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Want to control other people? One method of induction depends on exhausting the subject’s mind. Ply the subject with so many details they lose the ability to focus on any single one.

Tire them until their eyes glaze over.

If you must, picture a person. A person not so young they bank on every haircut being a fresh start. A person old enough to recall when the top of all windshields was colored blue. Can you picture that? Every day, a blue sky. Such optimism.

Let’s start with that much.

Now give yourself a big hug. You’re doing great!



Adjusting for variables in household income in recent recorded history circa 2032, the United States Senate Subcommittee on Education sat down with industry leaders from strategy-based commercial publishing for the stated purpose of identifying and ameliorating the environmental factors perpetuating the persistent and substantial gap of no less than two standard deviations in educational outcomes evident between grouped gender and ethnic cohorts specific to urban-sensitive populations.

Factoring in raw data, not limited to corollary subsets, sourced from sixteen distinct cohorts and adjusted, plus or minus two percent, for overall physical and emotional well-being as well as socioeconomic-status inequities and the implementable strictures of realistic policy response, given how the variable figure is an artifact of both performative and empirical significance at least as measurable quantifiable skills attainment might diverge, those present engaged with the quandary as to reasons academic learners had so recently failed to engage with long-form prose.

Allowing for the first and last quintile, the resultant cognitive mean skills gap, provable by intersectional juxtaposition and by forgoing traits non-applicable to increased resource investment in pre-K through post-secondary settings.

In abstract they asked: Why the heck isn’t anyone reading Moby-Dick?



Are you tired yet?



Another method to induce a hypnotic trance is fractionation.

You call the subject’s attention in different directions. Listen to the sounds around you. Listen. Focus on the smooth feel of the paper under your fingertips, focus on the brush and peel as you turn the next page.



Picture a girl. Picture Samantha Deel. If you must, picture Samantha’s uncle. Samantha Deel has an uncle who served the better part of a seven-year sentence in prison. This uncle registers as a sex offender.

Although he’s wheelchair bound, Sam’s uncle still reports to his parole officer every week, all because he one time “forgot” a safe word during sex. Most of his adult life, Sam’s uncle spends every waking moment grumbling to himself, “Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado.”

Picture Samantha’s mother, a woman who once complained about the court-ordered Intoxalock device on her car. “I don’t have to drink,” Sam’s mom said. “Even if I’ve just been eating a Cinnabon or huffing gasoline, it can still blow a false positive.”

Picture Samantha’s father, who once carried his Weatherby SA-08 twenty-gauge into the woods. Between racoon season and upland quail, he walked out to shoot mistletoe from the crown of a white oak. A big dark mass of mistletoe, if you can picture it, a month’s rent hiding high up among the oak branches. Samantha’s father shouldered the rifle and squinted down the barrel at the dark shape in the leaves. He braced with one foot back and pulled the trigger, Sam’s father did, and that great clump of mistletoe came crashing down. Except it wasn’t mistletoe.

A body fell at his feet, Mr. Deel had killed a man. Except the man was already dead, with a noose of rope knotted around his neck, the skin as thin as a coat of paint on the dead man’s bones. A suicide, her father had shot down.

Except the dead man spoke. He lay at the feet of Samantha’s dad, busted from the falling impact, from battering so many sturdy oak branches, this man, the noose still cinched around his neck and the rope blasted in half.

Listen, and you can hear the half-dead man peppered with buckshot, bleeding from the holes in his clothes but still muttering to himself, “Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado…”

Feel the heft of the book in your hands.

That’s fractionation induction.



The anecdote also demonstrates cognitive reframing.

Spin = Cognitive Reframing.



Please think of this first part as the opposite of a wake-up call.

Wonderful. You’re doing just great. You’re doing great.

Big hug.



If you’ve read this far you’ve already read too far. Go wash your hands.



The Senate findings committee had fingered gaming and online pornography as the primary driving factors for the outcome of functional illiteracy.

“Gaming and movies are nothing but light and sound,” the Senate stated. They asked, “What do we have to throw at them?”

An editor from big publishing hovered over the microphone. “Senator, in 2032 alone, more than twelve hundred people died from handling dollar bills laced with fentanyl.” For effect, here the editor hesitated. “I submit for your approval a glorious new future for books and the readers who love them. May I present the ERE Program.”


Excerpted with full permission from Regular Ward Care for Comatose ERE Patients

In cases of acute ERE poisoning, withhold tracheal intubation. At all times, pay close attention to respiration. Always note when bronchial encumbrance in the comatose patient requires the use of airway clearance techniques (ACTs). Be aware of end-stage wet respirations, also known as the “death rattle”…





In that closed-door secret subcommittee meeting in the Department of Education, the editor finally asked, “Can you see where this is headed?”
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Of Sam’s childhood, one memory stands out with crystal clarity. A winter night. A bitter ice storm had left her family with no water. The cold had frozen the pipes of their cramped apartment. Her mother and father and crippled uncle sat in the icy kitchenette swilling NyQuil straight from the bottle. Sunken into themselves with self-loathing.

As little Samantha cowered at their feet, hungry for love and acknowledgment, the lights went out. The room was plunged into darkness.

At that, her father looked up with confused eyes, and with green-stained lips said, “Sammy, the wires have frozen, too!”



In the longer, longer version: Sam: Sam the Magnificent: Samantha Deel. What’s important is you love Sam before you hate Sam.

Visual induction.

To this day, Sam’s church says No Open Doors. No matter how hot the morning, the front doors, you can’t prop them open. Only no one ever says how come.

Big hug.

Samantha is how come.

Not that she held a grudge against Jesus. But this is the ending you should always circle back around to. To Esmond Jensen’s funeral, when someone broke that rule.

The church where the Deels used to go, they’re saving up for air-conditioning. And a new window. Before you throw in all the burning candles and the incense smoke, a billboard-big stained-glass window used to shine in above the altar. The place was an oven.

Used to be an oven.

A colored-glass Jesus descending from Heaven on glowing clouds, that window, crowded around by pink angel babies. Jesus floating up there above a world of stained-glass flowers in colors that scar your retina. Colors like a welding arc or the center of a burning road flare. The sunlight threw a rainbow shadow over the Deel family and wheelchair-bound uncle. It turned everyone radioactive blues and fireworks yellow.

High up as she was in the choral loft, Samantha sweated in her choir robe. The church organ blasted the hot air through its pipes. Sam stepped forward from the ranks, ready to begin her solo, when a phrase sprang to mind: “This furnace of music…” A phrase from The Hunchback of Notre-Dame. The story of a deaf bell ringer. Per Victor Hugo, “… the bells had broken the drums of his ears; he had become deaf.”

As Samantha Deel waited to sing the first notes of her special, she looked over the mourners who stood below the gallery. Black veiled and hatted. As she awaited her cue, Sam searched her mind for the names the hunchback had given his bells. Jacqueline, for one. Marie, another. Thibauld and Guillaume and Gabrielle.

In the book, the hunchback of Notre-Dame had rallied his bells like a football coach would his players. “Go on,” said the hunchback, “go on, go on, Gabrielle, pour out all thy noise into the Place, ’tis a festival to-day. No laziness, Thibauld; thou art relaxing; go on, go on, then, art thou rusted, thou sluggard? That is well! Quick! Quick! Let not thy clapper be seen! Make them all deaf like me!”

On the occasion of Esmond Jensen’s funeral. His being laid to rest. On that last day anybody ever propped open the front door, the breeze brought in something sparkling green.

Some tiny fairy buzzed up the center aisle, drawn in by flowered hats. Attracted by the urns that flank the altar. Urns full-to-toppling with orange gladiolas. Pink gladiolas.

Full-throated singing now, Sam’s sparkling bundle of strette, trills, and arpeggios, they falter. She’s been upstaged. Some green spark buzzed through the haze of pipe-organ music and incense. It unrolled a thin tongue to drink at the gladiolas. A delight, this flash of emerald green wings, it tried to drink at the plaster lilies in the arms of the Virgin Mary statue. It darted between gladiolas and potted chrysanthemums, upstaging Father Caswell and the altar boys.

No one heard the eulogy. They’re all finger pointing. Whisper shouting. Eyes pinned on this bright little angel.

A voice, clear and shrill with delight, said, “A hummingbird!” And the shining miracle had a name. It jetted between the window of St. Agatha of Sicily getting her breasts cut off by Roman soldiers and the window of St. Lawrence burning naked on a giant barbeque. It soared higher, looking for a way out through the stained-glass Heavens.

The choir stopped singing. The pipe organ stopped. Parishioners ducked as the green light rocketed and dove above their heads.

Tiny as a piece of jewelry, it settled on the plaster halo of St. Patrick. Its beak hung open, panting. Its tiny heartbeat seeable under slippery, green feathers.

Samantha slipped down from the choir loft into the aisle. Her church shoes, called Mary Janes. Black patent leather with a buckle strap across the top part and a stubby heel, called a kitten heel. The training bra for a girl’s feet before real high heels.

Samantha, in her pleated choir robe, she crept up the aisle toward the altar where the bird waited. Crept past Esmond Jensen’s closed casket.

The bird launched itself at other flowers, the glass daffodils in the window, below the feet of Christ. That one hungry hummingbird pecked at the blazing-hot yellow lilies. Licked its pointed tongue against blistering red roses. Up there, ceiling-high, a blast furnace that high. It bashed itself against the glowing everything of that wall of sunlight.

This blur and buzz was beating itself to death against what it couldn’t understand. Flowers without nectar.

Seen up close, stained glass amounts to a huge jigsaw puzzle. That great tonnage of glass, jigsawed together and bound at the seams by soft strands of lead. Lead strips soldered at the joints to make a wall-sized network of black metal. A towering wall as thin as cardboard, but as heavy as stone.

Samantha crept up to where the hummingbird was battering itself into a heart attack. She slipped off one shoe and swung the heel to smash a glass tulip. Ruby slivers went everywhere and the vandalism sound. Air and light poured in through the new hole, only the smash drove the little bird higher. To where Samantha had to climb onto the windowsill to hammer her heel to bash out a glass nasturtium.

Samantha Deel hammered out glass peonies and baby glass lambs and chunks of sky, leaving jagged holes lined with a few colored glass teeth. Before Father Caswell could stop her, she left big sections of the window nothing but the network of metal strips that had bound the glass together. The webbing of thin lead outlines that had divided flowers from sky from baby lambs.

And as the hummingbird panicked and flew higher, Sam climbed.

Back then, way back when, Samantha Deel could still hear people shouting at her, but she continued to climb. Only faster. Before gravity or hands could pull her back to the ground, on that ropey ladder of lead strips, that lace of soft metal. Like a lead spider’s web just strong enough to support the weight of one high schooler. Anyone else, any extra weight would pull the whole stained-glass Heavens down around their heads.

The hands of Sam’s mom and dad reached up to drag their child back or break her fall.

Sam’s mom and dad shouted, “Samantha!” Shouted, “Miss Girlie-girl!” Trying to call her back down to Earth. Dodging not to catch a sliver of Christ in the eye.

Sam climbed that soft, sagging network of lead. Like a pirate climbing the rigging of a ship. Always swinging her shoe to bust out another escape hatch. Always scaring the bird to fly higher among the scorching-hot angels. Her fingerprints sliced to mush, she climbed into the masterpiece clouds and perfect rays of fake sunshine and shoe-smashed an angel’s lovely face so the hummingbird might live.

Samantha busted out the brocade robes and jeweled crowns, and her bloody hands found new grips where the fake blood of the Christ’s hands had been. Her bloody feet found toeholds where the fake blood of His feet had been.

And the fresh air gushed in. A breeze that blew out all their candles.

And the hummingbird was always higher, too high to save. Too scared for Sammy to rescue.

Her legs dangled from the pleated skirt of her choir robe; her legs streaked with blood. And looking up, Father Caswell saw flowers. Flowered panties. Making everyone look elsewhere.

The shattered pink and gold of sandals and halos sprayed down so no one saw how the sagging spiderweb was already giving way when Sam the Magnificent hauled back her arm. With one mighty swing she nailed Jesus Christ in His beautiful glass face. Busted not just His nose and glass jaw but His everything with the heel of her Mary Jane.

Apologies to George Orwell.

Apologies to everyone except God who knows a picture isn’t God, it doesn’t matter how pretty.

But through where Jesus had been there was real blue sky and the hummingbird escaped back to real everything to live another day. Breaking and exiting. For better or worse.

Now instead of being stained vivid blues and sulfur yellows, minus the stained-glass shadow, Samantha’s mom and dad turned back to their regular color.

All the church’s hot air began to leak out that God-shaped hole.

All that’s left up above is the glass parts still intact. The glass sun shining through the glass clouds, hanging high up, waiting to come down guillotine style.

The bird escaped even as the buckling, sagging, stretched-out framework of Heaven began to slowly, slowly, ever so slowly deliver Samantha Deel into the hands of an angry mob.



This is the part hypnotists call The Buy-In.



That was visual induction.



Another method for controlling people? Hypnotists call it guided meditation.

You walk up to a gate. Against your hand, the iron of the gate feels cold.

You push the gate open. The rusted hinges give a creak. You hear gravel crunch as you step forward onto a path. A hummingbird cuts and buzzes, buzzes and zigzags, pulling your attention to roses. White roses.

You smell white roses, and the hummingbird hopscotches, jets, dive-bombs to draw your attention to a heavy, hanging curtain. Ruby-throated, emerald-crested, the hummingbird hums up to a clothesline sagging with damp wedding gowns hung out to dry. But more wedding dresses than you’ve ever seen together. Floor length. Skirt-heavy, pleated and flared wedding gowns.

The hummingbird disappears up the skirts. Ivory-colored, eggshell-colored wedding gowns. Not gowns at all, but flowers. A gallows of flowers, fleshy as orchids. The clothesline turns out to be a bush blossoming with flowers.

You smell vanilla, vanilla edging to suntan oil bordering on baby powder sparking to cedar-chest sweaters folded with layers of tissue paper, that smell you smell.

The bell-shaped flowers hang there. Brugmansia arborea.



Repeat to yourself: Ketamine. Adderall. Ritalin. Shazam. Sodium chlorate. Doxepin. Flurazepam. Alakazam. Quazepam. Quasimodo. Words like a magician might say.

Another thing to keep in mind is lucid dreaming.



Picture the Deel household, if you must. Picture a place where joy comes one morning when you stand up and find the toilet bowl filled with blood. The clump of toilet tissue you hold is blotted with blood. Despite all your best efforts, death makes itself known. No more Christmas. No more dreams of retirement and travel to Paris. Death shows up in the bathroom. Game over.

But then it hits you, the joy does. You ate a beet salad yesterday. The blood running down your leg isn’t blood.
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After the church ordeal, Mr. Deel said no more singing. At home, after church, he said, “Not in my house, no lessons! Not on my dime!” After she’d been bandaged up at the emergency room.

Samantha said, “But my voice is my ticket out of here!”

Her father shook his head. “We’re not wasting any more of our hardened [sic] money on your pipe dream!”

At home in the shadow of trophies, trophies for choir, trophies for Best Vocalist, Momma Deel said, “Then after college!” She said, “We’re not paying for you to waste your life!”

Samantha said, “You can’t just pull the plug!” She looked at the floor. Looked up. She said the unsayable. “Dad, just this once, look at me.” She waited until his eyes met hers. “I’m fat, all right?”

Both her parents winced. Her mom started to say a word, but it never came out.

Sam continued, “I’m never going to be pretty, not like Mom.” She pitched the words a little lower. “But my voice is my ticket out of here.”

Samantha blinked back tears. “I’m never going to be smart like you. I’m fat and ugly, but I have this one gift.”

Then she said the other unsayable. “People get law degrees and still end up broke.”

Her mom tossed back an emergency-room Percodan and said, “Broke is not an option.” Her mom worked a corkscrew into the soft cardboard of a wine box.

Sam fumbled to help. “It doesn’t do like that, Mom.”

Her mom balked. The box tore to reveal the bag of wine within, the bag snagged and pinot blanc began trickling from the leak.

Then Sam held up her bandaged hands and said the other unsayable. “People get law degrees and still kill themselves.”

And here Momma Deel went in for a hug and said, “If it’s a mission in life you want? You can go rinse out your uncle’s diapers in the bathtub.” She said, “And don’t be too squeamish to push the crap down the drain with your fingers.”

Sam’s father tipped a shot of vodka into the prescription bottle of Percodans. As the pills dissolved, he tipped the bottle to his lips and drank. He wiped the white sludge from his mouth and said, “If you’re going to throw away your life…” He took a second sip. “You might as well marry the king of Finland.”

From his wheelchair, Sam’s uncle said, “Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado. Avocado.”

Here Sam hit Ctrl+Alt+Breaking&Exiting. To plan her escape.



In the longer version, still, Anne Lewis-Kennedy died by her own hand. Anne, the goer of the extra mile. Toer of lines.

To pile detail upon detail. To tire you out.

Anne Lewis-Kennedy, the walker of the straight and narrow, and all-’round early birder. A memorizer of the Periodic Table, she’d piled the Lewis-Kennedy bathtub full of dry ice and locked the bathroom door and stretched out on the terry-cloth bath mat, knowing carbon dioxide is heavier than air. That dry ice is frozen CO2, and that as it melts it releases that colorless gas. Almost odorless, a little sour and sharp, carbon dioxide is the smell of soda pop if you subtracted the sugar.

This carbon dioxide is what humane slaughterhouses use. Pigs and chickens breathe it, and within twelve seconds they pass out.

Within twelve clock ticks Anne Lewis-Kennedy had felt giddy, a giggling feeling, and most likely she’d seen rainbow visions just before she’d fallen asleep. Within a few minutes, she’d suffocated.

Your eyelids feel heavy. Your arms feel limp and heavy.



Picture a newspaper headline:

Revere Consolidated High School: “Suicide High.”



As the subcommittee watched, the editor lifted a briefcase and set it on the table, and opened the briefcase and lifted something out. The editor held this object, brown-colored, square, high above everyone’s head and asked, “Esteemed Senators, how many of you have read…”

The editor looked at the object, at its cover, at words printed on the cover, and asked, “Moby-Dick?”



Up in her bedroom Sam had scattered bottles of pills all over the bed. Sitting cross-legged on her bedspread, leaned back against a bank of stuffed animals. Stuffed elephants’ and bears’ little bodies. Little pill bottles. Orange pills. Sam’s hands twist off child-guard caps. Pluck out cotton balls. Chuck the cotton to the floor. Pouring the pills into an orange pile on the bedspread beside her leg.

She asks, “Do you know what geniuses have in common.” Her mouth, already stained orange. Her scarred fingertips, her fingerprints erased by scars from stained glass. Orange stained her fingertips, too.

With orange lips she drops the names Thomas Edison, Ludwig Beethoven, Howard Hughes. Her orange teeth crunch pills into orange spit.

With one hand she holds a bottle of water, the screw top stained orange from her mouth. With her other hand, she plucks pills from the pile and puts them between her lips. A steady crunch-crunch comes from between her back teeth.

Sam asks, “Do you remember who Shelley Beattie was? The American Gladiators, on television, she was the one named Siren.” That constant crunch-crunch.

Between sips of water, she name-drops David Hockney and Francisco Goya.

Sam’s set her turntable and collection of vinyl against one wall alongside all of her choral sheet music. Hung on the wall is something framed, under glass. A blue eye. Part of the Jesus face she’d busted out to save the hummingbird. Glass under glass.

The Jesus eye hangs there. Watching.

Aspirin after aspirin gets crunch-crunched.

Shelley Beattie had been the hero to millions of kids. The American Gladiator from television. She’d killed herself in 2008. “But that’s not why she was a hero,” Sam adds. She sips from the water bottle. Swallows orange gunk. An orange backwash turns the water in the bottle orange.

Aspirin, she says. Acetaminophen, she says. It was first derived from white willow bark when Aristotle used it to treat pain. An overdose, she says, will bring on salicylism.

Still, her chopped-up hand picks orange pills from the pill pile and takes them to her mouth.

At the age of three Shelley Beattie had eaten an overdose because it tasted like candy. Salicylism blocks blood flow to the inner ear. It depletes the protein glutathione, Sam explains. The cochlea dies.

“It’s called the cochlea,” Sam says, “because it looks like a sea shell.”

When you put a shell to your ear, you hear the ocean due to a shell inside your ear. A pretty balance. But after salicylism, your inner ear dies, and you end up like the famous talk-radio guy and the movie star who went deaf from Vicodin.

“It’s the same dynamic,” Sam the Magnificent explains. The sea shell inside your ear, it dies.

Thomas Edison, Howard Hughes, Francisco Goya, they’d accomplished great works because they could concentrate. They weren’t distracted from their visions, because they couldn’t hear. They were deaf. Shelley Beattie, aka Siren, had been the hero to millions of deaf children.

Rush Limbaugh and Melanie Griffith.

Sam asks, “Can you see where I’m going with this?”

Since 1960-something baby aspirin has come in little bottles because so many children have overdosed on it. Critics call it candy aspirin. Child-guard caps were invented to stem a rising flood of deaf toddlers.

If the world won’t listen to Sam singing, then she refuses to listen to the world. She wants to spend the rest of her life in a David Hockney, Hellen Keller, Beethoven bubble of silence. Wherever she walks she will have room in her own brain to work.

Her back teeth crunch-crunch on the pills. The pile on her bed shrinks. Sam the Magnificent will go into a self-exile. Like Thoreau. Like Bernard Shaw fleeing to Ireland to write. Orwell, down and out in London and Paris. Anymore, it’s almost impossible to find the isolation needed to develop a unique voice, she explains.

If she can’t sing, Sam doesn’t want her ears.



After that day, Sam’s world looked faked. A performance. A silent world wherein other people seemed to lip-synch to nothing. And when Sam failed to hear them, their silly facial expressions only grew bigger and sillier. Their hands flew around, and their mouths stretched bigger while the cords in their necks stood out in sharp relief.

Everyone became a terrible mime.



For now, give yourself another big hug. You’re doing great!



One time, Momma Deel stood in front of a mirror. Momma Deel held a glass of wine in one hand and wore only a nylon slip. As her eyes traced the bulges and the sags in the mirror, Momma Deel said, “I’m like an oak tree.” She lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip of wine. “You could cut me in half and count the stretch marks.”



Then Garson Stavros took his own life. Garson, the head of Science Club and a fanatic for everything STEM. Junior varsity center and sinker of a thousand foul shots, a first-round draft pick with a full-ride scholarship to Tulane.

Garson, who had everything to live for. Another fan of carbon dioxide, or a possible copycat, Garson had volunteered to work the closing shift at the Dairy Freez. To mop up. Alone in the fast-food kitchen he’d unhooked the CO2 canisters from the soda lines and dragged both canisters into the walk-in freezer. He’d worn his coat over his uniform as he’d unscrewed the hissing valves on each canister and closed the freezer door. First giddy. Then giggling. Then asleep and dead within twelve clock ticks. Another death chalked up to carbon dioxide.

Since these weren’t the mouth-breather kids, the losers and knuckle draggers, the newspaper ran the headline Honor Society Suicides.

By then the school district was calling it a cluster.
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Dirty talk can be its own form of hypnotic induction.

“You like my big dick, don’t you? You love getting stuffed by Daddy’s fat piece of meat. Tell me how much you love this fat cock, Stephany. Squeal for me.”

Squeal.



Another method of induction is to create a pattern, then to repeat the pattern. Then to vary the pattern. Then to break the pattern. All the while, your subject will hang on. Hungry for repetition.

You can spend your whole life waiting for the pattern to repeat.

Jay Gatsby did.



Addressing the esteemed Senate Subcommittee on Education, the editor said, “You know, when you’re playing fetch with your dog?” The editor paused for effect. “You know how sometimes you only pretend to throw the ball?” The editor waited for the image to set in. “And your dog runs off sniffing?”

The editor waited for a laugh to build.



As the editor put it before the Senate Subcommittee on Education, “Esteemed colleagues, why are books banned in so many legal detention facilities?” The editor paused for a response. None came. “In a locked-down world of incarceration, why do we continue to deny prisoners ready access to copies of Moby-Dick?”

Hovering over the microphone, the editor asked, “Senators, why do we actively, each year, prevent thousands of Little Womens [sic] from reaching prisoners on every level of our incarceration system!” The editor looked from Senator to Senator. “Every year! Every year, our law-enforcement agents burn more copies of To Kill a Mockingbird and Catcher in the Rye…”

The editor glanced down to the notes laid out on the table. “Why do we destroy millions of books every year?”

The editor continued. “And we don’t simply shred the books. We burn them. In fact, our government currently burns more copies of Moby-Dick and Jane Eyre than the German Nazi brownshirts ever dreamed of burning during Hitler’s reign.”

Why is that?



Enter the achievement gap of 2032, an all-time gulf between the haves and the have-nots.

The qualifiable proof that reading skills had dropped to the point that most post-secondary students were functionally illiterate. Proof that modern education had failed students.

Black and white. Male and female. No one was reading at grade level.



Samantha pinches her thumb and index finger together and makes them peck at the palm of her other hand. Chicken in American Sign Language. She pulls an invisible turd from one elbow. Sam smacks the tip of her index finger against her own chin. Bitch.

Her hands could now say Chicken-shit bitch.



“The Achilles tendon of gaming and online pornography,” said the editor, addressing the Senate Subcommittee on Closing the Achievement Gap in Education, “is that games and porno force the user to do all of the work.”

And with that, the editor proposed a fix for everything.



Submitted here for your consideration: The funeral for Garson Stavros. The kid who chose suicide over a full-ride basketball scholarship to Tulane.

Today they’ve put Garson inside a heavy wooden box. Polished ebony with brass handles, a box any magician would be proud to use onstage. They’ve laid Garson Stavros out straight and shut the lid. Latched and locked it tight. Air tight. Organ music plays.

They’ve placed the box in front of the altar, with Father Caswell standing by. The stained-glass window still not replaced, just patched over with plywood.

At the foot of the plywood window stands a box marked for donations toward new stained glass.

Samantha Deel’s blood still stains the carpet if you know where to look.

Locked in that box, Stavros might have a few inhales’ worth of air to breathe.

Breathe in as much air as you can. Hold your breath.

Watching now, Sam isn’t scared. Her boyfriend was an escape artist.

No one else appears to worry. Witness Mrs. Stavros standing there, looking anywhere except at the box with her son locked inside. Just look at Mr. Stavros, too, twiddling a cigarette, unlit, between the fingers of one hand. Mr. Stavros shrugs and says, “I guess I picked the wrong time to give up smoking!”

His wife pops out a little laugh. The corners of her mouth tuck up into little pockets that read as happy.

Their son is locked inside an air-tight box. No telling how long he’s been inside. He’s been locked in there since before anyone else had arrived. Half of the high school stands around. We’re talking as many people as a town. The sophomore class has sent a bunch of flowers, a big wreath of carnations in red and gold, the team colors of the Battling Beefeaters. The varsity cheerleaders stand beside the box, all long legs, all big hair, like a team of magic assistants looking sad.

Near the coffin, picture a young man standing. If you will, a young man, a stranger so far. A man not so old he wouldn’t beat the snot out of you, he stands with both hands balled into fists. Jackbooted. Neck tattooed. A kid named War Dog, with eyes sunk so close together they could be touching behind the bridge of his nose, War Dog. He holds his entire body in a fist. A recent transfer student to Suicide High.






5

Under your breath, say, “Presto-change-o.” Say, “Flurazepam.”

The trick is to hijack the rational mind. Distract critical thinking so that you engage the subconscious.

At the funeral, a perfume smell steps closer. Two manicured hands say, “Greetings, Miss Deel.” This is Mrs. Terry from fourth period. From Statistics class. In black she looks like a witch, her dress black. Inky immaculate. Black shoes with pointed toes. The strap of a black purse is looped over one arm. She looks at Samantha and her lips say, “I guess you’ll be our valedictorian next year.” She signs, “Have they found the dog, yet?”
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