

         rim. Hands in the top rows reaching and clutching. People laughing. The InterLace cameras panning and tightening; Orin knows

         too well the light on the side that means Zoom. Once they’re out over the field the voices melt and merge into oxides and

         updraft. The left guard is soaring up instead of down. A couple beaks and a claw fall off somebody and go pinwheeling down

         toward the green. Orin tacks grimly back and forth. He’s among those who steadfastly refuse to whistle or squawk. Bonus or

         no. The stadium loudspeaker’s a steely gargle. You can never hear it clearly even on the ground.

      


      The sad old ex-QB who now just holds on place-kicks falls in beside Orin’s slow back-and-forth about 100 meters over the 40.

         He’s one of the token females, his beak blunter and wings’ red nongarish.

      


      ‘Hate and loathe this with a clusterfucking passion, Clayt!’

      


      The holder tries to make a resigned wing-gesture and is almost blown into Orin’s pinfeathers. ‘Almost down! Enjoy the ride!

         Yo — cleavage-check in 22G, just by the —’ and then lost in the roar as the first player touches down and sheds the red-feathered

         promotional apparatus. You have to scream to even be heard. At some point it starts sounding like the crowd’s roaring at its

         own roar, a doubling-back quality like something’ll blow. One of the Broncos in the rear end of a costume takes a header at

         midfield so it looks like the thing’s ass went flying off. Orin has told no Cardinal, not even the team’s counselor and visualization-therapist,

         about his morbid fear of heights and high-altitude descent.

      


      ‘I punt! I’m paid to punt long, high, well, and always! Making me do personal interviews on my personal side’s bad enough!

         But this crosses every line! Why do we stand for this! I’m an athlete! I’m not a freak-show performer! Nobody mentioned flying

         at the trade-table. In New Orleans it was just robes and halos and once a season a zither. But just once a season. This is

         fucking awful!’

      


      ‘Could be worse!’


      Spiralling down toward the line of X’s and the bill-capped guys that help strip the wings off, runty potbellied volunteer

         front-office-connected guys who always smirk in a way you couldn’t quite level the accusation.

      


      ‘I’m paid to punt!’


      ‘It’s worse in Philly!… had fucking water-drops in Seattle for three seaso—’


      ‘Please Lord, spare the Leg,’ Orin whispers each time just before touch-down.


      ‘… of how you could be an Oiler! You could be a Brown.’
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      The organopsychedelic muscimole, an isoxazole-alkaloid derived from Amanita muscaria,a.k.a. the fly agaric mushroom — by no means, Michael Pemulis emphasizes, to be confused with phalloides or verna or certain other kill-you-dead species of North America’s Amanita genus, as the little kids sit there Indian-style on the Viewing Room floor, glassy-eyed and trying not to yawn — goes by

         the structural moniker 5-aminomethyl-3-isoxazolol, requires about like maybe ten to twenty oral mg. per ingestion, making

         it two to three times as potent as psilocybin, and frequently results in the following alterations in consciousness (not reading

         or referring to notes in any way): a kind of semi-sleep-like trance with visions, elation, sensations of physical lightness

         and increased strength, heightened sensual perceptions, synesthesia, and favorable distortions in body-image. This is supposed

         to be a pre-dinner ‘Big Buddy’ powwow, where the littler kids receive general big-brotherly-type support and counsel from

         an upperclassman. Pemulis sometimes treats his group’s powwows like a kind of colloquium, sharing personal findings and interests.

         The viewer’s on Read from the room’s laptop, and the screen’s got block-capitaled METHOXYLATED BASES FOR PHENYLKYLAMINE MANIPULATION

         on it, and underneath some stuff that might as well be Greek to the Little Buds. Two of the kids squeeze tennis balls; two

         rock and bob Hasidically to stay alert; one has a hat with a pair of fake antennae made of tight-coiled spring. More or less

         revered by the aboriginal tribes of what’s now southern Québec and the Great Concavity, Pemulis tells them, the fly agaric

         ’shroom was both loved and hated for its powerful but not always unless carefully titrated pleasant psycho-spiritual effects.

         A boy probes at his own navel with great interest. Another pretends to fall over.

      


      Some of the more marginal players start in as early as maybe twelve, I’m sorry to say, particularly ’drines before matches

         and then enkephaline
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          after, which can generate a whole vicious circle of individual neurochemistry; but I myself, having taken certain vows early

         on concerning fathers and differences, didn’t even get downwind of my first bit of Bob Hope
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          until fifteen, more like nearly sixteen, when Bridget Boone, in whose room a lot of the 16 and Unders used to congregate

         before lights-out, invited me to consider a couple of late-night bongs, as a kind of psychodysleptic Sominex, to help me sleep,

         perhaps, finally, all the way through a really unpleasant dream that had been recurring nightly and waking me up in mediasfor weeks and was beginning to grind me down and to cause some slight deterioration in performance and rank. Low-grade synthetic

         Bob or not, the bongs worked like a charm.

      


      In this dream, which every now and then still recurs, I am standing publicly at the baseline of a gargantuan tennis court.

         I’m in a competitive match, clearly: there are spectators, officials. The court is about the size of a football field, though,

         maybe, it seems. It’s hard to tell. But mainly the court’s complex. The lines that bound and define play are on this court

         as complex and convolved as a sculpture of string. There are lines going every which way, and they run oblique or meet and

         form relationships and boxes and rivers and tributaries and systems inside systems: lines, corners, alleys, and angles deliquesce

         into a blur at the horizon of the distant net. I stand there tentatively. The whole thing is almost too involved to try to

         take in all at once. It’s simply huge. And it’s public. A silent crowd resolves itself at what may be the court’s periphery,

         dressed in summer’s citrus colors, motionless and highly attentive. A battalion of linesmen stand blandly alert in their blazers

         and safari hats, hands folded over their slacks’ flies. High overhead, near what might be a net-post, the umpire, blue-blazered,

         wired for amplification in his tall high-chair, whispers Play. The crowd is a tableau, motionless and attentive. I twirl my

         stick in my hand and bounce a fresh yellow ball and try to figure out where in all that mess of lines I’m supposed to direct

         service. I can make out in the stands stage-left the white sun-umbrella of the Moms; her height raises the white umbrella

         above her neighbors; she sits in her small circle of shadow, hair white and legs crossed and a delicate fist upraised and

         tight in total unconditional support.

      


      The umpire whispers Please Play.


      We sort of play. But it’s all hypothetical, somehow. Even the ‘we’ is theory: I never get quite to see the distant opponent,

         for all the apparatus of the game.
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      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      Doctors tend to enter the arenas of their profession’s practice with a brisk good cheer that they have to then stop and try

         to mute a bit when the arena they’re entering is a hospital’s fifth floor, a psych ward, where brisk good cheer would amount

         to a kind of gloating. This is why doctors on psych wards so often wear a vaguely fake frown of puzzled concentration, if

         and when you see them in fifth-floor halls. And this is why a hospital M.D. — who’s usually hale and pink-cheeked and poreless,

         and who almost always smells unusually clean and good — approaches any psych patient under his care with a professional manner

         somewhere between bland and deep, a distant but sincere concern that’s divided evenly between the patient’s subjective discomfort

         and the hard facts of the case.

      


      The doctor who poked his fine head just inside her hot room’s open door and knocked maybe a little too gently on the metal

         jamb found Kate Gompert lying on her side on the slim hard bed in blue jeans and a sleeveless blouse with her knees drawn

         up to her abdomen and her fingers laced around her knees. Something almost too overt about the pathos of the posture: this

         exact position was illustrated in some melancholic Watteau-era print on the frontispiece to Yevtuschenko’s Field Guide to Clinical States. Kate Gompert wore dark-blue boating sneakers without socks or laces. Half her face obscured by the either green or yellow

         case on the plastic pillow, her hair so long-unwashed it had separated into discrete shiny strands, and black bangs lay like

         a cell’s glossy bars across the visible half of the forehead. The psych ward smelled faintly of disinfectant and the Community

         Lounge’s cigarette smoke, the sour odor of medical waste awaiting collection with also that perpetual slight ammoniac tang

         of urine, and there was the double bing of the elevator and the always faraway sound of the intercom paging some M.D., and

         some high-volume cursing from a manic in the pink Quiet Room at the other end of the psych-ward hall from the Community Lounge.

         Kate Gompert’s room also smelled of singed dust from the heat-vent, also of the over-sweet perfume worn by the young mental

         health staffer who sat in a chair at the foot of the girl’s bed, chewing blue gum and viewing a soundless ROM cartridge on

         a ward-issue laptop. Kate Gompert was on Specials, which meant Suicide-Watch, which meant that the girl had at some point

         betrayed both Ideation and Intent, which meant she had to be watched right up close by a staffer twenty-four hours a day until

         the supervising M.D. called off the Specials. Staffers rotated Specials-duty every hour, ostensibly so that whoever was on

         duty was always fresh and keenly observant, but really because simply sitting there at the foot of a bed looking at somebody

         who was in so much psychic pain she wanted to commit suicide was incredibly depressing and boring and unpleasant, so they

         spread the odious duty out as thin as they possibly could, the staffers. They were not technically supposed to read, do paperwork,

         view CD-ROMs, do personal grooming, or in any way divert their attention from the patient on Specials, on-duty. The patient

         Ms. Gompert seemed both to be fighting for breath and to be breathing rapidly enough to induce hypocapnia; the doctor could

         not be expected not also to notice that she had fairly large breasts that rose and fell rapidly inside the circle of arms

         with which she hugged her knees. The girl’s eyes, which were dull, had registered his appearance in the doorway, but they

         didn’t seem to track as he came toward the bed. The staffer was also employing an emery board. The doctor told the staffer

         that he was going to need a few moments alone with Ms. Gompert. It is a sort of requirement that a doctor whenever possible

         be reading or at least looking down at something on his clipboard when addressing a subordinate, so the doctor was looking

         studiously at the patient’s Intake and the sheaf of charts and records Med-Netted over from trauma and psych wards in some

         other city hospitals. Gompert, Katherine A., 21, Newton MA. Data-clerical in a Wellesley Hills real estate office. Fourth

         hospitalization in three years, all clinical depression, unipolar. One series of electro-convulsive treatments out at Newton-Wellesley

         Hospital two years back. On Prozac for a short time, then Zoloft, most recently Parnate with a lithium kicker. Two previous

         suicide attempts, the second just this past summer. Bi-Valium discontinued two years, Xanax discontinued one year — an admitted

         history of abusing prescribed meds. Depressions unipolar, fairly classic, characterized by acute dysphoria, anxiety w/panic,

         diurnal listlessness/agitation patterns, Ideation w/w/o Intent. First attempt a CO-episode, garage’s automobile had stalled

         before lethal hemotoxicity achieved. Then last year’s attempt — no scarring now visible, her wrists’ vascular nodes obscured

         by the insides of the knees she held. She continued to stare at the doorway where he’d first appeared. This latest attempt

         a straightforward meds O.D. Admitted via the E.R. three nights past. Two days on ventilation after a Pump & Purge. Hypertensive

         crisis on the second day from metabolic retox — she must have taken a hell of a lot of meds — the I.C.U. charge nurse had

         beeped the chaplain, so the retox must have been bad. Almost died twice this time, Katherine Ann Gompert. Third day spent

         on 2-West for observation, Librium reluctantly administered for a B.P. that was all over the map. Now here on 5, his present

         arena. B.P. stable as of the last four readings. Next vitals at 1300h.

      


      The attempt had been serious, a real attempt. This girl had not been futzing around. A bona fide clinical admit right out

         of Yevtuschenko or Dretske. Over half the admits to psych wards are things like cheerleaders who swallow two bottles of Mydol

         over a high-school breakup or gray lonely asexual depressing people rendered inconsolable by the death of a pet. The cathartic

         trauma of actually going in somewhere officially Psych-, some understanding nods, some bare indication somebody gives half

         a damn — they rally, back out they go. Three determined attempts and a course of shock spelled no such case here. The doctor’s

         interior state was somewhere between trepidation and excitement, which manifested outwardly as a sort of blandly deep puzzled

         concern.

      


      The doctor said Hi and that he wanted to ascertain for sure that she was Katherine Gompert, as they hadn’t met before up till

         now.

      


      ‘That’s me,’ in a bit of a bitter singsong. Her voice was oddly lit-up for one who lay fetal, dead-eyed, w/o facial affect.


      The doctor said could she tell him a little bit about why she’s here with them right now? Can she remember back to what happened?


      She took an even deeper breath. She was attempting to communicate boredom or irritation. ‘I took a hundred-ten Parnate, about

         thirty Lithonate capsules, some old Zoloft. I took everything I had in the world.’

      


      ‘You really must have wanted to hurt yourself, then, it seems.’


      ‘They said downstairs the Parnate made me black out. It did a blood pressure thing. My mother heard noises upstairs and found

         me she said down on my side chewing the rug in my room. My room’s shag-carpeted. She said I was on the floor flushed red and

         all wet like when I was a newborn; she said she thought at first she hallucinated me as a newborn again. On my side all red

         and wet.’

      


      ‘A hypertensive crisis will do that. It means your blood pressure was high enough to have killed you. Sertraline in combination

         with an MAOI
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          will kill you, in enough quantities. And with the toxicity of that much lithium besides, I’d say you’re pretty lucky to be

         here right now.’

      


      ‘My mother sometimes thinks she’s hallucinating.’


      ‘Sertraline, by the way, is the Zoloft you kept instead of discarding as instructed when changing medications.’


      ‘She says I chewed a big hole out of the carpet. But who can say.’


      The doctor chose his second-finest pen from the array in his white coat’s breast pocket and made some sort of note on Kate

         Gompert’s new chart for this particular psych ward. Crowded in among his pocket’s pens was the rubber head of a diagnostic

         plexor. He asked Kate if she could tell him why she had wanted to hurt herself. Had she been angry at herself. At someone

         else. Had she ceased to feel as though her life had meaning to it. Had she heard anything like voices suggesting that she

         hurt herself.

      


      There was no audible response. The girl’s breathing had slowed to just rapid. The doctor took an early clinical gamble and

         asked Kate whether it might not be easier if she rolled over and sat up so that they could speak with each other more normally,

         face to face.

      


      ‘I am sitting up.’


      The doctor’s pen was poised. His slow nod was studious, blandly puzzled-seeming. ‘You mean to say you feel right now as if

         your body is already in a sitting-up position?’

      


      She rolled an eye up at him for a long moment, sighed meaningfully, and rolled and rose. Katherine Ann Gompert probably felt

         that here was yet another psych-ward M.D. with zero sense of humor. This was probably because she did not understand the strict

         methodological limits that dictated how literal he, a doctor, had to be with the admits on the psych ward. Nor that jokes

         and sarcasm were here usually too pregnant and fertile with clinical significance not to be taken seriously: sarcasm and jokes

         were often the bottle in which clinical depressives sent out their most plangent screams for someone to care and help them.

         The doctor — who by the way wasn’t an M.D. yet but a resident, here on a twelve-week psych rotation — indulged this clinical

         reverie while the patient made an elaborate show of getting the thin pillow out from under her and leaning it up the tall

         way against the bare wall behind the bed and slumping back against it, her arms crossed over her breasts. The doctor decided

         that her open display of irritation with him could signify either a positive thing or nothing at all.

      


      Kate Gompert stared at a point over the man’s left shoulder. ‘I wasn’t trying to hurt myself. I was trying to kill myself.

         There’s a difference.’

      


      The doctor asked whether she could try to explain what she felt the difference was between those two things.


      The delay that preceded her reply was only marginally longer than the pause in a regular civilian conversation. The doctor

         had no ideas about what this observation might indicate.

      


      ‘Do you guys see different kinds of suicides?’


      The resident made no attempt to ask Kate Gompert what she meant. She used one finger to remove some material from the corner

         of her mouth.

      


      ‘I think there must be probably different types of suicides. I’m not one of the self-hating ones. The type of like “I’m shit

         and the world’d be better off without poor me” type that says that but also imagines what everybody’ll say at their funeral.

         I’ve met types like that on wards. Poor-me-I-hate-me-punish-me-come-to-my-funeral. Then they show you a 20 u 25 glossy of

         their dead cat. It’s all self-pity bullshit. It’s bullshit. I didn’t have any special grudges. I didn’t fail an exam or get

         dumped by anybody. All these types. Hurt themselves.’ Still that intriguing, unsettling combination of blank facial masking

         and conventionally animated vocal tone. The doctor’s small nods were designed to appear not as responses but as invitations

         to continue, what Dretske called Momentumizers.

      


      ‘I didn’t want to especially hurt myself. Or like punish. I don’t hate myself. I just wanted out. I didn’t want to play anymore

         is all.’

      


      ‘Play,’ nodding in confirmation, making small quick notes.


      ‘I wanted to just stop being conscious. I’m a whole different type. I wanted to stop feeling this way. If I could have just

         put myself in a really long coma I would have done that. Or given myself shock I would have done that. Instead.’

      


      The doctor was writing with great industry.


      ‘The last thing more I’d want is hurt. I just didn’t want to feel this way anymore. I don’t… I didn’t believe this feeling

         would ever go away. I don’t. I still don’t. I’d rather feel nothing than this.’

      


      The doctor’s eyes appeared keenly interested in an abstract way. They looked severely magnified behind his attractive but

         thick glasses, the frames of which were steel. Patients on other floors during other rotations had sometimes complained that

         they sometimes felt like something in a jar he was studying intently through all that thick glass. He was saying ‘This feeling

         of wanting to stop feeling by dying, then, is —’

      


      The way she suddenly shook her head was vehement, exasperated. ‘The feeling is why I want to. The feeling is the reason I want to die. I’m here because I want to die. That’s why I’m in a room without windows and with cages over the lightbulbs

         and no lock on the toilet door. Why they took my shoelaces and my belt. But I notice they don’t take away the feeling do they.’

      


      ‘Is the feeling you’re explaining something you’ve experienced in your other depressions, then, Katherine?’


      The patient didn’t respond right away. She slid her foot out of her shoes and touched one bare foot with the toes of the other

         foot. Her eyes tracked this activity. The conversation seemed to have helped her focus. Like most clinically depressed patients,

         she appeared to function better in focused activity than in stasis. Their normal paralyzed stasis allowed these patients’

         own minds to chew them apart. But it was always a titanic struggle to get them to do anything to help them focus. Most residents

         found the fifth floor a depressing place to do a rotation.

      


      ‘What I’m trying to ask, I think, is whether this feeling you’re communicating is the feeling you associate with your depression.’


      Her gaze moved off. ‘That’s what you guys want to call it, I guess.’


      The doctor clicked his pen slowly a few times and explained that he’s more interested here in what she would choose to call the feeling, since it was her feeling.

      


      The resumed study of the movement of her feet. ‘When people call it that I always get pissed off because I always think depression sounds like you just get like really sad, you get quiet and melancholy and just like sit quietly by the window sighing or

         just lying around. A state of not caring about anything. A kind of blue kind of peaceful state.’ She seemed to the doctor

         decidedly more animated now, even as she seemed unable to meet his eyes. Her respiration had sped back up. The doctor recalled

         classic hyperventilatory episodes being characterized by carpopedal spasms, and reminded himself to monitor the patient’s

         hands and feet carefully during the interview for any signs of tetanic contraction, in which case the prescribed therapy would

         be I.V. calcium in a saline percentage he would need quickly to look up.

      


      ‘Well this’ — she gestured at herself — ‘isn’t a state. This is a feeling. I feel it all over. In my arms and legs.’

      


      ‘That would include your carp— your hands and feet?’


      ‘All over. My head, throat, butt. In my stomach. It’s all over everywhere. I don’t know what I could call it. It’s like I can’t get

         enough outside it to call it anything. It’s like horror more than sadness. It’s more like horror. It’s like something horrible

         is about to happen, the most horrible thing you can imagine — no, worse than you can imagine because there’s the feeling that

         there’s something you have to do right away to stop it but you don’t know what it is you have to do, and then it’s happening,

         too, the whole horrible time, it’s about to happen and also it’s happening, all at the same time.’

      


      ‘So you’d say anxiety is a big part of your depressions.’


      It was now not clear whether she was responding to the doctor or not. ‘Everything gets horrible. Everything you see gets ugly.

         Lurid is the word. Doctor Garton said lurid, one time. That’s the right word for it. And everything sounds harsh, spiny and harsh-sounding, like every sound you hear

         all of a sudden has teeth. And smelling like I smell bad even after I just got out of the shower. It’s like what’s the point

         of washing if everything smells like I need another shower.’

      


      The doctor looked intrigued rather than concerned for a moment as he wrote all this down. He preferred handwritten notes to

         a laptop because he felt M.D.s who typed into their laps during clinical interviews gave a cold impression.

      


      Kate Gompert’s face writhed for a moment while the doctor was writing. ‘I fear this feeling more than I fear anything, man.

         More than pain, or my mom dying, or environmental toxicity. Anything.’

      


      ‘Fear is a major part of anxiety,’ the doctor confirmed.


      Katherine Gompert seemed to come out of her dark reverie for a moment. She stared full-frontal at the doctor for several seconds,

         and the doctor, who’d had all discomfort at being stared at by patients trained right out of him when he’d rotated through

         the paralysis/-plegia wards upstairs, was able to look directly back at her with a kind of bland compassion, the expression

         of someone who was compassionate but was not, of course, feeling what she was feeling, and who honored her subjective feelings

         by not even trying to pretend that he was. Sharing them. The young woman’s expression, in turn, revealed that she had decided

         to take what amounted for her to her own gamble, this early in a therapeutic relationship. The abstract resolve on her face

         now duplicated what had been on the doctor’s face when he’d taken the gamble of asking her to sit up straight.

      


      ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘Have you ever felt sick? I mean nauseous, like you knew you were going to throw up?’


      The doctor made a gesture like Well sure.


      ‘But that’s just in your stomach,’ Kate Gompert said. ‘It’s a horrible feeling but it’s just in your stomach. That’s why the

         term is “sick to your stomach.” ’ She was back to looking intently at her lower carpopedals. ‘What I told Dr. Garton is OK

         but imagine if you felt that way all over, inside. All through you. Like every cell and every atom or brain-cell or whatever

         was so nauseous it wanted to throw up, but it couldn’t, and you felt that way all the time, and you’re sure, you’re positive

         the feeling will never go away, you’re going to spend the rest of your natural life feeling like this.’

      


      The doctor wrote down something much too brief to correspond directly to what she’d said. He was nodding both while he wrote

         and when he looked up. ‘And yet this nauseated feeling has come and gone for you in the past, it’s passed eventually during

         prior depressions, Katherine, has it not?’

      


      ‘But when you’re in the feeling you forget. The feeling feels like it’s always been there and will always be there, and you

         forget. It’s like this whole filter drops down over the whole way you think about everything, a couple weeks after —’

      


      They sat and looked at each other. The doctor felt some combination of intense clinical excitement and anxiety about perhaps

         saying the wrong thing at such a crucial juncture and fouling up. His last name was needle-pointed in yellow braid on the

         left breast of the white coat he was required to wear. ‘I’m sorry? A couple weeks after —? ’

      


      He waited for seven breaths.


      ‘I want shock,’ she said finally. ‘Isn’t part of this whole concerned kindness deal that you’re supposed to ask me how I think

         you can be of help? Cause I’ve been through this before. You haven’t asked what I want. Isn’t it? Well how about either give

         me ECT
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          again, or give me my belt back. Because I can’t stand feeling like this another second, and the seconds keep coming on and

         on.’

      


      ‘Well,’ the doctor said slowly, nodding to indicate he had heard the feelings the young woman was expressing, ‘Well, I’m happy

         to discuss treatment options with you, Katherine. But I have to say right now I’m curious about what you started it sounded

         like to me to maybe start to indicate what might have occurred, something, two weeks ago to make you feel these feelings now.

         Would you be comfortable talking to me about it?’

      


      ‘Either ECT or you could just sedate me for a month. You could do that. All I’d need is I think a month at the outside. Like

         a controlled coma. You could do that, if you guys want to help.’

      


      The doctor gazed at her with a patience she was meant to see.


      And she gave him back a frightening smile, a smile empty of all affect, as if someone had contracted her circumorals with

         a thigmotactic electrode. The teeth of the smile evidenced a clinical depressive’s classic inattention to oral hygiene.

      


      She said ‘I was thinking I was about to say you’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you. But then I remembered where I am.’ She made

         a small sound that was supposed to be laughter; it did sound jagged, dentate.

      


      ‘I was going to say I’ve thought sometimes before like the feeling maybe had to do with Hope.’


      ‘Hope.’


      Her arms had been crossed over her breasts the whole time, and though the room was overheated the patient rubbed each palm

         continually over her upper arms, behavior one associates with chill. The position and movement shielded her inner arms from

         view. The doctor’s eyebrows had gone synclinal from puzzlement without his awareness.

      


      ‘Bob.’


      ‘Bob.’ The doctor was anxious that his failure to have any idea what the girl was referring to would betray itself and accentuate

         her feelings of loneliness and psychic pain. Classic unipolars were usually tormented by the conviction that no one else could

         hear or understand them when they tried to communicate. Hence jokes, sarcasm, the psychopathology of unconscious arm-rubbing.

      


      Kate Gompert’s head was rolling like a blind person’s. ‘Jesus what am I doing here. Bob Hope. Dope. Sinse. Stick. Grass. Smoke.’ She made a quick duBois-gesture with thumb and finger held to rounded

         lips. ‘The dealers down where I buy it some of them make you call it Bob Hope when you call, in case anybody’s accessed the

         line. You’re supposed to ask is Bob in town. And if they have some they say “Hope springs eternal,” usually. It’s like a code.

         One kid makes you ask him to please commit a crime. The dealers that stay around any length of time tend to be on the paranoid

         side. As if it would fool anybody who knew enough to bother to access the band on the call.’ She seemed decidedly more animated.

         ‘And one particular guy with snakes in a tank in a trailer in Allston, he —’

      


      ‘So drugs, then, you’re saying you feel may be a factor,’ the doctor interrupted.


      The depressed young woman’s face emptied once more. She engaged briefly in something the staffers on Specials called the Thousand-Meter

         Stare.

      


      ‘Not “drugs,” ’ she said slowly. The doctor smelled shame in the room, sour and uremic. Her face had become distantly pained now.

      


      The girl said: ‘Stopping.’


      The doctor felt comfortable saying once again that he was not sure he understood what she was trying to share with him.


      She now went through a series of expressions that made it clinically impossible for the doctor to determine whether or not

         she was entirely sincere. She looked either pained or trying somehow to suppress hilarity. She said ‘I don’t know if you’ll

         believe me. I’m worried you’ll think I’m crazy. I have this thing with pot.’

      


      ‘Meaning marijuana.’


      The doctor was oddly sure that Kate Gompert pretended to sniff instead of engaging in a real sniff. ‘Marijuana. Most people

         think of marijuana as just some minor substance, I know, just like this natural plant that happens to make you feel good the

         way poison oak makes you itch, and if you say you’re in trouble with Hope — people’ll just laugh. Because there’s much worse

         drugs out there. Believe me I know.’

      


      ‘I’m not laughing at you, Katherine,’ the doctor said, and meant it.


      ‘But I love it so much. Sometimes it’s like the center of my life. It does something to me, I know, that’s not good, and I got told point-blank

         not to smoke, on the Parnate, because Dr. Garton said no one knew what certain combinations do yet and it’d be roulette. But

         after a while I always think to myself it’s been a while and things will be different somehow this time if I do, even on the

         Parnate, so I do again, I start again. I’ll start out doing just like a couple of hits off a duBois after work, to get me

         through dinner, because dinner with my mother and me is — well, but and pretty soon after a while I’m in my room with the

         fan pointed out the window all night, doing one-hitters and exhaling at the fan, to kill the smell, and I make her say I’m

         not there if anybody calls, and I lie about what I’m doing in there all night even if she doesn’t ask, sometimes she asks

         and sometimes she doesn’t. And then after a while I’m smoking joints at work, at breaks, going in the bathroom and standing

         on the toilet and blowing it out the window, there’s this tiny window up high with the glass frosted and all filthy and cobwebby,

         and I hate having my face up next to it, but if I clean it off I’m afraid Mrs. Diggs or somebody will be able to tell somebody’s

         been doing something up around the window, standing there in high heels on the rim of the toilet, brushing my teeth all the

         time and using up Collyrium
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          by the bottleful and switching the console to audio and always needing more water before I answer the console because my

         mouth’s too dry to talk, especially on the Parnate, the Parnate makes my mouth dry anyways. And pretty soon I’m totally paranoid

         they know I’m stoned, at work, sitting there in the office, high, reeking and I’m the only one that can’t tell I reek, I’m

         like so obsessed with Do They Know, Can They Tell, and then after a while I’m having my mother call in sick for me so I can

         stay home after she goes in to work and have the whole place to myself with nobody to worry about Do They Know, and smoke

         out the fan, and spray Lysol all over and stir Ginger’s litter box around so the whole place reeks of Ginger, and smoke and

         draw and watch terrible daytime stuff on the TP because I don’t want my mother to see any cartridge-orders on days I’m supposed

         to be in bed sick, I start to get obsessed with Does She Know. I’m getting more and more miserable and fed up with myself

         for smoking so much, this is after a couple weeks of it, is all, and I start getting high and thinking about nothing except

         how I have to quit smoking all this Bob so I can get back to work and start saying I’m here when people call, so I can start

         living some kind of damn life instead of just sitting around in pajamas pretending I’m sick like a third-grader and smoking and watching TP again, and

         so after I’ve smoked the last of whatever I’ve got I always say No More, This Is It, and I throw out my papers and my one-hitter,

         I’ve probably thrown about fifty one-hitters in dumpsters, including some nice wood and brass ones, including a couple from

         Brazil, the land-barge guys must go through our sector’s dumpster once a day looking to get another good one-hitter. And anyways

         I quit. I do stop. I get sick of it, I don’t like what it does to me. And I go back to work and work my fanny off, to make

         up for the last couple weeks and get a leg up on like building momentum for a whole new start, you know?’

      


      The young woman’s face and eyes were going through a number of ranges of affective configurations, with all of them seeming

         inexplicably at gut-level somehow blank and maybe not entirely sincere.

      


      ‘And so,’ she said, ‘but then I quit. And a couple of weeks after I’ve smoked a lot and finally stopped and quit and gone

         back to really living, after a couple of weeks this feeling always starts creeping in, just creeping in a little at the edges at first, like first thing in the morning when I get up,

         or waiting for the T to go home, after work, for supper. And I try to deny it, the feeling, ignore it, because I fear it more

         than anything.’

      


      ‘The feeling you’re describing, that starts creeping in.’


      Kate Gompert finally took a real breath. ‘And then but no matter what I do it gets worse and worse, it’s there more and more,

         this filter drops down, and the feeling makes the fear of the feeling way worse, and after a couple weeks it’s there all the

         time, the feeling, and I’m totally inside it, I’m in it and everything has to pass through it to get in, and I don’t want

         to smoke any Bob, and I don’t want to work, or go out, or read, or watch TP, or go out, or stay in, or either do anything

         or not do anything, I don’t want anything except for the feeling to go away. But it doesn’t. Part of the feeling is being like willing to do anything to make it go away. Understand that. Anything. Do you understand? It’s not wanting to hurt myself it’s wanting to not hurt.’

      


      The doctor hadn’t even pretended to try to take notes on all this. He couldn’t keep himself from trying to determine whether

         the ambient blank insincerity the patient seemed to project during what appeared, clinically, to be a significant gamble and

         move toward trust and self-revealing was in fact projected by the patient or was somehow counter-transferred or -projected

         onto the patient from the doctor’s own psyche out of some sort of anxiety over the critical therapeutic possibilities her

         revelation of concern over drug-use might represent. The time this thinking required looked like sober and thoughtful consideration

         of what Kate Gompert said. She was again gazing at her feet’s interactions with the empty boating sneakers, her face moving

         between expressions associated with grief and suffering. None of the clinical literature the doctor had read for his psych

         rotation suggested any relation between unipolar episodes and withdrawal from cannabinoids.

      


      ‘So this has happened in the past, prior to your other hospitalizations, then, Katherine.’


      Her face, foreshortened by its downward angle, was working in the spread, writhing configurations of weeping, but no tears

         emerged. ‘I just want you to shock me. Just get me out of this. I’ll do anything you want.’

      


      ‘Have you explored this possible connection between your cannabis use and your depressions with your regular therapist, Katherine?’


      She did not respond directly as such. Her associations began to loosen, in the doctor’s opinion, as her face continued to

         work dryly.

      


      ‘I had shock before and it got me out of this. Straps. Nurses with their sneakers in little green bags. Anti-saliva injections.

         Rubber thing for your tongue. General. Just some headaches. I didn’t mind it at all. I know everybody thinks it’s horrible. That old cartridge, Nichols and the big Indian. Distortion. They give you a general

         here, right? They put you under. It’s not that bad. I’ll go willingly.’

      


      The doctor was summarizing her choice of treatment-option, as was her right, on her chart. He had extremely good penmanship

         for a doctor. He put her get me out of this in quotation marks. He was adding his own post-assessment question, Then what?, when Kate Gompert began weeping for real.

      


      And just before 0145h. on 2 April Y.D.A.U., his wife arrived back home and uncovered her hair and came in and saw the Near

         Eastern medical attaché and his face and tray and eyes and the soiled condition of his special recliner, and rushed to his

         side crying his name aloud, touching his head, trying to get a response, failing to get any response to her, he still staring

         straight ahead; and eventually and naturally she — noting that the expression on his rictus of a face nevertheless appeared

         very positive, ecstatic, even, you could say — she eventually and naturally turning her head and following his line of sight

         to the cartridge-viewer.

      


      Gerhardt Schtitt, Head Coach and Athletic Director at the Enfield Tennis Academy, Enfield MA, was wooed fiercely by E.T.A.

         Headmaster Dr. James Incandenza, just about begged to come on board the moment the Academy’s hilltop was shaved flat and the

         place was up and running. Incandenza had decided he was going to bring Schtitt on board or bust — this even though Schtitt

         had then just lately been asked to resign from the staff of a Nick Bollettieri camp in Sarasota because of a really unfortunate

         incident involving a riding crop.

      


      By now, though, pretty much everybody now at E.T.A. feels as though stories about Schtitt’s whole corporal-punitive thing

         must have been pumped up out of all sane proportion, because even though Schtitt still does favor those high and shiny black

         boots, and yes the epaulets, still, and now a weatherman’s telescoping pointer that’s a clear stand-in for the now-forbidden

         old riding crop, he has, Schtitt, at near what must be seventy, mellowed to the sort of elder-statesman point where he’s become

         mostly a dispenser of abstractions rather than discipline, a philosopher instead of a king. His felt presence is here mostly

         verbal; the weatherman’s pointer has not made corrective contact with even one athletic bottom in Schtitt’s whole nine years

         at E.T.A.

      


      Still, although he now has all these Lebensgefährtins
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          and prorectors to administer most of the necessary little character-building cruelties, Schtitt does like his occasional

         bit of fun, still.

      


      So but when Schtitt dons the leather helmet and goggles and revs up the old F.R.G.-era BMW cycle and trails the sweating E.T.A.

         squads up the Comm. Ave. hills into East Newton on their P.M. conditioning runs, making judicious use of his pea-shooter to

         discourage straggling sluggards, it’s usually eighteen-year-old Mario Incandenza who gets to ride along in the sidecar, carefully

         braced and strapped, the wind blowing his thin hair straight back off his oversized head, beaming and waving his claw at people

         he knows. It’s possibly odd that the leptosomatic Mario I., so damaged he can’t even grip a stick, much less flail at a moving

         ball with one, is the one kid at E.T.A. whose company Schtitt seeks out, is in fact pretty much the one person with whom Schtitt

         speaks candidly, lets his pedagogical hair down. He’s not close to his prorectors, particularly, Schtitt, and treats Aubrey

         deLint and Mary Esther Thode with a formality that’s almost parodic. But often of a warm evening sometimes Mario and Coach

         Schtitt will find themselves out alone under the East Courts’ canvas pavilion or the towering copper beech west of Comm.-Ad.,

         or at one of the initial-scarred redwood picnic tables off the path out behind the Headmaster’s House where Mario’s mother

         and uncle live, Schtitt savoring a post-prandial pipe, Mario enjoying the smells of the calliopsis alongside the grounds’

         quincunx paths, the sweetish pines and the briers’ yeasty musk coming up from the hillside’s slopes. And he actually likes

         the sulphury odor of Schtitt’s obscure Austrian blend. Schtitt talks, Mario listens, generally. Mario is basically a born

         listener. One of the positives to being visibly damaged is that people can sometimes forget you’re there, even when they’re

         interfacing with you. You almost get to eavesdrop. It’s almost like they’re like: If nobody’s really in there, there’s nothing

         to be shy about. That’s why bullshit often tends to drop away around damaged listeners, deep beliefs revealed, diary-type

         private reveries indulged out loud; and, listening, the beaming and brady-kinetic boy gets to forge an interpersonal connection

         he knows only he can truly feel, here.

      


      Schtitt has the sort of creepy wiriness of old men who still exercise vigorously. He has surprised blue eyes and a vivid white

         crewcut of the sort that looks virile and good on men who have lost a lot of hair anyway. And skin so clean-sheet-white it

         almost glows; an evident immunity to the sun’s UV; in pine-shaded twilight he is almost glowingly white, as if cut from the

         stuff of moons. He has a way of focusing his whole self’s concentration very narrowly, adjusting his legs’ spread for the

         varicoceles and curling one arm over the other and sort of drawing himself in around the pipe he attends to. Mario can sit

         motionless for really long periods. When Schtitt exhales pipe-smoke in different geometric shapes they both seem to study

         intently, when Schtitt exhales he makes little sounds variant in plosivity between P and B.

      


      ‘Am realizing whole myth of efficiency and no waste that is making this continent of countries we are in.’ He exhales. ‘You

         know myths?’

      


      ‘Is that like a story?’


      ‘Ach. A made-up story. For some children. An efficiency of Euclid only: flat. For flat children. Straight ahead! Plow ahead!

         Go! This is myth.’

      


      ‘There aren’t any flat children, really.’


      ‘This myth of the competition and bestness we fight for you players here: this myth: they assume here always the efficient

         way is to plow in straight, go! The story that the shortest way between two places is the straight line, yes?’

      


      ‘Yes?’


      Schtitt can use the stem of the pipe to point, for emphasis: ‘But what then when something is in the way when you go between places, no? Plow ahead: go: collide: kabong.’

      


      ‘Willikers!’


      ‘Where is their straight shortest then, yes? Where is the efficiently quickly straight of Euclid then, yes? And how many two

         places are there without there is something in the way between them, if you go?’

      


      It can be entertaining to watch the evening pines’ mosquitoes light and feed deeply on luminous Schtitt, who is oblivious.

         The smoke doesn’t keep them away.

      


      ‘When I am boyish, training to compete for best, our training facilities on a sign, very largely painted, stated WE ARE WHAT

         WE WALK BETWEEN.’

      


      ‘Gosh.’


      It’s a tradition, one stemming maybe from Wimbledon’s All-England locker rooms’ tympana, that every big-time tennis academy

         has its own special traditional motto on the wall in the locker rooms, some special aphoristic nugget that’s supposed to describe

         and inform what the academy’s philosophy’s all about. After Mario’s father Dr. Incandenza passed away, the new Headmaster,

         Dr. Charles Tavis, a Canadian citizen, either Mrs. Incandenza’s half-brother or adoptive brother, depending on the version,

         C.T. had taken down Incandenza’s founding motto — TE OCCIDERE POSSUNT SED TE EDERE NON POSSUNT NEFAS EST
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          — and had replaced it with the rather more upbeat THE MAN WHO KNOWS HIS LIMITATIONS HAS NONE.

      


      Mario is an enormous fan of Gerhardt Schtitt, whom most of the other E.T.A. kids regard as probably bats, and as w/o doubt

         mind-looseningly discursive, and show the old pundit even token respect mostly because Schtitt still personally oversees the

         daily drill-assignments and can, if aggrieved, have Thode and deLint make them extremely uncomfortable more or less at will,

         out there in A.M. practice.

      


      One of the reasons the late James Incandenza had been so terribly high on bringing Schtitt to E.T.A. was that Schtitt, like

         the founder himself (who’d come back to tennis, and later film, from a background in hard-core-math-based optical science),

         was that Schtitt approached competitive tennis more like a pure mathematician than a technician. Most jr.-tennis coaches are

         basically technicians, hands-on practical straight-ahead problem-solving statistical-data wonks, with maybe added knacks for

         short-haul psychology and motivational speaking. The point about not crunching serious stats is that Schtitt had clued Incandenza

         in, all the way back at a B.S. 1989
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          	U.S.T.A. convention on photoelectric line-judging, that he, Schtitt, knew real tennis was really about not the blend of

         statistical order and expansive potential that the game’s technicians revered, but in fact the opposite — not-order, limit, the places where things broke down, fragmented into beauty. That real tennis was no more reducible to delimited factors or

         probability curves than chess or boxing, the two games of which it’s a hybrid. In short, Schtitt and the tall A.E.C.-optics

         man (i.e. Incandenza), whose fierce flat serve-and-haul-ass-to-the-net approach to the game had carried him through M.I.T.

         on a full ride w/ stipend, and whose consulting report on high-speed photoelectric tracking the U.S.T.A. mucky-mucks found

         dense past all comprehending, found themselves totally simpatico on tennis’s exemption from stats-tracking regression. Were

         he now still among the living, Dr. Incandenza would now describe tennis in the paradoxical terms of what’s now called ‘Extra-Linear

         Dynamics.’
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          And Schtitt, whose knowledge of formal math is probably about equivalent to that of a Taiwanese kindergartner, nevertheless

         seemed to know what Hopman and van der Meer and Bollettieri seemed not to know: that locating beauty and art and magic and

         improvement and keys to excellence and victory in the prolix flux of match play is not a fractal matter of reducing chaos

         to pattern. Seemed intuitively to sense that it was a matter not of reduction at all, but — perversely — of expansion, the

         aleatory flutter of uncontrolled, metastatic growth — each well-shot ball admitting of n possible responses, 2n possible responses to those responses, and on into what Incandenza would articulate to anyone who shared both his backgrounds

         as a Cantorian
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          continuum of infinities of possible move and response, Cantorian and beautiful because infoliating, contained, this diagnate infinity of infinities of choice and execution, mathematically uncontrolled but humanly contained, bounded by the talent and imagination of self and opponent, bent in on itself by the containing boundaries of skill and imagination

         that brought one player finally down, that kept both from winning, that made it, finally, a game, these boundaries of self.

      


      ‘You mean like the baselines are boundaries?’ Mario tries to ask.


      ‘Lieber Gott nein,’ with a plosive disgusted sound. Schtitt likes best of all smoke-shapes to try to blow rings, and is kind of lousy at it,

         blowing mostly wobbly lavender hot dogs, which Mario finds delightful.

      


      The thing with Schtitt: like most Europeans of his generation, anchored from infancy to certain permanent values which — yes,

         OK, granted — may, admittedly, have a whiff of proto-fascist potential about them, but which do, nevertheless (the values),

         anchor nicely the soul and course of a life — Old World patriarchal stuff like honor and discipline and fidelity to some larger

         unit — Gerhardt Schtitt does not so much dislike the modern O.N.A.N.ite U.S. of A. as find it hilarious and frightening at

         the same time. Probably mostly just alien. This should not be rendered in exposition like this, but Mario Incandenza has a severely limited range of verbatim recall.

         Schtitt was educated in pre-Unification Gymnasium under the rather Kanto-Hegelian idea that jr. athletics was basically just training for citizenship, that jr. athletics was

         about learning to sacrifice the hot narrow imperatives of the Self — the needs, the desires, the fears, the multiform cravings

         of the individual appetitive will — to the larger imperatives of a team (OK, the State) and a set of delimiting rules (OK,

         the Law). It sounds almost frighteningly simple-minded, though not to Mario, across the redwood table, listening. By learning,

         in palestra, the virtues that pay off directly in competitive games, the well-disciplined boy begins assembling the more abstract, gratification-delaying

         skills necessary for being a ‘team player’ in a larger arena: the even more subtly diffracted moral chaos of full-service

         citizenship in a State. Except Schtitt says Ach, but who can imagine this training serving its purpose in an experialist and waste-exporting nation that’s forgotten privation

         and hardship and the discipline which hardship teaches by requiring? A U.S. of modern A. where the State is not a team or

         a code, but a sort of sloppy intersection of desires and fears, where the only public consensus a boy must surrender to is

         the acknowledged primacy of straight-line pursuing this flat and short-sighted idea of personal happiness:

      


      ‘The happy pleasure of the person alone, yes?’


      ‘Except why do you let deLint tie Pemulis and Shaw’s shoes to the lines, if the lines aren’t boundaries?’


      ‘Without there is something bigger. Nothing to contain and give the meaning. Lonely. Verstiegenheit.’
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      ‘Bless you.’


      ‘Any something. The what: this is more unimportant than that there is something.’

      


      Schtitt one time was telling Mario, as they respectively walked and tottered down Comm. Ave. eastward into Allston to see

         about getting a gourmet ice cream someplace along there, that when he was Mario’s age — or maybe more like Hal’s age, whatever

         — he (Schtitt) had once fallen in love with a tree, a willow that from a certain humid twilit perspective had looked like

         a mysterious woman aswirl with gauze, this certain tree in the public Platz of some West German town whose name sounded to Mario like the sound of somebody strangling. Schtitt reported being seriously

         smitten with the tree:

      


      ‘I went daily to there, to be with the tree.’


      They respectively walked and tottered, ice-cream-bound, Mario moving like the one of them who was truly old, mind off his

         stride because he was trying to think hard about what Schtitt believed. Mario’s thinking-hard expression resembles what for

         another person would be the sort of comically distorted face made to amuse an infant. He was trying to think how to articulate

         some reasonable form of a question like: But then how does this surrender - the - personal - individual - wants - to - the

         - larger - State - or - beloved -tree-or-something stuff work in a deliberately individual sport like competitive junior tennis, where it’s just you v. one other guy?

      


      And then also, again, still, what are those boundaries, if they’re not baselines, that contain and direct its infinite expansion

         inward, that make tennis like chess on the run, beautiful and infinitely dense?

      


      Schtitt’s thrust, and his one great irresistible attraction in the eyes of Mario’s late father: The true opponent, the enfolding

         boundary, is the player himself. Always and only the self out there, on court, to be met, fought, brought to the table to

         hammer out terms. The competing boy on the net’s other side: he is not the foe: he is more the partner in the dance. He is

         the what is the word excuse or occasion for meeting the self. As you are his occasion. Tennis’s beauty’s infinite roots are self-competitive. You compete with your

         own limits to transcend the self in imagination and execution. Disappear inside the game: break through limits: transcend:

         improve: win. Which is why tennis is an essentially tragic enterprise, to improve and grow as a serious junior, with ambitions.

         You seek to vanquish and transcend the limited self whose limits make the game possible in the first place. It is tragic and

         sad and chaotic and lovely. All life is the same, as citizens of the human State: the animating limits are within, to be killed

         and mourned, over and over again.

      


      Mario thinks of a steel pole raised to double its designed height and clips his shoulder on the green steel edge of a dumpster,

         pirouetting halfway to the cement before Schtitt darts in to catch him, and it almost looks like they’re doing a dance-floor

         dip as Schtitt says this game the players are all at E.T.A. to learn, this infinite system of decisions and angles and lines

         Mario’s brothers worked so brutishly hard to master: junior athletics is but one facet of the real gem: life’s endless war

         against the self you cannot live without.

      


      Schtitt then falls into the sort of silence of someone who’s enjoying mentally rewinding and replaying what he just came up

         with. Mario thinks hard again. He’s trying to think of how to articulate something like: But then is battling and vanquishing

         the self the same as destroying yourself? Is that like saying life is pro-death? Three passing Allstonian street-kids mock

         and make fun of Mario’s appearance behind the pair’s backs. Some of Mario’s thinking-faces are almost orgasmic: fluttery and

         slack. And then but so what’s the difference between tennis and suicide, life and death, the game and its own end?

      


      It’s always Schtitt who ends up experimenting with some exotic ice-cream flavor, when they arrive. Mario always chickens out

         and opts for good old basic chocolate when the moment of decision at the counter comes. Thinking along the lines of like Better

         the flavor you know for sure you already love.

      


      ‘And so. No different, maybe,’ Schtitt concedes, sitting up straight on a waffle-seated aluminum chair with Mario beneath

         an askew umbrella that makes the flimsy little table it’s rooted to shake and clank in the sidewalk’s breeze. ‘Maybe no different,

         so,’ biting hard into his tricolored cone. He feels at the side of his white jaw, where there’s some sort of red welt, it

         looks like. ‘Not different’ — looking out into the Ave.’s raised median at the Green Line train rattling past downhill — ‘except

         the chance to play.’ He brightens in preparation to laugh in his startling German roar, saying ‘No? Yes? The chance to play,

         yes?’ And Mario loses a dollop of chocolate down his chin, because he has this involuntary thing where he laughs whenever

         anyone else does, and Schtitt is finding what he has just said very amusing indeed.

      


      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      There is no jolly irony in Tiny Ewell’s name. He is tiny, an elf-sized U.S. male. His feet barely reach the floor of the taxi.

         He is seated, being driven east into the grim three-decker districts of East Watertown, west of Boston proper. A rehabilitative

         staffer wearing custodial whites under a bombardier’s jacket sits beside Tiny Ewell, big arms crossed and staring placid as

         a cow at the intricately creased back of the cabbie’s neck. The window Tiny is next to has a sticker that thanks him in advance

         for not smoking. Tiny Ewell wears no winter gear over a jacket and tie that don’t quite go together and stares out his window

         with unplacid intensity at the same district he grew up in. He normally takes involved routes to avoid Watertown. His jacket

         a 26S, his slacks a 26/24, his shirt one of the shirts his wife had so considerately packed for him to bring into the hospital

         detox and hang on hangers that won’t leave the rod. As with all Tiny Ewell’s business shirts, only the front and cuffs are

         ironed. He wears size 6 Florsheim wingtips that gleam nicely except for one big incongruous scuff-mark of white from where

         he’d kicked at his front door when he’d returned home just before dawn from an extremely important get-together with potential

         clients to find that his wife had had the locks changed and filed a restraining order and would communicate with him only

         by notes passed through the mail-slot below the white door’s black brass (the brass had been painted black) knocker. When

         Tiny leans down and wipes at the scuff-mark with a slim thumb it only pales and smears. It is Tiny’s first time out of Happy

         Slippers since his second day at the detox. They took away his Florsheims after 24 abstinent hours had passed and he started

         to perhaps D.T. a little. He’d kept noticing mice scurrying around his room, mice as in rodents, vermin, and when he lodged

         a complaint and demanded the room be fumigated at once and then began running around hunched and pounding with the heel of

         a hand-held Florsheim at the mice as they continued to ooze through the room’s electrical outlets and scurry repulsively about,

         eventually a gentle-faced nurse flanked by large men in custodial whites negotiated a trade of shoes for Librium, predicting

         that the mild sedative would fumigate what really needed to be fumigated. They gave him slippers of green foam-rubber with

         smiley-faces embossed on the tops. The detox’s in-patients are encouraged to call these Happy Slippers. The staff refer to

         the footwear in private as ‘pisscatchers.’ It is Tiny Ewell’s first day out of rubber slippers and ass-exposing detox pajamas

         and striped cotton robe in two weeks. The early-November day is foggy and colorless. The sky and the street are the same color.

         The trees look skeletal. There is bright wet wadded litter all along the seams of street and curb. The houses are skinny three-deckers,

         mashed together, wharf-gray w/ salt-white trim, madonnas in the yards, bowlegged dogs hurling themselves against the fencing.

         Some schoolboys in knee-pads and skallycaps are playing street hockey on a passing school’s cement playground. Except none

         of the boys seems to be moving. The trees’ bony fingers make spell-casting gestures in the wind as they pass. East Watertown

         is the obvious straight-line easement between St. Mel’s detox and the halfway house’s Enfield, and Ewell’s insurance is paying

         for the cab. With his small round shape and bit of white goatee and a violent flush that could pass for health of some jolly

         sort, Tiny Ewell looks like a radically downscaled Burl Ives, the late Burl Ives as an impossible bearded child. Tiny looks

         out the window at the rose window of the church next to the school playground where the boys are playing/not playing. The

         rose window is not illuminated from either side.

      


      The man who for the last three days has been Tiny Ewell’s roommate at St. Mel’s Hospital’s detoxification unit sits in a blue

         plastic straight-back chair in front of his and Ewell’s room’s window’s air conditioner, watching it. The air conditioner

         hums and gushes, and the man gazes with rapt intensity into its screen of horizontal vents. The air conditioner’s cord is

         thick and white and leads into a three-prong outlet with black heel-marks on the wall all around it. The November room is

         around 12° C. The man turns the air conditioner’s dial from setting #4 to setting #5. The curtains above it shake and billow

         around the window. The man’s face falls into and out of amused expressions as he watches the air conditioner. He sits in the

         blue chair with a trembling Styrofoam cup of coffee and a paper plate of brownies into which he taps ashes from the cigarettes

         whose smoke the air conditioner blows straight back over his head. The cigarette smoke is starting to pile up against the

         wall behind him, and to ooze and run chilled down the wall and form a sort of cloud-bank near the floor. The man’s raptly

         amused profile appears in the mirror on the wall beside the dresser the two in-patients share. The man, like Tiny Ewell, has

         the rouged-corpse look that attends detox from late-stage alcoholism. The man is in addition a burnt-yellow beneath his flush,

         from chronic hepatitis. The mirror he appears in is treated with shatterproof Lucite polymers. The man leans carefully forward

         with the plate of brownies in his lap and changes the setting on the air conditioner from 5 to 3 and then to 7, then 8, scanning

         the screen of gushing vents. He finally turns the selector’s dial all the way around to 9. The air conditioner roars and blows

         his long hair straight back, and his beard blows back over his shoulder, ashes fly and swirl around from his plate of brownies,

         plus crumbs, and his rodney’s tip glows cherry and gives sparks. He is deeply engaged by whatever he sees on 9. He gives Tiny

         Ewell the screaming meemies, Ewell has complained. He wears pisscatchers, a striped cotton St. Mel’s robe, and a pair of glasses

         missing one lens. He has been watching the air conditioner all day. His face produces the little smiles and grimaces of a

         person who’s being thoroughly entertained.

      


      When the big black rehabilitative staffer placed Tiny Ewell in the taxi and then squeezed in and told the cabbie they wanted

         Unit #6 in the Enfield Marine VA Hospital Complex just off Commonwealth Ave. in Enfield, the cabbie, whose photo was on the

         Mass. Livery License taped to the glove compartment, the cabbie, looking back and down at little Tiny Ewell’s neat white beard

         and ruddy complexion and sharp threads, had scratched under his skallycap and asked if he was sick or something.

      


      Tiny Ewell had said, ‘So it would seem.’


      By mid-afternoon on 2 April Y.D.A.U.: the Near Eastern medical attaché; his devout wife; the Saudi Prince Q ——— ’s personal

         physician’s personal assistant, who’d been sent over to see why the medical attaché hadn’t appeared at the Back Bay Hilton

         in the A.M. and then hadn’t answered his beeper’s page; the personal physician himself, who’d come to see why his personal assistant

         hadn’t come back; two Embassy security guards w/ sidearms, who’d been dispatched by a candidiatic, heartily pissed-off Prince

         Q ———; and two neatly groomed Seventh Day Adventist pamphleteers who’d seen human heads through the living room window and

         found the front door unlocked and come in with all good spiritual intentions — all were watching the recursive loop the medical

         attaché had rigged on the TP’s viewer the night before, sitting and standing there very still and attentive, looking not one

         bit distressed or in any way displeased, even though the room smelled very bad indeed.
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      30 APRIL — YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      He sat alone above the desert, redly backlit and framed in shale, watching very yellow payloaders crawl over the beaten dirt

         of some U.S.A. construction site several km. to the southeast. The outcropping’s height allowed him, Marathe, to look out

         over most of U.S.A. area code 6026. His shadow did not yet reach the downtown regions of the city Tucson; not yet quite. Of

         sounds in the arid hush were only a faint and occasional hot wind, the blurred sound of the wings of sometimes an insect,

         some tentative trickling of loosened grit and small stones moving farther down the upslope behind.

      


      And as well the sunset over the foothills and mountains behind him: such a difference from the watery and somehow sad spring

         sunsets of southwestern Québec’s Papineau regions, where his wife had need of care. This (the sunset) more resembled an explosion.

         It took place above and behind him, and he turned some of the time to regard it: it (the sunset) was swollen and perfectly

         round, and large, radiating knives of light when he squinted. It hung and trembled slightly like a viscous drop about to fall.

         It hung just above the peaks of the Tortolita foothills behind him (Marathe), and slowly was sinking.

      


      Marathe sat alone and blanket-lapped in his customized fauteuil de rollent
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          on a kind of outcropping or shelf about halfway up, waiting, amusing himself with his shadow. As the lowering light from

         behind came at an angle more and more acute, Goethe’s well-known ‘Bröckengespenst’ phenomenon
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          enlarged and distended his seated shadow far out overland, so that the spokes of his chair’s rear wheels cast over two whole

         counties below gigantic asterisk-shadows, whose fine black radial lines he could cause to move by playing slightly with the

         wheels’ rubber rims; and his head’s shadow brought to much of the suburb West Tucson a premature dusk.

      


      He appeared to remain concentrated on his huge shadow-play as gravel and then also breath sounded from the steep hillside

         back above him, grit and dirty stones cascading onto the outcropping and gushing past his chair and off the front lip, and

         then the unmistakable yelp of an individual’s impact with a cactus somewhere up behind. But Marathe, he had all the time without

         turning watched the other man’s clumsy sliding descent’s own mammoth shadow, cast as far east as the Rincon range just past

         the city Tucson, and could see the shadow rush in west toward his own as Unspecified Services’ M. Hugh Steeply descended,

         falling twice and cursing in U.S.A. English, until the shadow collapsed nearly into Marathe’s monstrous own. Another yelp

         took place as the Unspecified Services field-operative’s fall and slide the last several meters carried him upon his bottom

         down onto the outcropping and then nearly all the way out and off it, Marathe having to release the machine pistol under his

         blanket to grab Steeply’s bare arm and halt this sliding. Steeply’s skirt was pulled obscenely up and his hosiery full of

         runs and stubs of thorns. The operative sat at Marathe’s feet, glowing redly in the backlight, legs hanging over the shelf’s

         edge, breathing with difficulty.

      


      Marathe smiled and released the operative’s arm. ‘Stealth becomes you,’ he said.


      ‘Go shit in your chapeau,’ Steeply wheezed, bring up his legs to survey the hosiery’s damage.


      They spoke for the most part U.S.A. English when they met like this, covertly, in the field. M. Fortier
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          had wished Marathe to require that they interface always in Québecois French, as for a small symbolic concession to the A.F.R.

         on the part of the Office of Unspecified Services, which the Québecois Sepératiste Left referred to always as B.S.S., the

         ‘Bureau des Services sans Spécificité.’

      


      Marathe watched a column of shadow spread again out east over the desert’s floor as Steeply got a hand under himself and rose,

         a huge and well-fed figure tottering on heels. The two men sent together a strange Bröckengespenst-shadow out toward the city Tucson, a shadow round and radial at the base and jagged at the top, from Steeply’s wig becoming

         un-combed in his descent. Steeply’s gigantic prosthetic breasts pointed in wildly different directions now, one nearly at

         the empty sky. The matte curtain of sunset’s true dusk-shadow was moving itself very slowly in across the Rincons and Sonora

         desert east of the city Tucson, still many km. from obscuring their own large shadow.

      


      But once Marathe had committed not just to pretend to betray his Assassins des Fauteuils Rollents in order to secure advanced medical care for the medical needs of his wife, but to in truth do this — betray, perfidiously:

         now pretending only to M. Fortier and his A.F.R. superiors that he was merely pretending to feed some betraying information

         to B.S.S.
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          — once this decision, Marathe was without all power, served now at the pleasures of the power of Steeply and the B.S.S. of

         Hugh Steeply: and now they spoke mostly the U.S.A. English of Steeply’s preference.

      


      In fact, Steeply’s Québecois was better than Marathe’s English, but c’était la guerre, as one says.


      Marathe sniffed slightly. ‘Thus, so, we now are both here.’ He wore a windbreaker and did not perspire.


      Steeply’s eyes were luridly made up. The rear area of his dress was dirty. Some of his makeup had started to run. He was forming

         a type of salute to shade his eyes and looking upward behind them at what remained of the explosive and trembling sun. ‘How

         in God’s name did you get up here?’

      


      Marathe slowly shrugged. As usual, he appeared to Steeply as if he were half-asleep. He ignored the question and said only,

         shrugging, ‘My time is finite.’

      


      Steeply had also with him a woman’s handbag or purse. ‘And the wife?’ he said, gazing upward as yet. ‘How’s the wife doing?’


      ‘Holding her own weight, thank you,’ Marathe said. His tone of his voice betrayed nothing. ‘And so thus what is it your Offices

         believe they wish to know?’

      


      Steeply tottered on a leg as he removed one shoe and poured from it grit. ‘Nothing terribly surprising. A bit of razzle-dazzle

         up northeast in your so-called Ops-area, certainly you heard.’

      


      Marathe sniffed. A large odor of inexpensive and high-alcohol perfume came not from Steeply’s person but from his handbag,

         which failed to complement his shoes. Marathe said, ‘Dazzle?’

      


      ‘As in a civilian-type individual receives a certain item. Don’t tell me this is news to you guys. Not on InterLace pulse,

         this item. Arrives via normal physical mail. We’re sure you heard, Rémy. A cartridge-copy of a certain let’s call it between

         ourselves “the Entertainment.” As in in the mail, without warning or motive. Out of the blue.’

      


      ‘From somewhere blue?’


      The B.S.S. operative had perspired also through his rouge, and his mascara had melted to become whorish. ‘A person with no

         political value to anybody except that the Saudi Ministry of Entertainment made one the hell of a shrill stink.’

      


      ‘The medical attaché, the specialist of digesting, you refer to.’ Marathe shrugged again in that maddening Francophone way

         that can mean several things. ‘Your offices wish to ask was the Entertainment’s cartridge disseminated through our mechanisms?’

      


      ‘Don’t let’s waste your finite time, ami old friend,’ Steeply said. ‘The mischief happens to occur in metropolitan Boston.

         Postal codes route the package through the desert Southwest, and we know your dissemination-scheme’s routing mechanism is

         proposed for somewhere between Phoenix and the border down here.’ Steeply had worked hard at feminizing his expressions and

         gesturing. ‘It would be a bit starry-eyed of O.U.S. not to think of your distinguished cell, no?’

      


      Beneath Marathe’s windbreaker was a sportshirt whose breast pocket was filled with many pens. He said: ‘Us, we don’t have

         the information on even casualties. From this blue dazzle you speak of.’

      


      Steeply was trying to extract something stubborn from inside his other shoe. ‘Upwards of twenty, Rémy. Out of commission altogether.

         The attaché and his wife, the wife a Saudi citizen. Four more raggers, all with embassy cards. Couple neighbors or something.

         The rest mostly police before word got to a level they could stop police from going in before they killed the power.’

      


      ‘Local police forces. Gendarmes.’


      ‘The local constabulary.’


      ‘The minions of the law of the land.’


      ‘The local constabulary were shall we say unprepared for an Entertainment like this.’ Steeply even removed and replaced his pumps in the upright-on-one-leg-bringing-other-foot-up-behind-his-bottom

         way of a feminine U.S.A. woman. But he appeared huge and bloated as a woman, not merely unattractive but inducing something

         like sexual despair. He said, ‘The attaché had diplomatic status, Rémy. Mideast. Saudi. Said to be close to minor members

         of the royal family.’

      


      Marathe sniffed hard, as if congested of the nose. ‘A puzzling,’ he said.


      ‘But also a compatriot of yours. Canadian citizenship. Born in Ottawa, to Arab émigrés. Visa lists a residence in Montreal.’


      ‘And Services Without Specificity wishes maybe to ask were there below-the-surface connections that make the individual not

         such a civilian, unconnected. To ask of us would the A.F.R. wish to make of him the example.’

      


      Steeply was removing dirt from his bottom, swatting himself on the bottom. He stood more or less directly over Marathe. Marathe

         sniffed. ‘We have neither digestive medicals nor diplomatic entourages on any lists for action. You have personally seen A.F.R.’s

         initial lists. Nor in particular Montreal civilians. We have, as one will say, larger seafood to cook.’

      


      Steeply was looking out over the desert and city, also, as he swatted at himself. He seemed to have noticed the gespenst-phenomenon of his own shadow. Marathe for some reason pretended again to sniff the nose. The wind was moderate and constant

         and of about the temperature of a U.S.A. clothes-dryer set on Low. It made the shrill whistling sounds. Also sounds of the

         blowing grit. Weeds-of-tumbling like enormous hairballs rolled often across the Interstate Highway of I-10 far below. Their

         specular perspective, the reddening light on vast tan stone and the oncoming curtain of dusk, the further elongation of their

         monstrous agnate shadows: all was almost mesmerizing. Neither man seemed able to look at anything but the vista below. Marathe

         could simultaneously speak in English and think in French. The desert was the tawny color of the hide of the lion. Their speaking

         without looking at one another, facing both the same direction — this gave their conversing an air of careless intimacy, as

         of old friends at the cartridge-viewer together, or a long-married couple. Marathe thought this as he opened and closed his

         upheld hand, making over the city Tucson a huge and black blossom open itself and close itself.

      


      And Steeply raised his bare arms and held them out and crossed them, maybe as if signalling for distant aid; this made X’s

         and pedentive V’s over much in the city Tucson. ‘Still, Rémy, but born in the hated-by-you Ottawa, this civilian attaché,

         and connected to a major buyer of trans-grid entertainment. And follow-up out of the Boston offices reports possible indications

         of the victim’s prior possible involvement with the widow of the auteur we both know was responsible for the Entertainment in the first place. The samizdat.’

      


      ‘Prior?’


      Steeply produced from his handbag Belgian cigarettes of a many-mm. and habitually female type. ‘Film director’s wife’d taught

         out at Brandeis where the victim’d done his residency. The husband was on board over at A.E.C., and different agencies’ background

         checks indicated the wife was fucking just about everything with a pulse.’ With the slight pause of which Steeply could excel:

         ‘Particularly a Canadian pulse.’

      


      ‘Involvement of sexuality is what you are meaning, then, not politics.’


      Steeply said, ‘This wife herself a Québecer, Rémy, from L’Islet county — Chief Tine says three years spent on Ottawa’s “Personnes Qui On Doit” list. There’s such a thing as political sex.’

      


      ‘I have said to you all we know. Civilians as individual warnings to O.N.A.N. are not our desire. This is known by you.’ Marathe’s

         eyes looked nearly closed. ‘And your tits, they have become cock-eyed, I will tell you. Services Without Specificity, they

         have given you ridiculous tits, and now they point differently.’

      


      Steeply looked down at himself. One of the false breasts (surely false: surely they would not go as far as the hormonal, Marathe

         thought) nearly touched the chins of Steeply when his looking down produced his double chins. ‘I was asked to secure personal

         verification, is all,’ he said. ‘My general sense at the Office is the brass consider the whole incident a stumper. There’re

         theories and countertheories. There are even antitheories positing error, mistaken identity, sick hoax.’ His shrugging, with

         his hands on the prosthesis, appeared not at all Gallic. ‘Still: twenty-three human beings lost for all time: that’d be some

         hoax, no?’

      


      Marathe sniffed. ‘Asked to verify by our mutual M. Tine? How you call him: “Rod, a God”?’


      (Rodney Tine, Sr., Chief of Unspecified Services, acknowledged architect of O.N.A.N. and continental Reconfiguration, who

         held the ear of the White House of U.S.A., and whose stenographer had long doubled as the stenographer-cum-jeune-fille-de-Vendredi of M. DuPlessis, former asst. coordinator of the pan-Canadian Resistance, and whose passionate, ill-disguised attachment

         (Tine’s) to this double-amaneunsis — one Mlle. Luria Perec, of Lamartine, county L’Islet, Québec — gave rise to these questions

         of the high-level loyalties of Tine, whether he ‘doubled’
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          for Québec out of the love for Luria or ‘tripled’ the loyalties, pretending only to divulge secrets while secretly maintaining

         his U.S.A. fealty against the pull of an irresistible love, it was said.)

      


      ‘The, Rémy.’ It was clear that Steeply could not fix his breasts’ directions without pulling down severely his décolletage, which

         he was shy to do. He produced from his handbag sunglasses and put on the sunglasses. They were embellished with rhinestones

         and looked absurd. ‘Rod the God.’

      


      Marathe forced himself to say nothing of their appearance. Steeply tried with several matches to light a cigarette in the

         wind. The encroachment of true dusk began to erase his wig’s chaotic shadow. Electric lights began to twinkle in the Rincon

         foothills east of the city. Steeply tried somewhat to cup his body around the match, for shelter for the flame.

      


      It’s a herd of feral hamsters, a major herd, thundering across the yellow plains of the southern reaches of the Great Concavity

         in what used to be Vermont, raising dust that forms a uremic-hued cloud with somatic shapes interpretable from as far away

         as Boston and Montreal. The herd is descended from two domestic hamsters set free by a Watertown NY boy at the beginning of

         the Experialist migration in the subsidized Year of the Whopper. The boy now attends college in Champaign IL and has forgotten

         that his hamsters were named Ward and June.

      


      The noise of the herd is tornadic, locomotival. The expression on the hamsters’ whiskered faces is businesslike and implacable

         — it’s that implacable-herd expression. They thunder eastward across pedalferrous terrain that today is fallow, denuded. To

         the east, dimmed by the fulvous cloud the hamsters send up, is the vivid verdant ragged outline of the annularly overfertilized

         forests of what used to be central Maine.

      


      All these territories are now property of Canada.


      With respect to a herd of this size, please exercise the sort of common sense that come to think of it would keep your thinking

         man out of the southwest Concavity anyway. Feral hamsters are not pets. They mean business. Wide berth advised. Carry nothing

         even remotely vegetablish if in the path of a feral herd. If in the path of such a herd, move quickly and calmly in a direction

         perpendicular to their own. If American, north not advisable. Move south, calmly and in all haste, toward some border metropolis

         — Rome NNY or Glens Falls NNY or Beverly MA, say, or those bordered points between them at which the giant protective ATHSCME

         fans atop the hugely convex protective walls of anodized Lucite hold off the drooling and piss-colored bank of teratogenic

         Concavity clouds and move the bank well back, north, away, jaggedly, over your protected head.

      


      The heavy-tongued English of Steeply was even more difficult to understand with a cigarette in the mouth. He said, ‘And you’ll

         of course report this little interface of you and me right back to Fortier.’

      


      Marathe shrugged. ‘ ’n sûr.’

      


      Steeply got it lit. He was a large and soft man, some type of brutal-U.S.-contact-sport athlete now become fat. He appeared

         to Marathe to look less like a woman than a twisted parody of womanhood. Electrolysis had caused patches of tiny red pimples

         along his jowls and upper lip. He also held his elbow out, the arm holding the match for lighting, which is how no woman lights

         a cigarette, who is used to breasts and keeps the lighting elbow in. Also Steeply teetered ungracefully on his pumps’ heels

         on the stone’s uneven surface. He never for a moment turned his back completely at Marathe as he stood on the lip of the outcropping.

         And Marathe had his chair’s wheels’ clamps now locked down tight and a firm grip on the machine pistol’s pebbled grip. Steeply’s

         purse was small and glossy black, and the sunglasses he wore had womanly frames with small false jewels at the temples. Marathe

         believed that something in Steeply enjoyed his grotesque appearance and craved the humiliation of the field-disguises his

         B.S.S. superiors requested of him.

      


      Steeply now looked at him, in probability, behind the dark glasses. ‘And also that I just right now asked you if you’d report

         it, and that you said bien sûr?’

      


      Marathe’s laugh had this misfortune to sound false and overhearty, whether or not sincere. He made a mustache of his finger,

         pretending for some reason to stifle a need to sneeze. ‘You verify this because of why?’

      


      Steeply scratched under the hem of his blonde wig with (stupidly, dangerously) the thumb of his hand that held the cigarette.

         ‘Well you are already tripling, Rémy, aren’t you? Or would it be quadrupling. We know Fortier and the A.F.R. know you’re here

         with me now.’

      


      ‘But do my brothers on wheels know that you are knowing this, that they have sent me to pretend I double?’


      Marathe’s sidearm, a Sterling UL35 9 mm machine pistol with a Mag Na Port silencer, did not have a safety. Its fat and texture-of-pebbles

         grip was hot from Marathe’s palm, and in turn caused Marathe’s palm to perspire beneath the blanket. From Steeply there merely

         was silence.

      


      Marathe said: ‘… have I merely pretended to pretend to pretend to betray.’
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      And the desert U.S.A.’s light had become now sad, more than half the round sun gone behind the Tortolitas. Only now the chair’s

         wheels and Steeply’s thick legs cast shadows below the dusk-line, and these shadows were becoming squat and retreating back

         up toward the two men.

      


      Steeply did a brief pretend-Charleston, playing with his legs’ shadows. ‘Nothing personal. You know that. It’s the obsessive

         caution. Who was it — who once said we get paid to drive ourselves crazy, the caution thing? You guys and Tine — your DuPlessis

         always suspected he tried to hold back on the information he passed sexually to Luria.’

      


      Marathe shrugged hard. ‘And abruptly M. DuPlessis has now passed away from life. Under circumstances of almost ridiculous

         suspicion.’ Again with the false-sounding laugh. ‘An inept burglary and grippe indeed.’

      


      Both men were silent. Steeply’s left arm had on it a nasty mesquite scratch, Marathe could observe.


      Marathe finally glanced at his watch, its dial illuminated in his body’s shadow. Both men’s shadows were now climbing the

         steep incline, returning up to them. ‘Me, I think that we go about our affairs in a more simple manner than your B.S.S. office.

         If M. Tine’s betrayal were incomplete, we of Québec would be aware.’

      


      ‘Because of Luria.’


      Marathe pretended to fuss with his blanket, rearranging it. ‘But yes. The caution. Luria would be aware.’


      Steeply stepped gingerly up to the edge and tossed out his cigarette’s stub. The wind caught the stub and it soared slightly

         upward from his hand, moving east. Both men were silent until the butt fell and hit the dark mountainside off below them,

         a tiny bloom of orange. Their silence then became contemplative. Something tight in the air between them loosened. Marathe

         no longer felt the sun on his skull. Dusk settled about them. Steeply had found his triceps’ scratch and twisted the flesh

         of his arm to examine it, his rouged lips rounded with concern.

      


      YEAR OF THE DEPEND ADULT UNDERGARMENT


      Tuesday, 3 November, Enfield Tennis Academy: A.M. drills, shower, eat, class, lab, class, class, eat, prescriptive-grammar exam, lab/class, conditioning run, P.M. drills, play challenge match, play challenge match, upper-body circuits in weight room, sauna, shower, slump to locker-room

         floor w/ other players.

      


      ‘… to even realize what they’re sitting there feeling is unhappiness? Or to even feel it in the first place?’


      1640h.: the Comm.-Ad. Bldg.’s males’ locker room is full of clean upper-classmen in towels after P.M. matches, the players’ hair wet-combed and shining with Barbicide. Pemulis uses the comb’s big-toothed end to get that wide-furrowed

         look that kids from Allston favor. Hal’s own hair tends to look wet-combed even when it’s dry.

      


      ‘So,’ Jim Troeltsch says, looking around. ‘So what do you think?’


      Pemulis lowers himself to the floor by the sinks, leaning up against the cabinet where they keep all the disinfectants. He

         has this way of looking warily to either side of him before he says anything. ‘Was there like a central point to all that,

         Troeltsch?’

      


      ‘The exam was talking about the syntax of Tolstoy’s sentence, not about real unhappy families,’ Hal says quietly.


      John Wayne, as do most Canadians, lifts one leg slightly to fart, like the fart was some kind of task, standing at his locker,

         waiting for his feet to get dry enough to put on socks.

      


      There is a silence. Showerheads dribble on tile. Steam hangs. Distant ghastly sounds from T. Schacht over in one of the stalls

         off the showers. Everyone stares into the middle distance, stunned with fatigue. Michael Pemulis, who can stand about ten

         seconds of communal silence tops, clear his throat deeply and sends a loogie up and back into the sink behind him. The plate

         mirrors caught part of its quivering flight, Hal sees. Hal closes his eyes.

      


      ‘Tired,’ someone exhales.


      Ortho Stice and John (‘N.R.’) Wayne seem less fatigued than detached; they have the really top player’s way of shutting the

         whole neural net down for brief periods, staring at the space they took up, hooded in silence, removed, for a moment, from

         the connectedness of all events.

      


      ‘Right then,’ Troeltsch says. ‘Pop quiz. Pop test-question. Most crucial difference, for Leith tomorrow, between your historical

         broadcast TV set and a cartridge-capable TP.’

      


      Disney R. Leith teaches E.T.A.’s History of Entertainment I and II as well as certain high-level esoteric Optics things you

         needed Permission of Inst. to get into.

      


      ‘The Cathodeluminescent Panel. No cathode gun. No phosphenic screen. Two to the screen’s diagonal width in cm. lines of resolution,

         total.’

      


      ‘You mean a high-def. viewer in general, or a specifically TP-component viewer?’


      ‘No analogs,’ Struck says.


      ‘No snow, no faint weird like ghostly double next to UHF images, no vertical roll when planes fly over.’


      ‘Analogs v. digitals.’


      ‘You referring to broadcast as in network versus a TP, or network-plus-cable versus a TP?’


      ‘Did cable TV use analogs? What, like pre-fiber phones?’


      ‘It’s the digitals. Leith has that word he uses for the shift from analogs to digitals. That word he uses about eleven times

         an hour.’

      


      ‘What did pre-fiber phones use, exactly?’


      ‘The old tin-can-and-string principle.’


      ‘ “Seminal.” He keeps saying it. “Seminal, seminal.” ’


      ‘The biggest advance in home communications since the phone he says.’


      ‘In home entertainment since the TV itself.’


      ‘Leith might say the Write-Capable CD, for entertainment.’


      ‘He’s hard to pin down if you get him on entertainment qua entertainment.’


      ‘The Diz’ll say use your own judgment,’ Pemulis says. ‘Axford took it last year. He wants an argument made. He’ll skewer you

         if you treat it like there’s an obvious answer.’

      


      ‘Plus there’s the InterLace de-digitizer instead of an antenna, with a TP,’ Jim Struck says, squeezing at something behind

         his ear. Graham (‘Yard-guard’) Rader is checking his underarm for more hair. Freer and Shaw might be asleep.

      


      Stice has pulled his towel down slightly and is fingering the deep red abdominal stripe a jock’s waistband leaves. ‘Boys,

         I ever become president, the first thing to go’s elastic.’

      


      Troeltsch pretends to shuffle cards. ‘Next item. Next like flash-card. Define acutance. Anybody?’

      


      ‘A measure of resolution directly proportional to the resolved ratio of a given pulse’s digital code,’ Hal says.


      ‘The Incster has the last word once again,’ says Struck. Which invites a chorus:


      ‘The Halster.’


      ‘Halorama.’


      ‘Halation.’


      ‘Halation,’ Rader says. ‘A halo-shaped exposure-pattern around light sources seen on chemical film at low speed.’


      ‘That most angelic of distortions.’


      Struck says ‘We’ll be like vying for the seats all around Inc tomorrow.’ Hal shuts his eyes: he can see the page of text right there, all highlighted, all

         yellowed up.

      


      ‘He can scan the page, rotate it, fold the corner down and clean under his nails with it, all mentally.’


      ‘Leave him alone,’ Pemulis says.


      Freer opens his eyes. ‘Do a dictionary-page for us, man, Inc.’


      Stice says ‘Leave him be.’


      It’s all only half-nasty. Hal is placid about getting his balls smacked around; they all are. He does his share of chops-busting.

         Some of the littler kids who take their showers after the upperclassmen are hanging around listening. Hal sits on the floor,

         quiescent, chin on his chest, just thinking it’s nice finally to breathe and get enough air.

      


      The temperature had fallen with the sun. Marathe listened to the cooler evening wind roll across the incline and desert floor.

         Marathe could sense or feel many million floral pores begin slowly to open, hopeful of dew. The American Steeply produced

         small exhalations between his teeth as he examined his scratch of the arm. Only one or two remaining tips of the digitate

         spikes of the radial blades of the sun found crevices between the Tortolitas’ peaks and probed at the roof of the sky. There

         were the slight and dry locationless rustlings of small living things that wish to come out at night, emerging. The sky was

         violet.

      


      Everyone in the locker room’s got a towel around his waist like a kilt. Everyone except Stice has a white E.T.A. towel; Stice

         uses his own sort of trademark towels, black ones. After a silence Stice shoots some air out through his nose. Jim Struck

         picks liberally at his face and neck. There are one or two sighs. Peter Beak and Evan Ingersoll and Kent Blott, twelve, eleven,

         ten, are up sitting on the blond-wood benches that run in front of the lockers’ rows, sitting there in towels, elbows on knees,

         not taking part. So is Zoltan Csikzentmihalyi, who’s sixteen but speaks very little English. Idris Arslanian, new this year,

         ethnically vague, fourteen, all feet and teeth, is a shadowy lurking presence just outside the locker-room door, poking the

         non-Caucasoid snout in occasionally and then withdrawing, terribly shy.

      


      Each E.T.A. player in 18-and-Unders has like four to six 14-and-Unders kids he’s supposed to keep his more experienced wing

         over, look out for. The more the E.T.A. administration trusts you, the younger and more generally clueless the little kids

         in your charge. Charles Tavis instituted the practice and calls it the Big Buddy System in the literature he sends new kids’

         parents. So the parents can feel their kid’s not getting lost in the institutional shuffle. Beak, Blott, and Arslanian are

         all in Hal’s Big Buddy group for Y.D.A.U. He also in effect has Ingersoll, having traded Todd (‘Postal-Weight’) Possalthwaite

         to Axford off the books for Ingersoll, because Trevor Axford found he so despised the Ingersoll kid for some unanalyzable

         reason that he was struggling against a horrible compulsion to put Ingersoll’s little fingers into the gap by the hinges of

         an open door and then very slowly close the door, and came to Hal almost in tears, Axford had. Though technically Ingersoll

         is still Axford’s and Possalthwaite Hal’s. Possalthwaite, the great lobber, has a weird young-old face and little wet lips

         that lapse into a sucking reflex under stress. In theory, a Big Buddy’s somewhere between an R.A. and a prorector. He’s there

         to answer questions, ease bumpy transitions, show ropes, act as liaison with Tony Nwangi and Tex Watson and the other prorectors

         specializing in little kids. Be somebody they can come to off the record. A shoulder to climb up on a footstool and cry on.

         If a 16-and-Under gets made a Big Buddy it’s kind of an honor; it means they think you’re going places. When there’s no tournament

         or travel, etc., Big Buddies get together with their quar-to-sextet in small-group private twice a week, in the interval between

         P.M. challenge matches and dinner, usually after saunas and showers and a few minutes of sitting slumped around the locker

         room sucking air. Sometimes Hal sits with his Little Buddies at dinner and eats with them. Not often, however. The savvier

         Big Buddies don’t get too overly close with their L.B. ephebes, don’t let them forget about the unbridgeable gaps of experience

         and ability and general status that separate ephebes from upperclassmen who’ve hung in and stuck it out at E.T.A. for years

         and years. Gives them more to look up to. The savvy Big Buddy doesn’t rush in or tread heavy; he holds his own ground and

         lets the suppliants realize when they need his help and come to him. You have to know when to tread in and take an active

         hand and when to hang back and let the littler kids learn from the personal experience they’ll have to learn from, inevitably,

         if they want to be able to hang. Every year, the biggest source of attrition, besides graduating 18s, is 13–15s who’ve had

         enough and just can’t hang. This happens; the administration accepts it; not everyone’s cut out for what’s required of you

         here. Though C.T. makes his administrative assistant Lateral Alice Moore drive the prorectors bats trying to ferret out data

         on littler kids’ psychic states, so he can forecast probable burnouts and attritive defections, so he’ll know how many slots

         he and Admissions’ll have to offer Incomings for the next term. Big Buddies are in a tricky position, requested to keep the

         prorectors generally informed about who among their charges seems shaky in terms of resolve, capacity for suffering and stress,

         physical punishment, homesickness, deep fatigue, but at the same time wanting to remain a trustworthy confidential shoulder

         and wing for their Little Buddies’ most private and delicate issues.

      


      Though he, too, has to struggle with a strange urge to be cruel to Ingersoll, who reminds him of someone he dislikes but can’t

         quite place, Hal on the whole rather likes being a Big B. He likes being there to come to, and likes delivering little unpretentious

         minilectures on tennis theory and E.T.A. pedagogy and tradition, and getting to be kind in a way that costs him nothing. Sometimes

         he finds out he believes something that he doesn’t even know he believed until it exits his mouth in front of five anxious

         little hairless plump trusting clueless faces. The twice-weekly (more like once-weekly, as things usually pan out) group interfaces

         with his quintet are unpleasant only after a particularly bad P.M. session on the courts, when he’s tired and on edge and

         would far rather go off by himself and do secret stuff in underground ventilated private.

      


      Jim Troeltsch feels at his glands. John Wayne is of the sock-and-a-shoe, sock-and-a-shoe school.


      ‘Tired,’ Ortho Stice again sighs. He pronounces it ‘tard.’ To a man, now, the upperclassmen are down slumped on the locker

         room’s blue crush carpet, their legs straight out in front of them, toes pointing out at that distinctive morgue-angle, their

         backs up against the blue steel of the lockers, careful to avoid the six sharp little louvered antimildew vents at each locker’s

         base. All of them look a bit silly naked because of their tennis tans: legs and arms the deep sienna of a quality catcher’s

         mitt, from the summer, the tan just now this late starting to fade, but feet and ankles of toadbelly-white, the white of the

         grave, with chests and shoulders and upper arms more like off-white — the players can sit shirtless in the stands at tournaments

         when they’re not playing and get at least a bit of thoracic sun. The faces are the worst, maybe, most red and shiny, some

         still deep-peeling from three straight weeks of outdoor tournaments in August-September. Besides Hal, who’s atavistically

         dark-complected anyway, the ones here with the least bad piebald coloring are the players who can tolerate spraying themselves

         down with Lemon Pledge before outdoor play. It turns out Lemon Pledge, when it’s applied in pre-play stasis and allowed to

         dry to a thin crust, is a phenomenal sunscreen, UV-rating like 40+, and the only stuff anywhere that can survive a three-set

         sweat. No one knows what jr. player at what academy found this out about Pledge, years back, or how: rather bizarre discovery-circumstances

         are envisioned. The smell of sweat-wet Pledge out on the court makes some of the more delicately constituted kids sick, though.

         Others feel sunscreen of any kind to be unconscionably pussified, like white visors or on-court sunglasses. So most of the

         E.T.A. upperclassmen have these vivid shoe-and-shirt tans that give them the classic look of bodies hastily assembled from

         different bodies’ parts, especially when you throw in the heavily muscled legs and usually shallow chests and the two arms

         of different sizes.

      


      ‘Tard tard tard,’ Stice says.


      Group empathy is expressed via sighs, further slumping, small spastic gestures of exhaustion, the soft clanks of skulls’ backs

         against the lockers’ thin steel.

      


      ‘My bones are ringing the way sometimes people say their ears are ringing, I’m so tired.’


      ‘I’m waiting til the last possible second to even breathe. I’m not expanding the cage till driven by necessity of air.’


      ‘So tired it’s out of tired’s word-range,’ Pemulis says. ‘Tired just doesn’t do it.’

      


      ‘Exhausted, shot, depleted,’ says Jim Struck, grinding at his closed eye with the heel of his hand. ‘Cashed. Totalled.’


      ‘Look.’ Pemulis pointing at Struck. ‘It’s trying to think.’


      ‘A moving thing to see.’


      ‘Beat. Worn the heck out.’


      ‘Worn the fuck-all out is more like.’

      


      ‘Wrung dry. Whacked. Tuckered out. More dead than alive.’


      ‘None even come close, the words.’


      ‘Word-inflation,’ Stice says, rubbing at his crewcut so his forehead wrinkles and clears. ‘Bigger and better. Good greater

         greatest totally great. Hyperbolic and hyperbolicker. Like grade-inflation.’

      


      ‘Should be so lucky,’ says Struck, who’s been on academic probation since fifteen.


      Stice is from a part of southwest Kansas that might as well be Oklahoma. He makes the companies that give him clothes and

         gear give him all black clothes and gear, and his E.T.A. cognomen is ‘The Darkness.’

      


      Hal raises his eyebrows at Stice and smiles. ‘Hyperbolicker?’


      ‘My daddy as a boy, he’d have said “tuckered out”’ll do just fine.’


      ‘Whereas here we are sitting here needing whole new words and terms.’


      ‘Phrases and clauses and models and structures,’ Troeltsch says, referring again to a prescriptive exam everyone but Hal wishes

         now to forget. ‘We need an inflation-generative grammar.’

      


      Keith Freer makes a motion as if taking his unit out of his towel and holding it out at Troeltsch: ‘Generate this.’


      ‘Need a whole new syntax for fatigue on days like this,’ Struck says. ‘E.T.A.’s best minds on the problem. Whole thesauruses

         digested, analyzed.’ Makes a sarcastic motion. ‘Hal?’

      


      One semion that still works fine is holding your fist up and cranking at it with the other hand so the finger you’re giving

         somebody goes up like a drawbridge. Though of course Hal’s mocking himself at the same time. Everybody agrees it speaks volumes.

         Idris Arslanian’s shoes and incisors appear briefly in the doorway’s steam, then withdraw. Everyone’s reflection is sort of

         cubist in the walls’ shiny tiling. The name handed down paternally from an Umbrian five generations past and now much diluted

         by N.E. Yankee, a great-grandmother with Pima-tribe Indian S.W. blood, and Canadian cross-breeding, Hal is the only extant

         Incandenza who looks in any way ethnic. His late father had been as a young man darkly tall, high flat Pima-tribe cheekbones

         and very black hair Brylcreemed back so tight there’d been a kind of enforced widow’s peak. Himself had looked ethnic, but

         he isn’t extant. Hal is sleek, sort of radiantly dark, almost otterish, only slightly tall, eyes blue but darkly so, and unburnable

         even w/o sunscreen, his untanned feet the color of weak tea, his nose ever unpeeling but slightly shiny. His sleekness isn’t

         oily so much as moist, milky; Hal worries secretly that he looks half-feminine. His parents’ pregnancies must have been all-out

         chromosomatic war: Hal’s eldest brother Orin had got the Moms’s Anglo-Nordo-Canadian phenotype, the deep-socketed and lighter-blue

         eyes, the faultless posture and incredible flexibility (Orin was the only male anybody at E.T.A.’d ever heard of who could

         do a fully splayed cheerleader-type split), the rounder and more protrusive zygomatics.

      


      Hal’s next-oldest brother Mario doesn’t seem to resemble much of anyone they know.


      On most of the nontravel days that he doesn’t Big Buddy with his charges, Hal will wait till most everybody’s busy in the

         sauna and shower and stow his sticks in his locker and stroll casually down the cement steps into E.T.A.’s system of tunnels

         and chambers. He has some way he can casually drift off and have quite a while go by before anyone even notices his absence.

         He’ll often stroll casually back into the locker room just as people are slumped on the floor in towels discussing fatigue,

         carrying his gear bag and substantially altered in mood, and go in when most of the littler kids are in there peeling Pledge-husks

         off their limbs and taking their turn showering, and shower, using one of the kids’ shampoo out of a bottle shaped like a

         cartoon character, then hike the head back and apply Visine in a Schacht-free stall, gargle and brush and floss and dress,

         usually not even needing to comb his hair. He carries Visine AC, mint-flavored floss, and a traveller’s toothbrush in a pocket

         of his Dunlop gear bag. Ted Schacht, big into oral hygiene, regards Hal’s bag’s floss and brush as an example to them all.

      


      ‘So tired it’s like I’m almost high.’


      ‘But not pleasantly high,’ Troeltsch says. ‘It’d be a pleasanter tiredness-high if I didn’t have to wait till fucking 1900

         to start all this studyin’,’ Stice says.

      


      ‘You’d think Schtitt could at least not turn up the juice the week before midterms.’


      ‘You’d think that the coaches and the teachers could try and get together on their scheduling.’


      ‘It’d be like a pleasant fatigue if I could just go up after dinner and hunker on down with the mind in neutral and watch

         something uncomplex.’

      


      ‘Not have to worry about prescriptive forms or acutance.’ ‘Kick back.’ ‘Watch something with chase scenes and lots of stuff

         blowing up all over the place.’

      


      ‘Relax, do bongs, kick back, look at lingerie catalogues, eat granola with a great big wooden spoon,’ Struck says wistfully.


      ‘Get laid.’ ‘Just get one night off to like R and R.’ ‘Slip on the old environmental suit and listen to some atonal jazz.’

         ‘Have sex. Get laid.’ ‘Bump uglies. Do the nasty. Haul ashes.’ ‘Find me one of them Northeast Oklahoma drive-in burger-stand

         waitresses with the great big huge titties.’

      


      ‘Those enormous pink-white French-painting tits that sort of like tumble out.’

      


      ‘One of those wooden spoons so big you can barely get your mouth around it.’


      ‘Just one night to relax and indulge.’


      Pemulis belts out two quick verses of Johnny Mathis’s ‘Chances Are,’ left over from the shower, then subsides to examine something

         on his left thigh. Shaw has a spit-bubble going, growing to such exceptional size for just spit that half the room watches

         until it finally goes at the same moment Pemulis breaks off.

      


      Evan Ingersoll says ‘We get off Saturday for Interdependence Day Eve, though, the board said.’


      Several upperclass heads are cocked up at Ingersoll. Pemulis makes a bulge in his cheek with his tongue and moves it around.


      ‘Flubbaflubba’: Stice makes his jowls fly around. ‘We get off classes is all. Drills and challenges go merrily on, deLint

         says,’ Freer points out.

      


      ‘But no drills Sunday, before the Gala.’ ‘But still matches.’


      Every jr. player presently in this room is ranked in the top 64 continentally, except Pemulis, Yardley and Blott.


      There’d be clear evidence that T. Schacht’s still in one of the toilet stalls off the showers even if Hal couldn’t see the

         tip of one of Schacht’s enormous purple shower thongs under the door of the stall right by where the shower-area entryway

         cuts into his line of sight. Something humble, placid even, about inert feet under stall doors. The defecatory posture is

         an accepting posture, it occurs to him. Head down, elbows on knees, the fingers laced together between the knees. Some hunched

         timeless millennial type of waiting, almost religious. Luther’s shoes on the floor beneath the chamber pot, placid, possibly

         made of wood, Luther’s 16th-century shoes, awaiting epiphany. The mute quiescent suffering of generations of salesmen in the

         stalls of train-station johns, heads down, fingers laced, shined shoes inert, awaiting the acid gush. Women’s slippers, centurions’

         dusty sandals, dock-workers’ hobnailed boots, Popes’ slippers. All waiting, pointing straight ahead, slightly tapping. Huge

         shaggy-browed men in skins hunched just past the firelight’s circle with wadded leaves in one hand, waiting. Schacht suffered

         from Crohn’s Disease,
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          a bequest from his ulcerative-colitic dad, and had to take carminative medication with every meal, and took a lot of guff

         about his digestive troubles, and had developed of all things arthritic gout, too, somehow, because of the Crohn’s Disease,

         which had settled in his right knee and caused him terrible pain on the court.

      


      Freer’s and Tall Paul Shaw’s racquets fall off the bench with a clatter, and Beak and Blott move fast to pick them up and

         stack them back on the bench, Beak one-handed because the other hand is keeping his towel fastened.

      


      ‘Because so that was let’s see,’ Struck says.


      Pemulis loves to sing around tile.


      Struck’s hitting his palm with a finger for either emphasis or ordinal counting. ‘Close to let’s call it an hour run for the

         A-squads, an hour-fifteen drills, two matches back to back.’

      


      ‘I only played one,’ Troeltsch injects. ‘Had a measurable fever in the A.M., deLint said to throttle down today.’

      


      ‘Folks that went three sets only played one match, Spodek and Kent for an instance,’ Stice says.


      ‘Funny how Troeltsch how his health always seems to rally when A.M.


      drills get out,’ Freer says.


      ‘— like conservatively two hours for the matches. Conservatively. Then half an hour on the machines under fucking Loach’s

         beady browns, sitting there with the clipboard. That’s let’s call it five hours of vigorous nonstop straight-out motion.’

      


      ‘Sustained and strenuous exertion.’ ‘Schtitt’s determinated this year we ain’t singing no silly songs at Port Washington.’


      John Wayne hasn’t said one word this whole time. The contents of his locker are neat and organized. He always buttons his

         shirt all the way up to the top button as if he were going to put on a tie, which he doesn’t even own. Ingersoll’s also getting

         dressed out of his underclassman’s small square locker.

      


      Stice says ‘Except they seem to forget we’re still in our puberty.’


      Ingersoll is a kid seemingly wholly devoid of eyebrows, as far as Hal can see.


      ‘Speak for yourself, Darkness.’


      ‘I’m saying how stressing the pubertyizing skeleton like this, it’s real short-sighted.’ Stice’s voice rises. ‘ ’m I supposed

         to do when I’m twenty and in the Show playing nonstop and I’m skeletally stressed and injury-proned?’

      


      ‘Dark’s right.’


      A curled bit of cloudy old Pledge-husk and a green thread from a strip of GauzeTex wrap are complexly entwined in the blue

         fibers of the carpet near Hal’s left ankle, which ankle is faintly swollen and has a blue tinge. He keeps flexing the ankle

         whenever it occurs to him to. Struck and Troeltsch spar briefly with open hands, feinting and bobbing their heads, both still

         seated on the floor. Hal, Stice, Troeltsch, Struck, Rader, and Beak are all rhythmically squeezing tennis balls with their

         racquet-hands, as per Academy mandate. Struck’s shoulders and neck have furious purple inflammations; Hal had also noticed

         a boil on the inside of Schacht’s thigh, when Ted’d sat down. Hal’s face’s reflection just fits inside one of the wall-tiles

         opposite, and then if he moves his head slowly the face distends and comes back together with an optical twang in the next

         tile. That post-shower community feeling is dissipating. Even Evan Ingersoll looks quickly at his watch and clears his throat.

         Wayne and Shaw have dressed and left; Freer, a major Pledge-devotee, is at his hair in the mirror, Pemulis also rising now

         to get away from Freer’s feet and legs. Freer’s eyes have a protrusive wideness to them that the Axhandle says makes Freer

         always look like he’s getting shocked or throttled.

      


      And time in the P.M. locker room seems of limitless depth; they’ve all been just here before, just like this, and will be

         again tomorrow. The light saddening outside, a grief felt in the bones, a sharpness to the edge of the lengthening shadows.

      


      ‘I’m thinking it’s Tavis,’ Freer says to them all in the mirror. ‘Where there’s excess work and suffering can fucking Tavis

         be far behind.’

      


      ‘No, it’s Schtitt,’ Hal says.


      ‘Schtitt was short a few wickets out of the old croquet set long before he got hold of us, men,’ Pemulis says.


      ‘Peemster and Hal.’


      ‘Halation and Pemurama.’


      Freer purses his little lips and expels air like he’s blowing out a match, blowing some tiny grooming-remnant off the big

         mirror’s glass. ‘Schtitt just does what he’s told like a good Nazi.’

      


      ‘What the hail is that supposed to mean?’ asks a Stice who’s well known for asking How High Sir when Schtitt says Jump, now feeling at the

         carpet around him for something to throw at Freer. Ingersoll tosses Stice a woppsed-up towel, trying to be helpful, but Stice’s

         eyes are on Freer’s in the glass, and the towel hits him on the head and sits there, on his head. The room’s emotions seem

         to be inverting themselves every couple seconds. There’s half-cruel laughter at Stice as Hal struggles to his feet, rising

         in careful stages, putting most of his weight on the good ankle. Hal’s towel falls off as he does his combination. Struck

         says something that’s lost in the roar of a high-pressure toilet.

      


      The feminized American stood at a slight angle to Marathe upon the outcropping. He stared out at the dusk-shadow they were

         now inside, and as well the increasingly complicated twinkle of the U.S.A. city Tucson, seeming slackly transfixed, Steeply,

         in the way vistas too large for the eye to contain transfix persons in a kind of torpid spectation.

      


      Marathe seemed on the edge of sleep.


      Even the voice of Steeply had a different timbre inside the shadow. ‘They say it’s a great and maybe even timeless love, Rod

         Tine’s for your Luria person.’

      


      Marathe grunted, shifting slightly in the chair.


      Steeply said ‘The sort that gets sung about, the kind people die for and then get immortalized in song. You got your ballads,

         your operas. Tristan and Isolde. Lancelot and what’s-her-name. Agamemnon and Helen, Dante and Beatrice.’

      


      Marathe’s drowsy smile continued upward to become a wince. ‘Narcissus and Echo. Kierkegaard and Regina. Kafka and that poor

         girl afraid to go to the postbox for the mail.’

      


      ‘Interesting choice of example here, the mailbox.’ Steeply pretended to chuckle.


      Marathe came alert. ‘Take off your wig and be shitting inside it, Hugh Steeply B.S.S. And the ignorance of you appalls me.

         Agamemnon had no relation with this queen. Menelaus was husband, him of Sparta. And you mean Paris. Helen and Paris. He of Troy.’

      


      Steeply seemed amused in the idiotic way: ‘Paris and Helen, the face that launched vessels. The horse: the gift which was

         not a gift. The anonymous gift brought to the door. The sack of Troy from inside.’

      


      Marathe rose slightly on his stumps in the chair, showing some emotions at this Steeply. ‘I am seated here appalled at the

         naïveté of history of your nation. Paris and Helen were the excuse of the war. All the Greek states in addition to the Sparta of Menelaus attacked Troy because Troy controlled the Dardanelles

         and charged the ruinous tolls for passage through, which the Greeks, who would like very dearly the easy sea passage for trade

         with the Oriental East, resented with fury. It was for commerce, this war. The one-quotes “love” one-does-not-quote of Paris

         for Helen merely was the excuse.’

      


      Steeply, genius of interviewing, sometimes affected more than usual idiocy with Marathe, which he knew baited Marathe. ‘Everything

         reduces itself to politics for you guys. Wasn’t that whole war just a song? Did that war even really take place, that anybody

         knows of?’

      


      ‘The point is that what launches vessels of war is the state and community and its interests,’ Marathe said without heat,

         tiredly. ‘You only wish to enjoy to pretend for yourself that the love of one woman could do this, launch so many vessels

         of alliance.’

      


      Steeply was stroking the perimeters of the mesquite-scratch, which made his shrug appear awkward. ‘I don’t think I’d be so

         sure. Those around Rod the God say the man would die twice for her. Say he wouldn’t have to even think about it. Not just

         that he’d let the whole of O.N.A.N. come down, if it came to that. But’d die.’

      


      Marathe sniffed. ‘Twice.’


      ‘Without even having to pause and think,’ Steeply said, stroking at his lip’s electrolysistic rash in a ruminative fashion.

         ‘It’s the reason most of us think he’s still there, why he’s still got President Gentle’s ear. Divided loyalties are one thing.

         But if he does it for love — well then you’ve got a kind of tragic element that transcends the political, wouldn’t you say?’ Steeply smiled broadly

         down at Marathe.

      


      Marathe’s own betrayal of A.F.R.: for medical care for the conditions of his wife; for (Steeply might imagine to think) love

         of a person, a woman. ‘Tragic saying as if Rodney Tine of Nonspecificity were not responsible for choosing it, as the insane are not responsible,’ said

         Marathe quietly.

      


      Steeply now was smiling even more broadly. ‘It has a kind of tragic quality, timeless, musical, that how could Gentle resist?’


      Marathe’s tone now became derisive despite his legendary sangfroid in matters of technical interviews: ‘These sentiments from

         a person who allows them to place him in the field as an enormous girl with tits at the cock-eyed angle, now discoursing on

         tragic love.’

      


      Steeply, impassive and slackly ruminative, picked at the lipstick of the corner of his mouth with a littlest finger, removing

         some grain of grit, gazing out from their shelf of stone. ‘But sure. The fanatically patriotic Wheelchair Assassins of southern

         Québec scorn this type of interpersonal sentiment between people.’ Looking now down at Marathe. ‘No? Even though it’s just

         this that has brought you Tine, yours for Luria to command, should it ever come to that?’

      


      Marathe had settled back on his bottom in the chair. ‘Your U.S.A. word for fanatic, “fanatic,” do they teach you it comes

         from the Latin for “temple”? It is meaning, literally, “worshipper at the temple.” ’

      


      ‘Oh Jesus now here we go again,’ Steeply said.


      ‘As, if you will give the permission, does this love you speak of, M. Tine’s grand love. It means only the attachment. Tine is attached, fanatically. Our attachments are our temple, what we worship, no? What we give ourselves to, what we invest

         with faith.’

      


      Steeply made motions of weary familiarity. ‘Herrrrrre we go.’


      Marathe ignored this. ‘Are we not all of us fanatics? I say only what you of the U.S.A. only pretend you do not know. Attachments

         are of great seriousness. Choose your attachments carefully. Choose your temple of fanaticism with great care. What you wish

         to sing of as tragic love is an attachment not carefully chosen. Die for one person? This is a craziness. Persons change,

         leave, die, become ill. They leave, lie, go mad, have sickness, betray you, die. Your nation outlives you. A cause outlives

         you.’

      


      ‘How are your wife and kids doing, up there, by the way?’


      ‘You U.S.A.’s do not seem to believe you may each choose what to die for. Love of a woman, the sexual, it bends back in on

         the self, makes you narrow, maybe crazy. Choose with care. Love of your nation, your country and people, it enlarges the heart.

         Something bigger than the self.’

      


      Steeply laid a hand between his misdirected breasts: ‘Ohh… Canada….’

      


      Marathe leaned again forward on his stumps. ‘Make amusement all you wish. But choose with care. You are what you love. No?

         You are, completely and only, what you would die for without, as you say, the thinking twice. You, M. Hugh Steeply: you would die without thinking for what?’

      


      The A.F.R.’s extensive file on Steeply included mention of his recent divorce. Marathe already had informed Steeply of the

         existence of this file. He wondered how badly Steeply doubted what he reported, Marathe, or whether he assumed its truth simply.

         Though the persona of him changed, Steeply’s car for all field assignments was this green sedan subsidized by a painful ad

         for aspirin upon its side — the file knew this stupidity — Marathe was sure the sedan with its aspirin advertisement was somewhere

         below them, unseen. The fanatically beloved car of M. Hugh Steeply. Steeply was watching or gazing at the darkness of the

         desert floor. He did not respond. His expression of boredom could be real or tactical, either of these.

      


      Marathe said, ‘This, is it not the choice of the most supreme importance? Who teaches your U.S.A. children how to choose their

         temple? What to love enough not to think two times?’

      


      ‘This from a man who —’


      Marathe was willing that his voice not rise. ‘For this choice determines all else. No? All other of our you say free choices follow from this: what is our temple. What is the temple, thus, for U.S.A.’s? What is it, when you fear that you

         must protect them from themselves, if wicked Québecers conspire to bring the Entertainment into their warm homes?’

      


      Steeply’s face had assumed the openly twisted sneering expression which he knew well Québecers found repellent on Americans.

         ‘But you assume it’s always choice, conscious, decision. This isn’t just a little naïve, Rémy? You sit down with your little

         accountant’s ledger and soberly decide what to love? Always?’

      


      ‘The alternatives are —’


      ‘What if sometimes there is no choice about what to love? What if the temple comes to Mohammed? What if you just love? without deciding? You just do: you see her and in that instant are lost to sober account-keeping and cannot choose but to love?’

      


      Marathe’s sniff held disdain. ‘Then in such a case your temple is self and sentiment. Then in such an instance you are a fanatic

         of desire, a slave to your individual subjective narrow self’s sentiments; a citizen of nothing. You become a citizen of nothing.

         You are by yourself and alone, kneeling to yourself.’

      


      A silence ensued this.


      Marathe shifted in his chair. ‘In a case such as this you become the slave who believes he is free. The most pathetic of bondage.

         Not tragic. No songs. You believe you would die twice for another but in truth would die only for your alone self, its sentiment.’

      


      Another silence ensued. Steeply, who had made his early career with Unspecified Services conducting technical interviews,
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          used silent pauses as integral parts of his techniques of interface. Here it defused Marathe. Marathe felt the ironies of

         his position. One strap of Steeply’s prostheses’ brassiere had slipped into view below his shoulder, where it cut deeply into

         his flesh of the upper arm. The air smelled faintly of creosote, but much less strongly smelling than the ties of train tracks,

         which Marathe had smelled at close range. Steeply’s back was broad and soft. Marathe eventually said:

      


      ‘You in such a case have nothing. You stand on nothing. Nothing of ground or rock beneath your feet. You fall; you blow here

         and there. How does one say: “tragically, unvoluntarily, lost.” ’

      


      Another silence ensued. Steeply farted mildly. Marathe shrugged. The B.S.S. Field Operative Steeply may not have been truly

         sneering. The city Tucson’s lume appeared a bleached and ghostly white in the unhumid air. Crepuscular animals rustled and

         perhaps scuttled. Dense and unbeautiful spider webs of the poisonous U.S.A. species of spider Black Widow were beneath the

         shelf and the incline’s other outcroppings. And when the wind hit certain angles in the mountainside it moaned. Marathe thought

         of his victory over the train that had taken his legs.
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          He attempted in English to sing:

      


      ‘ “Oh Say, Land of the Free.”’

      


      And they both could feel this queer dry night-desert chill descend with the moon’s gibbous rise — a powdery wind down below

         making dust to shift and cactus needles whistle, the sky’s stars adjusting to the color of low flame — but were themselves

         not yet chilled, even Steeply’s sleeveless dress: he and Marathe stood and sat in the form-fitting astral spacesuit of warmth

         their own radiant heat produced. This is what happens in dry night climes, Marathe was learning. His dying wife had never

         once left southwestern Québec. Les Assassins des Fauteuils Roulents’ remote embryonic disseminatory Ops base down here in

         Southwest U.S.A. seemed to him like the surface of the moon: four corrugated Quonsets and kiln-baked earth and air that swam

         and shimmered like the area behind jet engines. Empty and dirty-windowed rooms, doorknobs hot to touch and hell-stench inside

         the empty rooms.

      


      Steeply was continuing saying nothing while he tamped down another of his long Belgian cigarettes. Marathe continued to hum

         the U.S.A. song, all over the map in terms of key.

      


      3 NOVEMBER Y.D.A.U.


      ‘Because none of them really meant any of it,’ Hal tells Kent Blott. ‘The end-of-the-day hatred of all the work is just part

         of the work. You think Schtitt and deLint don’t know we’re going to sit in there together after showers and bitch? It’s all

         planned out. The bitchers and moaners in there are just doing what’s expected.’

      


      ‘But I look at these guys that’ve been here six, seven years, eight years, still suffering, hurt, beat up, so tired, just

         like I feel tired and suffer, I feel this what, dread, this dread, I see seven or eight years of unhappiness every day and

         day after day of tiredness and stress and suffering stretching ahead, and for what, for a chance at a like a pro career that

         I’m starting to get this dready feeling a career in the Show means even more suffering, if I’m skeletally stressed from all the grueling here by the time I get there.’

      


      Blott’s on his back on the shag carpet — all five of them are — stretched out splay-limbed with their heads up supported on

         double-width velourish throw-pillows on the floor of V.R.6, one of the three little Viewing Rooms on the second floor of the

         Comm.-Ad. Bldg., two flights up from the locker rooms and three from the main tunnel’s mouth. The room’s new cartridge-viewer

         is huge and almost painfully high-definition; it hangs flat on the north wall like a large painting; it runs off a refrigerated

         chip; the room’s got no TP or phone-console; it’s very specialized, just a player and viewer, and tapes; the cartridge-player

         sits on the second shelf of a small bookcase beneath the viewer; the other shelves and several other cases are full of match-cartridges,

         motivational and visualization cartridges — InterLace, Tatsuoka, Yushityu, SyberVision. The 300-track wire from the cartridge-player

         up to the lower-right corner of the wall-hung viewer is so thin it looks like a crack in the wall’s white paint. Viewing Rooms

         are windowless and the air from the vent is stale. Though when the viewer’s on it looks like the room has a window.
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