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For my children.


And for Ike,


who helped me unchain them.
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Americanization Day, Ford Factory, Detroit, 1917




Without reflection, without sorrow,


without shame, they’ve built around me great, high walls.


And I sit here now and despair.


—CONSTANTINE CAVAFY




Two Cannibals sit beside a campfire.


I really hate my mother, says one.


Says the other: Then just eat the rice.


—OLD CAN-AM JOKE




Mothers taste awful.


They’re revolting, head to toe (the head is the worst part). No amount of seasoning will change that, ask anyone who’s consumed one. You can broil them, you can sous vide them, you can dehydrate them and turn them into jerky. It won’t help. Even their smell is awful; toss one on the grill and you’ll think someone has been burning car tires, which, with a bit of aioli, would probably taste better than mothers.


It’s not a gender thing. Don’t get excited. Women in general taste no worse than men, and they often taste better; much depends on the preparation, of course, but men tend to live sedentary lives, which gives them a smoky flavor that’s not to everyone’s liking. Women, on the other hand, tend to be more active and live longer, their meat more lean, their flavor more subtle.


But mothers—specifically, women who have borne a child—are a very different story.


Mothers tend to live much longer, which leaves them gamy and dry, their years seasoned with disappointment and heartbreak, their deaths often precipitated by long terms of confinement to bed, which stiffens the muscles and joints.


As they said in the Old Country: When a dead mother beckons, no one wants seconds.


Not that fathers taste good, mind you, but men on average die younger, and often suddenly. They’re no Peter Luger, but they beat the hell out of mothers.


What about mothers who die young? you wonder. Do they taste good?


Yes, they do.


They’re delicious.


It is a terrible irony of which only the ancient Cannibalian people are aware:


The younger the deceased, the sweeter the meat.


The sweeter the meat, the more bitter the heartache.


• • •


Seventh Seltzer was at work in his office, high above Manhattan’s bustling Soho district, wondering how many Burger King Whoppers (double bacon, extra cheese, no lettuce) his mother could eat before she dropped dead. She had been eating them for years now, often as many as twelve a day, every day, trying, as was the tradition, to fatten herself up for death.


A hundred? he wondered.


A thousand.


Tops.


No way she could eat more than a thousand Whoppers, he thought.


He was way off.


Seventh had been dreading his mother’s death for years, even before she started eating Whoppers. He knew the moment was coming, approaching like a storm he could not elude but could only hope to endure, to survive in some fashion, and he knew what she was going to ask of him when her last moment arrived.


She was going to ask . . . that.


It.


If he would . . . y’know.


She would say the words—she’d been waiting to say them her whole life—but Seventh could not; he wouldn’t even think them. But he knew what they would be, and he knew that despite every promise he’d made to himself over the years, despite his burning determination to move on, despite his desperate need to turn his back on her and their unique cultural heritage, he was going to weep, and he was going to wipe his tears and he was going to say, Yes, Mudd, yes.


Mudd? Dr. Isaacson had asked early in their consultations.


It’s what we called our mother, said Seventh.


Why?


Well, said Seventh. There’s a few versions of that story.


There’s a few versions of every story, Dr. Isaacson said.


Seventh hadn’t seen his mother in over a decade. Then, three years ago, his sister Zero had phoned and told him that Mudd had begun eating Whoppers (double bacon, extra cheese, no lettuce), a dozen a day, every day, in order to fatten herself up for death. Zero was concerned by her behavior, and asked Seventh to phone her and intervene.


Don’t phone her, Seventh thought.


He phoned her.


Fuck, Seventh thought.


Mudd, Seventh said, what are you doing?


I’m dying, she said.


You’re dying, he replied, because you’re eating Whoppers.


I’m eating Whoppers, she said, because I’m dying.


Dr. Isaacson had cautioned Seventh against engaging with his mother, pointing out that Seventh was always more depressed when he spoke to her than when he didn’t. Seventh’s guilt had overwhelmed him, though, and he phoned her despite Dr. Isaacson’s advice. He took it as a minor victory that he had resisted going to see her; Mudd took it as a major victory that he had phoned, and knew that he’d eventually show up at her door.


Fine, he had said to her. Do what you want. Eat your Whoppers. But I am not coming over.


Implying that he hadn’t lost.


You phoned, she said. That’s all that matters.


Implying that she had won.


Fuck, he thought.


Now, three years later, he sat in his office doing the grisly math of a dozen Whoppers a day, every day, for a year.


Hey Siri, he said to his phone, what’s twelve times three hundred and sixty-five?


I have found what you’re looking for, said Siri. Twelve times three hundred and sixty-five equals four thousand three hundred and eighty.


Four and a half thousand Whoppers a year? thought Seventh.


No way she’s eating four and a half thousand Whoppers a year.


It was morning, but outside his office window the sky above the Hudson River was already turning the dull, oxidized gray of slaughtered meat left out too long. An early winter snow was approaching, catching the city off guard, but Seventh had too much work to worry about it; his desk was buried beneath a mountain of unread manuscripts, each of them, he knew, another tedious version of what he had taken of late to calling the Not-So-Great Something-American Novel. It was all anyone wrote these days, and all Rosenbloom, his boss, cared to publish.


The Not-So-Great Something-American Novel had a few essential elements, which Seventh, in his loathing for the genre, had taken to rigorously codifying. The Something-American Hero’s Journey, he determined—they were all journeys, God help him, and they were all heroes—consisted of six basic steps. Step One was Arduous New World Journey, the dangerous, misery-laden voyage from the Somewhere to the America (occasionally by car, sometimes by train, usually by boat, the less seaworthy the better; rafts are a favorite ever since Twain, second only to the ever-popular Clinging to a Piece of Driftwood), with a fifty-fifty split between protagonists who are Victims Fleeing Some Greater Evil and those who are Innocents Propelled by Unrealistic but Noble Dreams. This step is followed by the brief but critical Step Two, Dashed Dreams Leading to Utter Hopelessness—dreams of freedom, wealth, safety, or love; any dream will do as long as it’s shattered (in the real critical darlings of the genre, all four types of dreams will be crushed, a technique Seventh referred to as the Hardship Royal Flush). Immediately following Dashed Dreams Leading to Utter Hopelessness comes Step Three, Determination in the Face of Systematic Repression. This and Step Four, Fight for Acceptance, make up the bulk of these stories, wherein the main character, pure of heart and wide of eye, learns that the New World he has adopted is a filthy toilet down which he is inevitably going to be flushed. Noble these people are, though, and they do not relent, eventually reaching Step Five, Desire Revealed as Tragic Flaw, in which the main character learns that the problem is not the New World, but rather his desire to be there, a spiritual lacking within the hero that causes him to prefer the shallow, vacuous, superficial rewards of the New World to the deeper, more spiritual rewards of the Old. This step is critical to the book’s success, for nothing so assures the cultural acceptance of a book these days as the rejection of the culture that gave birth to it.


The endings of these books are the most changeable element, and they have adapted with the times. For a long period, before the sun began to set on the American Empire, these stories ended with a step Seventh called Defiant Resumption of Hope, in which despite all his hardships and travails, the protagonist refuses to give up hope, for himself and for America. They were very popular in their time, suggesting as they did that all you needed to make it in America was hope (they also suggested, conversely, that if you didn’t make it in America, it was your own damned fault, but this didn’t seem to bother readers as much as it did Seventh). More recently, though, the writers of Not-So-Great Something-American Novels were opting for an ending that irritated Seventh even more than Defiant Resumption of Hope, one he referred to as Triumphant Rediscovery of Unique Cultural Heritage, in which the beleaguered immigrant comes to the not unexpected realization that America is a vast cultural and spiritual wasteland, and that the culture he was fleeing is the one he needs to return to, Marcus Garvey-like, minus the whole Supporting-the-Klan and Blaming-the-Jews bits.


It wasn’t that Seventh denied the horrors of the world; his people had experienced the immigrant struggle firsthand, for hundreds of years and in dozens of nations. On the contrary: so familiar was Seventh with man’s inhumanity to man that it galled him to see it so homogenized.


Seventh rejected every manuscript he read. It wasn’t their predictability—he was in publishing, after all, he was used to predictability. It was part of a larger problem with which he had struggled his entire life: identity.


The I-word.


For Seventh, identity had always been a prison he longed to escape—white, black, brown, American, European, Russian, male, female, straight, gay, They, Them, atheist, monotheist, polytheist—the ever-growing list of cellblocks from which there was no release. And yet lately, all around him, the prisoners were proudly raising their shackles overhead and cheering their own bondage. Seventh worked on the eighth floor of his office building, and if he was certain the impact of his skull with the sidewalk would kill him, he’d have jumped out the window twenty Not-So-Great Something-American Novels ago.


He hadn’t bought a new manuscript in months, and Rosenbloom had been in to see him about it that morning.


But they’re terrible, he said to Rosenbloom.


All of them? Rosenbloom asked.


Yes. All of them.


Well, we have to publish something.


Why? asked Seventh.


Because we’re publishers, said Rosenbloom.


That’s unfortunate.


What’d you think about that Croatian-American one? Rosenbloom asked. I thought that showed promise.


Which Croatian-American one?


The Pro-Choice-Lesbian-Croatian-American one.


Seventh shrugged. It’s no different from the Heroin-Addicted-Autistic-Christian-American one, he said.


The Heroin-Addicted-Autistic-Christian-American-Hemophiliac one, you mean?


No, said Seventh. The Heroin-Addicted-Autistic-Christian-American-Diabetic one.


The Type-Two one or the Type-One one?


Both, said Seventh.


Rosenbloom sighed.


We’re a tribal creature, Seventh, he said. Division is the way of man. And woman. It’s in our blood. Have you ever looked at a map of human migration? We began in Africa, as one, and got the hell out as soon as we could, braving storms, oceans, beasts, famine. Why? Wanderlust? To see Paris in the springtime? No—because we couldn’t stomach each other, not for one more minute. Hell is other people, Sartre said that, but early man would have said it sooner if he had developed language. Or she. Someday, Seventh Seltzer, mark my words, everyone will have a nation of their own. Not every people—every person. It’s the only way he’ll be satisfied. Or she. Seltzerland. Rosenbloom Village. Abdullahville. Hernandez Town. One-foot-by-one-foot squares, evenly divided, all around the globe, surrounded by walls ten feet high, topped with razor wire and colorful flags, everyone in their own square singing rousing marches about how their square is Number One, how God chose their square over all other squares, how this square foot is their square foot and


God help the person who tries to take it from them. And you know what we’ll want then?


Guns?


We already have those, said Rosenbloom. We’ll want stories. Tales! Legends! About our square’s suffering and oppression, about our desperate journeys, about our founder’s valiant struggle to make our square the Number One square that it is, and about the evil enemies that to this very day try to take our square away from us. In Seltzerland they’ll tell stories about the dirty Rosenblooms; in Rosenbloom Village, they’ll dream of wiping the Abdullahs off the map; and Abdullah will peer over his wall, watch Hernandez move into the square beside him, and think, There goes my property value. We’re obsessed with our squares, with our people, with our pasts. That’s why mankind has no future. Or womankind. That’s the bad news.


What’s the good news?


It’s a growing market, said Rosenbloom.


He picked up a manuscript from Seltzer’s desk.


Is this the one about the Blind-Alcoholic-Latinx-Sri-Lankan-American? he asked.


Yeah, said Seventh. It read just like the one about the Gender-Neutral-Albino-Lebanese-Eritrean-American.


Just find something, Rosenbloom demanded, tossing the manuscript on Seltzer’s desk before stomping out the door.


And then Seventh’s phone rang.


He glanced down and saw the familiar name on the screen:


Mudd.


Mudd said that when First was a baby, he couldn’t pronounce the word Mother, and it came out as Mudd.


Bullshit, First said.


He swore early.


If I had named her, First insisted, it would’ve been something a hell of a lot worse than Mudd.


Second agreed with First. Third agreed with Mudd, but Third always agreed with Mudd. Fourth, the smartest of the bunch, stayed out of it, declaring simply that a myth becomes truth if enough people believe it.


First despised Mudd—only Second hated her as much, but he hated her mostly because First hated her—and the names he called her were indeed worse than ‘mud.’ He called her the A-word and the B-word, the C-word and the D-word, the E-word and the F-word—he called her every word, in fact, but the M-word: Mother. He was the first to be born and the first, eighteen years later, to leave.


Don’t answer the phone, Seventh thought.


He answered the phone.


Fuck.


Hello, Mudd, he said.


There was a long pause before she whispered weakly: It’s time.


Time for what, Mudd? he asked.


You know what, she said. Your sister is here. So are your brothers.


First is there?


Yes.


First is there? In your house?


He’s downstairs, she said. With the others.


Which others?


Everyone, she said. It’s time, Seventh. Will you come?


Say no, thought Seventh.


Yes, he said.


Fuck.


And so Seventh Seltzer put down the memoir of a Paraplegic-Pescatarian-Presbyterian-Conjoined-Filipinx-Arab-American, and headed for Brooklyn.


• • •


The immigrant experience of Cannibals in America has been much the same as any other minority community, albeit more clandestine and precarious. They too came here long ago with dreams of acceptance; they too were met with rejection and hostility; they too were systematically and institutionally excluded from the promise of this country; they too were forced to hide their traditions and ceremonies. And soon they, too, melted. Tired of not belonging and lured by the seductive gleam of capitalism and materialism, the younger generations began to assimilate. They intermarried. They moved out, moved up, and moved away, and the Can-Am community began to dwindle. For a time, their culture was sustained by their local butcher shops, which in the Cannibal-American diaspora often served as their community center. But when those, facing competition from national supermarket chains, began to shut down, it was the death blow Can-Am leaders knew was coming.


What was once a thriving community in Brooklyn was soon reduced to little more than a few dozen families. Their people’s very existence was threatened. Drastic measures were needed, and so were heroes—heroes who would do whatever it took to save their people. Which was why Mudd, soon after she and Humphrey married, vowed to have as many children as she could.


A dozen, she said.


A dozen? asked Humphrey.


Sons, Mudd insisted, for Cannibals are a patrilineal people. Sons who will carry on our name and build our nation.


Yeah, but a dozen?


Mudd got to her feet; she was an enormous woman, six foot four in her bare size-twelve feet. Humphrey was a slight man, and she liked to remind him of that whenever she sensed resistance.


There is a war going on, Humphrey Seltzer, she said, wagging her finger in his face, her hand the size of his head. A covert war, a guerrilla war, undeclared but undeniable. The battleground is not in the Middle East or Europe or Africa. No, Humphrey. It is in the wombs and testicles of the people of the world. We are engaged in an international, winner-take-all fuck-a-thon. A war for existence, a war for domination. The strategy is fucking, Humphrey, and the weapons are babies.


I know, he sighed, for this was not the first time she had espoused this worldview. But a dozen?


From Brooklyn to Palestine, she continued, from the Ukraine to China, people are fucking themselves into majorities—Mexicans, Jews, Muslims, Chinese, Japanese, brown, black, white, polka-dot, you name it—fucking themselves into power while fucking their enemies into irrelevance. Do you know how many kids the average Muslim has? Ten. Jews have even more. And don’t get me started with the Chinese. You drive through their communities all the time, Hump, you see them. They’re crawling out the goddamned windows.


But twelve sons, Mudd, said Humphrey. On a taxi driver’s salary?


But Mudd was adamant—the Ancient Spirits will provide, she insisted—and Humphrey was in love, and so he dutifully performed as she had commanded.


Nine months later, Mudd gave birth to a healthy boy, and she named him First.


First? Humphrey asked.


First, she said. And the next shall be Second. I’m keeping count, Humphrey. I’m keeping score.


Humphrey was concerned that such a naming scheme would harm the child’s sense of self-worth; to think of himself as just a number, as mere ballast, the valuation of his individual being reduced to membership in a group—surely that would create emotional problems further down the road.


Just a number? she asked. What could be more important than to be a number? They’re our people’s new tribes—our future, Humphrey, like the tribes of Abraham.


Jacob, he corrected her.


Were they just numbers? she asked. Were the apostles just numbers?


No, said Humphrey. They had names.


Name them.


Luke. John.


Keep going.


I don’t know. Steve.


Mudd scoffed. You’d remember them if they were numbers, she said. Our people are going to remember our children, Humphrey, for our children shall repopulate our people, as God Himself has promised.


Promises, promises, Humphrey grumbled.


Mudd gasped to hear her husband speak so. Cannibal-Americans have always been a religious people, but damned to secrecy as they were, for as long as they were, the specifics of their spiritual bebeliefs were now lost, and nobody was certain any longer just what religion it was they followed. Some claimed Cannibals were Christian, some claimed they were Jewish, some claimed they were Muslim, a difference of opinion that resulted in predictably divisive results. The enmity between Christian Cannibal-Americans, Jewish Cannibal-Americans, and Muslim Cannibal-Americans fractured their already small community, and so the Ancients in their great wisdom declared that while it was forbidden to deny the existence of God, it was even more forbidden to say with any certainty who that God was, or what He might want of us, except to say for certain that He didn’t want anyone to say for certain who He was, or it might cause people to come to blows. Cannibals are thus unique among the religious peoples of the world in that the most devout vehemently deny knowing anything, often referring to God as Whoever or Someone to underscore their pious uncertainty; it is only the despised heathens who destructively preach the doctrine of the Trinity, for example, or claim that the Quran is the literal word of God. Humphrey, personally, preferred the Old Testament to the New; he didn’t think himself a Jewish Cannibal-American, but the Judaic concept of an Asshole God fit his generally negative view of the universe. Mudd, meanwhile, while not declaring herself a Christian Can-Am, preferred the New Testament, which told the story of Jesus, who she said was a Cannibal.


Eat my flesh and drink my blood? she said to Seventh. Jew, my ass. Christ was a Cannibal, just like you and me.


Mudd’s naming system worked as planned for the first five children, until the terrible night when Sixth died. He was just five years old, his death sudden and without warning. Mudd wept, not because of the loss of her child, but because Seventh, who was four at the time, and Eighth, who was two, were now no longer her seventh and eighth children. Sixth was dead, so Seventh was now sixth, and Eighth was now seventh, and Mudd was pregnant with Ninth, who would be eighth. The whole naming system was fucked.


Her plan ruined, or at the very least made infinitely more complex, Mudd took to bed in debilitating sorrow, a sorrow from which she refused to emerge. Humphrey begged her to think of the health of the child in her womb, and, hoping to relieve her spirits, promised that they would now have thirteen children (including Sixth), thereby netting twelve in the end. Ninth was born a few months later, without incident, but when a child dies, so often does the marriage that created it, and that is what happened to Mudd and Humphrey Seltzer. Gloom, blame, and recrimination filled the Seltzer home, and Humphrey swore loudly and often that as soon as his promise of husbandry was fulfilled, he would leave Mudd and never see her again. A year later Mudd gave birth to Tenth, two years after that she bore the twins Eleventh and Twelfth, and when she announced, two years after that, that she was pregnant with Thirteenth, Humphrey raised his hands overhead, said, I’m out, packed his bags, and left that very night. That was not the end of the story, though, for a few months later, a routine sonogram revealed that Mudd’s thirteenth child was, tragically, a girl.


What have I done to Someone, Mudd wept as she looked at the sonogram, to deserve such punishment?


Mudd was furious with Humphrey for not delivering his promised dozen males, but Humphrey wouldn’t accept her calls, and eventually changed his number. She declared him a traitor, an enemy of his people, and worse than Jack Nicholson.


When the baby was born a few months later, the thirteenth child who should have been her twelfth boy but was instead her first girl, Mudd named her Zero.


Because, Mudd said, she didn’t count.


• • •


Picture a candelabra, Mudd used to tell Seventh when he was a child. A beautiful, silver candelabra, crafted by the world’s finest silversmiths, with a tall ornate stem atop of which sit three beautiful candles. One is red, one is white, and one is blue. The candles, too, are the finest of their kind, tall and without blemish and tapered gently from their strong bases to their elegant tips. Everyone who sees them gasps at their beauty, each one a work of utter perfection.


And then the candles are lit, said Mudd. Fire scorches the wicks. Black smoke rises from their tortured bodies. They begin to melt, to weaken, to die. They cry out in anguish. What was once beautiful becomes grotesque, a dull pool of molten wax with no shape or form, no identity or character. The blue mixes with the red, the red with the white, the white with the blue, until there is nothing left of any of them but a dull colorless mass, which entombs the once-beautiful candelabra within its stiffening remains, destroying all that was perfect and good.


She took Seventh’s hands in hers.


The flame, said Mudd, is America.


With her enormous finger, she delicately brushed the hair from his brow.


And you, my son, she said, you are the beautiful candle.


• • •


Sixth died from an unspecified disease. Flu, maybe. Maybe something worse. Nobody knew for sure. One day he was there, Mudd said, the next day he was gone. She wept when she told Seventh the story:


She had done everything she could. She had called the doctor, called the hospital. They all told her the same thing: It’s just a bug; he’ll get over it. Rest and fluids, they said.


I was alone, she said. I was terrified. Your father was off who-knows-where, while every minute our poor child inched closer and closer to death. I closed Sixth’s door, afraid you or your brothers would catch whatever he had. And then one night, the coughing stopped. The coughing stopped and I thought he was better, but in the morning . . . he was gone.


Seventh was only four at the time of Sixth’s death, and didn’t remember much about it. All he knew for sure was that after Sixth died, the family was never the same again.


And that he couldn’t have been happier.


Sixth’s death was a devastating blow to Mudd, and something changed in her after. She weakened, softened. Once bellicose and abusive, she was now merely melodramatic and pathetic. She stayed in bed for weeks at a time. The family battles, which she often instigated, suddenly ceased. The house, once filled with shouting, was now blissfully silent. There was no love, but there was less hate, and for that Seventh was grateful.


And for that Seventh berated himself.


What kind of a person is happy their brother has died? he chastised himself.


What kind of a person is happy their mother has broken?


He knew what kind:


A bad person.


And so young Seventh resolved to be good, and he devoted himself ever after to saving his family, and to saving Mudd, and to saving all his people.


Even if it meant destroying himself.


• • •


Like most New Yorkers, the first thing Seventh did when he climbed into a taxi was turn off the damned taxi TV, jabbing furiously at the filthy touch screen until the screeching demon turned black and died. Of course because every other passenger did exactly the same thing, the screen itself was covered in every disease known to man, along with a few unknown, a screen you were required to touch, with a bare finger, if you hoped to silence it.


This was the choice modern man was faced with, thought Seventh as the cab pulled away from the curb and headed for Brooklyn: succumb to the spiritual death of celebrity news and lame talkshow comedy, or expose yourself to the physical death brought on by whatever virus covered the screen.


It was Jimmy Kimmel or the plague.


Tough call.


Seventh hated TV, and he wondered now if he learned this hatred from Mudd. Ever since he could remember, she had preached that television was the enemy of their people, a weapon of propaganda used to spread negative Cannibal stereotypes. The series she hated most was Gilligan’s Island, which presented the Cannibal people—headhunters, they called them—as easily duped face-painted savages dressed in straw hula skirts, their noses pierced with the ghastly bones of their victims.


We’re the savages? Mudd would rail. Our people invented the wheel! We invented the knife, we invented the book! We invented fire! They toss their mothers into a filthy pit, six feet in the ground, in the dirt and the mud. To worms they give their beloveds, to vermin, to maggots. And we’re the savages? Lousy Sherwoods.


Mudd was a hateful woman who, like other hateful people, insisted her bigotry was well-founded. It was impossible to say which people she hated the most—her hatred went through phases: she hated black people in the Eighties, Latinos in the Nineties, back to black people at the turn of the century, then Muslims and Chinese ever since—but whoever was in first, Jews were always somewhere in the top three. She called them Sherwoods, after the Jew she despised most of all, Sherwood Schwartz, the creator of Gilligan’s Island.


Can you imagine if I made a TV show that called Jews money-hunters? she raged. A show where all the characters lived in terror that the evil Jews might show up? They’d lock me up. They’d throw away the key. But these lousy Sherwoods can say whatever they want about us.


As the taxi headed across town, Seventh texted Carol.


You good? he asked.


Yep, she replied. You?


Good, he lied. Heading into a meeting.


Seventh hated lying to Carol, but he didn’t have much choice; she would have been surprised to hear that he was on his way to see his mother, given he told her when they met that his mother was dead.


She died when I was a child, he said.


How? Carol had asked.


He shrugged. Nobody knew for sure, he said. One day she was there, the next day she was gone.


Carol’s eyes filled with the boundless compassion he had fallen so deeply in love with.


So you never knew what it was like to have a mother? she had asked.


No, he had said.


That, at least, was the truth.


How was Reese this morning? he texted.


Seventh recalled phoning Dr. Isaacson the night their daughter, Reese, was born, beside himself with anxiety and racked with doubt about his ability to be a good father.


What does a father do, Doctor? Seventh had begged him. Tell me, please; I have no idea.


You love her, Dr. Isaacson had said. Unconditionally. For who she is, not for what you want her to be.


Seventh didn’t buy it.


That sounds too easy, he had said.


Then why do so few people seem able to do it? Dr. Isaacson asked.


With no other option, Seventh and Carol decided to give the whole love thing a shot. Reese was six years old now, and the Unconditional Love Experiment, as he and Carol had referred to it, was thus far proving Dr. Isaacson right. Reese was already everything Seventh was not: confident, self-assured, brave.


Carol texted back: She was great. Show starts at 8. You gonna make it?


Seventh was determined to be the father his father had not been, and so, like every father determined to be the father their father had not been, there wasn’t a single event in Reese’s life he missed: birthdays, doctor visits, firsts of any and every kind. Most of these he attended happily, but school functions were brutal, and tonight was the Roosevelt Elementary talent show. Short of the even more heinous Grandparents’ Day, no school function was as dispiriting as the talent show. He wasn’t sure if that was because so few of the children had talent or because so few of the parents seemed aware of it. Or maybe it was just because the parents cheering their children reminded him of those things he had never received himself—love, freedom to be himself, encouragement to follow his dreams. It was difficult to be happy for the winners of the Functioning Family Sweepstakes when you grew up emotionally broke.


Reese, having recently fallen under the spell of a YouTube influencer, had gotten into contortion. Backbends, chest stands, splits. For the talent show, she would be cramming herself into a cardboard box.


She spends her time getting into boxes, thought Seventh. I spent my life trying to get out of one.


He looked up; ahead of him loomed the Brooklyn Bridge, which he was never able to look at without remembering the childhood he’d spent on the other side of it.


Of course, he texted Carol.


I can’t wait.


• • •


First, Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth grew up in what Seventh referred to as the BD era of the family—Before the Death, referring to the tragic passing of Sixth. Those early BD years were the years when Mudd was at her loudest and most domineering, years marked by terrible feuding and volatility, the house a war zone. Then Sixth died, and the fire went out of her. She was still manipulative, combative, and controlling, but that toxic stew was now seasoned with heavy doses of grief and self-pity. And so Eighth, Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, and Zero grew up in a somewhat different family—AD, Seventh called it, After the Death—than First, Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth. The BD siblings (except for Third and Fifth) hated Mudd and couldn’t understand why their AD siblings did not, and the AD siblings (except for Ninth, Eleventh, and Twelfth) pitied Mudd and could not understand how their BD siblings could be so cold and uncaring.


Seventh, the middle child, was trapped both chronologically and emotionally between both Mudds—between the cruelly domineering and the pathetically controlling—and it was this, Dr. Isaacson suggested, that was at the root of his ambivalence. If Sixth hadn’t died, Seventh’s sense of guilt would have been less severe; Mudd would likely have remained mean instead of pitiful, and Seventh would have been able to walk away from her more easily. Perhaps then he would have known happiness. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have called her when she started eating Whoppers. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have answered the phone when she called.


Perhaps then he wouldn’t be in this cab now, heading to Brooklyn to see her.


Is it love that binds a family together, Seventh wondered, or just the guilt estrangement would cause? BD or AD, the Seltzers had always been a fractious family, and as the taxi rumbled across the ancient Brooklyn Bridge, Seventh grew increasingly anxious about seeing them all again. What would they talk about? Most families talked about the good old days, but the Seltzers had no good old days; there were only bad old days, and worse old days, and many days young Seventh wished he had the courage to run away and never see his family again. Some days the depression overwhelmed him, and he would cry to his mother, wondering why they couldn’t just be a happy family like everyone else. He hoped she would hug him, say she was sorry, and assure him she would try harder to be the family he needed.


It’s First’s fault, Mudd said. That little bastard’s impossible.


First, being first, was the canvas upon which Mudd projected all her hopes and dreams, for her family and for their people, and he was thus the victim of the worst of her tyranny.


She wanted him to become their people’s leader, their statesman, their chief. First just wanted to play with Malika, the little girl down the street.


She’s black, said Mudd.


So? asked First.


You’ll do anything to hurt me, said Mudd.


She scolded him and rebuked him, slapped him when he disappointed her and slapped him harder when he disappointed his people. And so First grew to despise Mudd, and he rejected her, and he rejected their people. He left home at eighteen, and never spoke to anyone in the family again.


Second, who idolized his older brother, watched the violence from the top of the stairs, peering through the prison-bar posts of the handrail and wishing he had the courage to go to his brother’s defense. But he did not. Instead, he consoled First afterward, hugged him when he cried, brought him tissues when Mudd bloodied his nose, and grew to hate his mother as much as First did. At eighteen, Second followed in his older brother’s footsteps, which led straight out the front door, and he too never spoke to Mudd or anyone else in the family again.


Mudd went no easier on Third than she did on First and Second, but Third was physically enormous, a giant from birth, larger even than she was. She struck him, as she did the others, but due to his size, the physical abuse had little effect, on him or on their relationship. Third’s body had always been that of a man, but his mind remained developmentally that of a child, and like a child, he could never be angry with his mother, for a mother could do no wrong. Because of his size, Mudd decided early on that Third would be the warrior of their tribe, the defender of their people who would lead them to freedom. But Third was no fighter. He was no conqueror. He was too simple to be angry, even when he should have been, and he never raised a hand to anyone, even when he should have leveled them. He never left Mudd’s house, and to this day, despite being in his midthirties, he still lived with his mother in the Brooklyn home in which he was born.


Fourth, born two years later, was the opposite of Third in every way. He was slight, the smallest of the four, pale, sickly, scrawny, and utterly brilliant. Fourth was the smartest Cannibal anyone could ever recall being born in the New World or even the Old Country.


He’s off the charts, said the school administrator as he handed her Fourth’s intelligence assessment.


My God. Mudd beamed at the paper in her hand. If he lied and cheated he could be a Jew.


Fourth read by the time he was two, did long division by the time he was three, and questioned Mudd’s every word by the time he was four. He couldn’t throw a football, he couldn’t run ten feet without tripping, and he couldn’t stay silent in the face of her ignorance.


When we consume the bodies of our beloveds, Mudd told her children, our love carries their nutrients into our cells, and so they live on, within us, forever.


Mitochondria carry nutrients into our cells, said Fourth, not love.


Mudd clopped him on the head with the back of her hand.


Stop being stupid, she said.


Knowledge was Fourth’s rebellion, intelligence his weapon. First and Second fought Mudd with shouts and violence; Fourth quietly read Goethe, knowing how much Mudd hated when Cannibals read the books of other peoples. She would have preferred shouts and violence.


Go-thee? she demanded. What the hell kind of name is Go-thee?


It’s pronounced Ger-ta, he said. He was a German writer and a statesman, a scientist and a dramatist. His first novel was so affecting that many Germans who read it took their own lives.


Well, said Mudd with a shrug. Anyone who can make a bunch of Krauts kill themselves can’t be all bad.


Fourth rebelliously read the Irish, insolently studied the Russians, brazenly surveyed the Chinese, and truculently investigated the French; then he taught himself the languages and defiantly reread them a second time in the original. All these provocations Mudd stoically bore, but when he entered college at the age of sixteen and announced his intention to study anthropology, she’d had it.
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