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You wander around on your own little cloud
When you don’t see the why, or the wherefore.

”DON’T SLEEP IN THE SUBWAY,” 
PETULA CLARK

Stepping into the field: sadness fills my deep heart.
Bundling rice sheaves: tears dart in two streaks.
Who made me miss the ferry leaving?
Who made this shallow creek that parts both sides?

CA DAO,
TRANSLATED BY 
JOHN BALABAN
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Consider, first of all, that Pfc Whitaker awakes in his Fort Meade, Maryland, barracks in the early morning, sweating. He stares through unshifting, dust-speckled air and sees beams of rough-hewn wood. Looking at their splintering surfaces and thinking of the long, barren days ahead, the hours of his final weekend of freedom in which he has nothing to do, he feels sad. He feels like a man who’s been ordered to leave the earth, his destination the moon. He must live in Vietnam for a year.

In the latrine he flushes a bug down the toilet and his mood is reflected in the insect’s futile flailing. The flood and dark of the drain take it away. He wonders, Does it scream?

Now he paces slowly in the hall and Sharon is only a feeble flickering in some small corner of his brain. He does not really see her perfect legs and hard, creamy little tits. She is unremembered. He sees his moving feet on the floor. He does not see her black hair that lay stuck in sweat to her lips. She spoke of Wall Street, of the stock market, as if she understood what she was saying. He does not remember her hot buttocks burning in his hands. She sucked blood from his throat, coming. Pacing, he crosses his arms. He does not remember. His genitals stir, his prick nearly grows.

He is thinking of going to Washington, D.C. There is to be a peace march, he’s heard. A protest against this war. I will protest, he thinks, knowing he lies, though he has a truckload of urges and reasons. He will see the monuments to Lincoln and George Washington. He will see the crowds. He will go to the Washington Monument and look up its long, thin length. He feels the edges and tentacles of other thoughts stirring. He shuts them out. He showers and dresses in wrinkled clothing, yet he places a carefully folded tie in his pocket and he buffs his already shiny shoes.

Crossing to his footlocker, he rummages among papers and socks. There are those on post who say a man is a fool to go to Vietnam. Not many, but some, their voices smug, bitter, secretive. It makes him ache to hear them. In a blind, unspeakable wish for denial, he listens. Is it to hear more today that he is going to travel? Is it to risk hearing, finally, a word, theory, fact, or statistic that will make him believe? Does he hope to believe? Or is it to prove them foolish, to prove by being among them a full day and finding nothing in all their placards, slogans, and cries, that there is in fact nothing there to find?

From his locker, he takes a copy of his orders, which he folds precisely to fit his pocket as he moves toward the door.

Only those men on KP, CQ, or guard are in the company area—all others having departed on passes at the end of the Friday workday—so he sees no one as he crosses the small space of worn grass between the barracks and the white, shedlike headquarters building. He opens the frayed and patched screen door. Thornberg, the CQ, is tilted and twitching in uneasy sleep at the desk, an open comic book teetering on his limp hands. Whitaker stands a moment, thinking. Then he takes his pass from its slot in the green rectangular pass book before adding his name and time of departure to the long list of other names and times already scribbled onto the blocks of the sign-out sheet. He tiptoes out into the white wind. He puts the card of his pass in his billfold and shoves his billfold deep into his right-hip pocket.

Far up the gray road, past the few trees, a bright green bench stands beneath a faded bus stop sign. He makes a fist with each hand, and thumps his chest. He begins to jog.
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Consider now that Quach Ngoc Lan is Vietnamese and lives in a place that is a burgeoning jungle; think of incessant heat and dirt pressed into the substance of skin, calluses that go to the bone, seasons possessed by rain followed by seasons of dust. Think of being as small as a thin child, forever. Consider that nothing starts with any single event, and then hear a far-off gunshot and see a small dark girl turn round to squint across paddies of water and rice. She finds no soldiers anywhere in view. There are only laborers, bowing over as if whispering to the water in which they stand. One straightens. Lan listens. She is watching, concernedly. Other figures move along carrying baskets used in irrigation. As always in these months there have been only the lightest showers. She blinks. On the retaining wall someone stands idle near a parked bicycle. Water is being sent from the ditch to the field by a pair of men pulling ropes that lift a large sack, gushing and spilling, as it swings forward to tilt and empty. Perhaps they sing for a helpful rhythm. They are too far off for her to hear, but in her thinking there is such a song, while the wilderness beyond is eerie in the failing light. Rice stalks, why do you smile at me? her father would sing as he worked. Lan’s tawny feet are set in the brown dirt of a path that slants through weeds. An opening to a cistern is near, the edges damp. A pinheaded snake slithers past. The snake is a line of quick blue light among the weeds and over the path running between several tin-walled adjoining shanties. Something clatters. She turns. Inside, she knows, there is a bed, a broken whiskey bottle, and a thickish drunken GI trying to dress himself. Does he now tug at his trousers to get them over his sticky, hairy legs? Does he blink, belch, nearly vomit? His brows must shine with sweat.

Lan has put one finger to her mouth. There has been no further firing. Light is soft upon the slanting metal of the shanty rooftops, though it seems to collect strangely at the higher edges. There have been countless soldiers lying on her, pumping and grunting throughout the day; now they float in memory, their multiple bodies assembled as a single phantom hovering somewhere far off. She does not think of them.

She is looking onto the fields where the workers move in the ankle-deep water. Color is subdued, the air grown dull. She has memories of performing such tasks in similar water. At the rim of the forest, the sky holds merely remnants of its earlier powerful heat. The wavering dark will soon become a black cloud wiping away the day.

The GI falls behind her on the path. She hears and looks. He pounds the ground, kneels. His shirt is red with a semi-mandarin collar. A tiger’s head, making a slight splash of gold, is embroidered onto the bright blaze of the cloth above the pocket. His neck is brawny, his shoulders thick and knotted. He is broad and short. He wanted her to lick and suck him until he was hard when they were on the bed in the shanty. His wrinkled prick had swollen slowly, swaying; and when she lay back to open herself between her legs, something odd passed across his eyes; he grabbed her head, pressed it down against his hardness, poking her cheek, hitting her nose. She adjusted and did as he wished, cheating and using her fingers as soon as he relaxed a little. The spurts started without warning, and he looked startled, as if she had done something wrong. He grabbed for her and she pulled away, giggling, but wary of him, fearful of his wild, unhappy eyes. He grimaced, held himself, sat there pulsing, rubbing, sweating.

Now he is kneeling and drunk in a patch of weeds. It seems impossible that he, so huge, was ever intensely concerned with such thinness as her—her little bones—though she knows he was. He is struggling, almost risen. He wears dark glasses. And for a moment she feels a kind of tenderness toward him. She feels as if she is touching his eyes, his nostrils, his ears and wide mouth. She is a shadow touching a shadow to no purpose. She has not actually moved, but stands watching him try to stuff his shirttail into his trousers. He seems ignorant of the fact that the task is being made difficult by his already-buckled belt. He is so awkward. Where do they come from? Her shadow hand draws back; he grunts and lets the shirttail go. It falls and flaps. “You same-same Vietnamee,” she says to him and titters.

He turns; the black glasses point at her, but he does not speak.

“You do shirt—you same-same. Yeah. Yeah.” She is grinning. It seems to her that his untucked shirt hanging over his trousers follows a custom more Vietnamese than American. “Ho Chi Minh, you,” she says.

He steps sharply at the sound of the name. “Shut up. Talk shit.”

She is beaming, nodding; they always have something to say if they are called that old man’s name: Ho Chi Minh.

“I no want you talk me, pig.”

“Okay. Hello.”

“You stupid, you ’stand?”

“I know.”

“You number goddamn fucking ten.”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m tellin’ you.”

“Hello.”

“Fuck-face.”

“No sweat, GI.”

“’Cause you’re jus’ shit, you understand me. Yes, you are, no matter what they say. Any of them. None of them.” Looking dizzy, he goes hopping sideways. “I want to take you home. Take you home. Because you’re all any man could ask for. You understand? Intercourse. Fucking. We’ll settle down.” She can’t tell if he’s trying to laugh. “You’d be a smash,” he sputters, then coughs, nodding with little downward jerks of his head that are so fast they seem a kind of crazy spasm.

“Toi khong biet,” she says. “I no ’stand.” They are indecipherable, all of them; their moods shatter, cruel and dangerous as the beer bottles that break. She wishes she had not tried to play and joke with him. She has moved backward from him. He stares at her bitterly. She stands amid palm trees, a thicket of wrinkled, curving trunks. She wants to look away. They have no sense, no understanding of how to behave. Do they have no shame the way they want to look right at you? She wants to spit at him. She wishes he would vanish from her sight, sink into the earth. Why does he not go? I am Quach Ngoc Lan, she thinks. No more. Do you want dirt? Go. I am no more. I am all dirt. I will beat you. “I will beat you, GI,” she says. “I will kill you.”

He laughs. He clenches his hands and punches nothing with them, like a fool who thinks he can hurt the air.

“No, no, no, no.” If only she could speak so he could understand, she would tell him of the boy she punished two days ago, pounding until water gushed from his eyes, blood stained his mouth. She took a switch and beat his legs. Now she yells, “Oh, babysan! I fini him. Get outta here. You love a babysan, GI? Babysan numba ten. Take many my things I have. You don’t know. Same-same babysan. Get outta here. I am very happy. Always very happy. Love GIs. Everybody good. Vietnamee all happy. Everybody good.”

“One beer!” he yells. “One beer!” and turns away to bounce off toward the roadside building where the beer is kept. Inside the blue stone walls there are benches, chairs, and tables strewn with comic books, other magazines of guns and shooting, and Playboys with shiny pictures of big naked American girls, all gathered for the soldiers who come throughout the burning days. They loll about, while their vehicle, truck or jeep, is hosed and scrubbed clean on the front driveway by yelping, half-clad boys. Drinking Coke or beer, they study and fondle the four or five girls who drift about the room in waves of sun and dust. The soldiers drink and the girls chatter; they touch the soldiers, rub their thighs. The soldiers laugh. The trucks and jeeps arrive and go. The road is full of dust, clouds stirred by the rumbling wheels, dimming the air and falling back upon them in a skin of grime so that the car wash is always busy. Beds are kept in shanties a short distance from the road, and Trojan rubbers and postcards and trinkets are sold along the pathway that winds at a slight decline to the shanties.

Turning, Lan sees the snake move. It squiggles and darts. Peculiar bubbles of light appear in a leaden smear afloat in front of her narrowing eyes. She coughs, tastes sweetness that turns into bile demanding she spit.
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Unlike Lan, Pfc Joseph Whitaker knows American soldiers are not at all indecipherable, but rather they are simple, witty, tough, straightforward, and strong. Yet he sits, brooding and a little lonely at the counter of a bus terminal cafeteria in Washington, D.C., trying to use the melody and lyrics of a pop tune on a radio he can scarcely hear to arouse some good and hopeful feeling. But all the careful amplification of its production is gone; it comes out crippled from the red plastic cheapness of the transistor radio the waitress keeps stashed under the counter. She snaps her gum. Go on, you big babe, Whitaker thinks. You big babe. Over coffee, he has been considering his future in the war zone and daydreaming the slow disintegration of his body. My Body Exploding, he has called it, A Cartoon. At the periphery of his mind, the waitress floats, while images at the center show his skin, muscle, and bone coming apart before his eyes. It is a graceful sequence, like one of those grade school educational films in which a flower bursts from a seed to bloom, only in Whitaker’s version, the flower, Whitaker, goes from blooming to debris. He sits with his chin in his hands.

Looking at the neat double curves of the waitress’s buttocks packaged in her crisp uniform, he grins, thinking of his wounds: I’ll suck your tits, kiss your sweet snatch. “May I have a little more coffee, Nurse?” he says.

“I’m sorry.”

He wants to ask her if she did something wrong, but instead he says, “What?”

“I didn’t hear you.”

“More coffee,” he says.

“No, I mean what you called me.”

“Nurse?”

“Yeah?”

“What do you think about me having to go to Vietnam?”

“Didn’t know you were.”

“It’s what’s happenin’.”

“Too bad.”

“Is that all?”

“Hazardous to your health, hon.” She smiles at him, and her cheeks wrinkle with the movement of the muscles. Her hair is stiff. He notices the layered, leftover lacquer of old hair spray, the powder thick on her face.

“It’s your bedside manner,” he says as she shrugs and wanders off. He watches, feeling insulted, because obviously she has decided he is a nuisance. It’s disillusioning. Who would have thought a nurse could stoop so low? And he, a wounded crippled lonely soldier boy.

He frowns at the cup of coffee she has left before him. He resents being alone. On the grounds of the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, what is occurring? Are they marching? Smoking pot, talking, balling, nothing? He doesn’t know, and he’ll never know if he stays in this stupid bus station, when it was for the purpose of maybe seeing what was happening that he came to town in the first place? All dressed up in shabby civilian clothing but bearing in his pocket a neatly folded copy of his orders to go to the war—his name listed and circled. To what purpose? To show people? He knows better than to think that the people at the march, made aware of the decree in his pocket, would look at him with wonder, with pity, with respect or tenderness. Their rejection feels biting and directed at him personally, and he hates them for it. Should they notice him at all, it would be, he is sure, in the way the blessedly healthy look at cripples. Fingering the shape of the papers outlining his fate beneath the cloth of his jacket, he is bewildered by the power of the document. He stares, wondering at the lengths of time and blue ocean between this cafeteria and that far-off land. It seems he is their only link. How can paper move him? Incredibly, his hand is shaking.

He rises; and holding his breath, for he has not paid the waitress or left a tip, he goes to the street where he calls down a cab with a wave and one loud whistle. He gets in and rides for a while. The engine has a smooth, cared-for sound, unusual in cabs. Whitaker loves cars and has owned a half dozen since his sixteenth birthday. He dreams of driving them now, one after the other, the Nash; the ’52 Mercury; the Studebaker, which he hated; the Impala; the Fairlane.

Seen at first from afar, the monument to George Washington has an icy look. Yet it makes Whitaker think of a prick and he grins. Various mists and clouds move about the sky. They spread like stains. Whitaker, listening to the engine, envies the cabbie his cab. He loves his many bright memories of old roads and engine growls, gray old two-lane Wisconsin roads white with moonlight. His hands stir with what they recall of high-flying danger, the jolt that speed and shifting gears could create. For example, in a 1964 race at Langford in Tasmania, drivers blasted along at 170 mph in the rain. He was not there with them, but he did crack 110 mph on old Route 26. He has many such islands of knowledge that he visits as if they are somehow in his life. He thrills to the idea of these daredevils, the blur of their rush down those wet straights, like stones, flat as razors, skipping over a pond.

When the cab stops, Whitaker walks to the open driver-side window to pay. He cannot see into the mind of the man who is transfixed, lips slackened, eyes thin. He looks out fixedly at the thousands of people Whitaker takes in with a glance. They are noise and color, and the man, whose eyes seem to push Whitaker away, continues to sit there, staring even after Whitaker leaves.

I will only stay a little while, he thinks. I hate them, he thinks. The multitude flutters near the base of the Washington Monument. He moves toward them, but feels he is separate from them in a way larger than any length of grass across which he might walk. He occupies a hole deep in his mind where he tells angry jokes and conjures up the shapes of engines, wires, pipes, and pistons. These people would not understand. Not the wires or the jokes. He is with them today only because he woke and thought to come here. Because he thought he might learn of some way not to go to the war. Except that isn’t true and he knows it. There’d been nowhere else for him to go. He might get a piece of ass. Some pussy. Some pleasure. He is a ghost among them. They demonstrate against the war, having taken a day to whoop and holler. But where is the war? They don’t know that it’s right there with them walking in their midst. They don’t know that it has fallen with all its weight upon ole Whitaker. That he has its orders in his pocket. Papers that are like a chill and bony hand. He begins to whistle “Oh It’s a Long Long Way to Tipperary” as he walks.

At a point to his right where the road curves around swells of grass leading toward the monument, he bumps into a surprising bunch of people distinguished from the others by their haircuts and clothing, their posters, their placards. They are the John Birchers, the Minutemen; and they have come to protest the protesters.

Dressed in his civilian clothes—his faded suit, polished shoes, white shirt, and pocketed tie—Whitaker feels they might mistake him for one of them, but he belongs to no one. I’m here to see what all this has to do with me, he thinks, and shoves his hands into his pockets. The mood of the place into which he is drifting is bright and cheerful. The John Birchers would despise him for not wearing his uniform, if they knew he had one, and the others, the hippies or beatniks or whatever they are, would despise him for even being in the service. He passes over neat grass toward a slab of road and the continuing grass beyond. White-suited vendors sell hot dogs and chestnuts from small, smoke-shrouded grills. He hunches his shoulders and cups his hands to protect a sparking match rising to his cigarette. A woman in a light blue suit is strolling toward him and staring intently to his right. She makes him think of Sharon, and then deny that he has thought of Sharon. The woman is not young, yet she is lovely. She would be interesting beneath him in this grass or in some dim room. Beyond her he sees a policeman talking from high on top of a black horse to a young boy and girl in pretty clothing: purple and yellow trousers, shirts printed with flowers. The policeman’s black belt and blacker boots glitter, sharply. The woman in blue has gone past Whitaker. Watching her, he sees that she is what he wants in his mouth, not this cigarette, but her body beneath her clothing making him breathe harshly and think again of dark-eyed sweet Sharon who seems always a surprise when she proves that she can ambush him whenever she wants. He had thought her dismissed. He had not meant to want her anymore. He will never think to go to her again, he decides. He will seek some stranger first, any passerby. That woman in blue, where is she now? He doesn’t know. He scarcely looks. Anyway, is this the only day in his life? There’ve been others. I’ll get by. Who is Sharon? I’ll get by. Bitterness gouges him in jagged bursts, like someone pounding nails. Anger, old and new, burns. It mixes with his stomach acid, with coffee and eggs and toast and the knowledge that in the days following the arrival of his orders he had wanted to howl. Now he blinks and the air and space and grass around him take him back. He sees himself alone and walking. He is on his way to the hospital to get his medical records. He is in an office where medics give him his brown folder of facts and three injections against foreign, creepy diseases. Vietnam, as an actual place and sinister force against him, begins to enter his brain with the bite of the needle entering his skin, passing through layers of tissue, touching his blood: bright alien piercing. His heart understands; it shudders; yet he has no sense of what has begun until he is outside and thinking strangely about that tree on the far side of the athletic field. He must drastically avoid it or something will happen. He must not hasten toward it. He must not press like a sickened man against it. He must not hug the black, thick trunk. As if his voice is vomit, he refuses to let it loose, while a beetle probes the creases in the bark beside his nose.

He is amid a cluster of trees across the road from the flat terrain of the mall and reflecting pool. Visible through foliage the Washington Monument stands, with people, like colorful snippets, gathering at its base. The policeman and his horse are plodding to the road where the woman in blue is looking confused. The young boy and girl are kissing. Her teeth touch his cheek. Whitaker, watching, feels envy and thinks how he was among the very first to come down on orders because a slim, fast-talking Irish New Yorker, Mickey Whalen, ass-kissed his way off those orders. Sleeping only a few bunks away in the same barracks as Whitaker, he brownnosed and ass-kissed a sergeant major who brownnosed and ass-kissed a captain who did the same to a major, and then the shit of it spread to a lieutenant colonel who sucked off a grinning, full, motherfucking colonel who had the orders amended—one name removed, another added. For the next few days everyone nodded at Whitaker and gave him sympathetic looks until one night, returning drunk from the post bowling alley, he pissed all over the sleeping Whalen, who jumped awake in startled disbelief, but did nothing more than stare while Whitaker weaved and towered over him, muttering and coughing and grunting until he was finally empty of his waste of beer and rage and piss.

I’m looking for something to happen, I want something to happen to me. He is fairly tall, a level six feet with a ruddy round face, thick chest and shoulders, straw-colored hair. I should go up to that woman and say something, some pleasant thing and then we could talk, and go for a beer, or dinner and then her place. I’d like someone. He hears himself thinking and stops. What does he mean? He lets his cigarette fall to the grass. A goateed man in a brown corduroy suit goes by, carrying a briefcase and striding with force and determination. Hatred flies out from Whitaker. A professor, probably, some teacher, some asshole.

Restless again, moving again, he looks around. The monument, very near now, strikes him as a harsher color, more the dull gray of cement. The lines of its three visible edges are like finely cut wires.

Ahead, the road toward which he ambles is lined by people bunched together in a meager space and wearing a mixture of ordinary clothing. He is surprised that the ranks of such regular citizens should contain so many police. Scattered among them are coffee urns and paper cups, an open picnic basket full of sandwiches wrapped in glittering aluminum foil. They chatter and laugh, displaying and elevating in no regimented way their sticks with tacked-on signs. BOYS ARE DYING IN VIETNAM THAT YOU MAY HAVE THE RIGHT TO PROTEST, reads one. REMEMBER HITLER AND 1938, says another. A young man in a red vinyl jacket dashes several paces forward before thrusting his slogan high: DO NOT FORGET POLAND. Behind him a slim girl, her hair piled up in thick blond curls, applauds and bounces up and down on the curb. Poland? thinks Whitaker. Two gleeful children, a boy and a girl, are stationed with a white banner at least ten feet long stretched between them. They both wear suits, hers with a skirt, his with pants, and the red letters of their message ripple in the breeze: IF YOU WANT TO BURN YOURSELF TO DEATH LIKE SOME GODLESS BUDDHIST WE HAVE THE GASOLINE FREE OF CHARGE! At the feet of each stands a red five-gallon fuel can. Within easy reach are other cans of differing sizes. Fumes, touched with sunlight, tremble above the lids.

Whitaker, rocking from foot to foot, thinks about going over to talk to the boy and girl. He sees himself in such an odd conversation, imagines, after a while, helping to hold up their banner. Then he sees himself drenching his own clothing with gas but cleverly burning the children instead. It makes him laugh. The crowd, in horror, tries to maul and destroy him. He flees in a Lotus-Ford.

A family is passing in front of him—five children, a mother and father—and all wear red, white, and blue paper hats and have big buttons pinned to their shirts that say war is unhealthy for children and other living things. The round, chubby father leads the way. The wife, a wobbly bird, carries a plaid picnic basket and nods, knowingly, at the father, who is saying, “I do, I do, let me tell you. I got the scars from shrapnel and other such bullshit all up and down my back.”

“And your legs, too,” she tells him, like she might know as much about it as he does.

Having no aim of his own, Whitaker falls in behind them. Their passing has a kind of steady suction. All together they turn, taking a slight upward detour before they turn again. Trailing along, Whitaker marches on toward a raised-up stage of dark wood set before rows of folding chairs, some metal, some wood. Ropes strung on poles driven into the ground form a perimeter. Policemen in teams man the several points of entry. Other cops pace the periphery or prowl among the chairs.

Whitaker looks eagerly about, hoping to learn the nature of the event into which he is entering. Clearly, he has happened upon something interesting, a destination toward which countless others are on the move, converging, like the spokes of a wheel toward their hub, which is the stage before which Whitaker has come to stand. People pass him in bunches large and small, their mingled conversations an unintelligible murmur. Nothing he overhears gives him a useful clue regarding where he is and what is about to happen. The policemen politely oversee the lines filing into the chairs. They seem unconcerned with the area Whitaker occupies. So he will stay there, steer clear of them. Stay out of their way. A cop walking by gives him a glance. Whitaker nods and turns away, as if any movement at all will help him find what he needs, and he bumps into something or someone. “Excuse me,” he says, looking into the even brown eyes of a girl with endless lengths of strawberry hair braided into pigtails and decorated with two green ribbons.

“Sure,” she says and starts away.

A button on the front of her colorful T-shirt admonishes him to make love not war. He thinks he might tag along.

“You know what’s gonna happen here?” he says.

“What?”

“What’s gonna happen here, you know?”

“A play.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, actors.”

“What kinda play?”

She is eager to leave him; irritation and wariness come out of her, hurting his feelings. “I’m not sure I get it,” he says.

“It’s gonna be about the war. How it’s bad, you know. I need to go, all right?”

“How it’s bad?”

“You don’t think it’s good?”

“Oh. No.”

“I mean, they’re going to show it in the play, how it’s immoral, more immoral than what the Nazis did to the Jews. That’s what it will be about. I need to go, all right?”

“Sure. Fine.”

“I’m looking for somebody,” she says, and smiles, glancing back. “If you still don’t know what you wanted ask one of the cops at those gates.”

“All right. Fine,” says Whitaker, and he wonders how she can just walk away without knowing that he is the one she is seeking. The one she has been seeking all her life. The perfect lay. Me, me, me, he thinks. Superprick. Your lover, your oiler. Let me grease you, baby, he thinks. Lay down in the grass, I’ll grease your ass.

There’s some sort of ruckus behind him. On the level wood of the stage a large furry figure has appeared. It is a man in an animal costume with the face of a bear or a gorilla, or so it looks to Whitaker, until he sees that it’s not either, but a made-up face like that of a monster. The creature is moving about in the manner of someone looking for something lost and pretending to be unaware of all the watching eyes.

The body is not fur but scales, large clots of some hardened, plasterlike material. Having gotten nearer, Whitaker discovers that other creatures hover off to the side of the stage. His closeness gives him an angle to see them, though they would be hidden from the view of the people in the chairs. They clutch pistols, banners, swords, yet their postures are relaxed and conversational. He can’t hear them, but can tell that they’re chatting, casually, even cheerfully. Their eyes seem red scabs upon the boiled skin of their faces. Fangs pinch their purple lips. Their big noses have flared nostrils, like the nostrils of a snake.

Suddenly, the prowling creature removes its animal head, revealing its human face. From somewhere unseen comes a beating drum. The creature wanders with no apparent purpose. One shrill trumpet cry floats on the noise of the drum. The red eyes of the many armed creatures hidden on the side move and fix upon the figure alone on the stage. But he does not notice. Whitaker knows what the play will be. The massed creatures will come shrieking out to drag the searching human one to the floor. In fierce pantomime, they will take his life with their fingerless hands. Whitaker pivots to leave, and the gray Washington Monument seems to have disappeared. It couldn’t have moved. He jogs a short distance before a loud shout from behind pivots him to look back. A lectern has been placed at the center of the stage and behind it stands a man in a black suit, his hands pressed solemnly upon the upper edges of the lectern. As the costumed creatures collect in a semicircle behind him, the man lifts both pink hands into the air and also, it seems to Whitaker, into the tangle of treetops hanging behind the contours of the stage. Beneath these trees is a boxlike, light blue vehicle with lines of people at either end. Large letters printed on the side read: COMFORT STATION. Piss house, thinks Whitaker. Potty. Shit house. Poo-poo-pee-pee-ca-ca.
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