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WHEN I SAY IT ALL began with monkeys, I don’t mean to issue another rallying cry in the ongoing Culture Wars. I only mean to say it began in the Animal Testing labs at Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark, to which I was shown after filing my thesis on the biophysics of brie and being graduated from the food science program at Rutgers University.
         

Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark. They were no less an industry giant then than they are now, with five thousand employees worldwide and production facilities on every continent but one. I certainly felt a good thrill in joining their number. As I first pulled up to the gate of their ocean-side complex in Jupiter Park, I believed myself just as important as one of the policy wonks inside the Beltway or an engineer bent over a slide-rule at NASA. It was the summer of 1973 and I too was doing my part to win the Cold War, for if anything other than an ICBM could clear the Berlin Wall, it was the taste of a smuggled Ho Ho or Ding Dong—flavors that suggested a life freer and more limitless than any possible under the grey yoke of Communism.

After parking, I was met in the lobby by one of the men who’d interviewed me, a middle manager with the company’s Laboratory for the Development of Substitute Materials. A short, round fellow with a tonsure of dirt-brown hair, he was constantly hoisting his belt or running a finger around inside his tight collar. I’d forgotten his name (it was either John Rogers or Roger Johns; he was one of these blue-blood types), so for fear of making a mistake I called him “sir.”

“Just this way now, Leveraux.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Here we are.”

He moved across the red carpet into a bay of wood-paneled lockers, found the one he was looking for, then fished a key out of his pants pocket and gave me a wink.

“Well?” he said. “Shall we? Hmm? Hmm?”

At the age of twenty-four, my most natural expression was a kind of smile-in-waiting, the face of someone politely anticipating a punchline to even the most poorly told joke.

“Yes,” the middle manager said, as he popped open the locker and reached inside for a white lab coat that was hanging motionless on a pink plastic hanger. “Give ’er a whirl.”

I switched out of the blue blazer I’d worn from home, then stepped up to the small panel mirror attached to the inside of the locker door. My name had been stitched in blue thread over the breast pocket: David Leveraux, Flavorist-in-Training. I went to trace my finger across it, but before I could, John Rogers slapped me hard on the shoulder, knocking my hand off course.
         

“A million dollars, Leveraux! A million dollars!”

He led me out of the dressing room and down a long checkerboard hallway to a sign jutting out over a far door: ANIMAL TESTING, it read in red-on-white letters. The middle manager ushered me into the lab with a sweeping gesture of one hand, telling me as I passed before him that I’d be working with rats and monkeys.
         

I turned beaming to him after I’d stepped inside, my eyes as shiny as the Vitalis I combed through my hair each morning. “Rats and monkeys?” It was my introduction to the American economy. “Splendid,” I said. “Splendid.”
         

And how couldn’t I be so thrilled? It was a wonderful time to embark upon a career in the flavor sciences—a Golden Age, I can’t help but think now. Just consider: in the nineteenth century, the industry existed solely for the benefit of the baker, confectioner, and soda maker, but following the end of the Second World War, the profession experienced a great westward expansion as a result of the TV dinner—a Louisiana Purchase that was drawn in the shape of a four-compartment aluminum tray. This was added to in short time by the launch of the first domestic microwave, a Sputnik-like event that caused young men such as myself to heed the call of the nation’s top food science programs. I was now on the other side of my Master of Science degree and being asked to start in Animal Testing, but this was in no way unexpected. Animal Testing at Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark was like the mail-room at the old William Morris Agency; even those recruited out of the Ivy League started here.

“Well?” With another sweep of his hand, Roger Johns revealed the world my dedicated scholarship had won. “What do you think? Hmm?”

Two island work stations rose from the center of the room, their black counter-tops holding microscopes and Bunsen burners and stainless steel sinks. To our right was a wooden maze on a thigh-high table. To the rear, two doors, one marked PRIMATES, the other RODENTS. The door to the primate room stood ajar, allowing the screeches of a more primal tongue to reach my ears. Hearing this, I pushed at the bridge of my glasses and squinted behind their thick black frames. I could make out only the first of the floor-to-ceiling cages inside, but I saw the beasts so clearly in my mind: rattling their doors, jumping up and down, exposing the pinks of their gums.
         

“Chimpanzees, are they?”

“Mmm.”

“Lovely,” I said, though in truth that shrill glottal sound, the screaming of the jungle… Some men dread clowns or midgets, others a ventriloquist and his dummy. For me, it has always been monkeys, monkeys by any name. I feel their presence like a cold finger pressed into the base of the spine, and so for a moment, just an involuntary flash, I wished I had joined a smaller outfit, one that would’ve dispensed with the cage cleaning and other rites of passage and let me begin as so many other would-be flavorists did, by mixing chemical compounds in a 250 cc beaker.

But then I had prepared myself for this and was ready with all the necessary rejoinders. At the end of six months, certainly no more than a year, I would be transferred into the Flavorings Division on the third floor, where I’d be assigned a mentor in the specialty of my choosing, most likely Breakfast Cereals. And here I would be able to dream bigger, because Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark not only possessed state-of-the-art laboratories; they offered access to an unrivaled Research and Development Department. Just the previous summer, the company had floated an air balloon across a stretch of dense and virginal jungle in Papua, New Guinea. The team had drifted over the treetops, hovering in place and dropping a long vacuum-driven tube each time it wanted to capture a specimen from beneath the lush green canopy below. More than two hundred fruits, flowers, barks, pods, and mushrooms had been collected, along with at least five new plant specimens and one frog whose skin was reportedly covered by a sweet-tasting mucus.

I challenge you to find the young man schooled on Guenther and Bedoukian who could resist such talk during his interview. After all, though Gas Chromatographs and Mass Spectrometers had become commonplace in the last decade, these instruments were only as valuable as the information you fed into them; and by this stage of our country’s culinary development, no one company alone had tagged and quantified more than fifteen hundred volatile flavor chemicals. That meant if you injected a sample into the GCMS—a pot roast, let us say—the computers would only be able to identify the most obvious peaks and valleys of its flavor profile. It was no more helpful than a seismograph that could record an earthquake only if it shook the decorative plates off your shelves, because to produce a truly remarkable flavor, one that left even its creator confused as to its origins, you had to know what a sample’s subtlest notes were comprised of, and this in many ways was a godly task. Consider the humble pot roast. It is a sublime creation rising up from more than six hundred different flavor molecules—and that’s before it’s served alongside a dollop of garlic mashed potatoes and a pile of pork-fat green beans. So, no, I didn’t come to Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark because they had an impressive fleet of technological hardware; I came because they knew what their machines were saying. With such vast resources and so many privately held compounds, Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark boasted a veritable Book of Life. I wanted to lick their frog. Call it youthful exuberance if you must, but I wanted to taste the sweetness that had been sequestered for so long in nature and now called Jupiter Park home.

A man emerged from the primate room holding a clipboard down at one side. As I’d later learn, he had a Purple Heart from Vietnam, a GED he’d earned while recovering at Walter Reed, and a technician’s license from the American Association of Laboratory Animal Sciences.

“You must be our latest victim,” he said.

He wasn’t much older than me, but already he moved like a fearsome old mariner. His right foot swung out at his side as if to follow the rounded edge of a protractor. There was a little play in his right pant-leg as well. The fabric pushed in against the metal rod that had replaced his flesh and bone from foot to knee. My manners failed me twice: first when I stared at his prosthetic limb, and then again when I looked up from it pretending not to have done just that.

“Charles Hithenbottom,” he said, extending his hand.

“David,” I answered, smiling with my teeth thrust forward in my mouth like something too hot or too large to swallow, this the sad consequence of an otherwise welcome English birth. “David Leveraux,” I said, pumping his hand.

John Rogers threw his arm around me and whispered in my ear, “People call him Hickey.” Then he slapped me on the bottom and threw his voice out to my new lab-mate. “Leveraux’s the biophysics of brie, Hickey!”

“Oh?” He’d been sweating; here, he began patting his face and neck dry with a handkerchief. “You raised some very interesting questions about surface-enhanced Raman scattering.”

“You read my thesis?”

Roger Johns goosed me in the side. “Hope you don’t mind if we passed it around.”

“No. No, of course not.”

They said a few more things then, but I was lost to the thrill of it all, smiling like a blind man at a concert. You must understand: this was the end of a very gratifying period in my life, one that had begun when my thesis adviser met with me to discuss my completed research. “You’re going to cause a bidding war,” he’d said. “Do you know that?” And he was grinning so widely I thought the corners of his mouth might dislodge his ears. “If only I could be in your shoes, a young man again with the whole world of flavor still in front of him. Oh, Leveraux, I envy you!”

Roger Johns sent a wet fingertip into one of my ears. “Now listen, you ever have a problem”—he hiked up his belt—“come see me.”

“Yes, sir.”

He ran two fingers around inside his collar, then pointed to the ceiling. “I’m on four.”

“You mean five,” Hickey said.

“Right.” He chuckled and went again for his belt. “Five. Or is that six from the basement?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

We laughed and nodded some more, and then, after another playful slap on my cheek and a final poke in my ribs, John Rogers was disappearing behind a door that eased shut on a hydraulic hinge.

Hickey crossed to a stool at one of the island table-tops, the oversized shoe of his artificial leg squeaking against the polished epoxy floor. He leaned into the lens of his microscope then and addressed me in a way that was both distracted and firm. “Don’t touch the monkeys.”

“Pardon?”

He looked up, his expression no less unyielding. “Don’t touch my monkeys. You’re working with the rats.”

“Oh, yes.” I looked to the rodent room. “Splendid.”


	

    
	
		

 



EACH DAY AFTER HANGING UP my lab coat, I rushed off to my beautiful young wife, who like me dreamed of a large family and a home that wasn’t graced by that saddest of residential digits, the fraction. Our life at 345¾ West Orange Avenue was very simple: we ate and had sex, and I worked so we could continue to do this again and again. Though it was a routine, it was far from monotonous, because while it was a baby we were after, it was a male fantasy that was taking us there. Betty met me at the door each night wearing heels and a frilly pink baby-doll negligee. “There’s my hubby,” she’d say, pushing up on her toes to give me a kiss, and then off she’d go, making a quick orbit of the living room—dropping a Mantovani record on the hi-fi, fixing a drink at the bar trolley—before catching up to me at the mouth of the hall, where I’d accept my stinger while pulling at the knot of my tie.
         

Some evenings, after leading her into the bedroom in back, I’d lie with my arm around her and stare up at the cottage cheese ceiling wondering how it could possibly get any better. A post-coital cigarette? Since college, I had liked to imagine my life as a French film, but I knew I couldn’t fill my days with smoke, no matter how romantic the image might be. Cigarettes damage your organoleptic senses, and a flavorist is nothing without his nose.

That I could find such happiness at the cramped Lido Village apartment complex was likely a consequence of my early troubles at the state university, where only two years previously I had feared my loneliness was a terminal condition. Since arriving on campus in 1967, I had walked the streets of Battle Station wanting nothing more than a pretty young girl on my arm, someone I could pass a fork to at ethnic restaurants and practice French with from beneath the tangles of my musty bed-sheets. But despite these longings, or perhaps because of their strength, I remained a virgin on into graduate school. It was so very disheartening. The more I looked at women, the more they reacted to me like a shortstop to a throw from center field; they were all instinct and motion, turning from me as if to gun down a runner racing for home.

But then there she was, Betty Lynne Elliot Webb, standing beside me in the co-op bookstore. It was January of 1972, and she was a freshman reaching across me for a thesaurus, while I was a first-year grad student going the other way for a hardcover dictionary. Our skin touched in the crossover, my elbow to her forearm, and as it did we shared a brief smile. I dropped my eyes to the cover of the dictionary in my hands, as if hoping to find an instructive blurb, but I couldn’t focus. Her scent dizzied me. It was a jasmine-imbued fragrance—Chanel No. 5, I knew—that was so thick and heady, so exotic and sultry, it all but roared, “I am woman!” So powerful was the scent that when I turned to the holder of it, I realized she was already gone, moving off toward the far sign that read FAMILY/CONSUMER SCIENCES.
         

I walked to the front register with halting steps and while in line flipped open my book. One word jumped out at me bolder than all the rest: “fuck (fŭk) Obscene. v. fucked, fucking, fucks.” I widened my eyes to sharpen my focus. “-tr. 1. To have sexual intercourse with.” The young woman in front of me glanced back over one shoulder, a black patch obscuring her eye. The words in my dictionary seemed to vibrate and glow. “2. Used in the imperative as a signal of angry dismissal.” Fuck! What was I doing? I glanced to Family/Consumer Sciences, but I couldn’t see her; I might as well have been alone. “-fuck n. 1. An act of sexual intercourse. 2. A partner in sexual intercourse.” The man at the register called me forward. “-phrasal verbs. fuck off.” I had to find her. I had to reach for her elbow and speak to her with hushed, insistent tones, to persuade her to leave with me and conjugate, to conjugate, that most natural of acts. “3. To masturbate.” I couldn’t leave alone. Not again. But the man at the register called out to me insistently, saying did I want anything or not, so I stepped toward him, reading one last entry before handing over the book. “fuck up. 1. To bungle. 2. To act carelessly, foolishly, or incorrectly.”
         

The register dinged. I paid my money. And then I was out beneath the bruised and battered clouds, carrying so many empty and unused words in a bag that banged against my leg.

“Fuck,” I said. “Fuck, fucking, fucks.”

I couldn’t explain it. My toothy smile and the heavy black frames of my glasses spoke of those years I’d spent in my mother’s England under its system of National Health, but I wasn’t entirely without my charms. In high school, I had been found sturdy enough to serve as a blocking tight end on more than one crucial third down. The very thing that had once made me so self-conscious, my flared feet, had blessed me with an almost preternatural balance on the gridiron. So what was it?

“You’re a square,” my roommate said the afternoon I returned from the bookstore. “Do you even know it’s not 1957 anymore?”

I turned over on the bunk beneath him, regretting that I had confessed my lustful passivity.

“Look at you.” He jumped down from the top bunk and sat on the edge of my mattress. “You’re a dinosaur.” He rubbed at my flat-top, a style I wore in honor of my dead father. “I’m rooming with Johnny Unitas!”

I sat up and swung my legs to the floor. I wore grey woolen slacks, a matching cardigan over a black short-sleeve mock turtle-neck, and a pair of zip-up Chelsea boots that I polished with the dedication of a soldier. I thought I looked good. Certainly decent. But my roommate was bell-bottomed and dimpled, a chemistry major with long hair and dubious educational motives.

“The world’s changing, man. Chicks want a cat who’s wild, someone who’ll talk about the revolution and our brother the Viet Cong. You dig?”

No, I did not dig. But for a few hours that night I did try. I went with him to one of the less reputable houses off-campus, a dingy place off Somerset where all the women walked braless and bouncing from one hushed and earnest conversation to the next. On three occasions I was offered a marijuana cigarette; each time I politely declined and bled into the next room, looking for a bottle of scotch. When I had made a full circle and returned to the front foyer, I saw my roommate at the base of the stairs, talking to a blonde who had a flower in her hair. She led him up the runner of red carpet into a bedroom, leaving me, as the door closed behind them, to move out onto the street coupled only with a feeling of loss.

I wasn’t like these people. I couldn’t conjure a sexual union with little more than the words “free love” and a harsh rebuke of Nixon. I was a member of the Silent Majority who feared the Domino Effect and supported the war in Vietnam. Perhaps most of all I preferred the breasts of my youth, the missiles of Marilyn Monroe and Jayne Mansfield that stood out in stark contrast to the careless and collapsed styles of my contemporaries.

Back in my room, I lay in bed chewing on buttons of licorice as bitter as death while staring up into the latticework of the empty bunk above mine.* My mind was a wintry soup, thick and bubbling. I questioned everything, even my career path. My ambitions had been set as far back as 1953, when sweet rationing had ended in England and Hitler was finally put to rest. Then a boy of only three or four years, I felt so unprepared for this unprecedented burst of flavor. It is my first memory, one that is so strong that it precedes any other by at least two years. In it, I am sitting on the living room rug in our riverside home in Wargrave, surrounded by the colorful curls of foil I’d torn from the many chocolates and hard candies that my father had brought back for me from London on the train. It is a celebration of scent: my father sits behind me smoking his pipe and reading the paper, as my mother hums along to the radio in the kitchen while doing the dishes, the perfume of our Sunday roast still hanging in the air.
         

Many years later, after we’d moved to the States and my parents had met their tragic end (a clock tower in Texas, a grad student with a rifle), I realized it wasn’t only Jesus who’d been given the power to bring back the dead. My father was the easiest to revive. He had been an import-export man who’d made his name in coconuts after the war; to get him to rise up before me, all I had to do was run a knife down the middle of a bag of coconut shavings and push my nose inside. Mother was more difficult. She was locked away in the smell of all those Christmas dinners and rhubarb crumble pies that no one else had come close to reproducing in the handful of years since her death. I had chased her memory into the lab, thinking I would one day stumble upon that elusive chemical combination that’d bring her back to me again.

But oh how foolish I’d been. As I lay in my dorm room in the dark, sucking on another button of black licorice, I was no closer to success than I had been when I’d signed up for my first chemistry class. I should’ve chosen a different direction, I realized. Should’ve tuned out, dropped on, whatever. Gotten laid, that’s what I should’ve done. Not stayed in the lab both night and day, my one eye pinched over the lens of a microscope. Sex. That’s what I wanted. To fuck from the front and the rear, the top and the bottom, on Fridays and Saturdays and high holy holidays as well. A fucking fuck—was it so much to ask for on an overpopulated planet? Wasn’t there one woman out there for me? Just one?

I turned over in the dark, fearing one’s sex-life was like poured concrete: something that once laid would forever be set. A virgin. I closed my eyes at the thought of it—I’ll die a virgin!—then wondered if perhaps I could still save myself by leaving this instant on a Greyhound bus. I could join an ashram out west and adopt an Indian name, and maybe find some barefooted girl who’d introduce me to more than just a strict dietary regime. Love. The physical and spiritual wonders of love. It was all out there, just waiting for me, but it was also a fleeting fantasy. I wasn’t the type to walk with dirt between his toes, so when I awoke the next morning, still hung-over with disappointment, the inertia of my old life had already recaptured me. Go west? I could barely get out of bed.

For the next month I lived a double life of sorts, working in the college lab mornings and afternoons, and then abandoning my rôle as scientist and going out in the evenings to a local café. I wore an authentic French beret that I’d bought from the back pages of The New Yorker, and I said over more than one cappuccino to anyone who’d listen, “It may work fine in practice, but it just doesn’t work in theory.” I’d always considered myself more of a Brit like my mother, but by leap-frogging my father’s New Jersey and playing up to the Gallic ancestry of my last name, I thought I could attract the type of woman who believed a Frenchman so talented in bed.
         

I looked for love as a statistician might, by exposing myself to more “events.” I prowled the library and browsed the stacks, being sure to always comment on the books being read across from me. On the quad, I suffered a flat nearly every day, if only so I could kneel down beside my ten-speed and wait for some pretty young thing to pass me by with a comment of concern or support. Beautiful girls were everywhere, but never with any greater frequency than in the language lab. Through its doors came young women dreaming in Romance languages, girls who wore knee-high socks and Sunday school shoes and sat down before a reel-to-reel to practice rolling their r’s. I spent whole weekends in there, turning at the sight of every short skirt or hint of strong perfume. But still, no matter how many times I extended my headphones saying you have to hear this, my act was nothing more than a succès d’estime: not one girl accepted my offer to listen to a song by Edith Piaf.
         

There was only one logical conclusion to draw from all of this: I was homosexual. Of course I was. Those men who were had simply proven themselves unsuccessful with women. Scientific fact. They got together to form a lonely hearts club, and spent their days playing bridge and drinking too much sherry. The morning I accepted the truth of this—“Scientific Fact!” I said aloud—I threw off my covers, stabbed my legs into my pants, then stood before my roommate’s empty bed, slowly buttoning up my shirt while seething with an unexpressed rage. His latest conquest had kept him away through the night. I hated him—hated him so much I thought I should go to Residential Life and request a change of roommates. I wanted someone who used a wheelchair or an iron lung or at least limped noticeably. But it was wishful thinking, I knew. They’d never approve my transfer, so I messed up his sheets, then grabbed my coat and went out across the dewy campus to the dining hall.

It was there, while snatching a tray still moist and warm from the wash, that I saw her again. Betty Lynne Elliot Webb. I had forgotten her face. It had faded from my memory, leaving only a dull, familiar ache in its place. But when I saw her again, sitting there with two friends at a table in the middle of the room, I felt that same sharp carnal impulse that had come over me in the bookstore. I wanted to clear the room and have her on the table right then and there, amidst the clutter of salt and pepper shakers and sticky condiment bottles. So I left my tray behind and walked directly to her, a little too stiffly perhaps, as if carrying a jug of water on top of my head, but with great purpose, too.

“Pardon,” I said. “So sorry. Don’t mean to interrupt.”

Her friends whispered; Betty looked up at me and asked, “Can I help you?” I smiled to keep from showing that I was cursing myself inside. I had lived in Wargrave, on the western outskirts of London, until the age of twelve; only then did my father move us to the other side of the Atlantic, saying I had better learn to be an American before it was too late. It had taken a year in front of the television for me to lose my English accent, but now it was back, like some streaker set loose on the set of Benny Hill. Pardon. So sorry. Wouldn’t happen to have seen my pruning shears around here, would you? Seem to’ve lost the silly little buggers somehow. And I couldn’t deviate from it now. She’d think I was mad—British one minute, American the next—and she was too beautiful for that, with her sculpted blonde hair curling up over the shoulders of her blue dress in a way that brought to mind a young Jacqueline Onassis, and breasts—breasts as pointed and firm as the fantasies of my youth. I’d fake it. In a moment I knew I’d fake my accent forever if only I could unhook her brassiere and fall asleep with the feel of her warm flesh cupped in my hand. So I let my silence linger until it had turned from an expression of timidity into a bald and pulsing statement of fact. Then I spoke. “I wanted to find you,” I said. “That day in the bookstore.”
         

Her friends shared another whisper, but Betty held my attention, looking at me with blushing cheeks and skin so clear and eyes so white.

“Whilst standing in line,” I said, “I opened my dictionary, and the word that I saw,” and here she lifted her chin ever so slightly, her lips parting to release the soft hiss of a warm breath, “that word was ‘fate.’”

The moment stretched between us like taffy being pulled apart at the county fair, then she bit into her lower lip and glanced away, restraining the coyest of smiles. It was all the encouragement I needed to sit down beside her—and if she had said nothing more in the next five months that we dated, it would have been all the encouragement I needed to drop down to one knee and say, “Betty, I love you. Will you be mine?”

*  Licorice, I’ve learned, has been linked to lower testosterone levels. I won’t say this was the cause of my loneliness in college, but I do think it interesting that I was such an avid fan of the candy at this loveless time in my life.
            



	

    
	
		

 



IF GIVEN THE CHOICE, I would have lived a life of quiet domesticity, benumbed by the banality of my daily routine. I never wanted to go poking at my past as the cook pokes at the cut of grilled meat to see if it’s done; I wanted to have kids and a buy a barbecue and follow an American football team with the same passion I’d once given The Tractor Boys of Ipswich Town. And yet here I am banging away at the keys of my old IBM Selectric as if I were a failed ex-president with a deadline for a bloated memoir.
         

What happened? you say.

One thing: Sweetness #9.

It was my task at Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark to conduct a chronic toxicity test of this artificial sweetener prior to our submitting it to the FDA for approval. For this, I bred eight pairs of Sprague-Dawley rats, those red-eyed albino creatures that are so commonly used in toxicology studies because of their calm demeanor and excellent reproductive performance. Within days, vaginal swabs in each of the females in estrus showed the presence of sperm, a reliable indicator of conception, and the males were eliminated from the colony. Gestation cycles ran between twenty-one and twenty-three days and resulted in the birth of seventy-four pups across eight litters. When the males were once again eliminated, there remained thirty-nine test subjects, one of which was cannibalized by its stressed mother before it could open its eyes at two weeks.

The rats were housed independently in plastic tubs on one of two wheeled storage shelves that occupied the back wall of the rodent room. Each tub was secured from above by a metal grate and equipped with an overhanging water bottle; the rats were fed standard rodent chow ad libitum and given one of four doses of Sweetness #9. The control group was given no amount of The Nine, as we had taken to calling the sweetener. One-third of the remaining population was given the equivalent of 75 mg/kg BW/day (more than fifteen times the estimated daily human intake of the sweetener), while another third received 1,600 mg/kg BW/day, and the final third enjoyed a dose of 8,000 mg/kg BW/day. To offer perspective, if the group receiving the least amount of Sweetness #9 was ingesting the equivalent of a sweetened bullet every twenty-four hours, the middle third could be said to be absorbing one of the conventional bombs dropped on Dresden, while those receiving 8,000 milligrams per kilogram of body weight per day were taking in something approaching the combined power of Fat Man and Little Boy.
         

For the first four weeks of my planned twelve-month study, I administered the sweetener by feeding tube. After my rats were weaned from their mothers, I added The Nine to their rodent chow and mixed it in with their water, leaving me to calculate the amount of the test substance assimilated each day.

I would be remiss if I did not mention here the existence of one last test group, however unofficial and poorly tracked it was. This group consisted of two people: me and my wife. That this went against protocol goes without saying. I just couldn’t help leaving the lab with a little vial of sweetener stashed away inside my coat pocket every third or fourth day. I felt proud to be wearing my lab coat and performing this work, which would help bring about a future in which diabetics and the calorie-conscious could enjoy a sweetened drink or snack without fear or guilt. And besides, this wasn’t a drug study whose results were in question from the start. Previous short-term tests had already determined the maximum dosage I was to deliver, beyond which a large mortality rate could be expected. So when I took home that first vial of The Nine and sweetened my wife’s coffee one Saturday morning, I didn’t think to discuss its dangers. I only lifted my cup to hers and toasted to progress and new ideas.

Betty giggled as if we were teenagers sneaking alcohol. “It certainly is sweet,” she said, after taking a wide-eyed sip.

“One hundred and eighty times sweeter than sugar,” I told her, “and at a fraction of the cost.”

“Progress and new ideas,” she echoed, clinking her cup against mine once more.

While I consumed the sweetener twice per day (first with my morning coffee, then in the evening with a cup of Earl Grey), Betty ingested the substance at a somewhat higher rate, as she had inherited a taste for sweet tea from her Virginia-born father and drank no fewer than four or five cups of the stuff each day. So.

  


If gaining access to Sweetness #9 years before the public would was a perk of my new career, the excitement this afforded me soon wore off. In fact, by the end of my first month, the novelty of my newfound professionalism had disappeared entirely, and I was looking at my job as a factory worker might. It was the same thing day after day. Each morning I’d pull the rats out of their tubs by the base of the tail and check for anomalies in appearance or behavior. Illness can overtake a rodent quickly and without warning; for this reason it is important to know your test subjects intimately, right down to the consistency of their stool samples. I would touch each specimen’s nose and stare deep into its red eyes, looking for any sign of nasal or ocular discharge; then, after rubbing its tail between my fingers to determine if it was running a temperature, I’d set the rat down upon the wire roof of its tub and apply a stethoscope to its chest, listening for the tell-tale signs of congestion or wheezing. Once this task was completed, I’d palpate the rat’s lumbar spine and pelvic region to assess its Body Condition Score, a five-point scale that runs from “emaciated” to “obese” and helps identify an animal’s general health status. Finally, I’d set the test subject down in the communal glass tank with anywhere from one to three other members of its cohort, and observe its sociability and response to external stimuli, being sure to record all of my findings in the marbled notebook that I stored in the top drawer of my desk.

Rats, as Hickey was kind enough to inform me after the fact, are less prone to biting if you handle them in silence; as a consequence, my days became muted by design. Even those few hours I spent at my desk, writing up my daily observation reports or eating the sandwich I’d brought from home, passed without much more noise than the thrumming of the building’s HVAC system. Hickey rarely spoke, perhaps owing to my initial reaction to his prosthetic limb. On several occasions I tried to draw him out on the subject of Vietnam, wanting to learn how he’d lost his leg. But it only seemed to push him farther away. Thinking I should meet him halfway, I spoke freely of my undergraduate adventures as a reporter for The Daily Targum, when I’d been assigned to what my editor had called “the draft-card-and-bra-burning beat.” I was on his side, I wanted him to know, but still he responded to me as if I had challenged him to a breath-holding contest.
         

It began to affect my judgment. When it was time to run my rats through the wooden maze (a task I’d perform once a week with a stop-watch in hand), I often couldn’t help but say a few encouraging words to one of my test subjects as it moved off toward the piece of cheese I’d set down at the finish line. (Coach Dix had done the same for me the summer before my junior year of high school, after I’d defied my mother’s wishes and baffled my closest friends by signing up for the football team. I suffered through a few rather unfortunate acts of hazing before emerging out beneath the lights of Friday night, but the ends, as they say, always justify the means.)

I grew so desperate for conversation that I finally brought a transistor radio from home and tuned it in to the Watergate hearings.

“Are you a Nixon man?” I asked Hickey.

“Mmm.”

“Horrible, this thing they’re dragging him through, don’t you think?” It was the day that former White House counsel John Dean testified, implicating Nixon in the cover-up. He’d prepared a 246-page opening statement, in which his powers of memory were so great that some newspaper columnists had taken to calling him The Human Tape Recorder. “Enemies lists and hush money—what nonsense! Do you believe a word this man says?”

Hickey turned round in his seat, running a handkerchief across the back of his neck. At first I’d thought he perspired so profusely because the primate room was kept at a more tropical temperature than the one housing my rats. But after seeing him wipe his face dry after returning from the cafeteria or attending to himself in the men’s room, I had come to the conclusion that he simply had overactive sweat glands.

“It’s one man’s word against another’s,” I said, “and the word of a disgruntled former employee at that. Who but a madman writes a two-hundred-and-forty-six-page opening statement? Can you tell me?”

Hickey turned back to his paperwork, his voice almost lost in the drone of the air conditioner. “Turn the radio down, will you?”

In a way, it was a triumph. Usually he gave me no more than a word or two. “Lunch,” he might say at midday, or “Checking out” near five o’clock. But here? Six! A triumph indeed.

  


Conversations with my wife were barely better anymore. One evening in late June, I came home to find her sitting in the dark in the living room, wearing a pair of my grey sweat pants and an oversize T-shirt. Streaks of mascara ran from her eyes; a field of used Kleenexes, like so much scattered dandelion fluff, lay all about her on the sofa.

“That bastard!” she said, as I moved in from the door. “How could he be such a bastard?”

It was her father. He had left her mother for a younger woman and fled to a pied-à-terre in Philadelphia.

“Can you believe it?” she said. “She’s only three years older than me!”

The four of us had planned to celebrate the Fourth of July together with a cruise of New York Harbor; when we’d first spoken of it over glazed ham at Christmas, I’d imagined lifting a glass of champagne to what I’d assumed would be the inevitable news—we’re having a baby! But instead, as we rode the Spirit of New Jersey on the evening of Independence Day, it was just three of us, regardless of your views on the beginning of life.*
         

That evening, Betty and I might as well have been sailing away from our life as newlyweds, because as the fireworks erupted over the Statue of Liberty, her mother stood wilted at the ship’s railing, staring down into the flashes of light that spread out in blurry bursts across the water.

“I think I’m going to vomit,” she’d say, as Betty rubbed her back. “I think I’m going to vomit.”

Had I known that grief and sorrow can be contagious, I would never have allowed my wife to spend so many countless hours that summer in the hot zone of her childhood home. I thought I was being supportive each time I told her yes, of course, go away for a day or two. But then back she’d come to punish me for another man’s crimes.

  


July was as passionless as it was unbearably hot. When Betty was home, long stretches of silence passed between us, interrupted only by the hum of the refrigerator or the whirring of the window A/C unit.

I began to live in my head more than anywhere else. At work, after Alexander Butterfield testified that Nixon had recorded all the conversations in the Oval Office, I even stopped turning on my transistor radio. Maybe if Hickey had been a better conversationalist, I would have been fine. That wasn’t the case, though. And so I descended deeper and deeper into my muted world, a place where every sound became all the louder as a consequence of the deafening silence that surrounded it. Most unnerving were those cries I heard coming from the primate room, especially those that sounded after Hickey had slipped away to perform his morning’s toilet or grab a bite to eat.

One day, sure the screeching of the chimpanzees had never before reached such heights, I called for Hickey moments after he’d stepped out into the hall.

“But I’ve got to go!” he said.

“It’ll just be a moment.”

A great huffing sigh propelled him back into the lab, then he stood at my side, looking at me with restrained violence. I held up one finger to ask for his patience, and stood there with my head cocked toward the door of the primate room. “There!” A screech—not quite as hideous as it had been moments earlier, but plaintive and terrible all the same. “Did you hear that?”

“They’re monkeys,” Hickey said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “What do you want?”

“But they’ve been getting worse, haven’t they? Louder, I mean.”

He just looked at me. Sometimes I thought he had a glass eye, though maybe it’s only in retrospect that I’ve begun to think this.

“You should hear them when you leave the room,” I said.

“When I leave the room?”

“As soon as you’re gone”—I pointed—“it sounds like someone’s protesting ritual slaughter in there.”

He exhaled and turned back for the door. “I have to go.”

“But don’t they sound angry?”

“I’m no expert.”

“You work with monkeys!”

He threw a hand up over his shoulder, saying maybe they just needed a snack. This was his answer to everything. If I said they were making a horrible noise, or he emerged from the primate room and conceded they were a little restless, he’d head off to the cafeteria for another box of milk and a crate of bananas. I never dared watch him feed them; they took their milk from a baby’s bottle and this seemed somehow grotesque, considering what Betty and I were trying for at home. But one afternoon, after the monkeys had started cackling and Hickey had gone in there to placate them, I did dare step up to the door and peek through its window—right as a monkey’s face filled the glass, its eyes wild, its chin doubled, its cheeks as fat as a baby’s.

I spun away from there just as Hickey turned in front of the window holding that monkey over one shoulder (was he burping him?), and then I sat down at my desk, too overcome by my primal fear to focus on the notebook open before me.

  


It was August before Betty and I touched each other again, and then we only did it because we felt we had to: it was our first anniversary. In retrospect, I see we should have gone somewhere after the French restaurant, a Holiday Inn perhaps, because as we lay together in our bedroom, my attention moved to the wall over our headboard, through which could be heard the voices of our neighbors in 345½. Such a jeremiad! He railed against her meatloaf (“Not again!”) as she went on about his drinking (“Never stops!”). Listening to this, I rolled away from Betty, unable to finish, and looked up to the ceiling. What did I really know about my wife? Only recently had she started defecating when I was under the same roof as her; on our honeymoon in Hawaii, she’d taken the ice bucket as cover each morning and used the facilities in the hotel lobby. Had we married too soon? I feared asking the question was answer enough.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“No, it’s me,” she answered, before adding in a smaller voice, “We won’t wind up like them, will we?”

I rolled my eyes into the back of my head, looking up at the wall over the headboard. “Them? No.”
         

“Or my parents,” she said.

We were like all young people, I suppose, certain we wouldn’t repeat the mistakes of the past, that our family would be stronger, healthier, more loving. I reached for her hip. “I love you,” I said. I kissed her. “Do you hear? We’ll be fine. Better than fine.”

And then we turned out the lights, and our despair recaptured us in the dark.

  


Not long after this, I accompanied Betty to a doctor’s office and learned that my wife’s uterus was heart-shaped and blanketed by an abnormally thick mucus at ovulation. Betty fled into the hallway in tears and convulsed violently in my arms near the elevator while repeating the words the doctor had told her. “‘Have you considered adoption?’ Adoption?” She might as well have been saying “cancer” or “double homicide.” And for good reason, too. We wanted children, our children, so we went for a second opinion, and this time heard my sperm described as “sluggish” and “listless”—everything but alcoholic and unemployed. “You should consider adoption,” the doctor said.
         

Instead, Betty insisted we redouble our efforts at baby-making, which immediately rendered our sessions in bed more workmanlike and desperate. She stopped wearing those sheer outfits of pink and yellow chiffon that had once made my groin thrum like a struck tuning fork; now the pendulum had swung back in the other direction, so far so that one evening I found my wife in bed in a white bra and her everyday panties, with a bowl of Rocky Road ice cream balanced on her belly. When she saw me in the doorway, she licked her spoon and set the bowl on the bedside table, then lifted herself up at the hips to slide her panties free. “We have to try extra hard tonight,” she said, a phrase that troubled me even then as a fit young man. “Extra hard,” she said, bringing to mind the piece of graph paper, stashed in her bedside drawer, on which she charted her basal temperature.

At times such as these, when our likelihood for conception was increased, I knew we’d be going at it every thirty-six hours, until we’d passed back through into a period of reproductive doubt. Betty was relentless. Not even sleep would slow her. More than once I awoke in the middle of the night to find her moving atop me like a figure in a dream, here and then gone, my memory of this uncertain by morning, when I’d be yawning over my first cup of coffee at work and being reminded of the excellent reproductive performance of my rats.

One sleepless morning I set E3CL9, a rat I’d taken to calling Louie, into the wooden maze and watched him turn round in a slow circle near the starting line. It was strange behavior, considering he had for several weeks been racing off toward the cheese he knew would be waiting for him at the end.*
         

I drove home slowly that night, stopping for milk at one convenience store and eggs at another. Since the death of my parents, I had become a master of compartmentalization. But no matter how bad things had ever been, I had always had a sanctuary, a place where I could box myself off from worry and doubt. Before I joined Goldstein, Olivetti, and Dark, it had been my studies and dreams of becoming a flavor chemist, and before that—my grandfather’s shoe store. It was there that I had settled for a year after graduating from high school. While all my peers launched off into college life, I stayed at my grandfather’s side and learned how to hold a woman’s ankle and smile whenever she insisted the shoe I’d slipped on her foot was a half-size too large, never too small. Now, though, where but in my car could I find any peace of mind? At home I had to bunker down in front of the TV or roll over in bed and pray the magical spell of sleep would hold, while at work I needed to avoid looking into the window of the primate room and concentrate on my rats.

That evening, I expected to come home and find my apartment darkened, as it had been so many nights of late. Instead, it was all lit up, no different from my wife’s face.

“C’mon,” she said, grabbing me by the hand and leading me back out through the door. “We’ve been down in the dumps long enough. We deserve a night out.”

It was only a Wednesday, so I thought the Howard Johnson’s out by the interstate would suffice, but Betty had me take note of her makeup and hair and insisted we treat ourselves to something more extravagant than that.

“How about Le Petit Cochon?”

“French?”
         

“Why not? I’m worth it, aren’t I?”

“Yes, but…”

“We’re young, David. Let’s live.”

So on we went, and then we were sliding into a corner booth and sharing a memorable roast duck with a side of buttered turnips. It was delicious, as good as you could get in North Central New Jersey at the time, and then it only got better. When I reached for the decanter in the center of our table and went to pour my wife a second glass of house red, Betty raised the flat of one hand and couldn’t help but grin.

“A baby?” I said.

She nodded. “I’m two weeks late. I wanted to wait until Dr. Orrey could say for sure, but he’s away at a conference until next week, and I just couldn’t keep it to myself any longer. I know it, though,” and she smiled as she had on our wedding day. “I’ve never been late like this before.”

“Oh, Betty!” I squeezed her hand, and then, to the great horror of the maître d’, ducked down beneath the table-top and buried my face in her lap. “A little Baby Leveraux, at last!”

Believing this was just the start, I fell asleep that night picturing a teeming family reunion in the country. Betty and I sat at a long wooden table decorated with a gingham table-cloth, watching as our many sons and daughters and grandchildren passed fat pies back and forth. We took a walk through the arbor after dinner, the young following the old as birds swooped down over our shoulders, jealous of the fruit that was so ripe it dropped from the trees and rolled to a stop at our feet. Paradise.

The following evening Betty and I went to the supermarket together, though usually she completed this chore alone. How could I want to be apart from the family? That little force of life in her belly was like a magnet pulling me toward her, so as she filled our cart with jars of pickles and a pyramid of canned soups that were unconscionably salty, I smiled and nodded at passing shoppers, rejoicing at my wife’s newfound “cravings” no less than she enjoyed describing them to me.*
         

  


These developments on the domestic front left me feeling so refreshed and renewed that when I next sent Louie through the maze and saw him give up after only a few steps, I dropped my face down over him like some benevolent god descending from the clouds and offered him a few encouraging words: “C’mon, Louie, you know how it’s done! Left, right, left, c’mon, now!”

Moments later, Hickey emerged from the primate room, scribbling onto his clipboard.

“He won’t run the maze,” I said.

My lab-mate looked up from his work, distracted.

“It’s taken him longer and longer each week,” I said, “and now he won’t even give it a go.”

Hickey glanced back into the primate room, and only then did I realize it myself: they weren’t making any noise. Hadn’t made any all day, in fact, perhaps all week.

Hickey walked to his desk shaking his head. “They just sit there and stare right through me.”

“The monkeys?” I followed him over, so glad to hear the strain in his voice—it wasn’t just in my head, then! I thought this might be our breakthrough. Silent monkeys and apathetic rats! We’d be like Crick and Watson, volleying wild conjectures back and forth over pints of warm bitter. But then Hickey draped his lab coat over the back of his chair and continued around me to the door.

“Calling it a day,” he said.

Nothing more. Not even an encouraging word about the weekend.


*  In this regard I am not quite a fundamentalist. Life, I say, at least any sense of life that rises above the mere biological, begins after conception, most likely during the seventh week of pregnancy, when a fetus develops taste buds and first senses the sweetness of the amniotic fluid, thereby establishing a flavor preference that will later be reinforced by the equally sweet taste of mother's milk. What is flavor perception if not the first hint of a soul?
            

*  Louie is a strange name for a female rat, I confess, and one that no doubt could cause certain members of our nation’s professoriate to parse out the differences between the homosocial and the homosexual. But if I am to make this my first attempt at full disclosure, I suppose I had better not allow myself to edit even those details that I believe are inconsequential or not connected to the story of The Nine.
            

*  The increased blood flow of pregnancy dilutes a woman’s normal level of sodium, triggering the craving for salty foods.
            




	

    
	
		

 



IN MY YOUNGER AND MORE impressionable years, a classmate of mine felt something turning over in his stomach before at last he leaned forward and vomited. This was at an assembly, when I was still just a lad in short pants at infant school. I don’t remember exactly where I was sitting in relation to the sick child, but I know it was close enough that I could smell the bitter odor of the slick of vomitus on the hardwood floor. In America, this would have been cause for a riot. But in England, after my fellow students and I had allowed ourselves a quiet collective gasp, the headmaster clapped his hands and called us to attention, saying there was nothing to be alarmed about. Just as quickly, sawdust, kept nearby for just such an occasion, I suppose, was poured over the offending item, and I was pulling the end of my striped tie away from my mouth and nose, the assembly continuing as if nothing had happened.
         

When I tell people I consider myself more British than American, if only because my most formative years were spent in England, I often think of this scene. It happened long before Lady Di’s untimely death sent the country wailing out into the streets, back in that era when memoirs were still written only by explorers and great men of state. All of which is to say that while I may have been developing suspicions in Animal Testing, I felt no need to share them with my wife. A good man didn’t bring his work home with him, least of all if it was troubling. He deposited the money in the bank and provided for his family as best he could. We were going to have a baby, remember. So what Betty needed was comfort and shelter, not a steady diet of darkness and doubt.

But, of course, if there is one thing I’ve learned after all these years, it’s that darkness and doubts will visit you no matter what, and that’s exactly what happened to us.

The Sunday after we visited Le Petit Cochon, I stood at the stove cooking bacon and eggs for breakfast when I heard a sudden half-muffled yelp over the sound of the popping grease. I shut off the fan, then turned round holding the spatula up in one hand as if it were a torch. There it was again, a little louder this time. I turned the stovetop to low and followed the sound to the door of the bathroom, from behind which running water could be heard.
         

I knocked with the knuckle of my index finger. “Betty?”

Like a gymnast thrown higher by a trampoline, her yelping soared. I pushed inside and found her crying at the sink, wearing only one of my undershirts. She’d gotten out of bed a minute or two earlier and was standing there with her panties in her hands, washing them beneath the faucet. I didn’t have to ask. I could see it well enough myself: a spot of blood.

Foolishly, I thought we should rush to the hospital, but what could they do? Deliver a fetus at six weeks, before it could tell the difference between bitter and sweet?

“Maybe it’s just spotting,” Betty said. She threw her panties down into the bowl of the sink—a loud, wet smacking sound that told me how little she believed her own words. “You hear about women who accidentally get pregnant,” she sobbed, “or teenage girls who…” The thought trailed off; she shook her head and looked at me with her washed-out eyes. “Why is it so hard for us? Why?”

I still had the spatula in one hand, the eggs and bacon crackling in hot grease behind me. I stepped toward her and wrapped her up in one arm, my body there beside her but my mind thrown back to the summer before my senior year of high school, when I’d last felt such grief. “There, there,” I said. “There, there.”

  


As a Fighting Quartermaster assigned to the 3032nd Mobile Baking Division, my father led a trailer-mounted dough mixer, divider, and rounder into the horrors of Buchenwald. A nominal Catholic at the time of his enlistment, he turned his back on organized religion after walking away from the spent loaves of the battlefield, and began to retreat, in either mind or body, to the cathedral that was Yankee Stadium, a place where he would rise at one with the crowd and feel the thrill of hope each time a foul ball came arcing up through the air toward him.

I was not very different. Though I had been raised singing alongside my mother in the Church of England, I too preferred a religion of my own creation, one that came to me with the same power of revelation that I suspect Joseph Smith and William Miller must have felt. It happened in a Waffle House on Guadalupe Street, the morning after my parents had been shot at the University of Texas.

Pimply and seventeen, I sat in a booth by the window, facing an old army buddy of my father’s who had come up from San Antonio to comfort me until my grandfather could fly in from the coast.

From my seat I could see a newspaper vending machine on the sidewalk outside, complete with the day’s most obscene headline framed in its window: SNIPER IN U.T. TOWER ‘FORTRESS’ SHOT AFTER 90 MINUTES OF TERROR. STUDENT SLAYS WIFE AND MOTHER, KILLS 13, WOUNDS 31 ON CAMPUS. I had found myself standing before it while my father’s old friend circled round from the driver’s seat of his Cadillac, and though I should’ve known better, I hadn’t been able to look away. THE DAY OF DEATH: SEE PAGES 17, 18, 19. I could resist the pull of these words no more than I’d been able to resist watching Chet Huntley the night before, the opening remarks of his newscast still looping round in my mind all these hours later: For an hour and a half today, the normally placid university and capital city of Austin, Texas, was held in the grip of a terror that began in killing and ended in killing. A maddened former marine, a twenty-four-year-old student in the architectural school…
         

Inside the restaurant, when I wasn’t picking at my pecan waffle and staring out the window, I was reading those pages of that morning’s Austin American that my father’s old army buddy had deemed fit for my perusal. The sporting news offered a few diversions, but nothing appealed to me as much as the almost twenty inches of print given over to a profile of The World’s Oldest Man, a Bulgarian by the name of Kiril who had stood on this spinning planet for more than 113 years.
         

“I owe it all to yogurt,” he said. “Each day, I eat no less than three cups.”

The Waffle House, as those of you familiar with the American South no doubt know, does not serve yogurt, or at least it most certainly did not in 1966. When I asked for a cup, our waitress looked at me as if I’d just requested directions to the offices of the local branch of the NAACP. Still, even after being rebuffed, I knew I had found the rock on which I could build a new life. What could possibly matter more? I wondered. That the meek would inherit the earth? That the Yankees would win another World Series? Or that a man as old as the sky and the air swore by the life-giving properties of the Lactobacillus bulgaricusa culture?
         

Later that same day, when I met my grandfather at the airport, I had that newspaper clipping tucked away in my back pocket; it was the first of many such profiles that I stored in an old MJB coffee can that I kept beneath my bed. Especially in those years directly after this crisis, I followed the comings and goings of the world’s oldest citizens as my father had once followed the seasons of Mickey Mantle. I wanted to know how they did it, what they thought of dancing and laughter, cigars versus cigarettes, caffeine. If a super-centenarian had something to say about moderation, I’d meditate upon it while brushing my teeth. If another believed life had been better under Benjamin Harrison, I’d check out a biography at the library, or perhaps dash off a letter to a local scholar. More than anything, I coveted their thoughts on food. If The Oldest Man in America attributed his advanced age to eating figs and rainbow trout, I filled my shopping cart accordingly. If The World’s Oldest Woman warned about the evils of cheap whiskey and stinky cheese, I recoiled from these items as if from a flame.

  


When I learned from Betty that our dreams of parenthood were dashed, I dumped the bacon and eggs I had already prepared and fixed us a breakfast consisting of white fish, white potatoes, and white milk.

“Eat,” I told my wife. “That’s an order.”

Since first reading about the dietary habits of the current Oldest Man in America, a stolid Norwegian immigrant from St. Olaf, Minnesota, I had filled our freezer with the work of the Gorton’s Fisherman. Betty was in no way a convert to my system of faith, but on this woeful morning she agreed that a few fish fingers and a side of hash browns couldn’t possibly hurt.

After she had cleared her plate and downed a second glass of milk, she said, in a small voice that made this sound like a question, “I’d like to spend the day with my mother.” I didn’t object; I encouraged her. Considering the many mysteries of the female anatomy, I assumed my mother-in-law would be a greater service to my wife than I would be. So I drove Betty inland to Battle Station (the midpoint between Jupiter Park and her mother’s home in Montclair) and made the exchange in the parking lot of a Holiday Inn.

By then it was lunchtime, but instead of returning home for a sandwich, I thought of my rats and drove out to calculate their daily intake of Sweetness #9. When I’d finished, I ate a bag of chips and a candy bar from the vending machine, then stayed in the lab another hour or two and observed my test subjects as they moved about the communal glass tank. Such a transformation I saw. They had once been blind, needy pups no heavier than the air in my hands, but now they were growing into adulthood, many of them already nearing the 200 grams of weight that signified maturation.

I found myself ready to cry when I considered how it wasn’t just their bodies that were growing. One rat, who was in the group receiving the highest dose of The Nine, had in recent weeks begun to show evidence of rage issues; another from his cohort slept for hours at a time on the exercise wheel, though near the start of the summer she’d spent just as much time with her little legs blurring upon it. No less troubling were two rats who previously had exhibited homosexual tendencies; this afternoon they showed not the slightest inclination to frolic and play. Louie, though—he was somehow the worst. Louie was crying blood. I knew better than to think of it like this. Within the eye’s orbit of every Sprague-Dawley rat there exists a Harderian gland which produces a pigmented substance that, once secreted, has the appearance of dried blood; but still I couldn’t help it. As I wiped the “tears” from Louie’s coat and set him down in the tank, I sucked in a jagged breath of air, then watched as he slunk over to the tank’s far corner and rolled onto his back, as if he were some delinquent French philosopher lounging about in the fields.

“Oh, Louie,” I said.

He was an easy mark. The rat who’d been experiencing rage issues pounced on him, causing me to pull them apart and get bitten in the thumb in the process. Minutes later I was out in the main room, pinning back the skin of the offending party in a dissecting tray. My autopsy was not an act of retribution; it was part of a continuing and planned process of scientific inquiry that had already reduced my population of test subjects by approximately 20 percent. I don’t know what I expected to see magnified on my glass slide that afternoon—tumors and misshapen organs, holes in the brain—but everything checked out fine: the rat’s bladder was as smooth as the skin of a chestnut, and its brain as pink and fluffy as grade-A ground round.

I wanted to make sense of all the changes I’d observed, but I couldn’t detect any consistency in the symptoms or find a correlation between the dosage and its effect. The rat whose brain was on my slide had been receiving a dose of Sweetness #9 six times as large as Louie’s, but I wasn’t sure he was any worse off because of it. I could say with no greater certainty that this was all in my head.

Desperate for corroborating evidence, I went to Hickey’s desk and looked all over for his notebooks. Only his pencil drawer was unlocked, and it held little of interest: a prescription bottle of Quaaludes, a pornographic postcard, Asian in theme, stuck inside a copy of Jonathan Livingston Seagull, and a letter from his mother that described her worries: You should find a nice girl, it doesn’t matter how she looks, someone who cooks.
         

I stashed the letter back in its envelope before I could finish reading it, but minutes later, after I’d pulled away from the parking lot and arrived at the first four-way stop down the road, my memory wouldn’t let me forget what I’d seen. As I idled there with my left indicator flashing, and by no means eager to spend the day alone with my thoughts, the looping letters of Hickey’s mother’s handwriting appeared in my mind’s eye, and I pulled up on the lever to make my right indicator flash, just before I turned away from my home toward his.


	

    
	
		

 



HICKEY’S NEIGHBORHOOD OF SMALL RANCH-STYLE houses was somehow sadder than my own apartment complex, perhaps because of its suggestion of greater permanence. I parked across the street from his neighbor’s house, which had a blue tarp fluttering loose at one corner of its roof. No fence ran between this home and Hickey’s, at least not in the front yard; the property lines in the subdivision were revealed by lawn-mowers at those points where one homeowner chose to stop cutting his grass, bringing his neighbor’s delinquency or diligence into stark relief.
         

As soon as I got out of my car, I spotted Hickey in his backyard, wearing madras shorts and spraying lighter fluid onto the coals of a black Weber barbecue. I didn’t think anything of this until I had stepped up onto the sidewalk and realized he was alone. I’d still be puzzling over this a few hours later, but already it slowed and then stalled my steps. We owed so much to the discovery of fire. It brought our early human ancestors together, first for the hunt, then the chore of cooking. You had to skin the game and soften its meat by pounding on it with a stone, then you’d pierce its flesh with a stick and set it out over the open flame. Conversation developed as a result of these chores, our very first communities; you couldn’t do everything by yourself, after all, and if you worked closely with others, your grunts and groans would naturally develop into a shared tongue. Fire is what made us human. Because smoked meats last longer than those that are raw, fire provided us with our first free time, allowing us to forget about our survival for a minute and dream up the first of those niceties—a wheel!—that have made our civilization so civilized. But Hickey, Hickey—the thought pierced me like a spear to the gut: he was barbecuing alone.

I looked back to my car, but then he spotted me, and I returned his tentative wave and moved forward smiling until we were shaking hands beside the Weber.

“Well.” I turned to face his home, as if I were on a tour of architectural marvels. A black flag hung from the window of the door to the kitchen. It showed a crestfallen soldier in silhouette, standing before a watchtower and a couple of strands of barbed wire. POW*MIA, it read. YOU ARE NOT FORGOTTEN. “Hope you don’t mind my dropping by.”
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