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  Readers Praise Joseph Hirsch and his latest novel The Last Slice of Pizza


   


  “An amazing fusion of the realism of a down-and-out pizza driver mixed with a high-stakes science fiction tale about the fate of mankind...The Last Slice of Pizza is a highly enjoyable fusion of slipstream and heartfelt fiction that will keep you cemented through the entire journey.”—Jon Konrath, author of Thunderbird and Rumored to Exist.


   


  "Hirsch paints a vivid world that it is difficult not to get sucked into, while maintaining a story that is both remarkable and profound."—Kyle Aho, Soldiers of Misfortune: Parasite Lost.


   


  “...The Last Slice of Pizza is the latest and best work of a gifted writer having tons of sharp-witted fun.”—John L. Sheppard, author of Small Town Punk.


   


  "Pizza is a fun read, fast and engaging. Anti-hero Michael Fermi is the smart yet dysfunctional everyman caught in a bewildering universe not his own making. Hirsch writes with authority and depth, as if present at the end of the world."—S.V. Laurent, author of Rites of Planets.


   


  “...Mr. Hirsch is a writer of uncommon talent, shifting effortlessly as he does from the realistic crime fiction of his previous novel, Rolling Country, to the imaginative speculation of this latest work. He may even have succeeded in making me a convert to the sci-fi genre.”—Tom Kakonis, author of Michigan Roll and Criss Cross.


   


  “Brave, thoughtful and absurd as well as provocative...If you enjoy sci-fi that transcends genre, The Last Slice of Pizza should be the next slice of fiction you scarf down.”—Andrew Armacost, author of Spacebush and The Poor Man’s Guide to Suicide.
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  For John L. Sheppard


  


  “Civilization seems to have few active friends.”


  


  -Harlow Shapley


  


  


  “I think we’re property.”


  


  -Charles Fort


   


  The Last Slice of Pizza


   


  


  


  


  On Eternity and Molly Ringwald


  


  I would hesitate to say that the last nine-hundred and ninety-nine years have been kind to me, but then again it would be exaggerating to say that all of this time has been hellish.


  To give the reader some idea of what my life is like, the first thing I do each day is awaken. I can’t say that I wake up at 6 a.m., or when the sun rises, because I have no clocks here, no sense of real time. Were I to go out on the observation deck, I might see a sun, but I wouldn’t know whose sun it was, or in which galaxy we were. I say “we” because I am not the only unfortunate soul aboard this ship.


  To continue on with the day (such as it is) and how I spent this one, I woke up in my quarters in the Bienenstock. I sat on my pallet for a few minutes and listened to the silence all around me. I thought of Earth, wondered how the centuries (or millennia or eons) could stretch the length of a day by seconds, then minutes, and finally hours. The length of a day on Earth was something like twenty-one hours a few million years before Man walked the planet’s surface. A few million years after we’re gone, a day on Earth will lengthen to something like thirty hours, I think. That is, assuming, as one of the passengers aboard this ship has suggested, some star at its aphelion when we humans walked the Earth might not now be at its perihelion, burning anything unfortunate enough to have survived in the intervening time.


  That is the way things work. We live for a while, and then we die. Almost every species that has ever lived will go extinct after several million years, and the only ones that survive are too brutal to be worth getting to know personally, in my humble opinion.


  I now walk over to the small death mask in the corner of my cell. I know not what creature this face belonged to, only that whoever my masters are in this zoo, they have seen fit to place these little heads all over the ship. Our masters are not in the habit of naming anything, or at the very least they are not in the habit of telling us humans the names they have given things.


  I stare into the mask, into the empty eye sockets of that bituminous little Easter Island head, and I watch. What I see is a young redheaded woman, with even redder lips and red hair. Her name is (or was) Molly Ringwald. She was an actress from the 20th century, popular when I was a child in the 1980s.


  I’m thinking of her face now, how she chewed her pencil in, I believe, The Breakfast Club. Her simmering, her pouting, her irresistible combination of confidence and insecurity are very becoming. She was very sexy. I feel a pain in my stomach now as I think of her, and of my previous life, of Earth and of childhood.


  I turn away from the mask. The face of that dead alien houses the impressions of several million images cached on some storage medium I cannot fathom. I believe the images are there more for my edification than for the research purposes of the Arbiters. In any event, I thank the Gods who I should have perhaps discarded for cold science a long time ago, grateful to them for bringing Ms. Ringwald to me in such a random, unexpected fashion.


  I walk to my water closet. A stake, sensing my presence, emerges from the deck, cold and metallic, popping forth with the force of a submarine periscope. It opens its mouth and I insert my penis. I urinate and yawn. The stake, once filled, disappears into the sterile deck beneath my feet.


  “You are excreting a greater than normal amount of calcium through your urine,” a voice says. The voice is the voice of my mother, which I don’t appreciate.


  “Thank you for that information,” I say. “For breakfast, I will have a drumstick of Japanese silky hen, and also a bit of tempeh.”


  “Mr. Fermi,” my mother’s voice says. “Would you like edible, cellulose-based packaging on your tempeh?”


  “Yes,” I say, “but first I want to take a dip.”


  “Very well. I will begin to harvest your food von Bayern.”


  I laugh. Just as we humans have influenced this machine, it has been influenced by us. The damn thing is now speaking German. I whistle, and then I remember that I want something else. “Mama?”


  “Yes?”


  “You can see what we see in the death mask, can’t you?”


  “I can.”


  “Well, do you know Molly Ringwald?”


  “Yes, her features are very symmetrical.”


  “If I asked you to make her, could you do that for me?”


  “You know, Michael, that I can create a reasonable facsimile of her based on the data contained in the pseudocoelomate rotifers, but I am not allowed.”


  I sigh. I have grown tired of being alone. I wait a moment before the door. I press the blue button and then the starfish-shaped portal opens and disappears inside of its elastomeric hinges. I walk into the hall. There is a swastika, a gold-spangled Speer masterpiece, hanging above the door across from me like a bit of Aryan mistletoe.


  I can’t remember if Kammisch hung it last night or if it has been there forever. I must be going insane, I decide. I walk forward, and there is a man sitting at a smooth table, so smooth like everything else on the observation deck that it’s hard to understand how we four human prisoners don’t spend all of our time slipping and sliding across the floor.


  The man seated at the table asks, “Has the little Nazi awakened from his slumber yet?”


  “You know he doesn’t like to be called that.”


  “Then tell him to ditch the swastika.” He pulls his hat lower over his head, despite the fact that there are no elements from which to shield himself. He wears a fedora. It reminds me of something one would see on a cub reporter in an old movie, down to the crimson band wrapped around the brim. Sometimes we see old movies on the death masks, and sometimes Mama broadcasts them from its belly.


  I stand next to the man in his little reporter’s hat. He is scribbling something furiously.


  “What are you writing?”


  “Something about the Nephilim,” he says, matter-of-factly, which is ironic because he is the greatest enemy of facts I have ever met. This man with the little fedora lives and breathes hyperbole, innuendo, rumor, conspiracy, and sometimes outright lies. They permeate him, and seep through his gray whiskers like cheap booze.


  “Ah,” I say, sorry to have asked.


  “The Nephilim” he says, “may have used something akin to a nuclear bomb to attack what Biblical scholars and archeologists believe were the ancient sites of Sodom and Gomorra. The wrath of God might have been nothing but an atomic detonation, not the act of vengeful Yahweh, but rather the deed of fearful alien races.”


  “I’m going to go for a swim,” I say. I don’t look out through the observation window, even though it gives a view onto a scene that NASA scientists and men dreaming of the stars would have expended billions of dollars in treasure and thousands of man-hours just to glimpse.


  It is a lenticular conurbation of cosmic material, rich pearls and gas currently being devoured by an expanding black hole. The astral jelly is fighting its demise and creating a sound several octaves far too low for any living sentient being to hear it, even if by some miracle sound should be able to travel through the empty black vacuum. In space, sometimes we can’t even hear ourselves scream. I think of all those people on Earth for a moment. I think, for instance, of some eccentric hotel magnate who had high hopes of building an orbiting station hotel above the moon with all of his private capital. I think of all the people so much smarter than me, who struggled with their Voyager probes and their Rosetta landers, and I feel ashamed for taking this all for granted. In the late 20th and early 21st centuries Man was very far from reaching so much as Alpha Centauri. If humans are still alive outside of this ship, if in fact Earth is still there, then I wonder why we never hear from them, why Mama and his bosses never let even the slightest hint of their existence leak.


  Not knowing whether or not your planet has been destroyed is incredibly stressful. I suppose ultimately that I have become a quietist, because that is all that seems to be left for me to be. I try not to think about it anymore. It’s time to swim, besides.


  I count a few beats as the elastomeric seals open on the door and I step into North Lung. On my left there is a massive glass tank, and a smaller one nestled next to it, which is no larger than a porthole. The larger tank is a deep-sea simulation. It tricks the saltwater dwellers inside of the chamber into spawning. Mama has told me recently that some of them have become highly cannibalistic, which is a damn shame because they take three years to reach full edible maturation.


  “Mama,” I say, sensing him nearby. “Can I have lobster tonight?”


  “You may. Unfortunately, though, I must regretfully inform you that you can only spend about an hour swimming.”


  “Why?”


  Something like irritation enters my mother’s voice. I know, or believe, that it is not possible for a machine to feel emotions. I have read every philosophical argument on pretty much any subject by the way, courtesy of our little heuristic library. I have read Hobbes, Turing, Rousseau, Chomsky, Foucault, and Moore. I am not bragging, and in fact could probably only be classified as moderately intelligent, if I were to be administered a standardized test of some sort. It is merely by dint of the advantage of living forever that I know more than almost any man who has ever lived (outside of those others aboard this ship).


  “I have observed significant bleaching of the Belizean corals, as well as the Bahamian reef.”


  “Okay,” I say. I walk past the marine cage where the lobsters attempt to pincer each other. I think of my childhood, of my mother and how she took me to Red Lobster as I kid, and how I marveled at the crustaceans with their little glassy black eyes, swimming around with the rubber bands on their poor claws. I realize that I am just as screwed now as they were then.


  I walk on, past the smaller glass case, which throws a golden counterpoint to the marine rippling water wavering across the salinized tank. Inside of the small glass case, what look like two hardboiled eggs float in brine the color and consistency of pickle juice. They are two floating ovaries. They belonged to the sole female aboard the ship. She did not donate her ovaries to science. She committed suicide, and Mama decided to salvage her ovaries for reasons he still refuses to divulge.


  I can’t say that I blame her ultimately for taking her life. When one considers her options for mates aboard this ship, suicide was probably the best choice, though it is a hard act to pull off up here. As I enter the tide room, I hear her voice echoing. “Help me,” it says. To which I reply, “I can’t deal with ghosts and aliens at the same time.”


  I step forward. Jagged cliffs of coral rise from beneath the softly lapping water. The ceiling is glass, and a sheet of dense stars surrounds my view of a planet rusty enough to be Mars, but small enough to be Pluto. I wonder, as I dip my toe into the warm water, if they ever got it settled about Pluto being a planet or not.


  I think of Steven Hawking for a moment. I don’t think he believed in God, but Newton did, so that doesn’t help much. I submerge myself to the waist, grateful for the moment at least, that Ms. Dearman is not alive to see me now. If there was a woman around here, I might have been hesitant to walk around the tide room in the buff.


  I roll onto my back and do the dead man’s float. I stare up into the scattered constellations, exploding like crystals and jewels hoarded by a jealous tyrant in the sky. Some of those distant lights are dead stars. The red ones are receding while the blue ones are coming into view. Some creatures hidden up there, I tell myself, are probably intelligent and malicious enough to defeat even the Arbiters in battle. Perhaps if they board our ship they will kill us; or maybe we will get lucky and they will only make us slaves.


  “Would you like some music?” Mama asks.


  “Yes.”


  “What kind of music?”


  “Etwas langsam,” I say. “Von Mahler.”


  Mama responds, and soft string arrangements bounce off the glass dome and make commensurate ripples across the warm blue water that I swim through. “Mama?”


  “Yes.”


  “Tell me about Molly Ringwald. Whatever is on the death masks or in your belly. Trawl through a few billion files and tell me.”


  Gustav Mahler’s music recedes and Mama speaks. “She appeared in an episode of an old television show called Diff’rent Strokes with the diminutive actor Gary Coleman. The episode was titled ‘The Slumber Party.’ Further-”


  “Mama?”


  “Yes?”


  “Please tell me what year it is, and if Molly Ringwald or her genetic line survives.”


  “I’m sorry, Michael. I cannot tell you of Earth.”


  “Can’t or won’t?”


  “I am not permitted.”


  


  


  


  On Pizza


  


  I was in my mid-twenties, living at home with my mother and delivering pizzas. I wasn’t exactly winning at the game of life. I drove an Aerostar minivan and didn’t have a girlfriend. I’d had plans to go to college, but a messy divorce had drained my father’s pockets. I started to work, thinking that I would save up enough money to get my core requirements knocked out at a technical school, and that I would then transfer to a real four-year state institution later on. I would get my Bachelor’s degree, I told myself, and then maybe get a girlfriend, who would eventually become my wife. We would have some kids together, and then we would live happily ever after.


  I worked for a while in a Laundromat, worked for a temp agency as a data entrant for a few months, and then finally ended up working the line in a muffin factory, which was a pretty grim job.


  After about six months of working in the muffin factory I’d had enough. Working the line was bad, but they eventually transferred me to the tier, where things were much worse. I would wait for a forklift to raise a massive wall of cinderblock-sized peanut butter chunks up to my scaffolding, and then I would proceed to drop the chunks into a massive vat, where two steel arms shaped like giant eggbeaters would whip the peanut butter to a soft consistency.


  The factory was hot as a brick house in the summer with no central air, and I would begin to sweat, the salty beads falling down my neck and into the massive vat of peanut-butter. I felt bad for whoever would eventually be eating the muffins, but a coworker had once explained to me that all kinds of things, including mice and insects, snuck into most batches of cookies and muffins, where they got pulverized into parts-per-billion dust.


  I would lose three-to-five pounds every shift from the exertion. I would come home, my pants starched to knife creases from the dried peanut butter, and I would plop onto my bed, too tired to resist my dog’s lapping advances as he licked my hands and pants, sopping up the peanut butter with his tongue.


  I finally quit one night, got my last check, and cruised around the neighborhood closer to home looking for a job. I took applications from the library, from a Chinese restaurant, and from a drugstore, and I filled them all out and sent them back in. In the meantime, I waited for a response and collected unemployment checks.


  I was desperate to get a job, even though my mother was not very pushy about it. My brother and sister had moved out on their own years ago, and they both thought she was a terrible enabler, that she encouraged the “worst mama’s boy traits” in me.


  In truth, I thought she was just tired. She had been two-thirds of the way through Law School when she had met my father and they decided to get married. He was studying to be a doctor and they agreed that he would be the sole provider for the family they were planning. Flash forward twenty years, three kids, and a nasty divorce later, and she was receiving less than four figures a month in child support and alimony combined.


  She had rebounded, without a man or any outside help, gone back to school and received her teacher’s certificate. She had found a job teaching at the technical college that I had designs of attending, and when she wasn’t working on a course syllabus or grading papers, she was snoozing in front of the television, a bag of frozen peas resting on her forehead in the hopes that it would send her migraine into abeyance.


  She smoked marijuana, and supplemented that with pain pills she got from her doctor. I had smoked when I was younger, but the idea of getting high with or around my mom was just too creepy to countenance, so I stayed in my room most of the time.


  Life wasn’t all bad, though. I spent a lot of time reading books I got from the library or from the local Barnes & Noble. We lived in a secluded, rather nice neighborhood on a patch of lakefront property we never could have afforded on our own, but which my mother’s cousin sublet to us in return for our agreement to keep the property occupied. I took long walks with the dog along the edge of the lake, listened to the trees as they rustled above us, and I watched the reflection of their leaves shimmering over the murky surface of the brown water which stretched out from the docks.


  I looked at internet pornography sometimes, but swore it off in the hopes that abstaining could force me to get out and meet a real girl. It had been a long time since I’d had sex; I contemplated suicide every once and awhile, and thought about going to church.


  One day, I finally got a call from Pizza Shack. They told me to bring in my driver’s license and proof of insurance. They would run a background check, and if everything was okay, they would hire me as a driver. I hopped eagerly into my Aerostar and drove down the street. Because we were poor yet lived on a toney block through the grace of our cousin, my mother and I didn’t fit in very well with our neighbors.


  They all had jet-skis and speedboats moored in their wraparound driveways and usually two or three massive SUVS like Yukon’s or Denali’s shining from a fresh turtle waxing. They rarely waved or acknowledged me when I drove by them on the cul-de-sac, or when we came outside to check our mail at the same time. After a while I pretended they didn’t exist, and I felt slightly better as a result.


  Pizza Shack was at the base of a cruciform basin which was dominated by a Kroger grocery store. The strip mall was anchored at one end by a neighborhood bar and grill which got especially crowded on Karaoke night, and an Army recruiting station moored at the other end of the plaza. I would have contemplated joining the Army just for the regimentation and the chance to get away from my mother, but there were two wars going on, one in Iraq and one in Afghanistan, which gave me pause.


  I went into Pizza Shack, which smelled of cheap yeast and industrial cleaner. “You want to be a driver?” The man behind the counter asked. A teenaged girl with several rings in her nose and eyebrows was taking an order on the phone beside him.


  “Yes sir.”


  “You ever had a DUI?”


  “No sir.”


  “Moving violation?”


  “No sir.”


  “Let me get your info.” He reached out with a meaty forearm. There was a Tasmanian Devil tattooed in faded India ink on the arm. He was fat, so fat that all practicalities from making love to taking a shower must have created all kinds of logistical problems for him that I didn’t even want to think about. “I’m Lee, by the way.”


  “Hi, Lee.”


  I was hired on a provisional basis, and once my background check cleared I was made an official driver. I was the “closer,” meaning that I came in around 3 p.m. every afternoon and worked until they closed, usually around 11 p.m. on weeknights, and 1 a.m. on Saturdays.


  A typical day would be that I would wake up around 1 p.m., walk Percy, throw the ball with him, bring him back inside, and then feed him. I would take a shower, slip into my Pizza Shack red and black checkered Polo shirt, my black Dockers, and my black nonstick shoes. I would go out to the Aerostar, smoke a cigarette, and then head to the Shack.


  I would punch in and begin folding boxes. They were stacked in one massive pile, and would only assume their proper dimensions after the corners had been linked together. Having created a massive pile of pizza boxes, I would head into the back and take the trash out, being careful not to let any of the liquid brine inside the bag seep onto my hands, as I carried it to the dumpster behind the restaurant. I would toss the bag, and stand on the steps, smoking a cigarette.


  Occasionally Dante, one of the other drivers, would come outside to smoke. He only smoked menthols, which meant he never bummed from me, and I never bummed off him. I would sometimes swap deliveries with him, because when a public housing complex wanted a pizza, the prevailing wisdom was that a black driver was less likely to get robbed than a white one. After a certain number of incidents, specifically robberies, occurred at a location, it was scrubbed from the dry-erase board map which we kept pinned above the outgoing orders rack.


  “A trip through the light green” Willie called the deliveries to the public housing complexes. Willie was an old Vietnam veteran, and he told us that when he was on patrol with the 101st Airborne, the areas of the country were color-coded, with dark green meaning lots of jungle cover and a high chance of enemy contact, while light green denoted sparsely foliaged areas where there was a lower chance of face-to-face contact with the enemy than in the bush, but there was, however, a much higher likelihood of stepping on a landmine.


  After taking out the trash, I would hit the bathroom and wash my hands vigorously. Then I would go into the cutting and prep area, where I would use my one employee comp for the day to make myself a deep dish personal pizza. I would load it up with various toppings, trying to cram my daily allowance of vitamins, minerals, and protein into one small saucer of dough and cheese. I rarely had time to stop to eat while doing my deliveries, and I barely had time to get gas and cigarettes, so I had no choice but to eat the crappy food we sold at the Shack.


  “Take thirty-three and thirty four,” Lee or Sarah would say. Sarah was the blond with multiple piercings, who could effortlessly man the phone and the register, and dispatch us all without missing a beat. I rarely talked to her, even though she was cute, because I felt I had very little to honestly offer, but it was nice to just be around an attractive young woman.


  I would grab my orders by the handles of the Velcro thermal-heated bags, and I would head out to my car. A double was always welcome, since Sarah did her best to keep the deliveries close to one another. Sometimes I would even luck out and get a triple. I would smoke a cigarette, keeping the window cracked, listening to the radio as I drove.


  My deliveries took me all over town. I drove out to gated McMansion communities, where the streets all had Anglophonic names and cathedral ceilings. The wooden and fiberglass skeletons of as-yet to be built houses were always on the fringes of these developments, somewhere among the mud and pines in the distance among the beginnings of another neighborhood.


  I drove to nursing homes, delivered to sad, elderly women with blue rinse hair and steel walkers, plastic-covered furniture and Turner Classic movies blaring from their TVs, Mickey Rooney or Ray Miland’s voice turned up loud enough to reach their cumbersome cochlear implants. I delivered to college campuses, and once delivered to a dorm where a father was yelling at his son to the effect that he was “wasting my money on tuition” and that if he “didn’t straighten up soon” he would be “out on his ass delivering pizzas like this guy.”


  I once made a delivery to a woman who could not answer her door, and entreated me to come into her house. When I entered, I saw her spread out across a massive Craftmatic adjustable bed. She was over six-hundred pounds of pale, white veiny flesh. She was winded at rest and she had oxygen tubes in her nose, which fed into a tank at the base of the bed where her elephantine legs dangled. Her glasses fogged as she spoke, and reflected light from the talk show on her muted television.


  “Money’s on the dresser,” she said.


  I put the pizza down and took the check. I felt bad bringing her the food, even though she had asked for it. Her ticket had been for a deep dish meat lover’s cheese crust pizza, which, according to the American Heart Association, was the unhealthiest meal in America. She had also gotten a two-liter of Mountain Dew. That would only compound the problem, with its sugar and high fructose corn syrup.


  I had wanted to say something to the woman, to tell her not to eat this stuff, that it was going to kill her, but that would have violated my evolving ethical code. I had started to like being a pizza man, or at least I had decided that it would be a tolerable enough job, that I could drive around and smoke, listen to music, and collect tip money without too much abrasion or indignity.


  I treated all of my customers the same, had in fact grown into my role like the mailman or any other neighborhood fixture. I was a programmed machine of sorts, saying “Thank you” and collecting my money while wearing a bright, fixed smile on my face. It was not a great life, but I was slowly beginning to accrue money in my savings account.


  In a few months, I would have adequate money saved up to purchase a semester’s worth of classes. My work ethic was strong enough that I could go to school during the day, deliver pizzas at night, and do homework whenever time would allow. Maybe after I got my Associate’s Degree I could get a better job and quit working for Pizza Shack altogether.


  My mother seemed to be happy, or at least relieved, that I had found a job. I loved her, and was grateful for the home, but I think we both sensed that I would have to move out soon, that living at home was somewhat degrading for a man of my age, even one as half-assed as I was.


  I used some of my tip money to get Percy a plush chew toy shaped like a fox. It was stuffing-free, which kept him from strewing cotton around the house, and when I wasn’t working, I would lay on the couch in the living room, watching some television show and tugging the toy with him, throwing it each time I managed to get the fox free of his jaws.


  I was still a long way from where I wanted to be, and, since a girlfriend was just not happening, I had reverted to the solace of internet porn at nights, wearing headphones while I watched it in order to drown out the sound of my mother’s snoring. Afterwards I would smoke cigarette after cigarette as I tossed in the bunk bed which had been mine since childhood, and which had somehow emerged from a storage locker sometime after my parents’ divorce.


  A twenty-five year old man should not be sleeping on a bunk bed in his mother’s house, I told myself. Then what, another part of me responded, should you be doing? Would you prefer to be a real estate agent, at the driving range while your wife works her sex toy in the master bedroom of your house on Yorkshire Lane, because you’ve been suffering from erectile dysfunction ever since you failed to close the Baxter account?


  No, I responded to myself. I don’t want to be rich. I would just like to have my own place. And I don’t need my own surgically-enhanced trophy wife, either, just a woman to talk to, to hold, to love, to… something. I took my pillow in hand and balled it up, pretended it was my wife or girlfriend sleeping beside me.
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