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For my nieces, Jordan and McKenzie Adrians. 
Despite all my best efforts they turned out pretty damn good.

 

Yes, there is a hell my boy, and you don’t have to dig for it.

—Jim Thompson, Savage Night
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Preface: 
World Without End, Amen

In the beginning was the Void. But it wasn’t long before the Void started to lose its charm. I mean, what’s so great about the Void? You stare into it, it stares into you, and that’s really about the extent of it. Before you know it, it’s time for a snack. Satan decided he needed something a bit more entertaining.

Using the finest materials he could create he fashioned himself a universe. Of the countless galaxies and stars and planets, he set one aside — one special planet, which would become his personal theater. This new and sparkling entertainment mecca he called Earth.

At first, Earth was nothing but a floating glob of molten rock so, after bouncing it from hand to hand until it cooled, Satan covered it with water and plants. Even after that, no matter how lovely the whole thing might’ve been, not a whole helluva lot happened on Earth. He soon discovered that plants and water alone were just as boring, pretty much, as the Void. Satan needed something more. A little action.

He took the materials left over from the creation of the universe and made some animals, which he then set loose across the planet. He made ocelots and platypuses and otters and gazelles and sleestaks and chickens and giant squids and gnats and triceratopses and vultures and bloodworms and fire ants and black bears and mastodons and stinkbugs and wildebeests. Then he sat back once again and watched.

The animals were awfully cute and amusing at first, but again in time he found that his need for uproarious, slambang entertainment remained unfulfilled. These animals he had created were too perfect. Their instincts were too refined and they were too self-sufficient. They used too much common sense in their dealings with one another and the world around them. If they wanted to eat, they found some food and ate it. If they were tired, they slept. There are only so many times you can watch a cheetah chase down a crippled antelope before your mind starts wandering and you decide to check out the Weather Channel again. What Satan needed was a new kind of animal—one that would remain unpredictable, whose entertainment value would not diminish with time.

Having by this point exhausted the last of his good building materials, Satan created these new creatures out of the shit his animals had left on the ground. It seemed to work well enough. Best of all, these new things stood on two legs, which increased their slapstick potential threefold. He decided to call these new creatures Man, for some reason.

Man was at first without senses, couldn’t see, hear, taste, or smell. All they did was stumble around and bump into one another. Being made of shit, you see, they weren’t very bright—though they were undeniably hilarious.

Satan looked upon his latest creations and thought, “Yeah, I suppose it’ll do.”

Unbeknownst to the others, one of these new creatures was different. He was slightly more clever than the rest—though only slightly—and as he bumped his way around Earth he learned things about his surroundings. One of the things he learned was that the other animals had special gifts that Man lacked. So one day he set about to steal their senses for himself and others of his kind.

Unfortunately, although he was clever in human terms, he still had shit for brains. He stole sight from the moles and smell from the birds. He stole hearing from the fish and taste from the dogs. Then he began distributing these fancy new senses around to his friends.

Satan watched all this and chuckled merrily. Humans at the mercy of their new senses were more entertaining than he could have imagined. He also appreciated their resourcefulness, for they reminded him of himself when he was young.

Knowing it was expected of him as the creator of the universe, he decided to pay a visit to the Earth one afternoon and confront the thief.

He found the thief in a clearing, testing out his new senses and giggling at his own cleverness. Upon hearing Satan’s approach, however, he quickly pretended to be blind and deaf and halfheartedly began bumping into trees and rocks.

“Say,” Satan said, feigning righteous anger as he entered the clearing and caught sight of his bumbling creation, “what’s that you got there, Doug? Senses?”

“Umm . . . no?” the thief lied.

“Oh, c’mon now, Fibber McGee. Remember who you’re talking to. You just answered me, which not only means you can talk, it means you heard me too. I mean, I’m not stupid, you know. I created the damn universe, after all. Let’s see you do that.” He folded his mighty arms and tried to keep up his poker face.

The thief, knowing the jig was up, fell to the ground and groveled at Satan’s hooves, begging for his mercy.

“Oh, come now, stop that,” Satan said, gently nudging the smelly thing away with his hoof. He liked these little dummies, and he wanted them to prosper, honest and for true. The last thing he was about to saddle them with was a nagging kind of guilt-ridden love. “Stop fretting. So you stole some senses. Big deal. Have I ever told you not to do anything?”

The thief ceased groveling for a moment and raised his dirt-smeared face. “Pardon?”

“Do what thou wilt, that’s what I say.”

The thief paused, confused. “Umm . . . really?”

“Sure! Whatever trips your trigger. Go for it.”

“You mean it? It’s not a trick?”

“Of course not.”

“Woo hoo! ” the thief yipped as he leaped to his feet, scampered away, and promptly jumped off a cliff.

Satan sighed heavily and shook his head. He then slowly strolled to the edge of the cliff and looked down at the prone, broken body in the ravine below.

“I didn’t say ‘Do what thou wilt, stupid.’ ”

He lifted the thief up, shook him back to life, and, with an affectionate pat on the butt, sent him on his way once more. Before doing so, he reiterated his only rule, adding, “But try not to be too much of a shit while you’re at it.” Then remembering where they all came from, he said, “Well, you know what I mean. Don’t be an asshole.”

Satan then returned to his den, poured himself a drink, sat back, and watched as Man created intoxicants, lawn furniture, money, fatty foods, aqueducts, neon signs, automobiles, other gods, poetry, intercontinental ballistic missiles, the electric chair, Smurfs, vaccines, deodorant, art, and sitcoms.

Most of them were indeed doing what they wanted. Some did wondrous things that surprised even Satan (sort of). Others did very bad things. They murdered and polluted and peed in the ocean.

Some arrogant, self-centered types divided the world into “masters” and “slaves.” There were many more slaves than there were masters, but in a move that surprised the hell out of Satan, instead of banding together and beating the crap out of the masters the slaves turned being a slave into a virtue. They were suddenly proud of being weak, downtrodden slaves, claiming that being a slave was better than being a master, even building an entire religion around the idea.

“Well, whatever turns you on,” Satan said, pouring himself another drink. “I don’t get it, but there you go.”

All in all, though, Man did okay for himself, and this pleased Satan. Despite destructive—and self-destructive—tendencies, they had some fun, too, and enjoyed many of the things that had been provided for them, like red meat. Some were remarkably intelligent, while a few ate poisons, put their eyes out with gardening tools, and drove their vehicles through store windows.

Relaxing with a cigar one evening, Satan thought, “This really is much funnier than I could have hoped for,” and he was quite pleased. He found Man pathetic and clumsy and endearing, not unlike that three-headed puppy he’d made once by accident but decided to keep around anyway.

Some humans created grand things, like music and art and literature and science, all in an effort to understand life and make it better, and that was fine. Those who screwed it up, well, it was their own damn fault. Those who used things thoughtfully deserved the happiness it brought them. He wanted them to be satisfied with any and all available pleasures.

Satan wasn’t much interested in being worshipped—he was comfortable enough with himself not to need that. He was happy just being an observer. Besides, he thought some of the other gods Man had come up with were delightfully silly, and he found high comedy in watching Man worship things in the most ludicrous of ways. Once a year, for instance, thousands of them got together and trampled one another to death during a ritual designed to celebrate one of these gods they’d made up.

“Tell me how that makes sense,” Satan shrugged. But he didn’t change the channel.

As the centuries passed, Satan noticed that not enough of these creatures were doing well. There was much sadness and despair and suffering among them. For being free to do what they wanted with all they’d been given, most simply weren’t very happy. A vague sense of disappointment seemed to accompany every action. Although this disappointment was Man’s own doing, arising from expectations created by other humans, Satan felt he should intervene just this once to get things back on track. He went out to his garage and began working on a little gift.

A week or so later he visited Earth in order to bestow the orgasm upon his most beloved creation.

“Here,” he told the collected masses as they gathered around him nervously. “This is for you.” Then he winked at them. “You’ll like it.”

Man accepted the gift, but having been told over the years to be suspicious of gifts one of them raised his hand and asked, “What’s the catch?”

“Catch?” Satan asked, playing innocent. “No catch at all.” Then he grinned. “Oh, okay, you got me there. I confess,” he said as he pulled a picture out of his bag. “There is one little thing.” He held up the picture so they all could see it. “The catch is, when you use it, you’ll look like this.”

“Gaah!” the people shrieked, recoiling in horror.

They soon forgot about the terrible picture, though. Satan’s gift seemed to make everything worthwhile, if only for moments at a time. All the pain, the suffering, the despair, and the doubt seemed to vanish. And that, Satan concluded, was the funniest and saddest thing of all.

 

These Children 
Who Come at You 
with Knives


[image: Image]

The Chicken Who Was Smarter 
Than Everyone

[image: Image]

From the moment she was hatched Gertie knew she wasn’t like the other chickens. While they were perfectly content to bop around the barnyard like fuzzy yellow Ping-Pong balls, Gertie preferred to sit off by herself. She studied the behavior of the other chicks, stared at the sky, allowed herself to get lost in her own increasingly complex thought patterns.

At first, the other chicks barely noticed Gertie, who could often be found studying the discarded brochures and scraps of newspaper that occasionally blew through the yard. She was a little odd, they decided, but at heart just another chicken, and all chickens were the same. But as they grew older, they came to suspect and despise Gertie, who was more than simply odd—she was downright freakish and creepy and not to be trusted. She never talked to any of the other chickens, and she carried herself about the yard like she was somehow better than them.

This was not exactly true. Gertie simply thought there was much more to talk about than the weather and the latest tawdry bits of barnyard gossip. Who was this “Farmer Bernkopf,” for instance, and what position did he hold in the universe? What was their true purpose there on the farm? The farm itself intrigued her as well. Was this the only farm in the universe or were there other farms beyond what they could see? Other farms with other chickens?

Of course when she attempted to bring up some of these issues with the other chickens, they laughed and called her “Poindexter” and “weirdo.” Gertie soon learned that she had become the central topic in their cruel gossip sessions, which prompted her to stay even farther away from the other stupid chickens, joining them only at feeding time.

One day while exploring a corner of the farm she’d never visited before, Gertie noticed that the doors of an enormous, forgotten barn had been left open a crack.

The always curious Gertie peered through the open doors for a few seconds before squeezing herself inside. Then she stood still for a moment longer, allowing her tiny black eyes to adjust to the darkness.

Inside were mountains of books. Thousands upon thousands of them. History, science, literature, philosophy—books on all imaginable subjects, most of which Gertie had never heard of before. It seems that some years earlier, when the nearby Dub Taylor Memorial Library closed down for lack of funds, Farmer Bernkopf cut a deal to haul all the books away. Instead of carting them to the dump, as was expected, Farmer Bernkopf brought them home and stashed them in his unused barn. He wasn’t much of a reader himself, the farmer, but thought he might get around to it one of these days. If that day ever chanced to swing by, he wanted to make sure he had something on hand.

Gertie was flabbergasted by what lay in front of her. She wasn’t sure what the objects were at first but, upon examining one that had flipped open after falling off a stack, she understood what she had discovered. These were like the brochures and newspaper scraps she’d been reading, but they were filled with much more than announcements about “Two-for-One Sales,” “Extended Layaway Plans,” and baffling, incomplete accounts of what were called “football games.”

Gertie was beside herself with excitement. She opened the first book, sat down on the straw-covered floor of the barn, and began reading.

Within the books she found the answers to so many of her questions and learned about things that were completely unknown to her, such as the Crimean War, particle physics, and automobile repair. More important, she learned that there was indeed an entire world beyond the confines of the farm. A magical world full of cities and jungles and alien creatures. There were even places called “universities” where questions like those Gertie had been asking her whole life were discussed openly and with great enthusiasm, where she would be able to engage others on her own intellectual level in a free and lively debate.

Once she finished reading all the books in the barn, she knew she had to get away. She burned with a desire to see this world she’d read so much about, and to visit one of these universities.

That night, she returned to the coop, packed up what few things she had in a small bag, and left without saying a word to any of those other stupid chickens who’d tried to make her feel like she was the awful one for not being just like them.

After hopping through a hole in the fence, Gertie walked and walked along the narrow clear paths that cut through forests and great, open farmlands. She felt a delighted tingle and a sense of freedom she’d not known possible. She felt, she thought, like Amerigo Vespucci.

One day shortly after she’d set out on her journey, a large hawk landed on the path in front of her.

“Hey there, chickie pie, where you goin’? You lost or something?” the hawk asked with a leer, convinced he wouldn’t have to worry about dinner that night.

“No, I must say I’m not lost at all,” Gertie replied. “You see, I’m on my way to fulfill my destiny. As Dostoyevsky once said about destiny—that is, the inevitable, inescapable conclusion of our actions in this life . . .”

The hawk, who considered himself pretty devious and slick, only stared at Gertie as she launched into a long lecture. His sharp black eyes soon glazed over and his wicked beak went slack. Before long, he fell asleep, and when Gertie finished her lecture she dragged him into the middle of the road and continued on her way.

The dirt road she’d been walking along soon became a paved, two-lane highway, and Gertie knew she was drawing closer to all the things she had read about. She knew all about the development of the American transportation infrastructure and its effect on the growth of middle-class suburban culture. She also knew about automobile fatality statistics, and so she walked far off the side of the road, just to be on the safe side.

While tromping through the underbrush one afternoon, she came face to face with a red fox.

“Hey there, sweet thing,” cooed the fox, his mouth curling into a sinister grin. “You look like you might need a little help.”

“Why thank you, no. I’m quite fine,” Gertie replied. She tried to step around him but the fox blocked her path.

“No, baby,” he purred, “you don’t seem to understand. See, a big storm is headed this way, and I think it might be better if you hung out in my den until it passes. It’s close by and you’d be safe in there. Why, I’ve even started a nice vegetable soup simmering.”

Gertie, who knew all about the culinary habits of foxes as well as the complex mathematics at the heart of meteorology, peered up into the sky above them.

“A storm, you say?”

“Uh-huh,” the fox replied, not taking his eyes off Gertie. “A big one. Just heard it on the radio. Thunder, lightning, who knows what all. Maybe hail too.”

“Hmm,” she said. “That’s odd. Because given the nature of those clouds up there, the prevailing wind speed, and the currently steady barometric pressure, I’d have concluded . . .”

Off she went on another lecture, this one concerning the history of meteorology from Babylonian times through the mid-twentieth century.

Needless to say, the fox—like the hawk before him—was soon bored to sleep. Gertie again dragged him into the road and continued on her way.

The two-lane highway soon grew into a four-lane highway, and Gertie knew she was drawing still closer. There was more traffic speeding by and more billboards along the side of the road.

While passing beneath an enormous billboard advertising some new kind of bathroom air freshener, Gertie heard a voice call to her.

“Hey! Hey you! Chicken!”

She looked, and in the bushes beneath the billboard she spied the frightened face of an ocelot. This struck her as very strange, so she walked over to him. “I am indeed a chicken,” she said, “but my name’s Gertie.”

“Fine, whatever,” the ocelot said. He sounded out of breath.

“Well, I must say, for an ocelot you certainly seem to be far away from home. Thousands of miles, in fact, from your natural habitat. Are you heading to the city to find your destiny as well?”

“My destiny? Fuck no. I’m trying to escape.”

“Escape?” Gertie asked, startled. “From what?”

The ocelot looked nervously over his shoulder and said, “Some fat bastard named Zimm . . . I’d been locked in that rotten prison of his for two years. It was unimaginably awful. He’d torture us. Every day he’d torture us—or have one of his machines do it. Electricity, cold, starvation. God . . .” The tears welled up in the ocelot’s eyes. “And now he’s after me with his dogs.”

“Torture?” Gertie cried. “But that’s illegal! Aren’t they familiar with the dictates of the Geneva Conventions? It’s quite clear. They aren’t allowed—”

“Look,” the ocelot said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I know is that he was torturing us and that I got away.”

“How’d you do that?”

“It’s like this,” the ocelot began. “One day, okay, I couldn’t take it anymore. So I bit one kid—one of those rotten little monsters always poking at us with sticks and pulling our tails. It was just a nip, mind you, didn’t even draw much blood, but the next thing you know I’m lined up for execution to keep the little shit’s parents from suing.”

“Execution?” Gertie exclaimed. “An ocelot?”

“Yeah, an ocelot. For one little nip. What the fuck do they expect? I’m a goddamn ocelot !”

“Indeed,” Gertie nodded.

“Lucky for me they left me alone in the room for a minute, and I knew how to unlock the window. Next thing I know, I’m running for my life out here. It’s been three days now and I think I might’ve finally shaken them.”

“That’s very good, then. Say, I’m on my way to the city. They’d never look for you there. And I bet an ocelot who knows his way around a lock could find all sorts of gainful employment. Care to come along?”

The ocelot, whose name was Stu, considered this for just a moment, then agreed. He didn’t seem to have much of a choice.

“Along the way, I could explain the development of the polio vaccine, plus if we have time Eliot’s poetics as they relate to his dramatic works.”

Stu looked askance at Gertie and said, “Yeah . . . well . . . I guess I’ll come along anyway.”

“Very good, then. I’m so anxious to talk to people. And ocelots.”

So on the two of them walked and walked, and before long they saw the skyline of the city in the distance.

Gertie (who had been talking almost incessantly) stopped, her tiny black eyes growing wide. “My goodness,” she said. “Would you look at that? Why, I know now how Magellan must have felt.”

“Yeah,” replied Stu, who’d been fighting off the urge to smack the chicken a good one for the past two days. “Me too.”

Once in the city, and right in the middle of a lecture on Louis Sullivan and the invention of the skyscraper—a particularly apt and interesting subject, Gertie thought—Stu made some lame excuse and disappeared down an alley.

“Just as well,” Gertie sighed, as she watched him go. “He didn’t have much to add to the discussion anyway.”

She walked the streets, her beak agape and her eyes wide with awe. Wherever she went, people were talking and working and laughing. Everyone seemed so different. This was indeed where she belonged, instead of that useless barnyard with those dimwitted cackling hens. Such a stifling environment. It was amazing to her that she hadn’t gone mad in all the years she spent there. It was so dry and hollow and dead.

The city, on the other hand, was vibrant and alive. There were words everywhere, and everywhere people were discussing important things: the events of the day, the fluctuating economy, the viable ownership of taxis. Many of the people she saw were announcing their locations into a small device most of them seemed to be carrying.

“I’m on Lexington and Fifty-eighth,” they were saying, “and I’m walking north.” Or, “I’m at the corner of Twenty-third and Seventh.”

“There’s so much whirlwind activity here,” Gertie reasoned, “that it must be very important to announce where you are every few minutes, otherwise you might get lost.”

She spoke to none of them, though. She had tried at first but was ignored. People stepped around her and continued on their way. For the first time in her life she felt intimidated.

She knew everything that was in all of those books back at the barn, it’s true, but those books explained the world as it was up until 1975, when the library had closed. Things had obviously changed a great deal since then.

Gertie knew what she had to do: she had to go to the university. There, they were less concerned with immediacy than with understanding the complex fundamentals of those things that have happened and may yet happen—the sciences, histories, literatures, and philosophies that crafted the world into what it was today.

So she walked and walked some more until she found the university. It was just as she had always dreamed it would be. Students carrying books, people discussing matters of Great Profundity. And the library! Why, the library contained a thousand times as many books as had been in the barn.

How should she approach this? Her immediate impulse was to become a student, to learn all that she could from brilliant professors and the eager, fertile imaginations of the other students. But how to do that? It would cost money, which Gertie, being a runaway chicken, certainly didn’t have.

Perhaps instead, she thought, she could just sit in on classes without telling anyone.

She soon found a stained and discarded course catalog on a bench and began poring over the listings. So many of the choices excited her that she concluded she could stop into most any classroom on the campus and discover something valuable. So she set off to begin her formal education.

In the first classroom she visited, she found an elderly professor with a long white beard berating his students for their inability to construct a complete and coherent written sentence.

With a deep and sorrowful sigh, the professor said, “All right, I guess we have to start all over from the beginning. Again. Who can tell me what a noun is?” He waited expectantly, but the students only stared at him, dead-eyed.

“This certainly is not the place for me,” Gertie thought to herself. “I would learn no more here than I would have if I’d stayed at the farm.”

She went to another building and into another classroom, where a younger professor was lecturing on applied integral calculus. Or claimed to be lecturing on applied integral calculus, anyway. Mostly he was talking about baseball. He wasn’t applying integral calculus to baseball either—he was just talking about baseball.

Once again, Gertie left the room in a huff. “If he wants to lecture about baseball, he should teach a class on baseball and drop the charade,” she thought.

The third classroom was the final straw. During a single, hour-long lecture, an alleged professor of eighteenth-century European history made (by Gertie’s count) thirteen blatant mistakes, yet he passed them along to his students as hard facts. Names, dates, locations—all wrong. And not just simple, innocent mistakes. Big ones. The group of dullards sitting in the lecture hall (who clearly hadn’t done that week’s reading) never questioned or corrected him. They just copied everything down in their notebooks.

Gertie, unable to contain herself any longer, finally blurted out from the back of the lecture hall, “I can’t believe how wrong you are!”

The professor stopped in mid-sentence, and all the eyes in the classroom turned to focus on the chicken sitting in the back.

“Excuse me?” the professor said, his annoyance undisguised.

“First of all, mink farms did not represent twelve percent of France’s gross national product in 1716. Second, Richard Wagner, who, mind you, wasn’t born until 1813, was not inspired to become a composer after seeing a cartoon show, and third—”

“Hold on a second,” the professor snapped, putting an abrupt halt to Gertie’s tirade. “Hey guys,” he said, addressing the students, “who are you gonna listen to? Me, the professor with the degree, or, like, a talking chicken?”

All the students roared with laughter and Gertie, believing neither her eyes nor her ears, stomped from the room in a fury.

“Idiots!” she thought. “All of them! Worse than those chickens!”

She was quickly growing discouraged. This was what passed for higher education? Ridiculous. Why, she could do a much better job than what she was finding here.

Then she had an idea. Why not do a better job? Instead of being a student, she should get a job on the faculty!

She marched over to the administration building and took an elevator to the office of the university president.

She walked into the office, eyes still blazing, and strode up to the receptionist’s desk.

She hopped atop the desk and told the secretary, “I would like to see the university president, please.”
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