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      Introduction


      

      by Montese Crandall 


      

      PEOPLE OFTEN ask me where I get my ideas. Or on one occasion back in 2024 I was asked. This was at a reading in an old-fashioned used-media

         outlet right here in town, the store called Arachnids, Inc. The audience consisted of five intrepid and stalwart folks, four

         out of the five no doubt intent on surfing aimlessly at consoles. Or perhaps they intended to leave the store when instead

         they were herded into a cluster of uncomfortable petrochemical multi-use furniture modules by Noel Stroop, the hard-drinking

         owner-operator of the shop in question. I’d been pestering Noel about a reading for some time, months, despite the fact that

         Arachnids was not celebrated for its calendar of arts-related programming. To be honest, the reason for this pestering had

         most to do with my wife, who’d spend her remaining time on earth counseling me on just how to boost my product. “Ask Noel,”

         my wife said, her eyes full of implacable purpose.

      


      We used to see Noel at the flea market, which by now took up more than a dozen city blocks. There were more flea markets than

         licensed, tax-paying emporia in Rio Blanco. I had a booth there where, on weekends, I hawked old baseball cards and other

         sports memorabilia. In fact, I still do. Let me tell you the story.

      


      As a child, I was heedless of America’s pastime, which was in one of its frequent popularity downturns during which the inert of the nation turned the dial instead to golf. However, once

         the baseball commissioner’s office allowed without prejudice performance enhancers and began to encourage the participation

         of players with artificial and surgically enhanced limbs, I became a devoted partisan of our national pursuit. It had always

         made stars of smokers, overweight athletes, coca abusers, not to mention intravenous testosterone injectors, wife abusers,

         biblical literalists, and persons with tonsorial eccentricities, but once it embraced amputees, baseball became a sport that

         any indolent person could love. Since it had become commonplace on the broadbands of our nation to feature talk show hosts

         with cleft palates, homunculi, or other disfigurements, and since the advent of so-called reality telethons featuring learning-disabled

         persons (a rapidly growing demographic sector of the populace), it was only a matter of time before a professional sport became

         interested in a more democratic conception of the human physique.

      


      You may remember: the very first “enhanced” baseball player was a journeyman relief pitcher named Dave McClintock, of Columbus,

         OH. (He later became known in the press as “Three-in-One” McClintock, presumably because his synthetic parts needed lubrication

         to achieve maximum bionic effect.) McClintock was horsing around with his roommate after a minor league game—they were on

         their way to a disreputable watering hole outside Bridgeport, CT—when McClintock, according to later accounts, leaned out

         of the window of his roommate’s rental vehicle in order to jeer at some comely transgender streetwalkers. In the course of

         attempting to persuade McClintock to get back into the car, his roommate struck an oncoming military transport vehicle. This

         roommate was killed instantly. McClintock was thrown clear of the collision, his pitching arm sundered from him.

      


      Another ballplayer, deprived of this extremity, which by reason of extensive fracturing could not be reattached, would have

         retired to the subdivisions of southern Ohio and spent his time shooting at squirrels using high-amperage Tasers from his

         collection of weaponry. Dave McClintock wasn’t this kind of a ballplayer. McClintock, by his own account, “just wasn’t good at much else.”

         While he recovered in the ICU of the local hospital, he pondered his fate. McClintock, he later remarked in interviews, didn’t

         want to be a pitching coach or a scout. Despite a preponderance of evidence to the contrary, Dave McClintock believed that there

         was a future in professional sport for a man with a mechanical arm. He might need to become a position player, an off-the-bench

         type, at least until the technology improved. He might need to warm the bench for a time. But, he believed, he need not give

         up the game.

      


      After all, the owners and their handpicked commissioner had already determined that they could not keep ahead of the advances

         taking place in the demimonde of stealth performance enhancers. What was working well for athletes of the Sino-Indian Economic

         Compact could work for NAFTA athletes as well. It was impractical to think otherwise. Like Rosa Parks before him, McClintock

         saw the future clearly and knew. What was a mechanical arm but an elaborate kind of performance enhancement? Sport is entertainment, he observed in his diary entries from the hospital. Sport is not devoted to an idealized human body. Sport is not about winning,

         and it is not about some masculine pie-in-the-sky notion of heroism and team play. Sport is like breathing fire onstage or

         spitting up blood while wearing a latex devil’s mask. McClintock, with the cooperation of his agent, Phil Blank, convened

         a press conference on the day of his release from the Hospital for Special Surgical Interventions. Only a handful of reporters

         showed, and only one of them wrote a feature, but what this pimply hack from MLB.com discovered was a charming, upbeat, marketable ballplayer with a titanium arm, who, while grinning his relentlessly upbeat

         grin, waved aloft his bionic, or perhaps cybernetic, appendage and said, “I bet I can hit sixty-five homers a year with this

         thing!”

      


      The masses of baseball fans could be forgiven for thinking it was some kind of stunt. McClintock, however, had an unusual

         bond with the locals who came to watch his Triple-A affiliate. The fans loved his grit and determination. If it was abundantly

         clear that he would never pitch again (he didn’t have “feel”), a bio-engineered arm did improve his hitting, as it later did

         for Juan Millagro, who had two arms designed by a specialist in Vail, CO, after an accident involving farm machinery. As a

         bionic player, Dave McClintock had a mediocre average (.234), but when he did connect with the ball, it was invariably for

         extra bases. There were other advantages. Like Millagro, McClintock didn’t care if he got hit by a pitch (opposing pitchers

         were happy to oblige), he never had elbow problems, and from left field, where he played most often, he had a cannon for an

         arm.

      


      The following year, because of the minor league buzz, McClintock was brought up to the bigs as a platoon player for the Mexico

         City team. As a result, he was issued his first baseball card, by the venerable manufacturer of same, Topps, Inc. However,

         in a fit of misguided political correctness, the photographer shot him from the other side, so that the titanium arm was scarcely visible. This was perhaps one of those moments when the professionals at Topps were

         using their oracular crystal ball. Because it took a particular kind of genius, the kind that I for one possess, to know that

         this first “Three-in-One” McClintock issue would become one of the most collected baseball cards in the history of the game.

      


      In fact, collections of disabled players, for reasons that academic psychologists will argue over for the next fifty years,

         were generally among the most coveted of all baseball cards in those days. After McClintock came Juan Millagro, Moses Infante,

         Terry “Four Fingers” Callahan, and then many, many others. It was as if the NAFTA teams were somehow obsessed with the composite

         baseball player, the player who was willing to subject himself to the kind of technological interventions that were no longer

         just the province of American manufacturing. We had become a culture of hybrid biologies, and our physical contests began

         to reflect it.

      


      McClintock then, you may remember, tried to corner the market on his own baseball card. He had an army of middle schoolers,

         his biggest fans, buying them up. But there was one ruthless competitor who was able to thwart his evil plans. Well, I did adore the McClintock card, and the McClintock legend, and the fact that I hoarded his first card left me in a rather good position

         when I later opted for my present variety of self-employment. It turned out I wanted nothing more than to sit around talking

         to walleyed kids about who was the greatest disabled player in sports history. Oh, and did I neglect to mention that I later

         cajoled a haggard and hungover McClintock into signing twenty or so cards for me? At a convention? He made idle conversation,

         noting among other things that this was his third titanium arm, though he did nothing more strenuous with it in those days

         than go fly-fishing. His signature was kind of wobbly.

      


      This, therefore, is my business. It was here, at the flea market, according to my wife’s plans, that I screwed up my nonexistent

         courage one Sunday and said to Noel Stroop, who was busy selling software modules, something called a compact disc, and e-book

         files, “Hey, Noel, what does a guy like me, a literary innovator, have to do in this town to get some respect?”

      


      Perhaps you’re wondering what I have done to merit such a high opinion of my legacy. What is the nature of the Montese Crandall literary innovation? I am going

         to take the remainder of this brief introduction to explicate fully my response to this question. Let me then throw down the

         gauntlet and remark that I, Montese Crandall, MFA, write very short, very condensed literary pieces, and by short, I mean

         very, very short. Shorter than you have probably read in your reading life. More than one word, usually, because one word

         is too easy, but quite a bit more modest than five score. The three hundred and fifty pages of a novel, according to the argument

         I am wont to advance, are tedious elaboration. As I understand it, death, war, and adultery are the major novelistic themes,

         and these were all dispensed with well before Christ got nailed to his block of wood. The nineteenth-century novel, you opine?

         The nineteenth-century novel does have it all: attic-dwelling harridans; uncanny coincidences; advantageous marriages to strong, silent landowners; orphans;

         revolutions; whaling. You can’t go wrong with the nineteenth-century novel. But much that has been written since amounts to imitation, barely warmed over by writers with strange grammatical inclinations. Lovelorn women

         of Canada, incest on the Southern plantation, drug-using editorial assistants, the usual stuff. Yours truly, Montese Crandall,

         living out his pacific middle age in a college town next door over to nowhere at all, is unwilling to add more roughage to

         this rich diet.

      


      One thing the late twentieth century was good at, besides its mass-marketing: paring away. Omitting needless words. Alluding.

         Without overstating. Dust bunny under radiator. Cockroach on window blind. Scotch bottles. Heartbreak in the food court. Impotence.

         Subdivisions. Melanoma. Muffler problems. Upon the advent of the digital age, as you know, writers who went on and on and

         on just didn’t last. You couldn’t read all that nonsense on a screen. Fragmentation became the one true way. Fragmentation offered a point-and-click

         interface. Additionally, this strategic reduction blurred the line between poetry and prose, which is where I, Montese Crandall,

         come into the story. I, Montese Crandall, rely heavily on such strategies as alliteration, condensation, the strange, ghostly

         echo of metrical feet, iambs and dactyls, spon-dees and amphibrachs. For example, here’s a pair of amphibrachs (unstressed,

         stressed, unstressed) that might very well summarize my entire output: romantic objective. The phrase does have a fine euphony.

      


      My first groundbreaking and innovative one-sentence story occurred in the following way. I’d been working on a forty-five-page

         erotic novella that was loosely based on my boundless physical desire for my wife, Tara Schott Crandall. The sequence in which

         I performed a certain advanced delight upon her delicately canted pelvis ran well over twenty pages, and her mews and snorts

         of transport, as described in the text, would pierce the waxy consciousnesses of neighbors up and down the block. Her cries

         of delight, as described therein, were likened to the coyote howling on the mesa, the kettle shrilling on the stovetop. Sopranos

         in local opera companies would hang their heads, for they knew that when Tara Schott Crandall climaxed, they were out of a

         job.

      


      I am afraid I cut the entire passage. The erotic part. And not only that. Then I cut the opening. And the ending. I cut a

         lot of the middle. I cut the part where we were postcoitally sharing a glass of vin ordinaire. Next, I cut the astoundingly tender moment in the story where, in snappy dialogue, Tara and I revisited our assignations

         past: the time in the back of a minivan, the time in the woods when we got poison ivy, the time in the press box at the basketball

         game. For a while, a single scene remained in which the Tara character (called “Serena” in this early draft) sent me out,

         after lovemaking, for eggs. Eggs! So beautiful! So fecund! Likely to balance on their oblong points during the equinoxes!

         Symbols of fertility! Available in multiple sizes including jumbo! I couldn’t let go of this scene for a while. You know how

         this is. And yet after three months of wrestling with that story, I cut the entire tangle of misbegotten sentences, the whole

         sprawling mess, or almost all of it, leaving none, at last, but the following:

      


      

         Go get some eggs, you dwarf.


      


      I don’t expect everyone reading this introduction to see immediately the merit in this sentence. And yet the awakening, the

         unfolding, that occurred to me after a relaxed consideration of the six words that remained of my longer work, this unfolding

         located itself in the fact that the more I read and reread the sentence above, the better I liked it. I printed it out in

         various fonts. I pulled my few remaining hairs out, trying to decide whether to cut the word go. I pronounced the entirety of the story aloud to myself while walking from our ramshackle subdivision to the shipping offices

         where I then occasionally pulled a shift. I would intone the sentence while going past the shuttered health and beauty aids

         purveyor on Twenty-second and Mountain. I would say it while taking my number at the woebegone post office on Sixth. I shouted

         it at the beckoning doors of the gay bars on Fourth Avenue, I said it to myself at the food co-op, as if the eggs in question

         were an actual part of my shopping agenda. I can’t tell you how long it took me, in my ecstatically creative state, to realize that, in fact, there needn’t be an exclamation point at

         the end.

      


      My wife, whose health situation had taken a rather unsettling turn, never approved of the long version of the story, though

         she generally supported whatever wind blew me along in my compositional hobbies, as long as I took seriously the post-compositional

         portion of the writer’s life and got out there to sell, sell, sell. She did, however, enjoy “Go get some eggs, you dwarf.”

         Where, my wife inquired, was I going to publish this story? Was I going to pit against one another some nationally recognized

         periodicals? And what about book publication? Had I considered a run of hardcovers? In fact, I had secured an agreement with a little web periodical called Mud Hut, where my story got an entire page to itself. No title. No byline.

      


      Not six months later, fresh from the victory just described, I came up with what I like to think is the second-finest narrative

         I’ve ever composed. And yet before I type out for you that magnificence, I should describe what I look like, because it bears

         on the interpretation of this second effort. I am, you should know, in my late forties or thereabouts, and it is simply being

         honest to note that my metabolism, which was doing wind sprints and stomach crunches throughout the dark ages of my twenties,

         has lately taken an ill-advised nap. I am now the site of an unmistakable sag, as if some avalanche stirred at the crest of

         my solar plexus and sent all the flab in my northern latitudes down toward my once noble pubic swell. With fancy holographic

         belt buckles do I attempt to restrain my stampeding softness. In vain. Additionally, my hair is thinning, and my skin, which

         once had the virtue of being free from the blemishes that trouble the young, is now mottled and flaky. Burst blood vessels

         lead the eye of any observer astray around my nose. I am yoked to bifocals for my ocular needs. (I cannot afford the surgeries

         that would correct me.) I have fallen arches, hammertoes. My only virtues, as a physical specimen, are my sideburns, which

         are like the pelts of rare woodland animals. My sideburns are not to be ignored.

      


      No one, let it be said, would mistake me for a pugilist, for a law-and-order type of guy, for a person drawn to physical conflicts,

         for a militarist. I do not carry a Taser or other weapon, loaded or unloaded, though this is legal and even encouraged in

         my state. However, I could easily write at least five pages about these sorts of weapons, the Gatling, the ArmaLite, the Glock,

         the proton disrupter, revealing a complex and deeply seated need for appurtenances of male power and phallic supremacy, even

         as I disdain these commonplaces in my everyday life and incline, in this era of Islamist saber rattling, toward a foreign

         policy of tolerance and nonintervention. And yet, as you will have surmised at this point, the five pages of such a story

         would sooner or later be stripped of elaborations, adjectives, adverbs, similes, astute geopolitical views, until what remained

         was only:

      


      

         We went with the stealth bomber.


      


      This was a sentence of such limpid beauty and such durability that it was very difficult to follow up, notwithstanding an

         unprecedented second publication on the Mud Hut site. So affecting was the sentence, in fact, that there was a danger in having composed it, namely that I would retreat

         to the reliable paycheck of some day job, becoming, for example, an exclusive buyer and seller of baseball cards and other

         sports memorabilia (I had resigned my second job as shipping clerk upon the promise of first publication), without composing

         again. I don’t know how many months went by. During this time, my argument was simply: Why bother? Have I not already proven

         myself? Have I not written a timeless epic from the front lines of the military-industrial complex, which in the third decade

         of the new millennium we now know to be not only a complex, but, more or less, the entire shebang? The answer was yes. There was no longer a need to prove my dominance in the writing field. In fact, what I craved instead, here at the top of

         my game, was domesticity, the ability to control a little narrow patch of scorpion- and tarantula-infested dry land around a single-story house in a town where it never rained.

      


      Yet, professionalism being what it is, in due course a suite of stories in the first person followed. Apparently, I could

         not stop. In general, I much prefer a narration from the third-person point of view. The first person is tiresome and confining.

         It is the voice of narcissists and borderline personalities. Still, my wife, whose problem was a respiratory problem, was

         getting worse. She was fast approaching her double lung transplant, and while it would have been easy just to wait around

         until her name came up on the international organ lottery (now under Malaysian control), while it would have been easy to

         collect the meager government funds disbursed to her as a citizen with a chronic genetic condition, I did, in fact, need some

         avenue of self-expression. Along came the idea for my masterful trilogy. If you like, if it helps you to understand the kinds

         of influences that resulted in the literary coming-of-age of Montese Crandall, you may think of these next three stories as

         related thematically to the three-volume compositions of the nineteenth century, not unlike a doorstopper by a Thackeray or

         a Trollope.

      


      Well, actually, on advice of counsel, and in order to avoid violating my own copyright with regard to a future Collected Works of Montese Crandall, now being discussed at one of the larger presses, I am obligated to forgo quotation of these works from the middle period.

         I’m sure you understand. Perhaps at some future date, I will be able to oblige. Oh, okay, I’ll include one:

      


      

         Last one home goes without anesthesia.


      


      Not really in the first person, but you get the idea. Years had passed in my writerly biography, years of dreams and ambitions,

         years of seeing other, less-equipped artists finding publication, even renown, in web-publishing venues or even small-press

         publication, while I had completed as yet only five publishable sentences, notwithstanding my education at a state school

         in the Northeast, and a master of fine arts degree from an online program out in the Rust Belt. As a result I was in no position to suppress my trilogy or to recall its publication, which constituted a full

         60 percent of my output. Not every work by a writer is his best, especially when he is preoccupied with more homely responsibilities,

         one of these being the resale of baseball cards obtained from the disgruntled mothers of the world, who, as you know, have

         forged an international conspiracy to throw out the baseball cards that have been laboriously collected by their sons, in

         order to drive up prices. My other activity consisted of lugging oxygen tanks around my house. There was also the vigorous

         pounding on the back of my wife, Tara, which was occasionally necessary in the mornings, so that she could take advantage

         of life. I loved my wife. I comforted her when she needed comforting. My wife, understand, was going to die, and she knew

         it, and I knew it, and now you know it too. When the breeze blew up across the waterless tundra of my state, I often thought

         if only I could just harness some of that breeze and give it to Tara, our problems would be resolved. There are no sailboats in my

         part of the country that need the breezes; the jet pilots would be happy to encounter less clear-air turbulence; the state

         officials have resisted wind farms at every turn. And the atmosphere that shrink-wraps the globe offers a rich supply of oxygen.

         Why couldn’t my wife, Tara, have a bit of it in her bloodstream? What made her so undeserving?

      


      With this going on, you see, I sometimes didn’t feel much like writing.


      Before I knew it, the double lung transplant was upon us. This is how it works with the international organ lottery. Your

         day comes, and you are ready. Our transplant was to be performed at the University of Rio Blanco Medical Center here in town

         by a doctor whose name I have chosen to forget. According to the relaxed rules of organ donorship, it was now possible to

         learn certain facts about your organ donor, especially if you were willing to make payments through professional intermediaries

         for whom everything was negotiable. You might learn a great number of things. For example, I learned that the boy died not a hundred miles from

         here, in that crumbling metropolis to the north, while driving an antique motorcycle. And I learned that he was just a kid, the donor, which is the kind of thing people always say about these full-body harvests. He was just a kid. Name

         of George.

      


      George had ears that were considerably undersized. He had an overbite. He was otherwise normal in appearance, strapping, even

         attractive. Everyone was very hopeful that George, with the aid of untimed examinations and a battery of tutors, was going

         to make it through a business administration course he was pursuing at the junior college outside town. George was superlative

         at logical systems. He liked to do long division in his head, and if he failed to make eye contact, I learned, it didn’t mean

         that George didn’t favor his fellow man, didn’t feel a gigantic abscess of love in his twenty-year-old heart, for people and

         things. He was fanatic about the underperforming college basketball team here in our town. He owned tropical fish. He loved

         his otherwise childless parents.

      


      In a state of possession, I at last applied pen to page to compose a history of George, whose surname I have agreed to keep

         secret. I wrote these pages, quickly and voluminously, reams and reams of words, during the part of Tara’s recovery when she

         seemed to be in a coma. I was doubting the accumulated wisdom of the expert surgeons and nurses at the URB Medical Center.

         I was morbidly anxious. I had symptoms of something like colitis or perhaps Crohn’s disease. So I wrote about George. George’s

         interest in marbles; George’s fits of rage, which terrified his parents because of his occasional need to destroy his own

         property; George’s implicit upset over the word autism; George’s early woes in Little League; his subsequent triumphs in baseball because of his willingness to repeat an activity

         for days and days and days (batting practice). George’s occasional desire to wear, in public, dresses belonging to his mother,

         though this made him the subject of merciless taunting. George and housework, in particular vacuuming. George’s almost erotic

         fetishism of vacuums. George and Finnish death metal, a musical genre these days known as dead girlfriend.


      I wrote these lines about George in the molded plastic chairs in the hospital waiting room. I gazed abstractedly at the scorched,

         nonnative palms out in front, which had died or were about to die owing to the seventh year of our regional drought. I had

         brought with me a little personal digital assistant of the sort I’m sure you know (I was unwilling to have mine surgically

         implanted, though the wife sure loved hers), and I scribbled, metaphorically speaking, my surmises about George, my wife’s

         donor.

      


      Let us now move on to George, the tertiary phase. Among the other activities of George during his later teens was the disassembly

         and reassembly of an antique motorcycle (1968), which his otherwise childless parents purchased for him after much hand-wringing.

         They fervently wished that George would not ride the motorcycle in question, because of his eccentric habits and attitudes about so many things. Also because fuel shortages

         made this kind of transport frivolous. This injunction against riding the motorcycle was, for a time, acceptable to George.

         George was more interested in reassembly. He laid out the pieces of the motorcycle in certain patterns and shapes.

      


      There would be no way to write about George, and in this way to occupy many hours spent in the waiting rooms of the hospital,

         without writing about the fateful night that ended George’s term here on earth. Upon reassembling the motorcycle for the third

         time, George frivolously decided that the prohibition against riding it no longer made good sense. Some three years had passed

         during which he had contented himself with the reassembling, years of washing the motorcycle until its shine reflected his

         face and the stubble upon it, years of starting the bike only in order to make sure that it sounded right, that the timing

         was good—all this per the instructions of George’s motorcycle guru, a man up the block named Laramie. Overcome by the whim

         of precipitous maturation, George decided one night to take his motorcycle for a spin in the hills above town. Laramie, an erratic and underemployed person, confirmed the wisdom

         of this idea.

      


      It was a night featuring a stunning sunset, and I say this mindful of the fact that sunsets in this part of the world are

         often overpowering. The flyboys from the regional air force base were out in the evening sky in profusion, protecting us from

         an ill-defined enemy. It hadn’t rained for 213 days, and there were dust storms. A comet was due to emerge in the southern

         sky, and it would have been an agreeable thing to witness this comet, especially in the mountain pass west of town. And yet

         Monaco 37, the comet, didn’t seem to have been a factor in George’s untimely demise. The sunset was a factor, however. To George, locked in the constraints of a misunderstood brain disorder, history unfolded erratically,

         and anew. Every day was a day of import. Congress was meeting again tomorrow, there was the restocking of the depleted shelves

         in our supermarket price clubs, the collection and densifying of refuse in municipal garbage trucks, the ritualized busing

         of homeless persons to the camps by the border.

      


      And so the young man whose lungs would soon rest in my wife’s chest cavity kicked up the kickstand of his reassembled motorcycle.

         He throttled his throttle. He headed up into the northerly hills without giving much thought to his destination nor to returning

         expeditiously so as not to alarm his working parents. Then came his fervent apperception of the sunset. On the pavement, he

         followed the perfect crimson light of the magic hour, when the sun dipped behind the western peaks, when these peaks were

         bathed in pomegranate quanta. He followed the sunset intuitively, without questioning it, looking for its sweet spot, from

         which best to contemplate. I wish I could say now that George’s death was not his fault, that there was a runaway semi, a

         teamster who had simply worked too many shifts in a row, or maybe there was a reintroduced wolf loitering on the tarmac. It

         was not so. The southwestern sunset did George in. Apparently, George, unlicensed and unable to control his motorcycle, failed

         to operate the bike on one of our myriad regional hairpins, and despite his promise and his triumph over adversity, George

         sailed out over the embankment, becoming almost instantly a white plastic cross with artificial flowers and a love letter

         from his mom.

      


      As I say, I wrote many pages about George. And I waited. When I cut down all the reams of eulogistic ramblings about George,

         when I eliminated anything that was excessively sentimental, that described too accurately the look on the faces of George’s

         parents when I called on them, that utterly dignified but devastated Hispanic couple—what remained was the sentence:

      


      

         He was just a kid.


      


      A scant two hours after George’s demise, my wife was contacted by the international organ lottery, and we were told to report

         immediately to the university medical center. Preparations for leaving the house took some time because my wife was down to

         15 or 20 percent of lung function. She was scared, if resigned, and kept saying “Monty, I just don’t want to die on the table.”

         I could barely understand her through the oxygen mask. “Monty, if I die, who is going to harass you?” To which I would say,

         “Nobody is dying.” I put her in a wheelchair that I used when we were making longish trips, and I wheeled her out into the

         driveway, and I went next door to ask the neighbors, the Rodriguezes, if we could borrow their car or if they could otherwise

         give us a ride, because we didn’t have a car. This had been a long-standing arrangement between myself and Mike Rodriguez,

         namely, that a day would come when we would be called to the hospital. On this day, there would be no time to waste. I’d told

         Mike all of this, fumbling, shifting from foot to foot. Could we rely on him? I’d made the same arrangement with the other

         neighbors, on the other side, until, as with so many houses on the block, the for sale signs went up in front of the unit. And never came down.

      


      The Rodriguez family was not answering the bell. I thought I’d stressed to Mike the importance of his letting me know if and

         when he was traveling. I shouted to Tara, out in the driveway, “Should I call a cab?” As you know, most of the taxi companies

         had been priced out of the market by the extremely high cost of corn-and-petroleum-blended fuel products. And the taxis had

         not exactly been replaced by a reliable system of mass transit. Unless you count walking. There was a lot of walking going on.

         A lot of balancing things on the head. Tara wheezed, “The Rodriguezes will be back soon.” Tara said this because there were

         five grown Rodriguez children, all living at home. They each drove occasionally. Rather too fast, if you asked me. Nevertheless,

         I said to my wife, “Are you frigging crazy? We have to get you up to the hospital and into the operating room.” This was when,

         despite my urgency, I realized exactly how scared my wife, Tara, was. She was scared enough that she would rather die in the

         driveway of heatstroke than go through with the operation.

      


      Which was why I had to yell. I don’t like yelling. In fact, Tara and I had an arrangement where no yelling would take place,

         ever, which was counterproductive, at least according to an online course on marital communication I had once taken, entitled “The

         Healthiest Relationship: Ten Preliminary Steps,” by Deep Singh, PhD. (1) Assess what works for you. (2) Accept your shortcomings. (3) Practice tolerance and understanding. I can’t remember the other seven steps. But let us not dwell here. I also need to reconstruct for you now what was already

         happening in the hospital—the sequence of events in which poor George was being harvested of all his usable bits.

      


      I don’t know the biographies of all the recipients the way I know the biography of George. And yet I can tell you a few things: his corneas passed on to a septuagenarian

         in Pasadena, his liver went to a baritone of the popular-music world whose hepatitis C had compromised the liver he was born

         with, and George’s heart went to a retiree in the northern part of our state, a former autoworker. These heroic stories fork

         off from the story of my wife, Tara, each taking place on the same day, with similar drama. Be at such and such a medical

         facility at such and such a time. There were worried people like me in waiting rooms all over the southwestern part of the

         nation. We constituted a community of worriers, all of us with fingernails chewed to the quick, with shooting pains in the

         lower intestines, red eyes, unwashed hair, caffeine breath.

      


      In our case, the lead surgeon was called away from a floodlit driving range on Bureau of Land Management preserves, there

         in Southern Arizona. The engine of the ambulance had scarcely cooled before he was scrubbed and began bombarding his surgical

         tools with gamma radiation, in order to prevent antibiotic-resistant menaces. Interns and residents gathered around the operating

         table and in the theater above. George’s body cooled. His O-positive blood began to drain from the corpse via a pump that

         resembled an old-fashioned concertina. The residents flushed his arteries with a preservative that insured George’s lungs

         would not decay, and then they inflated them slightly, in the hope that these organs would resume function once inside Tara’s

         chest. They cut in all the many places that they needed to cut. And they slid the excised lungs onto plastic liners, and then

         they fitted these liners into a pair of six-pack holders that people used more often to take beer to picnics. Then they were

         ferried to URB in helicopters that were ready to scramble for medical emergencies in the desert.

      


      Meanwhile, we were still in the driveway: “We’re not waiting for the Rodriguez kids to get back! I’m calling an ambulance!”

         “I don’t want an ambulance!” “You’re not thinking clearly! You only have twenty percent of lung capacity! And if the lungs

         aren’t in your body in six hours, then we have to wait for the next available set of lungs! I don’t give a rat’s ass if the

         surgery is making you uncomfortable! I don’t care if all the neighbors see! We’re getting an ambulance!” At which point Tara

         started crying, and I could hear her choking through the oxygen mask, and this naturally made me upset, because I genuinely

         hated it when my wife cried, which she nonetheless did regularly, because her disease, this scourge, had robbed her of her

         youth, had robbed her of the time in her twenties when she should have been sleeping around or doing a lot of drugs or at

         least smoking copiously. Even in college, she’d told me, she’d had to hang upside down for a while in the morning, while her

         roommates smacked her around to get her lungs going. This, in fact, was when I met her, when I was teaching a beginning writing

         course at the community college. She audited one night with a friend, and brought her rolling tank with her.

      


      Do you require an even more detailed portrait of the beloved? If I were to fashion a more complete account, its title would

         be “Portrait of a Disabled Gambling Enthusiast.” Which may surprise you. But after a certain age this was Tara’s daily activity.

         Yes, in case you were wondering, even disabled people who are slight, beautiful, and possessed of an ethereal wasting quality

         can be willful, short-tempered, and self-destructive. You can become a little bit impatient with them even as you are convinced

         you would lie down across the local freight railroad tracks to prevent them further harm.

      


      Tara apparently began by betting on sporting events while in college. Maybe because she was no longer able to participate

         in sports. (She had once been a teenage gymnast—her specialty was the balance beam.) In her own account of her gambling addiction

         (beginning about 2016), she too began with baseball, precisely because it had a record of more than a decade of tolerance

         for differently abled players. She wanted to bet on players like Dave McClintock and Juan Millagro. And making use of various

         online gambling forums, Tara did begin to place small wagers, using especially her disability allotments from the government.

         On several occasions her parents, a stiff, religious couple from the Midwest, bailed her out of her debts.

      


      When she began betting on far more unsavory things, and making use of underworld professionals for the purposes of betting,

         things got worse. About the time she audited my writing class, where her luminous mortality, her consumptiveness, was both

         terrifying and strangely alluring, she was, by her own account, also showing up at the backroom offices of local bookmakers,

         wheezing on her respirator, intending to bet on the outcome of World Wrestling Federation matches, cockfights, and NASCAR.

         She wrote a couple of short stories about the gambling demimonde, and these stories, with their colorful argot, were of the

         transparently autobiographical sort that I always think makes for the finest art. She probably had more talent than I. Were Tara not preoccupied with dying, inch by inch, and with chasing down her every gambling

         whim to the best of her motorized ability, I believe she would have made the better writer. Alas, she had little interest

         in preserving her autobiography. I told myself that I should have nothing to do with her, and then I fell for her—the dreamer

         falling for his dream.

      


      The Futures Betting Syndicate, which became a national obsession in the teens, about the time our class ended, was effectively

         niche-marketed to a temperamental beauty with a life-threatening pulmonary disease and parents who would fund her. With the

         emergence of the FBS, Tara had found, at last, a gaming institution that had the veneer of popular acceptance. The FBS was

         overseen by government regulators, and a tenth of its profits were creamed off for education, entitlement programs, and servicing

         the trillions of our national debt.

      


      The FBS, as you know, created the very first subsidized futures markets organized around current events, around a host of

         possible outcomes, such as the likelihood of Republican control of the House of Representatives, the assassination of the

         newly elected prime minister of Palestine, the liquidation of the remaining portion of the Greenlandish ice shelf, and so

         on, and while it was notoriously bad as an indicator of actual outcomes, particularly when predicting the volatility of any

         season’s weather, it was quite useful as a barometer of opinion. As the popularity of the FBS increased, and as its revenues

         began to help the government work its way out of gargantuan funding obligations, its no-holds-barred laissez-faire market

         expanded into some rather odd directions. This was where Tara particularly liked to concentrate her attention. When we were

         dating she used to tell me these things: in one rather grisly period, in her account, she made several thousand dollars betting

         on the possibility that the secretary of federal gambling enterprises (titular head of the FBS) would be badly beaten in his

         own home. It was unclear who had first created this particular market, and the secretary’s detail of Secret Service agents

         was unable to stop the attack. Tara then bid on the likelihood of Israel’s use of a nuclear weapon on one of her neighbors. Again,

         Tara’s certainty was well-founded, as you know.

      


      Her talk was of upticks, bid quantities, micro-reversals in numbers of casualties in tribal conflicts, and, almost quaintly

         now, of sports. I was, in this period, uncertain if living with her, as I was longing to do, was going to be easy under the

         circumstances. True, any good sufferer of gambling para-addiction syndrome with socially unacceptable perspiration feature (see the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—Eighth Edition, or DSM-VIII) will confess to having given the FBS a try occasionally. I tried it later myself, mainly when Tara was asleep, which was

         during the day, because she liked to draw the blinds and stay up all night by herself. Thus, during the day, I attempted a

         few stray bids, based on a single betting strategy that I referred to as radical positivity. I bet only on really splendid things taking place in the world. I bet that the Fifty Years Insurgency in Sri Lanka would

         end within the month. I bet that doctors would find a cure for hantavirus. I bet that the greenhouse effect would suddenly

         be reversed, that Russia and Ukraine would stop all the carnage. In this way, I lost most of my IRA.

      


      I quit teaching and reduced my other professional responsibilities partly because it became imperative to keep an eye on Tara’s

         physical condition, but also because she came to see the necessity of a complete screen detoxification, which she was hoping I would consent to supervise. I had been failing to show up for work every time Tara’s breathing took

         a turn for the worse. The shipping concern, they didn’t give a fig if my wife’s lungs and pancreas glistened with heavy phlegm.

         The bottom was falling out of their container anyway.

      


      The first thing we did was remove all the wall devices in the living room, which were just showing digital reproductions from

         picture postcards of the 1950s. (We found these strangely calming.) Then we removed Tara’s subcutaneous personal digital assistant

         (which at that time was a crude version of what they are attempting to market now, but which had similar capabilities, photo and music storage, web uplink, video cam, videoconferencing, and so on), and then we went into the bedroom and trashed

         anything with a standby light. The music file redeemer, the auto-massager, the drying tree, the humidifier. The replacement

         for all this contemporary distraction was to be some old-fashioned books. So I went down to Arachnids and loaded up on graphic

         novels, German philosophy, self-help, and a few American classics. These I set in a heap by Tara’s oxygen tank. She also asked

         for sleeping medication, hoping that a couple days of snoring might cure her of the whole business.

      


      When she woke on the second day, she was in a white fury, and this was a sad and frightening thing to behold in a woman who

         was sick enough that she could not get across the room without a major effort. Apparently, in her detoxified state, she had

         enough physical strength left to wipe out a stack of books that I had paid good money for.

      


      “Get these things out of here!”


      “But… you asked for books,” I said.


      “You and your books disgust me.”


      She flung one of the volumes at me. Something French.


      “Are you sure you’re not just feeling bad because of the withdrawal?”


      “You don’t know anything about it! You think you know what this feels like? You think I’m stupid? Get out of here, get out

         of this room right now, and don’t come back.”

      


      “I’m trying to be supportive, in this your—”


      “I’ll tell you what your kind of life is; do you want to know what your kind of life is? The boring kind. Your idea is that

         maybe you’ll sit around for a little while and listen to some jazz on the web, on some web site that’s about to go out of business because not one person has ever listened to any of the shit

         that they play on there—”

      


      “Tara—”


      Because when she got started…


      “Boring, boring, everything you do is boring, with your goddamned baseball statistics—”


      “I thought you liked baseball—”

      


      “—and your old books; who’s going to read all these books, and they just sit around here and no one reads them, and you expect

         me to have to look at all this shit, when all I want to do is be where the action is, you know, where there’s a little energy and enthusiasm left in the—”

      


      The third day was the same, except that she asked for a copy of Seven Ways to Accept the Wisdom of Your Illness, by some Tibetan Rinpoche or other. She got through exactly one of the seven ways before she got up from bed to throw that

         one out the window. I found it among the prickly pears a few weeks later.

      


      I spent the next two days in the living room doing part-time telemarketing. We needed the few extra dollars to cover some

         of what I hoped would be Tara’s final wagers.

      


      When she rose on the fifth day, her hair was wound into the whorls that kids favor when they are sucking their thumbs, and

         her eyes were bloodshot, and she was wearing only a diaphanous nightgown. With her swollen fingers and toes, she looked like

         she’d come from deepest space, from the great interstellar beyond, but one look at the smile on her face and I knew that the

         cure had finally taken. At least for now. She was rolling her oxygen tank behind her, like it was a child’s pull toy or a

         Pomeranian.

      


      “Are you back?” I asked.


      “I am back.”


      “And how do you feel?”


      “Like I licked the inside of my crematorium.”


      “Which means?”


      “Keep me in the dark about current events until further notice. Even a local news site is going to set something off. I mean,

         maybe I could read some coupons or a cereal box or something, but not much more.”

      


      “Are you going to take back any of those things you—”


      “Monty, you know that I’m not responsible. It’s like delirium tremens.”


      She lay down on the sofa and put her head in my lap, and that was a moment I often thought about two or three years later when I found myself in the waiting room of the hospital, eating

         from the vending machines. The day on which the helicopter carrying the world-renowned Sino-Indian surgeon landed on the roof.

         (And this was only one of the many, many add-ons that your health insurance provider doesn’t deem reasonable and customary.)

         In the OR, they were taking the lungs out of the six-pack holder in the refrigerator, in order to test this first donor lung,

         to make sure it was still in good working order. Then they began talking about my wife’s condition, which, they remarked,

         was going to slay George’s squeaky-clean lungs, just as it had slain her own, and which made the whole transplant a complex undertaking for

         anyone, because, they said, my wife, Tara, was going to perish. I would never see Tara with gray hair, and I would never see her worrying about how fat she had gotten in old age; I would

         never see her liver spots and think how beautiful are these spots, I would never see Tara dandling a malevolent toddler on her knee, she would never bust out her identification card for seniors’ night at the movies. And I would never see her on the deck of a cruise ship in the Caribbean, drinking champagne from unbreakable

         stemware. I would never see her with her (as yet imaginary) children’s children, or in Rome, or getting ready to go hang gliding.

         She would never collect a pension. But on the day of the double lung transplant, I was thinking only that another couple of

         weeks would be great, and six months would be amazing, three years: like from the heavens.

      


      They gurneyed in my wife, Tara. At the ready was the heart-lung machine and various other pieces of advanced robotic and nanotechnological

         complexities intended to prevent unforeseen happenstance. A moment hovered, expectant, as the systems went through their scanning

         protocol. Then my unconscious wife had the inferior of her two diseased lungs disconnected. I can’t really imagine which of

         the two was the worse, since both were full of pus and fluid and dead carbon-based gunk, stuff that Tara could no longer eliminate

         from her bronchi, stuff the color of turned mayonnaise. They began pulling George’s left lung out of the beer cooler, and they trimmed away a little bit of it so it would

         fit into Tara’s body. This after a guy with an expensive saw had opened up the whole of her, underneath her breastplate. They

         opened her up straight across, from latitude to latitude. And they began the arduous connection of George’s left lung to Tara’s

         pulmonary artery, the pulmonary vein, the bronchus, while the other nearly worthless lung pumped away haphazardly, keeping

         her just this side of peat moss. When the left of George’s lungs was attached, it took a few breaths, began doing its job,

         and they moved on to the right.

      


      In the waiting room, the better to try not to think about the direst of circumstances, I looked at the worried faces of other

         people. I got up and paced, as one will, because the molded plastic chairs abraded my posterior. (There should have been a

         therapeutic ward in the university medical center that was devoted to nothing but the skeletal problems caused by the molded

         plastic chairs of hospital waiting rooms. The Montese Crandall Wing for Abnormalities of the Softened Posterior.) The other

         thing I did was to call again on Noel Stroop, to ask if I could have a reading at Arachnids, Inc. “Noel,” I remarked, “it’s

         Montese Crandall, yeah, yeah, baseball cards. Right. Look, Noel, I’m here in the hospital, where my wife is… well… never mind….

         Right. That’s kind of you. Noel, let me be frank. I would like to be able to tell my wife, when she comes around, that I have

         accomplished something in the area of my writing. It doesn’t have to be much. I would like to tell her something good, you know, to cheer her up, while she’s realizing how many stitches she has in her chest, and how big the scar is, and how

         many stents and shunts there are in her. Noel, I’m wondering if you would consider giving me a chance to read there at the store, yeah, from my collected stories, such as they are, so that I can tell my wife, when she awakes.”

      


      As I may have indicated earlier, Tara didn’t come out of her coma on any accelerated schedule. In the days after the completion

         of her double lung transplant, I was permitted to observe my wife’s slumbering form, first in the ICU and then in the general

         hospital population, and this is when the word ischemia suddenly became a part of daily conversation. The doctors would ask, “Are you Mr. Crandall?” though we’d been multiply introduced,

         and I would say, yet again, “Why do you think I’m hanging around her bed day and night, looking as though I’m a homeless person,

         mumbling to myself and breaking out into, well, spontaneous heaving sobs?” They would ignore my comments. “In the coming days,

         it’s possible that we might see the following…,” and then the word ischemia was always slipped into the monologue. Other bits of medical argot were also deployed, diabetes mellitus, further “clubbing”

         of the fingertips and toes, progressive deafness due to long-term consumption of antibiotics, cross-infection from other lung

         patients, genetic stuff I didn’t understand, and then something about a transmembrane conductance regulator. These conversations always ended with someone asking whether I had been tested for the certain recessive gene myself, the

         gene that caused Tara’s difficulties. Which was another way of asking if I knew of or accepted the barrenness, the non-productivity

         of our marriage, to which I replied only with silence, because that was my way.

      


      The expectations the doctors had for my wife were optimistic, after a fashion, until they remembered to ask about her age.

         My wife, at thirty-eight, was sicker than most people with her illness. Younger people didn’t have trouble with ischemia or re-perfusion injuries subsequent to their surgery. They bounced back quicker from the infections. Whatever the cause, my wife long remained unconscious.

         Or, more exactly, she was in a way station between delirium and unconsciousness. During this stretch, when I was either sitting

         next to her bed or eating nougat-and-peanut snack items, Tara was having incredibly vivid nightmares, all of which involved

         persecution. She dreamed that I personally was a member of the FBI’s domestic fraud task force and was coming to cut parts of her body off bit by bit so that they could be blown up in garish desert explosions. Or I was

         a serial killer and was trying to administer lethal drugs to her. Or else I was eating bits of her. Or I was forcing her to

         have sex with me, even though she was missing limbs. Or I was using my amputation stumps to penetrate her. Or she was trying to flee from me and other persecutors, even

         though she had only 20 percent of lung function.

      


      It was a good thing, therefore, that I had secured an upcoming reading at Arachnids, Inc. This was a welcome distraction.

         The only problem, as regarded my reading, was that I had a grand total of six or seven sentences to read to the audience.

         Despite the fact that I admitted to absolutely little doubt as an artist, some of these sentences were clearly better than others. Either I was going to read the sentences over and over again, so that they would transport by virtue of a canny repetition,

         or it was going to be a very short reading. Well, there was a third alternative, namely that I would produce some new material. I have heard of, and have never exactly approved of, people attempting to write new works just so that they’d have

         something to read. Here was my chance. Blood and guts. The heartbreak of mortality. The last bit of air squeezed out of a

         diseased lung. The love, or at least the considerable devotion, cut short by fate. Out of great adversity comes great art,

         and so I came up with my celebrated lung transplant sequence. (See The Collected Works of Montese Crandall, presently under construction, p. 4.)

      


      Future readers of my works will realize that the surgery sequence, at the time, represented a huge advance in the amount of

         work I had at my disposal for the reading, in that it contained several sentences. It seemed to be what I was able to come up with in those weeks of drama and anxiety. I knew my wife’s illness was genetic,

         and that it was unlikely that I had caught it from her, and yet I found myself having to remember, almost manually, to breathe, breathe, breathe, while I was in the

         waiting room or in her hospital room. When I fell asleep, in fact, I began experiencing episodes of apnea, in which I would

         shake myself awake, chest heaving, unable to catch my own breath, just as I had so often attempted to catch my wife’s breath

         for her. The same was true on the nights I tried to sleep at home in the large queen-size bed that never felt right without Tara’s

         skeletal frame alongside me. She was one of those sleepers who move ever closer, until they have commandeered a good three-quarters of the square footage, while you are balanced precariously on the remainder. Without

         her, it seemed there was nothing to keep me from spreading out and taking over everything, in an orgy of self-centeredness

         and, thus, insignificance.

      


      The twenty-first day of the month came around, the day when Tara went back into the ICU. They did more tests, which is what

         they do in the ICU, and I thought about canceling my reading at Arachnids. However, I decided that if Tara were awake, dressed

         in a pink miniskirt and some silky flowered top that she managed to find at one of the thrift shops on Fourth Avenue, she

         would have said, despite her oxygen mask, “Monty, get out there and live.” You understand, this is not to say she never felt sorry for herself, nor that she didn’t get bored of seeing me hanging

         around every day. In an earlier phase of her illness, she would occasionally take off on ridiculous trips up the block. Dragging

         her rolling oxygen tank, she would stick out her thumb and wait for someone with a minivan to come along. Then she’d say,

         Take me to a betting parlor, if you please. Or something similar. She would have the racing form, and the sports pages, and a copy of one of those periodicals designed

         for arms traders. Those illegal betting parlors were dangerous, unscrupulous, and sad. But when you don’t get out of the house

         much, you are willing to go almost anywhere. In the backseat of this stranger’s car, coughing her disgusting and very watery

         cough, spitting her sputum into a cup or sometimes out the window, Tara gazed upon the whole thing, the vast expanse of our

         part of the state, effusing to her driver. “Do you see any longhorn sheep?” “No, lady, no longhorn sheep.” “Do you see any

         bobcats?” “No, lady, I don’t see any bobcats.” “Do you see any javelinas?” “Sure, when don’t you?” And Tara would often conclude,

         “Once I was able to hike in parks, a little bit, anyway.”

      


      But let us now leave my wife in her unconscious state, so that the scene might shift again to the little bookstore named after

         the kingdom of life-forms with prehensile second antennae, e.g., scorpions, brown recluses, and their kin. I was going to Arachnids, as scheduled, whether I liked it or not, and whether or

         not there were going to be any listeners in the store. It bears mentioning that I did occasionally visit Arachnids as a customer,

         because of its excellent used books and digital media. It was a comfortable place for the slaying of time. I belonged there.

         It was right that I was reading here. I was going to enter the store like some prefab pop singer, therefore, striding onto

         the stage as if he had ownership. And I would wear the most elegant outfit (I had put some serious thought into this), namely

         some undertaker’s clothes, because that was how I felt, like a merchant of death, like a man whose everyday affairs had only to do with the lost, with

         the teeming cities of Hades, where the souls eternally suffered. So I would wear black shiny shoes and skinny tie and black

         armband, a black knitted cap. Let it be noted, too, that black does flatter a gentleman who has perhaps become spread out

         in the midsection with the nervous eating of nougat-and-marshmallow treats.

      


      I loitered in the philosophy section of Arachnids until a quarter past the hour. I muttered nervous prayers. Noel then made

         clear that we would have to make do with the audience at hand, which audience was scattered among folding chairs, and, as

         I have said, this audience numbered exactly five. I knew three of them. One was Jake Cohn, a pharmacist and enthusiastic supporter

         of the arts, who owned and operated Mud Hut magazine; then there was Jenny Martini, a flea marketeer like myself who often helped me put up my stand (she sold vintage

         lamps); besides Jenny and Jake, there was one of the legions of beatnik homeless men who lived in our town, probably an Iraq

         war veteran, wearing on this night old polyester rags. And then there was a rather stately, motionless, and imposing black

         man, sitting alone in the back row. He looked drugged.

      


      Noel Stroop began introducing me now, mumbling an entirely incorrect pronunciation of my name, calling me, believe it or not,

         Montrose Candle, and indicating that I had numerous publications in the local rags. Then, having run dry of material, Noel asked the audience to please give me a warm welcome, which they attempted to do, notwithstanding that they were the proverbial

         happy few.


      There I was at the lectern, with the very bad wireless microphone that had long since been rendered fuzzy, and in my possession

         were about ninety-five words. I could think of nothing to do at first. I was certain that I was going to void my bowels. There

         was a uvular tickling, and I fantasized briefly about a burning lava flow coming up past the esophageal sphincter, through

         my old, compromised esophagus. But then I thought of my Tara, back when she was sitting out in the driveway in a wheelchair,

         kicking gravel, frozen with terror at the notion that she had to undergo her lung transplant. She didn’t want to have those two pieces of George the biker sewn into her for the rest of her natural life. She didn’t want to corrode her new lungs with the same mucoid rice pudding that had gummed up the last pair. She didn’t want to begin her lifelong regimen of antirejection cocktails. She didn’t want to see both her lungs spatula’d into a medical-waste container and flung into a dumpster out back of the hospital, where

         the javelinas would likely dig them out and feast. When I thought thus of Tara, and of the drainage that was probably taking

         place then through the stent above her right nipple, I realized that I could be strong, and I could read my first story, and I could be Montese Crandall, innovator in contemporary letters.


      I recited a proper introduction to my work, as follows: “I’m very glad that you have all come, and I would like to tell you

         about my work, in order to prepare you. My work is about paring away the fat and gristle and imprecision to leave the most

         rudimentary scaffolding, a process few writers are willing to undertake. As evidence of this, I’m simply going to read you

         an excerpt from my newest piece. However, before beginning, I think we need to observe a silence for a couple of minutes, so that you can hear my sentences arising from out of a doomed, hushed, forlorn historical moment,

         and together we remember how language replies always to the nothingness, how the utterance is a pure thing, a pure, uh, musical production, faced with, you know, the thundercloud of human failure sweeping down from the mountains and over the

         desert.”

      


      I then fell silent for exactly three minutes. It was like this: with only thirteen sentences total, I needed to read one sentence

         every three minutes, and then my reading would be the ideal length for a reading, which is thirty-nine minutes. While I could

         have read longer, I decided on the occasion of my first reading to warm up with something a bit less challenging, to indicate

         that I was taking the needs of the audience to heart. So I vacated the area of the lectern and sat, plunked myself down, in

         the circle with my audience, and put my wristwatch on the chair next to me, and I closed my eyes.

      


      Maybe it was because I hadn’t had a moment lately to be anything other than the worried lump of a husband by Tara’s bedside,

         the guy who just hours before had called her parents, with whom she was not close, so that they could imply that I was the

         reason Tara was sick now and that if she had stayed back in the Rust Belt, and dated Skeet Berman, the venture capitalist,

         then she would have had a happier and more fulfilling life. I was much too old for her, and my job was not a proper job, and

         baseball card enthusiasts were shut-ins. Maybe it was because of this stress that, as soon as I was sitting quietly at Arachnids,

         I felt something profound swoop down on me, some scrolling news bulletin of gratitude and grace, so that my eyes filled with

         tears, tears that did not quite spill over, but I choked, briefly, began to hack, thinking of my own great fortune to have been given the responsibility of Tara Schott Crandall. To have seen Tara parked in the driveway prior to having George’s

         lungs sewn into her. To have cared for Tara despite all grim prognostications about her future. This was an honor, this was

         a life, whether I had succeeded entirely or not. I was confident that the audience shared, if telepathically, in this feeling, or

         at least shared in the possibility of silence, and it was with this conviction, after three minutes, that I stood.

      


      Because I had all my sentences memorized, I then dramatically presented the surgical series, just as if it were an actor’s

         soliloquy:

      


      

         Cut it. Cut here. Cut it out. Cut it off. Cut the cord. Cut the costs. Cut the crap. Cut your wrists. Cut and run. Cutting

            corners. Cutting the losses. Cutting some slack. Cut me some slack. Cut the grass. Cut the malarkey. Cut to the bone. Cut. Cut, cut.

         


      


      Informed readers and critics familiar with my work will recognize what I recognized myself in that horrible moment, that I

         had somehow spontaneously altered the surgery sequence. But I have since come to believe that my type of literary endeavor

         needs to be able to adapt to circumstances, to incorporate spontaneity if it is to grow. If the spoken version of the story

         was different from the written draft, so be it. However, the realization of my prolixity cast some shadow over me, and I almost

         immediately fell into silence again, a silence of nearly awkward length. In which I was looking down upon the Plexiglas lectern,

         thinking badly of myself. I guess I was kind of nervous. This secondary silence had a rather predictable effect. It drove two people out of the reading, first the

         beatnik guy, who was probably only there to relax for a few minutes. He needed time out of the desert heat. The beatnik guy

         recognized that at a reading of five persons, Noel Stroop was not going to eject him from Arachnids, despite his habit of

         stealing things from the computer books section and attempting resale out in front of the ruins of what was once the Dairy

         Queen. He took advantage of my surgery sequence to bust a move, as they used to say, and then he went out into the night and, I suppose, hopped a freight train.

      


      Jenny Martini was next to go, waving graciously. I would have lamented this departure, but it was time to read anew. I was

         down to three people, including Noel, who kept looking at his wrist-implanted digital minder. I launched violently into the

         single sentence that remained of my biography of George, the lung donor, and I am sure that I delivered it in such a way that the entirety of my former hundred pages were implicit in that one sentence. When I took my skullcap from my head and clamped it over my left pectoral mass, it did fill

         my heart with sweet sympathy. “He was just a kid,” I called out. Weren’t we all once?

      


      (Even I was once a child, in fact, which I have neglected to mention. An excessively needy child. A righty among lefties.

         A tone-deaf belter among whispery folkies. Born at a time of much uncertainty, the year being 1973. My parents were living

         in a van, following some troupe of jugglers and folk musicians around the country, a troupe called Nexus, that is, before

         my parents settled at what they used to call an ashram and conducted ongoing polygamous relations with other adults. My siblings

         were legion, apparently, whether by custom or actual fact. As a child, I read widely in New Age mysticism, I had no choice,

         I fumigated with sage, I wore dreadlocks, I cooked exclusively with brown rice, until I became a man, and, in the desert,

         abandoned my family, as Americans will do.)

      


      Silence is what happens when we do nothing to intervene. And maybe that is what we ought always to do, make less of ourselves,

         fill less of the atmosphere with our incomplete opinions, with our ill-considered arguments, our strident beliefs that amount

         to squelched flatus in a stuffy room. The universe is silent, after all, because there is no air in which sound can take place,

         and thus silence is the biggest part of the universe. The stripping away, the leaving behind of literature and language so

         that silence takes its place, this is preferable, the bookshelf that is three-quarters empty leaves room for more.

      


      Jenny’s departure had left just the publisher of Mud Hut and the unknown black guy. And Noel. It was unclear whether Noel’s posture—slumped over the register—was asleep or simulating

         sleep. At this point, I determined to cut short my program, and skipped back to one of my greatest moments as a writer, and

         I recited from memory the story about the stealth bomber, which I’m sure I don’t need to repeat here. What’s more important is what happened next, because after I presented the story just mentioned,

         I thanked the audience for its patience, having taken up no more than nine minutes, which has to be a world record where readings

         are concerned. Some poets use up more than nine minutes just telling you how many poems remain to be read.

      


      The program was now completed. Jake Cohn, for one, applauded energetically. The store was comically somber except for Jake

         and the unknown black man, who, despite the strange circumstances of the evening, seemed to be attentive and waiting around,

         I supposed, to meet me. Jake was already backing toward the door. Graciously, he invited me to submit anew to Mud Hut, if and when he managed to put together additional funding. But before he pushed back the glass door with all the band handbills

         on it, it occurred to me that I had forgotten to croak out the invitation that was always such an important closer at any

         literary event, “Does anyone have any questions?”

      


      Jake hurried to his folding chair. It was getting on toward night, and there were the blackouts to consider, the OPEC embargo

         and all of that, and so at ten P.M. the lights were meant to go off for all nonessential businesses. Everyone wanted to get

         home in advance of the blackout, especially when a lot of them were walking home. And so why did I ask for questions? Better

         to ask why the borscht belt comic works himself into a frenzy with the house three-quarters empty. Better to ask why the protestors,

         who number only three, play to the camera as the traffic rushes past heedless. If you can wish a vanished world into being, if you can dredge up your dreams from the lake bottom, why not do so with brio? The imposing

         black man raised his hand immediately, and in a hoarse whisper that recalled certain jazz greats during talk-back portions

         of their bonus tracks, he immediately asked—“Where do you get your ideas?”

      


      Since Jake did take this opportunity to press on to other engagements, since Noel had most of the chairs folded and stacked

         so quickly that it was as if they’d never been set out at all, there was nothing to do but take this man and his question out into the dusty night. He was about a foot taller than I, and his

         hair was grayer than I’d thought when he was sitting in the back of the room. In close company, in fact, his manner was even

         more halting and irregular than when he had first attempted to pronounce his hoarse question. The phrase wild, staring eyes was made for interlocutors like this. Since I’m a fan of the new expanded edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—Eighth Edition, since I flip through it looking for syndromes that I have yet to contract, I did have a couple of diagnostic speculations

         about this gentleman who later announced his improbable name as: D. Tyrannosaurus.

      


      My speculations touched upon aggravated hydrophobia with hygiene aversion, which you found a lot of in our town, and though it was considered a civic virtue to refrain from bathing, a virtue taken

         to extremes by some local ragamuffins, Mr. Tyrannosaurus undertook to fulfill this duty with especial loyalty. There was also

         mixed caffeine obsession with chronic caffeine dependence, which became evident when he suggested the little spot up the block called Ho Chi Minh. On the way, I attempted to address

         his inquiries with respect to my endeavors as an artist. I admitted that I was not very good at ideas, else I would have written

         a lot more than I had written, nor was I good at getting ideas down. Normally when I had an idea it was a weak idea. Along

         these lines I kept monologizing. I could not keep myself from monologizing, especially since D. Tyrannosaurus had what the

         DSM-VIII describes as conversational pseudo-uremia, meaning that language is all but occluded in the individual’s larynx and then distributed behaviorally around the personality,

         with delusional overlay apparent in resulting grammatical malformations, and because I was sort of panicky about how D. Tyrannosaurus

         was going to respond to some of my observations, I felt that an avuncular chattiness would suit me fine. I remarked again

         that I had no actual ideas, that I had written some thirteen sentences in near upon seven years and that he didn’t want to

         know how much writing was required from which to excise the thirteen sentences, and, by the way, my wife was presently unconscious in a nearby hospital, having had both her lungs

         replaced, and because I had fallen far from my parents and cousins and other family and in-laws and had few or no vocational

         prospects, as far as I was concerned, the night could only grow darker.

      


      The guy named after the Cretaceous reptilian carnivore fixed his wild, staring eyes on me, at which point he noted that he

         too wrote a little bit, and this I had already surmised because who else goes to those events? Only persons with the conversational pseudo-uremia and the aggravated hydrophobia with hygiene aversion, who are meant to be prescribed rather strong antipsychotic medications.

      


      “And what is it that you write?”


      “I cut a few words out of a book or a series of books. I paste these words down.”


      “Paste them down?”


      “I paste them down. Collage. They’re very short pieces.”


      “How short?”


      “Sometimes just a word or two.”


      “And where do you get your ideas?”

      


      Here he fixed me with a look of such desolation and loss that I don’t quite know how to describe it. The look that said all

         that was good in the world was false.

      


      “… It’s the words that have the ideas. I just assemble.”


      He’d been to graduate school, I learned, that waiting room of the bereaved. He’d been a champion of information systems, of certain unpopular byways of

         study, of ideas that made his thesis advisers dislike him. And anyway he preferred not to go to class, nor to appear in daylight,

         where the violent rays of the sun would reveal his, as he described it, dermal transparency. And then when he had left school, his particular interest there being the palindromic writings of a certain Belgian linguist,

         he became a conceptual artist for a while. In this period he lived in appropriated housing in a certain eastern city.

      


      This was long ago, he reminded me, an era of lawlessness when it was possible to live outside the economy without surveillance.

         Utilities could be made to work for you. For free! This was before, well before, legalized information-gathering on all citizens.

         Pages were still stapled and copied at the copy shop. Concerts were performed with actual instruments. Cable and digital communications

         were fraudulently obtained. While living in the squat, D. Tyrannosaurus adhered to a twenty-five-hour diurnal unit, so that

         as the weeks wore on, he was happily alert while everyone else was asleep. Having achieved the maximum in temporal estrangement,

         D. Tyrannosaurus was then brought temporarily into phase. Not long after, there was the experimental diet of seven meals a

         day of one hundred and fifty calories each. He e-mailed it to the authors of faddish approaches to weight loss, hoping to

         cash in. D., as he said I might call him henceforth, insisted on sitting down for each of his seven meals. He preferred to

         chew each bite of food forty-nine times, multiples being a key feature. Thereafter, for reasons he did not reveal, he passed

         a few years in the Big House, though of course he was innocent.

      


      This portion of the conversation, the portion relating to the episodic and hard-to-follow life of D. Tyrannosaurus, took a

         long time, in part because there were many silences, bringing us flush against the evening blackout. I still had to walk back

         into the southern part of the city, largely controlled by unsavory gang types, and I was a little worried about the forty-five

         minutes it would take, even though darkness is a beautiful thing. I was about to make my escape, therefore, when D. asked

         if I played chess.

      


      “Isn’t it late? For fun and games?”


      “We can play on the clock. Anyway, I got a car.”


      “A car?”


      “I siphon off a bit of this or that when I have to.”


      As the entire remainder of this introduction, and indeed my entire future as a writer, is entailed in the answer to this rather

         strange question from D.—Do you play chess?—the subject deserves another brief side trip into my past.

      


      Yes, I, Montese Crandall, was once the second-best under-eighteen player of chess in the northwestern division of the country.

         As a young person, I had few other passions. It’s a certain kind of genius, the chess genius, and it is the kind of genius

         I once possessed. The kind that sees ahead, that sees combinations. The kind that plays a completely conservative game, culminating

         in the meting out of total destruction. When I was young and ugly and could not hit the ball with the bat, I wanted to play

         chess. I worked at it. I read up. I followed Paul Morphy’s games, likewise other grand masters’. I pored over Big Blue’s machinations,

         that hulking supercomputer.

      


      Chess was not a thing that was indulged at my parents’ ashram, as you might imagine. In fact, chess was considered by my parents

         to be elitist, proto-fascist, and dependent on phallic aggrandizement, and, in its imperialist, hegemonic, phallic structures,

         unsuitable for children.

      


      Therefore, I practiced chess in secret. Apart from women and men. Often I played by mail. At one time, I had a dozen games

         of chess going by mail, with people whom I met briefly in furtive chess-obsessed conversations out in the world, in the rare

         instances I was permitted access to the larger world. I hated that my chess longing was secret, profane, and that my board

         was a folding cardboard one that I hid under my bed. On the other hand, I loved my chess-playing brethren. I loved the chess-playing

         girls with their gigantic braces, their scoliosis, and those homemade dresses that featured jam stains.

      


      My parents, they of the alternative lifestyles, asked, when they found my chessboard: How did we raise up a chess-obsessed

         child? Why a fascist prodigy? Why a child who won’t wear hemp products, even under duress, who won’t work in the bulk section

         at the food co-op, who wants nothing more than to analyze positions on the board and stare out the window? Next he will want

         his own pocket calculator! Next he will be designing so-called computer games for the so-called computer community where no

         one touches anyone else and pedophiles run free!

      


      I won my share of tournaments. I even won tournaments in which I had to play several games at a time. I once won a tournament

         in which I had to play several games on the clock. These tournaments were mostly against amateurs from the desolate towns

         of my youth. Then, at sixteen, in a statewide tournament, I played against a naturalized Indian, originally from Hyderabad.

         His name was Sashi, and his parents were in the movie business. He was a vain, self-centered Brahman, and I wanted to humiliate

         him badly. This was not my reaction to other boys, that I wanted to humiliate them, but Sashi believed he was the best at

         everything. I have a vivid recollection of his boasting of his sword-fighting lessons, which he needed in order to prepare

         for his vocation as a leading Bollywood man. Probably Sashi is still working, now that Bollywood is exporting so many of its

         films to our own web market. Perhaps Sashi plays some kind of emir or pasha, or perhaps he is some kind of malefic drug kingpin

         trying to thwart the comely Indian lovers.

      


      Let me convey the idiocy of this particular game of chess. It was the rare instance where I used an unusual opening, namely

         the so-called Creepy-Crawling opening of 1A3. I hypothesized that if I gave Sashi, the swashbuckler, the middle of the board,

         he would make mistakes of pride and hubris. He would do too much adventuring in the early development of queen and bishops,

         et cetera. It was his global-village mania that made him overwhelmingly vulnerable. From what I’d learned of his games, Sashi

         couldn’t contain himself. As a further psychological tactic, I made conversation between moves about the extremely large bosoms

         of women in Bollywood musicals and how lucky he was going to be to consort with them. There would be, I said, women with bosoms

         waiting for him in airports and in fast-food restaurants, and how was he going to deal with all of these women and all of

         these demands, at which point he took E5 and D5(!), having not failed to perceive the opportunity. What developed was a huge

         sucking hole on my king’s side, as though my forces had been all washed out to sea, after which I chased him back and forth

         across the middle of the board, while his bishops danced in toward my despondent governess, and the rooks, whom I intended

         to liberate early on with my Creepy-Crawling opening, were liberated to do nothing but fail. I went for the draw, but there was no draw

         to be had. I was crushed by that snake charmer, and he went on to be a regional powerhouse, before renouncing chess for his

         professional acting career, or so I imagine.

      


      I retreated to baseball cards.


      Like Paul Morphy, grandest of grand masters, who still played the odd game in the period when he believed that government

         agents were controlling the international chess federations, or like Bobby Fischer, who was still playing chess privately

         while expressing the idea that the Jews controlled international commerce, I believed I could in fact play and whip D. Tyrannosaurus,

         collage artist, without much problem. Unorthodox chess openings, as you may know, are in the DSM-VIII, along with, e.g., waitstaff, habitual harassment thereof, and while these disorders are not covered by all insurers, they do get us closer to an idea of how psychology works. The

         Creepy-Crawling opening, the Shy opening, the Garbage Formation (where the knight is pinned down uselessly at A3), these can

         be treatable tendencies, and god knows I could have used a therapeutic intervention after my witless opening against Sashi.

      


      At Ho Chi Minh, D. stood over a couple of kids with a board, at one of the nearby tables. A candle guttered beside them, and

         the pieces seemed grander somehow, more expressionist, in this shadowy illumination. We were getting to the end of electrical

         twilight. D. threatened the kids, with his imposing height and his severe face, persuading these striplings to surrender to

         us the board and its men. It was at this point that I generously volunteered to play the game blindfolded, if only we could

         find a stylish and effective textile for the purpose. Eventually, we tied two crimson napkins end to end and affixed this

         suggestion of a blindfold over my eyes. I promise I didn’t need to cheat, to look under the lip of my eye diaper, because D. Tyrannosaurus was such a haphazard player that it was unclear

         that he comprehended the most basic movements. He began with a ridiculous opening, as I had with Sashi. Amost immediately,

         I could feel him drumming with his long, bony fingers on the tabletop, as if to make up for his disorderly play. I concentrated on this and other ambiences

         while sporting my crimson blindfold. There was the snorting of the cappuccino maker; there was the relentless braying from

         the sound system. A couple to our left was arguing. Somewhere across the room, a young woman sniffled, perhaps in some state

         of grief. I could hear fingers on computer keys; I could hear what was clearly a one-sided telephone conversation about bariatric

         resectioning. A wind was blowing up outside, broadcasting widely the dust and detritus of the post-imperial desert. While

         I was listening to these pleasant sound emanations, I took command of files E and F, easy enough to do even blindfolded.

      


      D. began attempting to push his pawn on the G file all the way to the other end, as if I wouldn’t possibly notice, but I overcame

         this strategy and, somewhat anticlimactically, I mated him in eleven moves. I didn’t lose a man.

      


      “Bad luck!” I said. Removing the fashion accessory.


      D. gazed at the board disconsolately. He shook his head. “Been playing for thirty years. It doesn’t show. Well, let me drive

         you back.”

      


      We stepped outside the café into that most compelling and dazzling moment of modern life. The moment when the electricity

         utterly failed. As you may have gathered, Rio Blanco was one of those places where the night sky reached out and struck dumb

         the citizenry, rendered it puny and insubstantial. The sun dipped behind the mountains, and there was the enormity of the

         Milky Way, the rioting of nebulae. I can’t tell you the number of days that I have lain in the empty roads at three or four

         in the morning, watching cascades of shooting stars.

      


      The city lights went off in the distant zones first. Each night about ten P.M. First, the southern quarter of town, where

         all the good Mexican and Colombian and Venezuelan food was, and then the downtown, where the empty skyscrapers languished,

         neglected. Then the bohemian neighborhood, near the community college, where we stood. Then the blackout swept east, into

         the districts with the fences and walls and barbed wire, all the way up into the foothills, until, in a minute or so, the two

         of us stood in total darkness.

      


      “I’ll tell you what,” D. said. “I am going to read up, and I’m going to play a few more times, and then I’m going to challenge

         you again.”

      


      “I’d like that, Mr. Tyrannosaurus,” I replied. “Actually, I haven’t played in a while. But what I could use right now, Mr.

         Dinosaur, are a few distractions. So, I accept.”

      


      D.’s automobile seemed to have no shortage of pieces of chassis that were falling off. The drive was conducted in quiet, but

         not an awkward quiet, in a serene quiet in which the two of us could float without concern. I did wonder why me, why would this interesting and accomplished socially inept gentleman, in a town not noted for its population of persons of

         African ancestry, be interested in a baseball card dealer with a sick wife? In lieu of an answer, I accepted the following:

         that I had apparently made a friend.

      


      It wasn’t five minutes after I closed the gate, shuttered the windows, and locked the several locks that my portable digital

         assistant tolled, using the ring tone from one of the big band songs from the 1950s that I favored. Making use of the caller-identification

         feature, I checked the number, and it was revealed to be none other than the URB Medical Center. There was a catch in my breath,

         in my already highly irregular breathing.

      


      My wife had waked!


      In the tolling of the bells, I counted the days since I had seen her conscious, I counted the ways that I had been redeemed,

         without meriting it at all, by my marriage. And then there was the wheezing of some kind of oxygen-supplying apparatus, after

         which I heard Tara’s groggy voice.

      


      “Monty?”


      “Tara!”


      “Monty!”


      “How are you feeling?”


      “It looks like I was sawed in half. Have you seen this? Were you using me for some kind of magic trick? Did you make me play

         the role of the girl who gets sawed in half?”

      


      “You were away for so long. So I had to, I had to maximize whatever income streams were available to me. Including sawing

         you in half.”

      


      She didn’t laugh. My wife. She failed to laugh. “How long is long?” she slurred, drifting away.


      “Didn’t they—”


      “I want to hear you say it.”

      


      “I’m coming over.”


      “It’s late,” she said. And here her voice fell into a whisper. “I’m just going to fall asleep. No visitors till morning.”


      “But I want to come now.”


      “You can’t.”


      “I’m going to hitchhike.”


      “A nurse is yelling that you can’t come. Can you hear her? Come tomorrow.”


      “What if something happens?”


      “Nothing’s going to happen. Don’t make me talk more. I can barely—”


      “I know, I’m sorry.”


      “I don’t want to argue.”


      “I know.”


      “They’re going to take me off the respirator tomorrow for an hour. I’m still coughing up blood. You wouldn’t believe all the

         blood sometimes.”

      


      “Then will you be able to come home?”


      “I’m so bored.”


      I did go the next day, to find her stitched shut, heavily drugged, slightly puffy from immunosuppressants, and pasty like

         she had just been to the paling station, but much herself, and I held her in my arms, and I returned to the pattern of hospital

         visitation and sleeping in folding chairs, until that most perfect day, the day when Tara returned from the hospital, when

         I ferried her back in a gypsy cab running on cooking oil, her lungs filled with the breath of young George the motorcycle hobbyist. And here

         was her amazing entrance, yes, the moment when we climbed out of the car, on a day when the temperature was flirting with

         ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit. My wife, Tara, walked by herself from the driveway to the front door of the house. She’d managed

         to get back into her old white tights and her suede miniskirt, the outfit she’d worn to the hospital, and she had on a ridiculous

         hat and sunglasses, and when she struggled to the front step, where the dead cacti that I’d failed to water for the past month

         had flopped over skeletally, she said, “This is where you carry me across the threshold.”

      


      She certainly didn’t weigh much.


      I know it’s a theme of horror movies, the sort of horror movies that I used to love, that transplanted body parts inevitably

         bring with them some faint trace of their sinister donor. This would perhaps suggest that, upon returning home, Tara would

         begin headbanging, and would be demanding songs in which the E strings of Finnish guitars were tuned down two whole steps

         and the lyrics were all about women who’d done Satan wrong or women who kill, kill, kill, but I noticed no such thing. In fact, in the two or three weeks after she got back from the hospital, we had the best stretch

         we’d ever had together in our marriage. Tara started thinking about going back to work. Though with unemployment rather high

         in our region, it wasn’t as if she could just get out there and command a position. But she started reading up. She wanted to go back into social work, where she had worked in her twenties. Her specialty: runaways.

      


      Tara also became interested, again, in the Futures Betting Syndicate. The FBS had become a joint venture of the Sino-Indian

         Economic Compact not long before. Which is to say that when these Asian engines of international progress put aside the lobbing

         of nuclear warheads at each other over the Himalayas, they created a global economic powerhouse, and acquiring the FBS was

         among their first joint operations. The FBS had therefore begun conducting the majority of its Asian-themed futures markets in Farsi, Cantonese, and Mandarin. Some of the subjects of these markets were

         predictable—the likelihood of the annual crackdown on the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square protests, and so forth—while

         others were less benign. The web presence of the Sino-Indian FBS was seductive and glamorous, with animations that, on a wall-sized

         monitor, could lure in even the most hardened former compulsive gambler. Imagine the effect, then, on a young person convalescing

         from a deadly pulmonary illness, a young person with a kinky just-had-sex hairstyle and an ICU pallor, who was able to do

         machine transliterations of Cantonese and Farsi. This young person, though increasingly physically weak, could easily have

         had the resources to realize that the FBS now had a futures market in “Violent Insurrection in the United States of America.”

      


      Such simple words! Who would care! At this late stage, when all the hooting and hollering was over, who would care really

         if there was violent insurrection in the United States of America! Violent insurrection in the People’s Republic of China

         would be the kind of thing that would bring out the tremors in brokers in Hong Kong, Tokyo, and Kuala Lumpur. And yet “Violent

         Insurrection in the United States of America” was the subject that piqued the interest of my wife, Tara Schott Crandall. She

         was too sickly to make love to me; indeed, we hadn’t had each other’s clothes off in so long that it was almost as if I didn’t

         know how to unbutton my own trousers. Did it mean that I didn’t love her? It did not. I loved her enough to overlook her renewed hours spent in front of the screen, even when, one night, I walked into her office,

         pulled up the shades, kissed her upon the brow, which was only a little slick with perspiration, looked over her shoulder,

         and saw that she was spending three thousand dollars (a not insignificant portion of our savings) betting on the futures market

         in the aforementioned “violent insurrection.”

      


      “Let’s just hope it starts on the East Coast,” I said. And then: “Are you not worried that the betting will produce the result?”


      I was used to a certain amount of relapsing and remitting, but this was asking too much of me, and of our homeland security infrastructure.

      


      “Shhh,” she said. She was using the chat function of the FBS software to communicate with other dangerously obsessed bettors.

         One interlocutor was a person whose name, when translated from the relevant ideograms, seemed to be PiranhaYummy. Tara was

         attempting to convince this Amazonian stream dweller that the conditions were indeed absolutely right for the political action described on the big board. I told Tara that there had been a recent discovery of a subspecies of

         piranha in the Potomac. A small school of them could clean an overweight congressional representative down to the bones.

      


      “There doesn’t have to be an actual violent insurrection,” she reminded me. “There has to be the perception of violent insurrection. Look at all the other stuff they have.” It was a villanelle of the violent, a sestina of the salacious

         on that screen. I could very well have written one of my short stories from titles of the betting pools on the FBS if, in

         the days of ministering to my wife, I was still capable: “Dismemberment of American diplomat in Islamist country,” “Spain

         exiles its Jews,” and so on.

      


      “It only takes one piranha to buy,” Tara said. “Then watch the prices rise. I think I can get out before I lose my blouse.”


      I mumbled something noncontroversial and backed away from her workstation, but not before I could see some of the inexplicable

         chatter from PiranhaYummy and his ilk. “My bicycle has never been so rusty,” he typed to my wife. “A germ has begun its replications.”

         Before the automated translation, he was probably saying “Let’s have lunch; my wife doesn’t understand me the way you do.”

      


      It was in these next days that Tara informed me, over a hastily and badly prepared dinner, that large sums had been made and

         lost. Tears in her eyes. Ever deeper did my wife burrow into the subculture of Asian day traders in the futures markets. She

         claimed, among the dupes and shills she found there, to have connections in the anarchist underground in the USA; she claimed

         to know well the survivalist skinheads of the Rust Belt. It was a lot of bluster, but when deployed correctly, this bluster

         gave the appearance of knowledge, and this was enough to buffet the price of bids on the FBS.

      


      “Violent Insurrection in the United States of America,” along with “International Bioterror Strike,” began a slow but undeniable

         upward movement. Tara seemed to feel that if the price rose, it was she who was ascending, back into the world. Her spirits

         soared, and her fair, exhausted face took on a rosy hue I had not seen in a long time. Was it the magic arts of the surgeons

         at the medical center, with their nanotechnological robots? Or was it the likelihood of violent insurrection?

      


      It was when this steady climb on the FBS became somewhat meteoric that the scam no longer seemed funny or pragmatic. We were

         citizens of a post-industrial country that no longer produced much. Our rate of emigration exceeded our rate of immigration.

         Our GDP was contracting for what? The twelfth quarter? Tourism was down. Manufacturing was all but nonexistent. An analogy?

         The mayor of my burg, the city of Rio Blanco in which I write these lines, even this political gladiator had absconded across

         the all-but-dried riverbeds that separated this sovereignty from our NAFTA signatory to the south. This once robust superpower

         may have been on its last legs, but we still loved it, the way you love a dog in the backyard, whose attempts to close its

         jaws around your leg are stymied only by the rope tethered to the dead paloverde.

      


      One night Tara broke the news to me. Out of the blue, she’d made seven thousand dollars, all on “Violent Insurrection in the

         United States of America.” She was worried. She had a jones, and the jones was for grim prognostication. Tara had locked herself in the bedroom and shut the shades, and now she felt as though she

         had unleashed armed dissident elements, and they were fanning out around us.

      


      The one thing she never mentioned, in all this, was her illness.


      In the meantime, D. Tyrannosaurus and I continued our dance. I can’t tell you how many times I beat him, and in how many circumstances.

         The man just could not play. If he managed to stumble on a strategy, he then could be relied upon to overlook what came next,

         forever forgetting what my bishops were doing or all the possibilities of my queen. I beat him at night, I beat him in the

         morning, I beat him over lunch, I beat him downtown by the bus terminal. I beat him over the phone. I beat him by e-mail and

         teleconference.

      


      In the process, I began to piece together some of the mysterious chapters in the life of D. Tyrannosaurus. He was not exactly

         forthcoming, but I worked on him. D. adhered to the story that he was born among theropods, sixty-five million years ago,

         and in that period of his youth he assumed the stalking position and fed on smaller lizards as they emerged from the undergrowth.

         He also claimed to have mutated into his present shape.

      


      Conversationally, and otherwise, he was a sociologist of every kind of neglected group, of every association of losers, the

         street people of the city, with their leathery skin and milky eyes, the itinerants, the ragpickers, the freelance probability

         experts, the addicts, the call girls with their bioluminescent scarifications. He was extremely passionate about the oldest

         profession. He never took them home, at least I never saw him take a streetwalker home, but he was forever introducing me.

         “Montese,” he would say, “this is Maria, and she’s going to advise me.”

      


      He had a sibling, he said—though what kind of sibling he wouldn’t make clear—who was laboring in the adult film business,

         in production, one of the last robust sectors of our economy. This sibling, he said, in a rather fateful moment, had recently

         forwarded D.’s name to a fly-by-night book-publishing company whose business involved novelizations of low-budget films for the online gaming market and webcasting. These novelizations were to be written on the cheap, quickly, and were intended

         to be composed of the screenplay with a bit of connective tissue woven in to make them palatable to a logophobic online audience.

         Novelizations generated a little extra money for the e-book goons, and they left something behind for the collecting market.

         Novelizations monetized a leftover piece of the filmmaking and gaming business, the screenplay, and were farmed out as piecework. The writer retained no rights.

      


      Obviously, this was a very different kind of writing from the sort that I pursued. D. had written, by his estimate, seventeen

         of these online novels, in little more than five years. Under a great variety of pseudonyms. His favorite novelizations, he

         said, were romantic comedies, because these were the most imaginative. He could say the woman wore red, and then a page later

         he could say she wore white, as long as their wedding arrived on schedule on or about here.

      


      Now there was a new assignment, D. said. A sort of a science-fiction film. Even though D. believed that science fiction was

         anal-sadistic, even though it was possible to find belief in extraterrestrial intelligence in the DSM-VIII, where it was considered floridly psychotic, D. was actually looking forward to writing this science-fiction novelization,

         into which he was going to attempt to bury little hunks of his own philosophical interests, he said, secret messages, critiques

         of power and nationalism, homophobia, sexism, and racism.

      


      “How much are you getting for the assignment? If you don’t mind my asking?”


      He didn’t mind. He was getting $750. For three weeks’ work.


      As I say, this kind of mercenary writing was radically different from what I imagined I could do myself, and yet I suddenly

         coveted D.’s job. That is, I didn’t want to take his job away from him, since this would not have been neighborly, but I wanted

         to do something more than just write seven-word short stories. I wanted to write the novelization in order to inspire pride

         in my wife. I wanted to tilt at the windmill of an audience. I wanted to capture the age. I wanted to think my way out of desperation and cockroach infestation. Now that Tara was back in the house and encouraging

         me again, it seemed a natural and organic example of artistic progression. I just needed to get my foot in the door.

      


      “Let’s play a game for the novelization.”

      


      “What do you mean?” said the Tyrannosaurus.


      “A game of chess!”


      We were out in front of that restaurant where they cooked the meat on the roof. They housed the meat in some kind of cast-iron

         container—hoisted it up, sealed it off so raptors couldn’t get to it—and it roasted in the midday sun. The restaurant with

         the meat on the roof had prickly pear enchiladas, a personal favorite. Tasted like mango and bar soap.

      


      D. said, “Would have to be untimed.”


      I said, “How long would you need? For your moves?”


      “One move a week.”


      “Oh, come on. Are you going to consult a team of experts? I’ll give you a pawn. I’ll give you the queen’s pawn. You’ll still

         get white.”

      


      “What do I get? If I win?” D.’s whispery voice was barely audible in the stiff wind, which brought with it a brace of tumbleweeds,

         cartwheeling across an empty parking lot before us.

      


      “You get to do the novelization yourself.”


      He said, “I already get to write the book.”

      


      At this point, D. Tyrannosaurus demonstrated an intimate knowledge of a subject that surprised me. Indeed, his intimate knowledge

         had been so obscured in the prior weeks of our friendship that the light that shone at this moment seemed enough to make me

         review the friendship in its entirety. He said, “If I win I’d sure be happy to have a Dave McClintock rookie card, class B

         issue.”

      


      Have I spoken to the classes of McClintock cards? I have already noted that McClintock’s bionic arm was not visible in the baseball card that first commemorated

         his elevation to the big leagues. You will recall the details. In general I prefer that people think there is no card but

         this one. However, in fact, this was not the story in its entirety. The photograph that had been taken of his left profile

         was in fact the most prominent of the Dave “Three-in-One” McClintock rookie cards. But there was also a second issue of the cards in which McClintock was shot from the right side of the plate (he was a switch-hitter), and the titanium arm,

         with its ferocious mechanization, its industrial sinews and assembly-line microchip controls, was clearly visible protruding

         from a short-sleeved jersey.

      


      There were counterfeit cards in those days, sure, back when home color printing was first taking off. There were entire cartels

         devoted to the issuance of counterfeit cards. And, eventually, because this is how people are, some portion of the collecting

         world became equally taken with the fakes. With the result that the Topps Company began issuing cards with watermarks and

         testimonial stamps. A McClintock rookie card, class B, would thus have the titanium arm and the Topps watermark, which was in the shape of a standard-issue baseball bat.

      


      “How do you know about that?” I asked, as we were seated. And I said it with a fair amount of shock.


      “How do I know about what?” said D.


      “McClintock, class B cards.”


      “You told me about it.”


      “I don’t think I did.”


      “You did.”


      “I did not.”


      “You did.”


      You know, there are any number of powerful additives in the water supply these days, additives that are meant to redress the follies of human character,

         diseases of the age, such as repeated reorganizing of household objects, hearty laughter at neutral remarks, the ever-popular fear of photosynthesis and photosynthesizers. And chief among these, I well know, is the almost total inability to remember anything that has happened, also known as

         elective pseudo-dementia. The almost total inability to remember events that seemed earth-shattering less than a year ago, the complete obliteration

         of trends inside of weeks, the reversal of strongly held opinions, and so forth—I wasn’t the only person who had disabilities

         like these. Therefore, I wasn’t likely to remember if I had or had not discussed Dave “Three-in-One” McClintock with D. Tyrannosaurus. And yet I believed I had not. I believed that Dave “Three-in-One” McClintock,

         class B series, and all facts pursuant to this matter were secured in a register of discretion that I did not trot out for

         just anyone, especially not a frequenter of ladies of the night. And perhaps the incompleteness of my trust was evident on

         my face, because the man known as Tyrannosaurus immediately began to attempt a flanking maneuver.

      


      “Forget about it, man.” The waiter brought around a plate of unidentifiable smoked meats.


      “I can’t,” I said.


      “Everybody knows about McClintock and the class B cards.”


      “No, everybody does not,” I said.

      


      Again, I began combing through my half-remembered and somewhat fuzzy recollections of events at which D. Tyrannosaurus had

         been present, over the weeks. I began trying to decide if his sudden appearance was nothing but an attempt to locate one of

         the nation’s preeminent dealers in baseball cards, in order to blandish him out of valuable assets and transfer them to who knows where, Macao, or Mauritania, or Madagascar.

      


      “Montese,” D. offered, “this seems sudden, so I’m just going to tell you the truth. You know it in your heart anyway. What

         my particular interest is, these days, well, my particular interest is in collecting things that are in danger of being lost. That’s why, for example”—gesturing around the chronically empty interior of the restaurant of smoked meats—“I wanted to come

         to this… grill. There are more people standing around waiting to serve the food than there are people in here to eat. The

         only people left who can really afford restaurants bring security.

      


      “Let’s say I knew you had some baseball cards, okay? Let’s say I even came down to this furnace of a place because you have

         some baseball cards. Does that mean that I think any less of you? Does that mean that I hung around for however many weeks

         just to get some damn baseball cards? I know how this sounds, and I’m sure it’s hard to hear, but I stuck around because I’m

         happy to spend some time with other people who see how things are now. You’re an interesting guy, Montese. You’re a guy with vision. Maybe even you’re a genuine part of history.

         You’re the man who was able to anticipate history, to anticipate what the body is in the process of becoming, and in this

         card you see the composite that is the human body, the composite it’s becoming, and so you’re the man I, and the people I represent, needed to see.”

      


      I would describe my discontent as being like a skin lesion, or like an archipelago of buboes. I had felt that D. was my first

         legitimate new friend in some years, and now I felt like some kind of exotic figurine he had collected so as to have me on his manifest, along with one of the Dave “Three-in-One” McClintock class B baseball cards and a bunch of cyborg prototypes. Another man

         might have left the table immediately, certain that he would sunder relations with D. Tyrannosaurus. Another man might have

         lamented his naïveté, or started a fistfight, or contacted some oversight agency, or hired a trained professional to deal

         with Tyrannosaurus. But not me.

      


      I said: “It’s a wager.”


      Because even if he was a wheeler and a dealer, or some kind of conceptual artist who specialized in duping innocents, I would

         crush him on the chessboard. I would read up on games played with a missing pawn; I would read up on the Bulgarian tactics

         that had proven so popular in the chess world recently. I would find whatever hidden stratagems I required to make D. Tyrannosaurus,

         convicted felon, rue the day he had come to the desert.

      


      Next, as an effective researcher, I determined to use my talents to see what was available about D. on the web, now largely

         pages in Cantonese. As any citizen of the NAFTA treaty knows, the surveillance capabilities of the web permit much, for a

         nominal fee, and I managed to locate the alumnae association from his graduate school, the prison records for all the prisons

         in his home state; I even scoured lists of art exhibitions by persons with variants of his name. I did find six or seven persons

         with names that had D’s and T’s as their initial consonants who had similar biographies. But as far as a particular D. Tyrannosaurus, or any variant of this name I could come up with, the results were thin. What was the

         nature of his felony? Was his crime against property? Was he an arsonist or some kind of detonator of government buildings?

         Was his crime somehow indivisible from his art? Was his crime political or philosophical? It was only the most determined,

         these days, who could stay out of the reach of the global media, but among these, apparently, was D. Tyrannosaurus.

      


      He had his reasons, evidently, and I believed they would come to light. But my principal reason for wanting to play this game

         of chess was that I wanted the work. I wanted to write the novelization he described. And I wanted to make my life better, in a Horatio Alger sort of way—I wanted

         the money, I wanted the self-respect, and I wanted the approval of Tara Schott Crandall, the woman with the new lungs. This

         made a rather adorable story, writing a science-fiction novelization in order to impress a double lung transplant from whose

         side I had not strayed for more than three or four hours in a couple of years, except when she was in the ICU and I left her,

         for example, to give a reading at Arachnids. But just as the chess match was looming on the calendar, something awful happened,

         the awful thing that goes by the name fungus. Prior to the events described here, I knew nothing about fungus but that mushrooms were tasty and that you should wash between

         your toes. But fungus, in particular aspergillus, would become my wife Tara’s greatest threat.

      


      There are a number of kinds of organ rejection, as we now know from the medical literature. The first of these is instantaneous,

         in which the organ is flooded with lymphocytes, and death is immediate. Tara, to our great relief, did not suffer this rejection,

         which is rare in the era of nanotechnological agents. A second kind of rejection is chronic, and characterized by a hardening

         of the tissues involved at the spots where the organs are connected by the surgeons. While a certain amount of antirejection

         therapy can help here, the long-term prognosis is cloudy and dark. Still, you may have time to see your child graduate or

         your spouse appear, inevitably, on a reality-based web program.

      


      Then there is an intermediate sort of rejection, a sort where you have some time, but it is not great time. What happens in

         this third alternative is that all the nearby germs come stampeding onto your prairie. Germs you never even heard of. With

         lung transplants, the most common of these infections is pneumonia. But there are far more exotic germs. People coming to

         the NAFTA signatories to buy up distressed companies and close them down bring a lot of exotic infectious agents with them.

         Patients who are trying to fight tissue rejection are prey to any Southeast Asian mite that comes along.

      


      Naturally, my personal bête noire among the new hospital-cultured strains of disease is necrotizing fasciitis, or flesh-eating disease. There was a report just the other day. A woman’s thumb was swelling up; she went to the doctor.

         He sent her home. That night they took off her arm, the next day both legs, and on the third day she died, leaving behind

         two children.

      


      Tara had shortness of breath. Even when she got home. We didn’t think much of that. She’d had shortness of breath through

         the entirety of our marriage. She sounded like a toy train, what with the whistling and the chest cough. But upon coming home,

         she began complaining rather quickly about pressure in her chest. I say complaining, but that is not the right word, really, because she did not complain. We were picnicking, after I sold a Barry Bonds rookie

         baseball card at profit enough to live on for a month, and we were in the park by the railroad depot, the one where all the

         Central Americans live, and we had some cheese, some jug wine, and some sourdough bread, and a small army of men came over

         to ask for change, though we didn’t really have any change, most of which was worthless anyhow. Despite all of this, Tara

         was smiling, and her gingham dress nearly matched the cloth we put down on the sands beneath a shady, nonnative palm. She

         had alluring sunglasses on, sunglasses designed to repel ultraviolet rays and to suggest erotic submissiveness, and as far

         as she was concerned, there was no better day than this, this unanticipated day, this extra day.

      


      She said: “If you had to weigh, under pain of long-term torture and incarceration, the amount you love me in loaves of bread,

         how many loaves would it be?”

      


      “This old game,” I said, though the game was new. “If I must. Let’s see. More than a bread truck. Or a bread factory. And

         if it were in bottles of wine, easily more than a cask, easily more than a wine cellar. My love would be counted in vineyards.

         And if it were cheese, more cheese than in the Sea of Tranquility. And if it were measured in dark matter, more than ninety

         percent of the universe would be it, would be the love. And no scientist would be able to locate or recognize it, because it’s everywhere.”

      


      “You always know the right things to say. And if you didn’t, I’d tell you what to say.” She drained a glass of wine. Tannins

         were good for her gums; the grape skin had free radicals. I tried to keep track of these things. I employed sage, healing

         prayer, crystals.

      


      Then my wife said, “Monty, there’s something not right going on.”

      


      I wasn’t paying attention at first. After all, there was almost always something not right.


      “Again?”


      “There’s something not right.”

      


      “What do you mean, there’s—?”


      “I mean there’s something not right.”

      


      “What are you saying?”


      She put her hand on top of mine. My thrift store wedding ring. She looked into my eyes.


      “Monty, you have to get prepared. And I don’t think you are.”


      “What are you saying?”


      “Things are not… It’s not going to go on like this for very much longer.”


      “I don’t agree. I think things can go on the way they are going on, and if I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t be sitting here

         taking in the—”

      


      “You’re just not being realistic.”


      “We can call the… I’ll call right now. What’s-his-name. The surgeon. He’s got a… what do you call it? A round-the-clock service.”

      


      “We’re not calling any surgeon today. The important part of today is what we’re doing right now.”


      “That’s not the important part. The important part is where your life gets saved. The important part is that things go on as they’re

         going, with only modestly increased levels of sadness and disappointment.”

      


      She said: “Maybe there’s something that’s against us, fate or history or luck or something. Maybe for some people, that’s

         not how it goes. You need to be ready for bad luck. If I have to go on that donor list again… Think about it. I just got this pair. And I feel feverish. I feel weak.”

      


      “That’s a normal response. You don’t know. We can ask the doctor.”

      


      “It’s time we started planning what we’re going to do. We have tried doctors, Monty. My whole life has been spent with doctors.

         I mean, when I got three months off from going to the doctor, in my teens, I felt like I was free in a totally new way, and

         as the care has got worse, you know, even more doctors, so that the worse the care got, the better I got to know them—”

      


      “Darling, I—”


      “What’s the right response? More doctors? Or is there maybe a better response that has to do with art and poetry and with

         just giving life a chance in the way it presents itself, even if it’s in a broken-down place like this? I’m not going to write

         about all this, Monty, I’m through with writing all this stuff down, and I don’t want to film myself for my website, and I

         don’t want to be on some compendium of footage of dying people, or friends of people with pulmonary disease, or whatever;

         I just want to be a young woman who is alive for a little while longer, and I want you to do whatever you need to do to start

         preparing for what happens when I’m not here to harass you any longer.”

      


      How can these things come to pass? When on the surface everything was so serene? There were many things to be courageous about. War spreading around the globe until it was routine. I could list a half-dozen spots where civil war raged. Economic

         collapse among, for example, the Central European democracies. Religious violence. Poverty. Overpopulation. Hatred among all

         the peoples of the world. These were things to be courageous about. But I couldn’t be courageous about my wife, not a day

         longer. What had been asked of us was that we give up everything, all that we had built together and all the strength we had stockpiled, and now we were being asked to watch our contentment

         come to nothing? Some bits of bad luck you can work hard at accepting, and some bits bludgeon you. And the big lie you tell yourself is that

         you’re not going to be the one who gets bludgeoned, right up until the moment when the instrument meets the surface of your thick skull.

      


      Next day, Tara went to see her surgeon, and they subjected her to a battery of diagnostic tests with high-powered magnets

         and proton emitters. These revealed the presence of the aforementioned fungus. Aspergillus. Antibiotics were increased, and Tara was moved into a hyperbaric tent a few hours each week. We stocked up on tanks for the

         home yet again. People around us, official people, began talking about months or even weeks.

      


      What could I do? What could I do? What had I ever done?


      I called D. Tyrannosaurus. Over the phone, he made his first move.
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      What does a man think about while he’s making history? A man thinks about his viscera. In the midst of the final countdown,

         on the launch pad at Cape Canaveral, while Mission Control is counting back from the double to the single digits, he thinks

         about his bile, his adrenal glands, his hemoglobin, his pancreas, his bowels. Ignoble, I agree. You’d think that a guy like

         me, Colonel Jed Richards, would be thinking about the judgments of future generations or about the next phase of space exploration,

         the one in which we travel out beyond the solar system. Or perhaps I’d be thinking about the great religious questions, about

         who exactly stage-managed the Big Bang, from her loom casting off the whorl of dust and gas and stars, in turn spawning the

         tiny wisp of our universe, of which but one puny rock is Earth. But no. I was not thinking about interstellar space. As you

         probably know, the commonest inquiry of schoolchildren as regards space travel has to do with the disposal of human wastes.

         And since this is the inaugural day of my Martian blog, I am prepared to deal with the question of human wastes, with irritable

         bowel syndrome and related difficulties. Yes, IBS is just one of the idiosyncrasies I had to sweep under the rug during my

         long climb through the ranks of astronauts and technicians who peopled the Mars Mission Recruitment Initiative.

      


      

      Mission Control reached “fifteen,” and “fourteen” quickly followed, and while I was thinking about using the suction device

         in the restroom that I would attach to my lower self, and how there would be no chance to do so for at least an hour, I was

         also whiling away some milliseconds considering the possibility of my own incineration. In case of launch mishap, temperatures

         would reach 3,000 degrees, owing to the nature of the solid fuel in the first stage. We would be cinders. As did the other

         members of my space confraternity, whom I’ll soon get around to introducing, I understood that the two parts of the voyage

         most likely to bring about our incineration were liftoff and landing. Of these, the more dangerous was the landing. On, for

         example, the surface of the Red Planet.

      


      

      We’d already written letters to our loved ones, explaining that we knew of the numberless threats on this epic flight. Time

         slowed around “thirteen” and “twelve” as I reconsidered the text of my own video letter, hesitating over the irony thereof,

         upon which I will elaborate soon.

      


      

      Massive public and private fiscal outlay (consider the fuel costs, e.g.) had been spent by our rickety and fiscally strapped

         government in order to make a desperation wager on the Red Planet, the specifics dating back to a halfhearted boast by a less-than-mediocre

         president nearly a quarter century ago. Could we do it? Could we bring pride and dignity to a multiethnic post-industrial

         third-rate economy? Could we redeem a nation before it defaulted on certain kinds of government payments? With this launch

         did we not ask: Can we do anything right?


      

      The knots in my lower intestines dated to my tour of duty in the Central Asian conflict of 2011. It’s possible that I caught

         some kind of genetically enhanced bug in that ill-begotten war, because, as you know, the bugs in that “police action” were

         often encased in warheads. They had exotic equatorial origins. Whatever the cause, in moments of great social stress, which

         have included but are not limited to my recent talk show appearances, an address to a joint subcommittee on funding space programs, and illegal

         espionage missions in desert landscapes, I have worn absorbent undergarments.

      


      

      Occasionally, I vomit uncontrollably. Mercifully, my experience of IBS, which is widespread among military veterans, has not

         extended to zero-gravity simulations or piloting. I have been free from symptoms during crisis. Most of the time, anyway.

         Oddly, one pragmatic approach to dealing with my IBS involves proximity to household pets. Rabbits are good, as are guinea

         pigs. My cat, Havoc, sat in my lap just two nights ago, when I was last at the house. I was again committing to memory the

         manual that NASA had given us, the manual that was meant to cover each and every eventuality—in which the hull flakes off

         during our trip through the atmosphere, in which the oxygen fails due to an asteroid strike on the craft, in which fruits

         and vegetables fail to grow in the greenhouse on the Red Planet due to excessive ultraviolet radiation and insufficient atmospheric

         pressure and we slowly starve to death. Havoc sat in my lap, and he purred as I reread what NASA, that beleaguered agency,

         would suggest if, for example, one of the men in the Mars flotilla suddenly went insane. My bowels throbbed not even once.

      


      

      Kids, did you know that for the Mars mission, we have brought along a special colony of bacteria that likes to eat human waste

         products? It’s true! Well, not all waste products. The kind of waste produced by human kidneys will be jettisoned from the

         capsule under pressure, into the vacuum of space. The other kind, the solid kind, will be eaten by this colony of bacteria,

         which will then excrete, amazingly, something close to phosphorus, which will in turn be amassed for use as fertilizer in

         the simple terraforming experiments we will undertake in our domed greenhouse on the planet Mars!

      


      

      As I intimated earlier, one of the other personal conundrums of my life, the life of Colonel Jed Richards, that did not get

         disclosed to NASA before the launch had to do with marital status. At times like this, it is natural to speak of Colonel Jed Richards in the third person. And he admits, yes, that somewhere

         in the training period for the Mars mission, Colonel Jed Richards noted that his wife no longer seemed to be living at his

         address, and had, in fact, taken herself and their teenage daughter to a secure location nearby, namely the address of her

         brother, a Miami-based restaurateur. The stress of training in the Mars mission program, which was 24-7, did take its toll

         on families, and Colonel Jed Richards was not the first to plead with his wife to commit to a few cocktail parties and golf

         outings for the sake of appearances. When training for space, things happened, but in the rarefied realm of the interstellar,

         most of these things seemed irrelevant: Pan-Arabists of the Middle East fielding winning candidates in rigged elections across

         the region, Inuits beginning to firebomb the residences of ethnically European Greenlanders, Cambodian militias commencing

         reprisals in Vietnam, Australians invading East Timor, Americans adventuring in Turkmenistan (for the sake of a gas pipeline).

         Colonel Jed Richards did not pay attention to these international developments, nor to government defaults, nor double-digit

         unemployment. That was earthly crap.

      


      

      It did get his attention, however, when the wife of Colonel Jed Richards, also known as Pogey Stark-Richards, absconded from

         their joint address. Maybe it was his training with fighter planes over the desert, maybe it was bombing raids over Indonesia

         and Syria, maybe it was coaching girls’ middle school soccer and taking them all the way to the statewide play-offs. Maybe

         it was his love of life and his desire to do good, maybe it was his belief in a state-sponsored divine entity, in whatever

         it was that caused the Big Bang, which in turn first caused the Milky Way and then this speck on which we live, but Colonel

         Jed Richards just didn’t see his mission as being limited to his wife. He loved his wife, he loved his country, he loved his

         planet, he loved his cat, Havoc, but most of all he loved the expanse of stars in the night sky, and it was there that he

         would do for history what he could do, no matter the cost.

      


      

      I was so preoccupied with my thoughts and with the contractions in my lower intestine that I almost missed it when Mission

         Control called “ten.” Before I had time to register that we were finally in the single digits, we were on or about seven,

         a prime number and “the key to almost all things,” according to Cicero, whom I read at the academy.

      


      

      Then there was the roar all around me, infernal and eternal, as of the very forces that made space and time and all the secrets,

         and then there were the g-forces, which immediately pressed me into the most comfortable position in which to survive g-forces,

         the recumbent position. What must the Big Bang have sounded like? Well, kids, you’re probably correct if you answered that

         the Big Bang had no sound! Because there was no atmosphere in which it took place! And no time in which it began! As our rocket

         lifted off, however, I looked over at Captain James Rose, my companion in the front of the capsule, and we attempted to nod,

         or at least blink at each other. Perhaps there was not even a trace of this, and yet there was intent. We had attended to

         the various screens, where the computer was making decisions about temperatures, regenerative cooling, levels of cosmic radiation,

         and so forth. We had been given the option of shutting off the video feed of our liftoff, and I’d done exactly that on the

         screens nearest me. I would rather live this moment than watch the web coverage.

      


      

      Part of our fuel assembly involved antimatter, the fuel of the stars, the fuel of creation, and it was incredible to think

         that back there in stage one, particles and their antimatter daughters were crashing together in order to generate the reactive

         force that would drive us into space, and I was near to saying something historical about this to Captain James Rose, but

         we were busy being fused to our recumbent workstations, and anyway he was a man of few words. All of this was happening so

         fast that the clouds of vapor and burned waste and radioactive material were already billowing away behind us. The launch

         assembly had fallen away, as in some kind of building collapse, and the intense trembling of the craft at the tail assembly,

         with its fins, moved us a millimeter from the launch pad. I could see across the capsule on Jim’s monitor the faces of the families on the viewing platform, the president’s

         wife, who was holding an umbrella to shield her pale skin from the harsh rays of the sun, Jim’s wife, his children. Then I

         averted my gaze. In the process, I suppose I missed the cheerleaders and marching bands, all wearing appliquéd depictions

         of the Red Planet.

      


      

      In twelve minutes, we lost the first stage of the rocket assembly, which would incinerate in the atmosphere. We had, happily,

         already passed the moment in which two V-2 rockets, two space shuttles, three Thor missions, and one of the prior Mars shots

         had exploded over the Gulf of Mexico, causing loss of life for twenty-two or three Americans, two chickens, three dogs, one

         rhesus monkey, and so it was likely, kids, that we were going to make it, at least, to the edge of Earth’s atmosphere. I am

         a praying man, because you couldn’t get a seat on this craft if you weren’t. And I was therefore willing to perform any petitionary

         ritual that might enable this rocket to achieve third-stage ignition (two million pounds of thrust). I would pray, I would

         dance (though I am a poor dancer), I would recite poetry backward, whatever it took.

      


      

      Staring back at the Earth, at first, is like staring into the retina of a gigantic human eye. There were auroras flashing

         around us now, bright red auroras, as though this were the origin of the color red—which must come from somewhere, after all.

         Auroras just as they have been reported by the other astronauts. They were luminous, beautiful, arresting in a way that exceeds

         the capacity of your blogger to describe. Likewise, the oceans looked like the surface of a dime-store marble. And the clouds

         were a succession of veils. No nation, on this camera feed, resembled a nation. There were no borders from up here. The differences

         were simple, between land and sea, between the things that lived on the one or swam in the other. The clouds swept across

         each ineffectually. The storms harrowed the coasts, and at either end of our little dime-store superball was the ice. Like

         at the summit of an ice cream cone.

      


      

      I was made better by seeing this. All the Apollo astronauts are dead, you know, and NASA has been underfunded for a good long

         while, and there just aren’t that many people who have seen what I have now seen. Jim and I are part of an elite group to

         whom this view has been given, the view of the superball Earth that is always on the brink of destroying itself. It was along

         these lines that I made my first remark into the intercom: “How do they manage to pack so much horseshit into such a small

         space?” and Rose nodded, in his sage way, and didn’t say anything at all. Mission Control came on, after a suitable delay,

         to remind me that we still had a ways to go until we were beyond orbit, and would I remember to leave the communications apparatus

         free for emergencies.

      


      

      The second stage launched, detached, and then the third, and our inexorable progress was in the direction of the blackness

         between us and the next planet. This is perhaps the moment to remind you, kids, that we are embarked on what much of the world

         imagines is a fruitless endeavor. A spectacle of infotainment. Until we, the sojourners, can get our spacecrafts closer to

         the speed of light, until, e.g., we have a way of launching a self-sustaining ecosystem at Alpha Centauri or one of the other

         nearer stars, what is the point of this journey? This is the question asked by the naysayers and disbelievers. No stockholder

         is enriched by Richards and Rose, et al., going to Mars. No intractable human problem is resolved by it. We are the bottom-feeders

         of transnational astrophysics, but did we care? We didn’t care then, because gravity had given way to zero g’s, and I was

         floating against my restraining straps, and the splashy red lights of the auroras had come and gone, and the boosters expended

         themselves, and soon there would be silence, as during the Big Bang, just silence, because the sound of space was no sound,

         nothing. There was some onboard nausea, like you have probably heard, and that was kind of rough at first, almost as bad as the roiling of my bowels, which was only now subsiding.

      


      

      It was just a speck, the Red Planet, one we couldn’t really even see, when Mission Control finally indicated, through the

         computer, that it was okay for us to unshackle ourselves. Jim called over: “In one piece?”

      


      

      “Never felt better.”

      


      

      “José, all right down there?”


      

      Kids, this is perhaps the time to indicate that the third member of our crew was a late addition. Every jury has a few alternates

         in case one of those serving has been tampered with by an organized-crime figure or by members of the Russian secret service.

         Well, it’s just the same with your Mars shot. We had among us a young, vivacious woman by the name of Roseanne Kim, who studied

         astrophysics at UCLA, and who was also incredibly good at designing her own crossword puzzles. Roseanne was irrepressible

         about her role in the Mars mission, she was her own cheerleading squad, at least until she went to buy a quart of milk just

         a week ago, at which point she was the victim of a serious vehicular accident. The perpetrator, an intoxicated gentleman,

         had run a common red light. Kids, did you know that more than 50 percent of car accidents involve the running of red lights?

         Or something like that. Roseanne Kim fractured her collarbone, because of the severe jolt of the air bag in her Toyota Extreme-Mini.

         Because of the fracture, she was instantly scratched from the mission.

      


      

      At which point we got José. José Rodrigues was our new science officer, and he was going to be doing a lot of the rock collecting

         and geological experiments on the Red Planet, particularly at the Martian poles, where we are bound to have, we believe, a

         supply of water at our disposal. José was going to be leading the charge. He was short, stocky, officious, superficially unpleasant,

         and seemed to feel like he had something to prove all the time, and I don’t mind saying so. Now that we’re in the air, all

         NASA can do is censor my remarks, but they can’t make me believe what I don’t believe. Therefore, let’s be clear: José had

         been in contact with some of the military types on the ground, the secretive types who were always orbiting around the Mars

         mission like vampire bats, and for these reasons we didn’t feel like we knew him very well. He never ate vegetables, and as

         a young man he was a minor figure in Mexican wrestling.

      


      

      “That’s a roger,” José called from down below. “It’s a good thing I didn’t eat a big breakfast.”

      


      

      Jim replied, “I should have had bacon; I just realized it. Why didn’t I have bacon? When will I have bacon again?”


      

      “Ah, the conversations favored by the condemned,” I said. “I think we get freeze-dried pork for one of the holidays.”


      

      “Huevos rancheros,” José offered. “Cap’n Crunch. I would have surely liked some Cap’n Crunch.”


      

      Jim unbuckled, swam across the cabin to check some gauges and digital readouts. In the course of this, he gave me that look

         that he had given me through the many months of training, even when there were no capsule assignments. The look said, Whatever it is you’re about to say, don’t say it. And what had I done to deserve this? I am a pleasant, charming man! Anyway, while Jim was calibrating whatever it was he

         was calibrating, I typed an assessment of the liftoff into the computer, which would be transmitted back to Mission Control.

         I told them—because I’m the first officer, and therefore the word slinger on the mission—that, as people, as citizens of Earth,

         we now had “one eye on the Great Beyond.”

      


      

      October 7, 2025


      

      It has been a week now that we’ve been in space, in a cramped, ill-decorated residence that would barely qualify as a studio

         apartment in the crowded housing markets of Kingman, AZ, or Devil’s Paintbrush, NV. Yes, readers, it’s true that the magnitude

         of creation is unthinkable, at least out the window it is. The planet Earth seemed to recede from us, to the tune of thousands

         and thousands of miles a day, but Mars scarcely appeared in our ken. However, we were much more consumed with our floating

         apartment. It was remarkably claustrophobic. And it smelled awful. You know how adult males get to working up a powerful funk,

         almost immediately? Well, we smelled bad. And there were three of us. And the shower, which was little more than a modification of the recirculating, filtrating shower that they used

         on Spacelab (nothing gets thrown away at NASA), barely helped. We’re allowed one shower a week, and today was the big day.

         After we were done with the shower, the water circulated into the regenerative thermal system, where its proximity to some

         of the nuclear technology superheated it under pressure, to kill the bacteria, after which, in this pressurized loop, it ran

         near to the hull, where it cooled significantly. The process of annealing sterilized the water, but that didn’t and doesn’t

         mean it’s not brackish and foul. I’ve brushed my teeth with it, because what is the alternative? What kinds of minerals were

         accumulating in there, and how long would this water be potable? There have been a lot of estimates on the subject, and that’s

         why we had a rather ample supply of water down in the cargo hold.

      


      

      Most of the time we were in the capsule we were at an even 68 degrees Fahrenheit, and so we didn’t need much clothing. Under

         these circumstances, our imperfect ability to wash was that much more on display. Good hygiene, it turned out, occurred during

         a brief period in human history. The past, with its rotting teeth and syphilis, was our future.

      


      

      To put it the obvious way: there just wasn’t that much to do up here. What, you might ask, did an astronaut do on a trip that would take months upon months, when there was nothing to look at but certain constellations

         that were not going to change position much in the whole of our journey, and also the planets that were not much closer than

         they look in your backyard telescope? The Hubble telescope had a better view than this! We were getting digests of all the

         major news sites e-mailed to us, and we had television and web broadcasts, although these broadcasts may not have been the

         ones I would have chosen. We had our own electronic messages and videos. There was an exercise bicycle downstairs, near the

         science officer’s station, but to visit it would mean interacting with José. We were meant to be on a diet of an hour a day

         on the exercise bicycle, which stationary bicycle had a jack for your personal digital device, and I could easily have plugged in and ignored José, but I would prefer in some other way

         to meet the minimal standards suggested by the American Medical Association: a half hour of space exercise three times a week.

         At night, which was not night, because everything was night, night was permanent, and the distant twinkling of the hydrogen fusion ball known as the sun did nothing to remediate

         the borderless night, we watched films, when we could agree. Surprise! José preferred action films! My arguments that all

         action films were about the reimposition of authoritarian regimes and the ratification of violence (politics through other

         means) were not taken seriously, but it is perhaps correct to say that I did not advance these perceptions in anything but

         a lighthearted vein. Captain Jim Rose nearly always selected romantic films. I found this out of character with his two-hundred-sit-ups-for-breakfast

         personal regimen, and with his past in military intelligence. And yet whenever we discussed movies, Jim lobbied for something

         where a tough-hearted guy or gal (always played by America’s sweetheart, whoever this was in any given age) wilted in the

         face of the one true thing. After the film, the cabin lights automatically dimmed. We can sleep standing up, kids, because

         there is no up in the cabin. This allows all three of us to strap in against the wall, which is not a wall, because a wall is something

         on the side. These prejudices evaporated quickly.

      


      

      I will be posting these diary entries on the web, every day, or as often as is feasible, along with some video feed when circumstances

         permit. I was playing online chess with some guys in Cleveland earlier, and they kicked my Anglo-Irish posterior. Jim is not

         a chess player and thinks that the entire notion of playing games with people back on Earth is not consistent with universal

         exploration. But I thought I would play chess on Mars, so that I could be the first chess player on Mars, as I would be so

         many other firsts.

      


      

      Did I forget to describe our dinners? Jim Rose had peculiar tastes in food, as if he were still trying to provoke his parents.

         He often mixed together dehydrated packets of miso soup and peanuts and raisins into one dish and just squeezed some gel from

         one of the gelpaks. He would eat this mush all at once, along with some small cubed pieces of beef sprinkled on top. When

         he ate this mélange, he got a very serious expression on his face, as though someone intended to take his rations away from

         him. Now, we were, you may have heard, allowed certain personal requests for what had been packed into the food storage area

         on the capsule, and Jim specifically asked for miso soup, because it was easy and contained protein. I asked for ribs, though

         I knew I wouldn’t get them. José, who often ate by himself while calibrating distances and fuel requirements for the rovers,

         wouldn’t tell us what foods he had asked for specifically. Like he wouldn’t tell us much else. It was all written in stone

         well before we the astronauts got here, the exact number of calories we were going to consume, the days on which we would

         be allowed to trim our hair, when we would fire sludge out into space, et cetera.

      


      

      You may be interested to know about sleep cycles. True: we were not meant, throughout the trip, to be awake at the same time.

         That is a waste of resources. Once we were on course and had settled into the routine of weightlessness, we would begin sleeping

         in shifts. At this point, the regimented dimming of cabin lights would become temporary, for whoever needed to get a little

         shut-eye. We’d be overlapping for a couple hours. I was scheduled to be on the swing shift for a while, or at least I thought

         it was the swing shift, but these terminologies seemed pointless. I didn’t really know the date until the web portal I was

         using told me so.

      


      

      José just came up from his hatch to discuss the latest results in X-treme lacrosse, the contest sweeping the nation. I wasn’t

         sure who was playing.

      


      

      “Come on, my man,” said José. “You aren’t telling me that you don’t know who’s playing in the finals of X-treme lacrosse?”


      

      José looked disappointed, because we still had two months and a few weeks before we even reached the Red Planet, and then

         a year while we waited for the orbits of Mars and Earth to near each other again, and then six months back. If we had nothing to say to one another in all that time, if we actively despised one

         another, it was going to be a long trip. But there was a season for discord and a season for rapprochement.

      


      

      I could tell there was something going on in José’s science lab that he wasn’t telling us. We were supposed to be making crystals

         for use in satellite navigation, telemetry, and so forth. Crystals are better manufactured in the vacuum of space, as you

         know. We were intending to create the groundwork for a crystal-manufacturing laboratory in space, in fact, that would be staffed

         sort of like the oil wells in the Gulf of Mexico. Workers would have tours of duty. This was another attempt by NASA to turn

         a profit. José claimed that he was doing these kinds of experiments, but he showed no results. Just yesterday, when Jim was

         asleep, José scuttled up the hatch to say, “Look, brother, you know that the search for life beneath the poles is the military

         priority of the trip, right?”

      


      

      Why did he keep saying this sort of thing? He stood there looking at me, and his eyebrows were so grown together that they

         looked like they could take flight from his forehead. And that unsightly scar of his constituted a second smile, a malevolent,

         snickering intention.

      


      

      “José, you do your job and I’ll do mine. I may have to smell you, but that doesn’t mean I have to make small talk with you.”


      

      “Hey, they’re listening in Houston! Show a man some respect!”


      

      “They won’t hear this conversation for, oh, about ten minutes. If they are awake and taking an interest.” Because that’s how

         long it takes radio waves to get back to Earth, ten minutes. From this distance. By the time you read this blog, José might

         very well have moved on to another topic entirely. Though he had so few. In fact, when the conversation didn’t go any further,

         he turned his back on me and rappelled back down the ladder to his warren of scientific contraptions, which may or may not

         be about the search for life under the ice caps at the poles, depending on your level of twenty-first-century paranoia.

      


      

      And now some more facts. Our craft is called the Excelsior, and as I’ve said, is one of three ships. Each night at 1700 hours, Earth time, I was accorded the good fortune, as communications

         officer, to talk to the astronauts from the other vessels, namely the Pequod and the Geronimo. The total number of astronauts on those vessels, as you would expect, was six, two of them being women—the science officer

         on the Geronimo, Debbie Quartz, and the first officer on the Pequod, Laurie Corelli. Without being offensive, if at all possible, I would like to note that after a week of having failed to see

         a single woman up close, I did start to have little fantasies about each of them, in my naps, and in my semi-sleep. Did Debbie and Laurie really exist?

         Were they as soft as I remembered? Yes, there was something soft in my recollections, and let us say that this thing was a

         woman! It was only occasionally that they were brisk and peremptory and did their jobs better than the rest of us.

      


      

      On the night I want to tell you about, it was Laurie who signed on first from the Pequod. She hailed in the usual way, before asking how I was doing.

      


      

      “Not bad,” I replied. Actually, my wife, who, as I have indicated, had lately been cohabiting with her restaurateur brother,

         had remarked in a recent message that she was proud of me, though I tend to think that this message was staged by the people

         at NASA. This note actually made me feel a little lonelier than before.

      


      

      “The novelty has kind of worn off,” I remarked to Laurie, “but what’s new over there? Still looking at our taillights?”


      

      “We haven’t picked up any speed on you yet,” Laurie said. This kind of scripted banter nauseated me. Laurie looked, on the

         video screen, as if she hadn’t been able to wash her hair much. It was dark brown and pulled back, a little disarranged. Behind

         her, in the rear of the camera’s fish-eye view of the Pequod, I could see that Brandon Lepper, the one guy on the mission I found even more suspect than José, was trying to edge into

         the shot. You know how in space movies there was always one guy who got eaten by the aliens? I hoped that Brandon Lepper would

         be that guy. In the videoconference uplink, he was doing curls with some free weights, which was stupid, because they didn’t actually weigh

         anything, and wouldn’t until we got to Mars. Laurie was elaborating on the virtues of Olympus Mons. She really wished we were

         landing there instead of near the southern pole. “It’d really be something to tell my son that I was going to be on a mountain

         that is 69,000 feet high.” This was a scripted comment, since I happen to know that Laurie’s son has some developmental problem,

         like many other kids these days, and despite his uncanny ability to compose serious orchestral music on his computer, he wants,

         by all accounts, almost no interaction with his mother.

      


      

      I said: “I’m with you there, Laurie. If we can get enough fuel for one of the ultralights, maybe we can make it over there.

         For recon, if nothing else.” There had been a time when the Mission Control decision makers were thinking about landing there,

         because the caldera is so far across that you might not be able to see the other side from the rim, because it’s three times

         as tall as Mount Everest, because it’s still active, because it could be releasing water vapor into the thin Martian atmosphere,

         because it’s there!

      


      

      “There’s the risk of eruption, 15,000-foot cliff walls, and the increased threat of radiation, but I don’t intend to let that

         stop me.”

      


      

      I know that she didn’t want to go to Olympus Mons. But I know she had an obligation to the audience back home. What did she

         really want to talk about? If she was anything like me, she was worrying about whether or not we were going to land on the

         Red Planet without getting squashed, and whether we were going to be able to grow anything in the greenhouse, whether we would

         be able to generate sufficient oxygen, and so forth. Come on, who gave a shit where we landed?

      


      

      Laurie looked behind her, and for a second, I saw a look of unmitigated horror flicker across her face, as Brandon basically

         pushed past her to edge into the shot. “You’ve got to admit we’d have excellent bragging privileges if we were to see the

         largest volcano in the entire solar system.” Laurie tried to finish the thought with dignity. But it turned out Brandon had

         a few things to say.

      


      

      “Jed,” he offered, “did I tell you about the time I was fighting welterweight back in the city, against a bunch of gangster

         kids from the—”

      


      

      “You did,” I said. Because he had. It seems that Brandon felt he had nothing going for him but that he was not a hurricane transplant, like the waves of the disenfranchised who populated Houston, TX, his hometown, because of the mismanagement

         of successive generations of politicians. “As I recall, you had already been knocked down when—”

      


      

      He said, “When I pulled out a technical knockout in the last—”


      

      “Brandon, my shift’s almost over,” I said.


      

      “What’s the word from the Geronimo?”

      


      

      “They’re playing a lot of cards.”


      

      “Have you talked to Debbie?”


      

      I punched the disengage button, and his face went black. I would let the other ship go till the next day. After all, they

         could call over here at any time. The ominous thing I’d heard, however, was that Debbie, on the Geronimo, very likely had Planetary Exile Syndrome. This unpleasantness, kids, has been described in the NASA literature, though widely

         hushed up during the space station period, as well as during the Apollo missions. Once the crowded, polluted, warlike planet

         on which you live is far enough from the spacecraft, certain astronauts, no matter how sturdy they seemed in the training

         phase of the expedition, will begin to exhibit symptoms of intense homesickness, verging on the completely unstable, falling

         victim to convulsive weeping, fits of rage, and so forth. You have to watch them very closely, lest they injure themselves

         or the mission. Even though Debbie had been trying to focus on experiments she was going to conduct on Martian water purification

         with some fast, cheap, and dirty tools given to us by corporations back home, she had instead been talking about how the trip

         wasn’t worth it, and how it had crossed her mind to turn around and head back for Earth. In fact, NASA provided instructions

         on this. The first part of the instructions involved immobilizing any member of the crew who exhibited long-term symptoms of PES, with shackles and/or rubberized restraints. If

         that was insufficient, Plan B was that you loaded them up with a synthetic opiate for a couple of weeks. The last option was

         to eject the astronaut. If they became a serious danger to the mission.

      


      

      After mission communications, I watched Jim sleeping for a while. He had strawberry-blond hair and strawberry-blond eyebrows,

         and if he weren’t so by the book, I would probably have thought he was kind of attractive. For example, when he was sleeping

         on his wall cot, with his favorite music on the headphones (choral music, and country and western), he held his hands in a

         certain way, as if they were flippers, not hands. He pursed his lips as though he were dreaming of citrus wedges. His features

         were masculine and decisive, but the sleeping Jim Rose was, well, a lot like a rose.

      


      

      How frail was humankind, kids, out in this little soda can, just a thin skin of some alloy keeping us from the absolute zero

         of all creation. Asteroids could carve a hole in any of us, and then there was radiation from the Van Allen belt. Cosmic rays,

         you name it. How frail, how desperate, and yet how resilient. We had come so far, and we had so much farther to go. Jim got

         a warm blast on his seat warmer, which was the way they elected to wake us, and he rubbed his eyes and said, “Still here?”

      


      

      It was unlikely I’d be anywhere else.


      

      October 21, 2025


      

      “What’s your biggest regret in life?” Jim asked. On the cusp of our first space walk of the mission.


      

      I was going through the prep list. We had to don the inner layer of the space suit, which took about half an hour, and then

         we had to start on the outer layer, which got really bulky. It weighed eighty pounds on Earth, and we had trained for eighty pounds, but we were weightless here. I helped him with the second glove, screwing it onto the wrist coupling, and then he did the

         same for me, and then there was the double layer of sun visors. Easy to go blind out there if you didn’t take precautions,

         you know. Once he had the visor and helmet on, I heard his voice through the static of the intercom—through the override that

         enabled a low-intensity transmission, or, as we called it, suit to suit. He locked my helmet onto me.

      


      

      “Look,” I said, “we’re going to go out there and repair the couplings on the solar panels, and we are going to tether ourselves,

         and then we’re coming right back in. I don’t accept that we need to address ourselves to the big questions.”

      


      

      “I’m cool as a cucumber,” Jim said, deflecting my deflection, and I think I know now the expression that he would have been

         wearing on his face when he asked what he asked, the expression of inscrutable distraction and expedience. “But the extremes

         of space lend… well, a little poetry to things.”

      


      

      In fact, in these first three weeks in the capsule, because of how little stimulation there was beyond the bland seductions

         of a radio-transmitted Internet signal, I too had occasion to wonder about these matters of the heart, the sentimentalities.

         Instead of thinking about making it to the Red Planet, which had finally become unmistakable off one side of the capsule,

         or wondering if we would ever make it back to Earth, I thought about what I might have done. Interpersonally. Despite the

         hackneyed qualities of these sentiments, I was helpless before them. I might, for example, have told my parents more about

         how grateful I was; I might have explained to my wife that the thing for me was the work, that the work had to come first. I regretted, I might have told her, that I ever made it seem otherwise. I regretted

         that I barely knew my daughter. I regretted any time I was ever timid, when I might have been more forthright and more direct.

         I regretted instances of simulation and deceit. I regretted sunsets and flowers unobserved, children unhugged, all times when

         I didn’t pull over and admire the view. I regretted the astronauts I had stomped on, in making my way onto the roster of the Mars mission. I regretted the times I lived in, and my inability to live

         in them completely and willfully. Not that I was going to come clean about any of this.

      


      

      “There are some obvious choices,” I told Rose. “I’m darned upset that I didn’t keep up with my Arabic lessons, which I took

         all the way through first year in college. I couldn’t understand those long sections of the Qur’an. And anyhow, that course

         of study wasn’t considered patriotic by the guys in the fraternity. They were primarily interested in automobile racing. Mostly

         I regret failures in the sack. What about you?”

      


      

      Jim thought carefully, and then he said, suit to suit, “There are the men I killed.”


      

      “Look, Jim, you don’t want to be talking about that.” Jim flipped up the visor again. He had a sort of glazed look. “Get yourself

         together, because we’re about to open that hatch. You need to be completely ready.”

      


      

      “I trained for this. I have traveled millions of miles from my home just to do this.”


      

      “Good.”


      

      He gave the lever on the hatch a turn and called down through the open frequency. “Preliminary hatch, and that’s a Code One.”

         Which meant that José was obliged to stay where he was and monitor us. Once the air lock was open, the hatch was exposed to

         the vacuum of space, and it was a protocol of the mission that under those circumstances someone always had to stay with the

         ship. I hoisted myself into the air lock behind Jim Rose and closed the hatch that led back into the cabin. Then Jim reached

         the second door. The B hatch. His voice crackled from the intercom, “Feel like you’re seeing the faces of the people you lost?

         In the stars?”

      


      

      I said: “I calculate my pay every day. I think about how much money I’m saving by being up in a capsule. I haven’t eaten out,

         I haven’t bought a new jet pack, I haven’t gone on any expensive vacations.” And yet in my heart, I knew what Jim was saying.

         There was a raw, inconsolable quality about the void of these expanses. Take the case of Jim Rose: I knew that his four kids were the most important thing in his life, and that his unquenchable

         need to explore the universe amounted to a contradiction. He was a family man, and he’d never read a novel in his life. But

         up here he was one hundred percent daydreamer. He went careening from one strangely grandiose non sequitur to another.

      


      

      The analogy NASA made about our journey was that it was like trying to get a basketball to go through a hoop from 36 million

         miles away. If so, the mission navigators must have been exceptionally good hoops players. As the hatch opened, the enormity

         of our journey was manifest to those of us on board the Excelsior. We had already seen, and would continue to see, things that had been seen only by robots and satellites. The novelty of limitlessness

         was our daily bread. As the hatch opened, there was an emptying out of words like here and there, and down and up, and here and back, and before and after. Jim Rose stuck his leg out into the soup of stars and nebulae, of Monaco 37 and like-minded relatives, of dark matter, of

         black holes, of creation’s indifference. I could hear his breathing, and his breathing was fast. He was gasping. He attached

         the tether from his space suit onto the buckles on the surface of the Excelsior, and he arced outward gently, slowly, centimeters at a time. I watched him drift. He was a citizen of Earth, a man nowhere near where he belonged but who was here in this place nonetheless. After his brief but interminable drift,

         his metallic boots clunked soundlessly against the surface of the hull.

      


      

      “Excelsior, I’ve exited the craft, and I’m heading for the solar array, as requested.”

      


      

      “That’s a roger,” José said from indoors. “Houston, you receiving?”


      

      “I’ve seen some pretty night skies in my day,” Jim remarked, “but this beats them all. Jed, you’re clear to proceed.”


      

      There was a moment when I didn’t know if I wanted to proceed, when I thought that maybe the human conception of space travel

         was just so much froth, like elves and dragons but more expensive. An intoxicant meant to distract the miserable inhabitants

         of Earth from their circumstances. Why go? Why go out there? There was no such place as space, because a location couldn’t be an absence

         of locations, and the vacuum wasn’t a true vacuum, lest it should subsume into it even the notion of vacuum. These latitudes

         just couldn’t be as mysterious and ancient as they plainly were. The night sky was a fresco that one of the old masters painted

         on the ceiling of the world, back in the quattrocento! I didn’t want to go wading in the real thing. But before I gave in

         to my adolescent anxiety, I was out, and here is how slow things go in space, kids—in the time it takes you to read this sentence, I had drifted only a foot or

         so. It’s not like there were tailwinds! In a minute or so I could see my foot approaching the surface of the craft. You could

         do several flips, out there, and it would be nothing, but then you would be well out of control and could go spinning off,

         on the tethers. And who knew, really, how tethers behaved at temperatures approaching absolute zero.

      


      

      And yet, since by Terran nightfall you were meant to have footage of us, out here, attempting to work a screwdriver and other

         power tools with these clumsy gloves, we had to keep moving. NASA had us on their leashes too. It was a while before Rose and Richards, the Martian voyagers, stood at the far end of the Excelsior, listening to some Earth-bound engineer remind us how to effect the repairs.

      


      

      It wasn’t until we were hunched down over the solar panels and fiddling with the electricals that Jim mumbled, “I’m not trusting

         him either; I’m not trusting José.” If Jim Rose was worried, well, there was real cause for worry.

      


      

      “Last night, before you woke,” Jim said, “he got some kind of transmission from Mission Control. I just happened to see it

         appear in his in-box. What would have happened if I hadn’t? The substance of the transmission was this: we’re changing the

         landing coordinates. Does that seem sensible to you? We train for three years to land on the southern pole, we announce to

         the world that we’re going to land there, because we’re going to do experiments with water. Water, water pressure, water freezing

         and evaporating. Tests and more tests. That’s the whole purpose of landing on the poles, right? We have to have enough water to last twelve

         months, we hope, and most of the planet is completely barren. And suddenly there’s this plan, that José hasn’t even mentioned

         yet, to try to see if we can’t fly the ultralights down into the canyon.”

      


      

      “The canyon?”


      

      The canyon he referred to, in case you haven’t heard, is the biggest known canyon in the universe, the Valles Marineris, which

         is 3,117 miles long (as far across as North America), 75 miles from wall to wall, and, get this, over six miles deep. It makes

         the Grand Canyon look like a surface scratch.

      


      

      “That’s what the transmission said.”


      

      “Did you get confirmation? From Mission Control?”


      

      We had the mission directives on pocket-sized electronic clipboards. We got them as digital downloads. Normally this stuff

         came in the evening, so we could talk it over while eating. The few moments when we were all awake. Also: we needed something

         to do at mealtime because the food was so bad.

      


      

      “Why would we have such a substantial change of plans at this point? And why weren’t we warned about the possibility?”


      

      “And how the heck are we supposed to get out of the canyon once we’re in it?” I asked. “Do we have enough fuel for these trips in the ultralights?”

      


      

      “No details, obviously.” He kept it all to a whisper, suit to suit.


      

      “He’s pretty good at letting us know when he doesn’t have to do his regular rotation on the laundry duty or waste reprocessing.

         That’s about all he’s good at. There’s some kind of parallel mission track going on here.”

      


      

      Palace intrigue was much more interesting, but there was no choice, having suited up for a solid hour, but to stand out there

         in space and repair the solar panels, which are essential to the circulation of oxygen, redundant computer systems, the operation

         of our thrusters, all of which made it possible for us to fly this soda can across the solar system. And even though we have

         layers upon layers of solar panels, the kind that you probably have running your hot water, there is the ever present possibility of asteroids

         or microscopic meteors. We couldn’t let the panels deteriorate. In the next half hour or so, Jim and I were doing just what

         we had trained to do. And, frankly, this was the moment when I started to see what a good guy Jim Rose was. We had the years

         of training, the months of vomiting in the zero-gravity training, all of that stuff, we had dinner together, our families,

         at one of those chains near Jim’s place in Florida, but I never quite thought I knew the guy. There was always his reserve.

         His wife, Jessica, had that look that wives get when they’re trying their hardest to appear like the women behind the men.

         Chafing at the burdens the whole way. And the four kids were mute, perfectly dressed, almost starchy, obscenely well behaved.

         Jim strode among and around them as if he had no idea they were there. At the salad bar, I saw him get the thousand-light-year

         stare, and he attacked this solar panel with the same kind of intensity. He didn’t just fix a solar panel, he applied himself

         to a solar panel as though it were a codex from a tomb in ancient Egypt that was going to tell of the secret prehistory of

         man. All I did was hand him the appropriate tools. That said, there’s nothing like standing out in space with someone.

      


      

      When he had finished, Jim said, reopening the com channel, “Excelsior, solar array is back online. Houston, repairs complete; we’re heading for the hatch door. Please confirm.”

      


      

      After a long delay, one of the innumerable faceless voices from Houston came over the open frequency. “Roger, Captain Rose.

         We hear you. Fine work.”

      


      

      He handed me the power drill and I holstered it.


      

      “How sturdy you think these tethers are, Jed?”


      

      I used to know the load rating, because it was in the manual somewhere, and I was good at memorizing this stuff. Supposedly,

         we could tow an entire extra ship on one of them if we had to, because in space nothing really weighs anything. But that didn’t mean I didn’t panic a little when Jim said, “Let’s live a little, Jed.” After which he jumped.


      

      He was feeding out the tether, you see, and I watched as he drifted off the Excelsior, my bunkmate. I watched as he swam around, like a circus clown in limitless space. His breathing was in my ears, as if he

         were whispering innuendoes to me. And I didn’t realize how long it had been since he talked, how captivating his gymnastic

         demonstration was, until he said, “Come on and join me, my friend.”

      


      

      May I digress for a moment? Because I have a tale to tell along these lines. A tale I cannot avoid telling. About how much

         trouble I had learning to swim. This is another of the things that I might not have entirely confided to the NASA people, back when I was filling out the

         psychological profiles. This story takes place back on the Jersey Shore, kids, which is where we used to go in the summer

         when I myself was a stripling (my father was a night watchman, and my mother was a math teacher in an elementary school).

         Well, kids, there’s no easy way to tell this story, so I will tell you what I remember, because this is what I thought of

         out in space, I thought about how I used to attempt to go swimming with my brother, Nick, and how Nick was always the stronger

         swimmer, and how one day in a riptide, I just looked up to watch my brother carried out to sea. At first, it was sort of a

         funny thing. At first he fought a little bit against the rip, laughing and waving, and I watched him bob there, and then his

         laughing gave way to yelps and cries, and I looked back behind me for the lifeguard, who was far enough down the beach that

         I would have to run for him. Or I could try to swim for my brother, and at first I did try to get into the water, and I shrieked

         to the people on the beach with me, My brother is being carried away, my brother, my brother, and there were large men bellowing and there were women in bikinis running down the shore to fetch the lifeguard, and I could

         see Nick’s hand waving, I could see his little digits just above the waves, the five fingers of his hand. As long as I could

         see his hand, his palm facing me, then he was there, and if the seconds passed as I waited, the spume of the waves gathering

         around me, at least he was still there. We shared a small room, Nick and I, and we knew a lot about each other, like I knew that Nick hated sports, and Nick felt that he was letting my father down, all the time. Although he wasn’t doing anything

         of the kind. He was a swimmer, he was a strong swimmer, except on that day, on the Jersey Shore, nobody was a good swimmer,

         and people were shouting at him to head parallel to the shore, Don’t try to swim in, these people called, Swim along the shore! Nick felt that he was letting our father, the night watchman, down, but no one was letting the old man down like I was letting

         him down, and I ran to the snack bar, and I called my parents, because I could hear someone else calling the paramedics on

         another phone, a pay phone, and the two conversations were rubbing up against each other and making it impossible for me to

         talk to my mother, who always thought we were safe on the beach because there were lifeguards on the beach, and we had grown

         up beside the beach, at least in summer. I couldn’t hear the questions my mother was asking, because the other conversation

         was happening, and some guy with a really big belly and shorts that sagged below his belly was yelling at the 911 people,

         and I kept telling my mother that Nick was out there and couldn’t get back in, and a man on a surfboard began trying to thread his way between the waves, and another lifeguard

         was running up the beach, and people were gathering, and the lifeguard nearest plunged into the water, and I thought if I

         could still see the five fingers of Nick’s hand, I thought if I could see his hand, then things were all right. I suppose

         I imagined that I could still hear him laughing, I thought I could hear the laugh that I had heard before, and all the conversations

         I had had with him that very morning, but in fact I couldn’t see him anymore, because you know what they say happens in those

         circumstances, what they say happens is that you get tired, you get tired from all the swimming, and then you just can’t keep

         your head above water, and it doesn’t matter how strong a swimmer you are. Eventually, there is that moment when you know

         what is going to happen but you are no longer able to forbid it from happening. I didn’t want to think about this, that day,

         and I didn’t want to think that I couldn’t see Nick’s hand waving to me, and I didn’t want to think that if I had been a stronger swimmer I could have gone out there after him, and I didn’t want to think about where he had

         gone, because he had gone someplace where they couldn’t find him, down the fathoms, and even the men in the speedboats, and

         the men on the Jet Skis, they couldn’t find him, until later, much later, when he washed up. I think it was Sandy Hook, where

         he washed up, or maybe it’s just the poetry of that name, because if you are going to have a place of shame and self-hatred

         and loss, and the sense that what was good about life is all gone, then that place should have some kind of lovely name, so

         that you are not prone to forget it, and that’s why when I think about having been a brother and being a brother no longer, kids, I think about Sandy Hook. (He had to be identified by his dental records.) And they named a football stadium after

         him at our high school. I often dreamed that I was running into my brother’s arms. Long after. In my dream, my brother, Nick,

         was standing waist-deep in the water, as I had been, and my brother was standing in the water and he was so happy, and I went

         running into his arms.

      


      

      A good question would be why I am telling you all of this. How is this relevant to the Mars mission, for which I am the official

         documentarian? How is a young man’s death in the 1990s relevant to the adventure of interplanetary travel? I can’t answer

         these questions, actually. Maybe I am just a little bit more vulnerable to these ghosts of my youth, these revenants, the

         way Captain Jim Rose is seeing the faces of people from the past in the stars. Maybe there is something about space travel that makes you vulnerable to these specters. Maybe this is why Colonel Jed Richards became an

         astronaut, to flee from the loss of his brother. Or maybe he became an astronaut to honor the memory of his brother, because

         Jed was good at so little else, despite the love and affection of his parents, who tried their hardest to help him overcome

         the feeling that he should have done something, and thus, well, he was the editor of the school paper, and then he was a fighter pilot in Central Asia, and he was good for nothing, and that’s why Jed Richards kept moving, and that’s why he didn’t need to be told twice, when Jim Rose went cartwheeling through the Milky Way, out at the length of his tether; Jed Richards

         jumped, and he kind of knew, in this moment, what the movie superheroes must feel when they are first able to race, en plein air, across the heavens. And here’s the really disturbing part, kids, and NASA can censor this all they want to censor it, I don’t

         give a shit, because what does it matter now, none of this matters now, the arresting part of flying in space while Captain

         Jim Rose was dancing around and singing bad dance music numbers in space, what matters was that I suddenly had this thought

         that maybe I was in love with this man.

      


      

      November 11, 2025


      

      Okay, this is definitely going to be a really unsettling entry, because I am going to tell you about the week when the situation

         on the Geronimo deteriorated quite badly. You know there were only nine astronauts going to Mars, kids, and you know that one of them was

         Brandon Lepper, who was most interested in trying to get some kind of interstellar tan by going down into the propulsion bay

         and lying beside the reactor. There was a window there, too, one that didn’t quite have the UV protection it ought to have

         had, and Lepper had figured out exactly how to get the leathery and faux-healthy veneer that he might have had were he a seventy-five-year-old

         Florida retiree who’d had himself enhanced with steroids and genetic engineering at a curbside drop-in cosmetic-enhancement

         salon. If you didn’t count Lepper, you’d have eight astronauts. But now it’s even fewer.

      


      

      The story, as told by the others on the Geronimo, well, not the others, but specifically by Steve Watanabe, the pilot, is that Steve and Abu Jmil, the first officer of the

         Geronimo, were getting increasingly worried about Debbie Quartz. Debbie had been one of the bright spots during training, and I’ve

         often wished that I had her bunking on my ship. She was short, blond, and had kind of a hatchet nose, a very severe nose. Her eyes had raccoon rings

         under them all the time, and she often complained of a lack of sleep. Still, she told really awful jokes in an appealing way—a

         termite walks into the bar, that kind of thing—and she was fiercely protective about her fellow astronauts. If Debbie was

         on your side, you were in good shape.

      


      

      The Geronimo, a couple weeks back, got the same strange announcement from Mission Control that José got, the one indicating that though

         they had been training for the Martian South Pole, the mission destination had been moved to the Valles Marineris. As with

         the Excelsior, the Geronimo navigational systems had been readjusted by the computers in Houston without so much as a consultation. These were the moments

         when you had to think, why the hell was it a manned mission? What did the men and women actually do on the mission? Not all that much. We were going to get our boot prints on

         the planet’s surface, all right, but they could have just taken an imprint from one of our space suits and sent a boot facsimile

         up, for all we did. We could have been in suspended animation for the vast majority of the flight, like they are planning

         to do for the Centauri flights. These days, computers did everything. We were their house pets. Anyway, I guess Jim and I

         were not the only ones to think that the change of landing sites was ominous. Because as Steve on the Geronimo told me, Debbie Quartz took this information unusually hard. She’d never gotten over her Planetary Exile Syndrome. She hadn’t

         been sleeping at all, for example, to such a degree that she’d started hitting the sleeping medication kind of hard. On one

         occasion, they had trouble waking her, and when she did finally get out of bed, she was disoriented. What constitutes disoriented?

         The part that was significant to Steve was that she said something about wanting to eject herself from one of the hatch doors. That was the end point of a long monologue about political conspiracies back home, religious

         conflicts, habitat destruction, environmental degradation, polar melt, you name it.

      


      

      Because monologues of this kind weren’t entirely out of character, Steve and Abu didn’t pay attention at first. Debbie indicated

         that it was certain that North America would be wiped out by a high-yield nuclear warhead while we were away on the trip. She insisted on this

         point. Was this a joke? No, it was no joke. She wouldn’t shut up.

      


      

      And then she said she might as well just blow herself out the hatch.


      

      Steve and Abu became worried about sleeping themselves. They became worried about what would happen if they slept. They didn’t

         know what kind of trouble Debbie would get into, especially down there in the cargo hold, where they couldn’t keep an eye

         on her.

      


      

      “Debbie, why don’t you swap beds with me tonight?” Abu said to Quartz one night. “You’ll get a better view of the nebulae,

         and I have some wiring and stuff that I need to repair anyhow.”

      


      

      This had been the suggestion from Houston, in fact, because, like I’ve said, they were monitoring most of this stuff. Back

         then, we sort of listened when they gave us advice on various things. There were some provisions for privacy, like when I was using that nozzle that I needed to use during my highly classified episodes of gastrointestinal

         distress. Jim called it the cough button, using the temporary shutoff button on the teleconferencing cameras that shot us day and night (during these temporary reboots

         the cameras showed an image of a waterfall instead). Now and then we used the cough button when we wanted to have an hour

         without constant observation. Remember when NASA sold the rights to some of the Tecumseh footage to the network? Where you could watch the guys on the capsule all day and night? It was kind of must-see programming,

         at least until the Beneficence exploded on the return launch and they caught the entire thing, inside the launch module, on tape. I knew a couple of those guys. They were mentors to me in my early days. NASA had budget reductions for the next

         three years, and a lot of it had to do with the decision to broadcast that mission. That’s when they engineered in the cough

         button. And Debbie Quartz knew very well where the cough button was.

      


      

      There was silence in the cargo hold after Abu volunteered to swap cots with Debbie. And then before Steve and Abu knew what

         was happening, she was up in the front of the capsule, in the display window. While she was not refusing the offer to sleep

         up top, there was an uneasiness about the whole exchange. Steve could tell there was something wrong, and he had the clipboard

         with the directive from Houston, indicating that this was the plan they suggested back on Earth. She was going to sleep up

         top where Steve could keep an eye on her. There were many months to go on the Mars mission, and the administration was not

         going to allow this to get in the way.

      


      

      A couple of nights passed in this fashion, and Debbie got more and more mute, and preparations that she was supposed to be

         making for desalinization of the planet’s surface, and tests for the various kinds of bacteria we were hoping we might find,

         and meteorological studies of the dust storms, none of her work was getting done. Debbie had a hunted look, one of the classic

         features of Planetary Exile Syndrome, and she stared out at the nebulae, sure, through the telescope, and she stared out in

         the direction of that supposed black hole, the nearby one they were predicting. She did some crossword puzzles. Steve, or

         so he told me, was thinking, okay, is this sustainable? Is this how it’s going to go for months? She’s going to be worthless for the rest of the trip?

      


      

      Listen, I know that I am putting words in Steve’s mouth here, but let’s say he thought something like this, the third night

         when Abu was asleep down in the cargo hold, and Steve and Debbie were meant to be on the same shift. Despite direct orders

         from management back on Earth, Debbie didn’t take her powerful antipsychotic sleep medication. Couldn’t the guys in Houston

         have monitored her with some of the life-support diagnostic tools they had going? Didn’t they know when her pulse was depressed,

         when her breathing was shallow? You’d think they could monitor this, and you’d be right. Except that they didn’t. Except that

         Debbie hadn’t taken her medication and wasn’t asleep. She was waiting. And then Steve, believing that she was going to be damn near catatonic for hours, kind of went off shift a little earlier

         than scheduled. It wasn’t infrequent, see, that the mindless repetition, in a tiny enclosed space, made us careless.

      


      

      Debbie unstrapped herself from that standing position that was really a stretched-out sleeping position, and in total silence

         she drifted across the capsule, and then she rappelled down the ladder into the cargo hold, and, because there just really

         weren’t many sharp objects in the capsule that she could use if she were going to try to puncture-wound Abu Jmil, she settled

         on a weapon that would have required a fair amount of preparation, preparation we had all done in training, and the weapon

         was the soldering gun that Abu was using for his not-entirely-necessary reengineering in the cargo hold. While he slept, she

         got this soldering gun right up next to his face, and need I remind you that he was strapped down, and she could easily just

         have soldered him to death right there. But she elected to say something first, kids, which was “You think I don’t know what

         you’re trying to do? You’re waiting until we get to the planet, and then you’re going to use me as some kind of lab rat for

         whatever we find down there. In that canyon. You know the air pressure is a lot more conducive to water down there, and there’s

         water that won’t evaporate, right? It’s swimming with microorganisms, I know, and you want me to serve as the guinea pig for the microorganisms. Well, you can forget about it.” There was some more stuff about this, more bacteria and single-celled organisms, internecine plots of various kinds. There

         was enough paranoid verbiage that Abu awoke.

      


      

      Let me describe him for you. Abu was a kindly and burly Asian American kid from Kansas City whose parents were both astrophysicists.

         He was the youngest guy on the mission, and yet he wouldn’t squash a mosquito if it were sitting on his nose. He was olive

         skinned and rather aquiline. He had a close-cropped beard and black hair that was kind of curly. At this moment I’m describing,

         reconstructing it from what I was told, he had a soldering gun about an inch from his eye, and he’d just been accused of plotting to leave Debbie Quartz on the surface of Mars. And he was strapped down so he wouldn’t float around in his sleep,

         and the only way for him to save himself was to persuade her that her entire imaginary conspiracy was erroneous, hysterical,

         and part of a bad, bad case of Planetary Exile Syndrome. (Though as with so many other biochemical mental illnesses, it just

         didn’t do to tell someone with Planetary Exile Syndrome that it was all in her head.)

      


      

      Abu, recognizing the necessary diplomacy, became as gentle and unassuming as a guy can get: “Debbie, talk to me. Tell me what’s

         going on. Tell me what you think is happening. Debbie, think about it. Think about those years of training together. Let’s

         talk about you and me, and our time of training. Remember when I wasn’t sure about the underwater stuff? I had that phobia

         about sharks? The atoll wasn’t really shark infested; that’s what you said. That NASA wasn’t going to make us train in a spot

         that was shark infested, because it was highly unlikely that Mars was going to have sharks on it. And they didn’t want to

         lose one of us to a shark after all the expense they had gone to, to train us. Do you remember how I wept when you told me

         that I wasn’t the only one who’d thought about giving up? You said that I wasn’t any less important to the mission because

         Denny had to give up when his son was diagnosed with whatever that was. Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, right? Do you think that I

         would jeopardize a friendship that had all of those good memories as part of it? Those heartfelt exchanges? Think about it,

         Debbie, before you put my eye out with that thing.”

      


      

      This was the kind of stuff Abu said. And he said something about how he was the one who suggested that we use Debbie, because

         of how plucky she was, as our mission mascot on the night of the big dinner when the personnel had been announced for the various rockets. We went to that Italian joint

         by the water. We hoisted Debbie Quartz up above our heads, Abu reminded her, and we passed her around like she was a medicine

         ball, and we all chanted “Olympus Mons, Olympus Mons!” And we told her it wasn’t because she was just lighter than anyone

         else, it was because she was sweeter than anyone else, and this was why we loved her, because she was sweet, and she was incredibly competent,

         and for this reason, we did not throw her into the alligator-infested canal after dinner. We honored her request, or this is how I remember it anyhow, and

         instead I, Colonel Jed Richards, got thrown in, and I think this is because there were people who would have been happy enough

         if I had been attacked by Floridian wildlife. We knew that throwing Debbie Quartz into the canal was conduct unbecoming, and

         so I offered myself up, because I know I am an interpersonal challenge, and said that I would be much more a regulation example

         of horseplay, and sure enough Lepper, that lunkhead, grabbed one of my arms, and before I even got to strip down to my skivvies,

         I found myself looking up at the lights of the dock from down in the murky depths.

      


      

      Abu recounted these and other stories to Debbie, while Steve slept. The cough button was depressed. No one in all the infinite

         expanse of space knew what was happening down in the cargo hold, how two good and reliable officers of the National Aeronautics

         and Space Administration were poised to wreak bloody havoc on each other. No one knew how long this scene played out. Debbie

         breaking into angry and convulsive sobs, saying, “How can I trust you? How can I trust anyone?” Still, Abu didn’t panic, keeping

         one eye, wherever possible, on the intercom button that was on the side of the bed. Awaiting the moment when he might free

         up an arm enough to get at it.

      


      

      “Debbie,” Abu pleaded, “I don’t have any idea about how the mission got moved to the canyon. I just don’t have any idea about

         it. I’m as confused by it as you are.”

      


      

      “Don’t you know what they’re looking for?” Her hands were shaking, holding the soldering gun. “Because I do, and I think you

         do.”

      


      

      “I don’t know, Debbie. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m here because Denny dropped out. I’m the resupply shift;

         I’m the extra man. Maybe I pilot one of the ultralights. The guys in the Excelsior and the Pequod have the manpower they need. We’re the third of three vessels, and I’m the third astronaut on the third ship, and all I do is drive people around. I don’t have

         any idea why we’re going to the canyon. I just do what I’m told. On a need-to-know basis.”

      


      

      “You’re talking to me like I’m ill.”


      

      “I’m talking to you like you’re a person I’ve known for three years and worked closely with all that time, and I’m begging

         you not to do anything that’s going to jeopardize the mission, or anything that’s going to get you or me in trouble. Because

         we’ve known each other for a long time, and I know you know what it’s like for me to be a Muslim on this mission, and how

         important it is to me to be a Muslim up here. I want to insure that I have done something that I can be proud of. And I know

         how you feel about being a woman science officer, and how you don’t have a family back on Earth, not the way many of the others

         do, and you want people to think that’s okay, that a woman can come up here and withstand three years, in the prime of her

         life, without a husband and kids back on Earth. I know that’s important to you, and in the same way it’s important to me that

         I can be an American who’s a Muslim, and I am up here, and I’m going to be one of the first people to set foot on Mars. I

         know you respect that. And I respect why you are here. I wouldn’t jeopardize that for you, and I’m hoping you won’t jeopardize

         it for me either.”

      


      

      When Abu finished this impressive speech, he could see that Debbie was moved, because her breathing slowed, and she looked

         at the soldering gun in her hand, and she was probably really irritated that she was still crying, because she didn’t want

         to be the kind of astronaut who cried at a time like this, and at last he found the time to free an arm, while with her free

         hand she clutched her tortured brow, and to depress the intercom button, which did have a red indicator lamp on it. He was

         hoping that she wouldn’t see the indicator light, and if he could get her to come around the left side of the bed, maybe she

         wouldn’t see that the intercom light was on, and that he was broadcasting locally back up to where Steve was sleeping.

      


      

      “So are you going to allow me to get out of this bed now, Debbie?”

      


      

      “No,” she said flatly.


      

      “Well, at least help me loosen these straps, because my legs are asleep. I’m not going anywhere. I will listen as long as

         you want.”

      


      

      “Listening is exactly what you’re going to have to do, Abu, because I’m going to tell you something that you don’t know about.

         What I’m going to tell you about is a certain bacteria, a bacteria that is so classified that almost nobody has ever heard of it. And the reason that it has never been heard of

         is because it was only ever seen on Earth twice. The first time was when they found that Mars rock in Antarctica. And the

         second time anyone ever saw it was in the Mars missile that the robot mission from 2015 sent back.”

      


      

      “That was just another mapping and atmospherics mission, and the robots locked up solid after that dust storm three months

         in.”

      


      

      “Abu,” Debbie said, “that’s what they want you to think, of course. Have you seen any photos of the robots lately?”


      

      “Why would I have seen any photos?”


      

      “Well, I have seen photos of them, and they were in one of the basins, and then they traveled from there, hundreds of miles,

         and they were taking samples wherever they went, and they found all sorts of bacteria along the way, frozen bacteria that

         blossoms out of its dormant state not just at a certain time of day, but only at a certain time of year, and only when the

         planet is on a certain tilt on its axis, which means only maybe every seventy thousand years or so, which is to say not very

         often, and so it was kind of hard to figure out, at first, whether this bacteria was of any use on planet Earth.”

      


      

      “Wait,” Abu said, trying to keep her going for the sake of the intercom, and praying all the while that Steve was transmitting

         so that Mars mission guys back in Houston were getting all of this. “You’re saying that they had some reason to suppose that

         there was a bacterium that had certain properties, and they were planning to harvest it for experimental purposes on Earth.”

      


      

      She was tired. Planetary Exile Syndrome has exhaustion as one of its key features. And this kind of histrionic and desperate behavior was tiring too. And her exhaustion was causing her

         to be sloppy. Her eyes were ringed with red, and puffy. And her cheeks were striated from where the tears had coursed across

         them.

      


      

      “You bet your ass, Abu. And they fired it back to Earth in this little rocket, and it splashed down in the Indian Ocean, and

         they had an aircraft carrier, and a bunch of Navy SEALs, and all kinds of stealth aircraft, and every other thing they have,

         tactical warheads, trained on anyone who might want to get to that payload before we got to it. The only problem with it,

         Abu, was that they had no idea what would happen to it at Earth temperatures. They just had no idea. It was a completely new

         bacterium! Because who knew how long it had been frozen, and under the kind of air pressure where most things evaporate? Who

         knew? Thousands of years? Tens of thousands of years? Millions of years?”

      


      

      He’d freed his arms, calmly, slowly, during the speech, and he was thinking that it wouldn’t be too hard to overpower her,

         because she just wasn’t paying the same kind of attention to the soldering gun, but he wanted, if possible, not to injure

         her or startle her unduly, since it might inhibit her recovery from her delusional state, and so he waited yet a little longer.

      


      

      “And what was the special property of the bacterium, Debbie?” Abu asked.


      

      “That’s what I’m about to tell you. The special property of the bacteria, Abu, is that—”


      

      This was the moment when Steve Watanabe hit Debbie Quartz in the neck with a hypodermic. He’d crept down the ladder silently,

         drifted behind Debbie while she was talking, and then looked for a good spot for the injection, since he wasn’t a doctor (the

         only doctor on the mission is Arnie Gilmore, on the Pequod ). I guess Steve hadn’t had time yet, or authorization, to tell Gilmore, or any of us on the Excelsior, about the situation. The way Steve told me the story, injecting an unwilling and delusional person in zero gravity is not

         the easiest thing to do, and he had to be sure that he was right up next to her, without running the risk of being heard, which is exactly what he did. There was the risk of rupturing an artery, sure, with a predictable heavy blood

         flow, brain damage, all of that, but what had to be done had to be done. And so Steve plunged the needle into Debbie’s neck,

         and she screamed like, well, like a stuck pig, and she tried to keep him from depressing the plunger, until Abu finished unstrapping

         himself and lurched into the middle of the conflict to help restrain her—Debbie screaming, telling Steve he had no idea what

         he was doing, what he was bringing down on himself, the disaster that lay in wait for him on the Red Planet. But then Steve

         managed to depress the plunger, while nearly strangling poor Debbie, with whom he had played many enjoyable games of cribbage

         back when we were all in Florida. He watched as Debbie writhed for a couple minutes and then slept. Sleep as a rare interval

         of happiness, or as an interval of oblivion, descended on her. She drifted over toward one wall, her limp body, like she was

         a coil of NASA hose.

      


      

      The two men hovered idly in the silent cargo hold, watching their sedated colleague. They didn’t want to believe what had

         just come to pass. They knew what it was. Big trouble.

      


      

      “You had word from Houston, huh?” Abu asked.


      

      And Steve, wordlessly, removed the clipboard from his back pocket and handed it over to Jmil. On the screen: “Immobilize Quartz.

         Narcotics in first-aid kit. Follow dosage guidelines. Advise when completed.”

      


      

      November 18, 2025


      

      We were about seven weeks out, and halfway to the Red Planet. Things had been a little tense around the Excelsior. In order to depict just how tense, I suppose I need to render for you more of the conversational stylings of José Rodrigues,

         science officer, your favorite character in this weblog (at least as judged by posts from you in the comments section: “How would José order in a French restaurant?”). What better time than now? Besides, never

         was “graveyard shift” a more appropriate term. Though really all the shifts were graveyard shifts in the soda can. I’m going

         to work on my José Rodrigues impression by hand, that’s right, by hand, with specially designed ink pen and paper. What the hell else do I have to do? (Well, I have been contacting my daughter,

         Ginger, once a week or so, during which time we have extremely strained conversations about whatever rumor she heard about

         the heavily expurgated version of these diaries. For one thing, I couldn’t become accustomed to her implanted PDA. I can’t

         understand why kids would want to have a digital communication device implanted subcutaneously in their wrists. It’s so ugly!

         Never mind the ones in the skull. And all they do on there is shop. Call me old-fashioned. Maybe some of you can explain the

         phenomenon to me. During our last conversation, my daughter typed, with one hand, some nonsense about her grades, or she went

         on and on about some boy who visited her nightly at the pizzeria. All to get rid of me as quickly as possible, while she had

         teenage teleconferences. What was I to her? A postage-stamp-sized image on her PDA? The one with six weeks’ growth of beard?

         The one whose messages she neglected to save?)

      


      

      Anyway, José Rodrigues, to get to the point, spoke almost entirely in acronyms. You know, kids, that space travel is noteworthy

         for its acronyms. It’s a part of what we do and how we live. If not for NASA and space travel, maybe acronyms would never

         have achieved the cultural acceptance they now enjoy. There are so many things in life that one is tempted to abbreviate.

         Acronyms worked for us, for astronauts, just as for military personnel, and so certain persons were disposed to use them for

         any and all purposes when a regular word would have served as well.
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