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For Sylvia


“My glory was fresh in me, and my bow was renewed in my hand.”

–JOB 29:20



PART ONE
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Listen, before Hark, was it ever harder to be human? Was it ever harder to believe in our world?

The weather made us wonder. The markets had, the wars.

The rich had stopped pretending they were just the best of us, and not some utterly other form of life. The rest, the most, could glimpse their end on Earth, in the parched basins and roiling seas, but could not march against their masters. They slaughtered each other instead, retracted into glowing holes.

Hark glowed, too.

He came to us and was golden-y.

It wasn’t that Hark had the answer.

It was more that he didn’t.

All he possessed, he claimed, were a few tricks, or tips, to help people focus. At work. At home. Out for coffee with a client, or a friend.

(Listen, before Hark, was it ever harder to find focus?)

Hark gathered his tips together, called it mental archery. Pretty silly, he liked to say.

But some knew better. Some were certain he had a secret, a mystery, a miracle. For what was mental archery but the essence of Hark, and what was the essence of Hark but love?

In this hurt world, how could that hurt?

The hunters of meaning had found no meaning. The wanters of dreams were dreamless. Many now drifted toward Hark Morner.

This is, like, the backstory.

The front story is about a bunch of people and a movement they launched under the banner of Hark, a movement that maybe meant nothing at all. Or maybe it did mean something. It’s tough to tell. The past is tricky, often half hidden, like a pale, flabby young man flung naked into a crowded square. The past doesn’t stand there, grant ganders. The past clasps its crotch, scurries for the cover of stanchions, benches.

History hides. That’s its job. It hides behind other history.

Fraz Penzig, one of the front-story people, knows all about it. He used to teach some history, though he hasn’t taught it in a while, not since the middle school cut staff by a third. His wife, Tovah, told him that life is not a zero-sum game, but Fraz senses that if it were, he would be the zero sum.

Lucky for him that Tovah is still employed.

He’s grateful for the medical, though he happens to have his health at the moment. Not that it’s something you can ever truly own, or bequeath, like a house, or a houseboat, or a parcel of land in the hills, but Fraz does have his health.

Oh, maybe he feels frail on occasion, a tad pulped, bones shot, frequently fevered, on the verge of the verge of death, but make no mistake, he’s hardy. His twinges, his spasms, his stabby aches, they’re chronic, like all the other minor hurts, the gym injuries, the sprains achieved mysteriously on the can.

He’s terminal, but not quite near the terminus.

Like when he had that raisin on his head, went to the raisin doctor.

“It’s nothing,” the doctor said.

“Nothing?”

“I mean it’s something. It’s just what people get. On the way down. You want I light-saber that bad boy off?”

Also, forty-six years on this hard turd of a world and Fraz’s mind is still, by his lights, pure silk. He knows younger types already fried, or brined, not just with drugs or booze, but merely from rising in the morning, moving about in their private biospheres of panic and decay, the hours at work, the hours of work at home, the hours of work with spouses, fathers, mothers, children, the stresses laced into the simplest tasks, the fight-or-flight responses to kitchen appliances, not to mention the mighty common domes, with which the individual bubbles Venn: the fouled sky, the polluted food, the pharma-fed rivers full of sad-eyed Oxytrout, the jeans on outlet shelves in their modalities of size—skinny fit, classic fit, fat shepherd fit, all dyed a deep cancer blue. And the wave rot, of course, the pixel-assisted suicide, the screens, the screens, the screens.

Yes, Fraz is lucky, privileged, if you please, not just to be alive but to still live here, his locus, his home grove, the city that never sleeps, but paces its garret in a nervous rage, the city of his kin.

Once he had some vague ambitions, semi-valuable skills. Now he tutors schoolkids part-time, does favors for an old friend of his late father.

He’s also lucky Tovah’s affections don’t hinge on his ability to generate revenue. Or maybe her affections hinge on nothing now.

But fie on such wallow-world musings. Fie on these flurries of own-negs. Today he will shrug off the cape of self-hate. Fraz has upsides. He’s a doting father. He’s one of Hark’s apostles. He spreads the word. Also, he’s rich in nutrients, solid from the gym, with, despite a certain overspreading doughiness, some noteworthy detail on his tris and delts. Truth is, he’d rather be a male waif, but he got Jewed (he can say it) on the genetics. His narrow band of endomorphic choice will always come down to this: lard barn or semi-cut chunk.

Today he’s headed downtown for a meeting with the mental archery brain trust: Kate Rumpler, the young heiress who funds their institute; Teal Baker-Cassini, the discipline’s leading intellectual light; and Hark Morner himself, their radiant, inscrutable guru. They will take their booth at the Chakra Khan, sip kale-and-peppermint toddies. They have much to discuss. Demonstration videos. Scheduled appearances. The True Arrow, a new feed on Hark Hub.

Fraz wishes they could meet at a coffee bar, or a full-service bar, or a full-service meat cart. He likes the street meat, the tangy skewers. He doesn’t mind the toddies. But the candles, the garden scents, menace his dainty machismo.

Listen, such are the sacrifices one makes for the cause, for mental archery, for love.
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Today, Hark and Fraz ride north toward some bluffs above the Hudson.

Pickering, New York, once the largest manufacturer of frozen waffles in the country, has invited Hark to speak on the rudiments of mental archery. Near the town an ancient billboard juts from a cliff. Boys in earth-tone plastic helmets clutch honey-brown, frost-stippled discs. The tagline reads: GENTLEMEN, START YOUR TOASTERS. Fraz recalls this ad campaign from his childhood, though he remembers it as “Gentlemen, Start Your Waffles.” Could the company have survived longer with his version? Fraz berates himself for foolish speculation, then berates his inner berater for stifling winsome or playful thoughts, for from such lazy perambulations through the noggin’s grottoes profundity can effloresce—ideation’s lush, dark bloom.

But now he’s thinking too much. Clumps of overthought thoughts accrue, cloud him.

Fraz switches to a vacant setting, watches the roadside world slide by: fields, houses, malls, rivers, malls.

In mental archery, this is called unstringing your bow.

Hark unstrings his bow a lot. Falls into silence, self. Fraz turns from the window to study Hark, the soft electrics of those gold-flecked green eyes, the ninja sinews in his neck, the spiky, creamy meringue of his hair. Sometimes Hark appears born of a fabled tribe from a fold in space. Today he’s a young man on a bus. He hunches, scribbles in a battered, yellow journal.

When Hark does speak, his voice is an enchanted river with roars and hushes and thick, crystal swerves. It carves a course for Fraz to follow, to flow toward, out from his fetid backwaters, his brack stink.

Fraz met Hark by chance in a bookstore. He’d ducked in out of the summer heat to kill time before a tutoring gig. The streets were a hot, greasy griddle, and Fraz was bent on the assassination of a tiny segment of time.

Also, he wanted a book. He was depressed about the political situation and he wanted a book that was either about the political situation or not about the political situation at all. This book would either explain with unerring exactitude the intractable shittiness of the political situation, or it would transport him to another place, a magical forest of shittinesslessness, for example, or perhaps transport him to another time, a time that did not flinch in the face of Fraz’s determination to kill it, that did not almost literally (but not, obviously, literally) fall to its knees (if time can be said to have knees, which surely it can’t) and beg for its feckless life.

Yes, he was depressed. Or was he just sensitive? Maybe his was the reasonable response to the situations, the political situation, the economic situation, the situations at home with Tovah and the kids. Or, to bring it into Harkian focus a bit more, the Tovah situation. What was actually, probably, literally known to Tovah as the Fraz situation.

One had to seize perspective on these things.

He could sense Tovah’s displeasure, her weariness. The qualities in Fraz she once claimed to adore were maybe not such adorable qualities anymore.

He wanted a book to tell him what to do about all these situations. He knew there were books like this, though he’d never read them. But he didn’t see any books in the bookstore. He saw a man instead, and a dozen other people in metal chairs. A hand-lettered sign on the table read: MENTAL ARCHERY WITH HARK MORNER.

A pile of stapled pamphlets lay beside it.

Fraz took a seat as Hark spoke in his freshwater voice, riverine and delicious, about the force of an imaginary arrow.

And Fraz, a fellow who really hadn’t been able to focus on anything for too long, not for years—not since preparing history quizzes for his pupils (Who led the Swedish intervention in the Thirty Years’ War? When considering the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, how would one define a shirtwaist?)—began to focus. The situations, the perspectives, they retreated from what he was often hesitant to call his mind.

If this was not the answer, perhaps it was the path to one. He would follow in this young man’s footsteps, like the boy in the snow behind that good Bohemian king, as long as the king wasn’t the other kind of Bohemian. Fraz’s artsy days were done.

What had Hark said that made all the difference?

Hark said “Boy.” Hark said “Space.” Hark said “Apple.”

Hark said “Time.”

Someday soon you, too, will understand.



“I’m Meg Kenny,” the woman at the Pickering station says. “We’re so happy you decided to come.”

Why do people greet Hark this way? Yes, they have decided to come, for the money, of course, for the opportunity to share Hark’s techniques and maybe to rescue the audience from the happiness hustler or protein priest who might arrive in their stead.

Meg steers Hark to her car. Fraz follows with the gear, the bow in its canvas sleeve, a shiny cloth quiver with a few arrows, some pamphlets, a ripe Fuji apple for the William Tell portion. Mental archery requires no actual archery, but the bow proves a vital prop, as well as an effective transitional object for beginners. The arrows are for show, or maybe—and Fraz hopes the day never comes—for a feeble try at self-defense. You can’t pierce much with flat tips. Stun a pigeon, perhaps.

Meg drives along worn streets lined with vintage waffle boom houses. They cruise past a structure of wood and glass whose canted roof, with its rows of pegs, suggests, not subtly, the hatches of a Belgian iron. The garage of another home curves into the shape of a syrup jug. They zag into a main square, park near a bronze statue, a bewigged fellow in colonial dress.

“Who’s that?” Fraz says.

“Who?”

“The statue guy.”

“Who cares?” Meg says.

She seems less hostile than depleted.

“I do. A little.”

“I’m sure there’s a plaque.”

They stare at the statue.

“I’m sorry. That was damaged of me,” Meg says.

“Pardon?”

“The statue is Hector Pickering. Born and raised here. Fought in the Continental Army. Hanged as a spy by the British, though there is no evidence he was a spy. His last words, in fact, were ‘There is no evidence I am a spy.’ ”

“The town is named for him?” Fraz says.

“No, for his father. A landowner named Priam Pickering.”

“You’re really up on the history.”

“I’m the town historian. I’m also chief clerk and cultural coordinator. When we had a decent budget, we used to bring exciting people here.”

“Thanks,” Hark says.

“He speaks!” Meg says to Fraz. “Sorry. It’s been a tough spring. Todd left me for that cunt at the flower shop.”

“You should try to forget Todd,” Hark says. “The lean dog, the hungry dog, will soon claim him.”

“The hungry dog? What is that? Are you some kind of soothsayer? You do tarot, too? I hope this isn’t what your talk is about.”

“Not at all,” Fraz says. “Hark has a very serious message.”

“I’m trying to help people focus.”

“Focus on what?”

“He doesn’t do what. What drives hearts apart.”

Hark jerks in his seat, flicks his fingernail a few times against the dashboard.

“He’s antsy,” Fraz says. “Let’s get going.”

“Fine,” Meg says. “I could use some focus anyway. Meanwhile, I’ve got paperwork for you. Then we can set you up in the space. Did you bring books to sell?”

“Pamphlets,” Hark says.

“Priam Pickering wrote pamphlets. Mostly about how to detect biscuit theft among servants. They’re on display.”

“These are probably a little different,” Fraz says.

An hour later Hark stands in the shade of a band shell. Was there ever a band? Not in many years, Fraz guesses. The audience looks old, slumped in varying stages of rheumatoid torment on the wooden slats of their chairs. Retirees. The last generation permitted to retire. They’ve come to listen to a fervid man from the metropolis, his canary-yellow chambray shirt dark with a zealot’s sweat.

“. . . And so to reiterate: The targets, which are your work goals, your life goals, your spiritual goals, may always shift. But once a master archer, a true disciple of, say, the bow wielder Ashur, chief god of the Assyrians, or of Apollo and Diana—mythical figures your Priam and Hector Pickering would have read about in their Greek primers—you will always remember to anticipate. One aims at the future, but not a static future. One shoots where the stag, the target, one’s chance for fulfillment, are about to appear. You lead your prey. You don’t dress for the job you want. You dress for the job your child will someday be denied. A glass tureen of sour-cherry soup slides off the table and you catch it, centimeters from the floor. How did you do that? The body anticipates. The body remembers. The body is drenched in sour-cherry soup. Because all time is now. But you must let yourself feel it. If you stop shouting, if you grow silent, easeful, the body will launch the spirit’s shaft true. To save his son, William Tell did not shoot an arrow at an apple, which probably, in an age before genetically modified crops, was a pretty scrawny piece of fruit. All Tell did was reach out and gently tap the apple from the top of his son’s head. Can you understand this? Focus does not mean to simply gawk at something. It is to transform it. Tell knew this. And it has nothing to do with your tools. The English used the long bow and revolutionized war. The Mongols used a short bow and also revolutionized war. Size matters, but only the size of your patience. Your attention. The size of your ability to refuse mere perception, to refuse the given, to refuse the boon, as the poet said. It has nothing to do with archery, really. Archery is a metaphor. We could easily be talking about volleyball, or handcrafted butterscotch. But better we talk about the bow. It is primal. And so are the fears we must vanquish to live the lives we deserve.”

Hark swivels from the lectern, raises his bow to the sun.

“I have pamphlets for sale.”

The applause is florid, bone weak. Hark takes questions, signs autographs for the throng. Fraz hovers about, throng management.

“I’m not sure I grokked it all,” a withered woman tells Hark, “but it’s wonderful. You are wonderful. We need this. My family needs this. My grandson is on all these drugs for his ADHD and he still can’t focus. And my daughter, with all her hot and cold yoga and big talk about mindfulness, she just stands around in the kitchen texting and posting on her phone all day. You should see her face when she does it. Her jaw all slack like a junkie.”

“Very philosophical,” calls a man with a cane. “And none of that Continental balderdash!”

“He’s so strikingly handsome,” a woman in line says to Fraz. “I feel better from listening to him. More focused!”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Fraz says.

“I’m a senior citizen, so I have no trepidation telling you that you yourself are not handsome.”

“I admire your lack of trepidation,” Fraz says.

A man about seventy, with a long white filament of hair that sprouts from the meat of his nose, seizes Hark’s wrist, remarks upon the plenitude of carp in nearby streams. He mentions the make and model of his bow, offers to guide Hark if he ever returns to town.

Fraz watches, frightened of his urge to tug at the strand of hair.

“I’ve never hunted,” Hark says. “Thanks for the invitation, but like I said, my archery is a metaphor.”

“Can’t eat a metaphor,” the man says. “Can’t freeze it in the basement for winter.”

“My father once told me something similar.”

“Smart man. What kind of bow did he use?”

“He used a police service revolver. He hunted people.”

Most balk at this, Hark’s stock reply about his detective father, but the man gives a grave nod, as though now that the subject of stalking human game has been broached, they may speak as honest men.

Fraz’s phone vibrates, a private number.

“You can hack that,” the man says to Fraz. “See who’s calling.”

“Oh, no, thank you.”

“Ignorance is bliss, huh?”

“Information has buried us.”

“I’ll tell you,” the man says. “Looking back, over the years, there were times I could have used a lot more information.”

He pinches the silky white strand from his nose, winces, drapes it on Fraz’s shoulder.

“Noticed you eyeing it.”

Meg taps Fraz’s arm.

“We need to get you guys to the station.”

The train is late. They buy iced chais, sit on nifty trapezoidal benches.

“Your talk,” Meg says. “It was terrific. It really addressed some of my personal struggles.”

“Okay,” Hark says.

“The audience loved it. Mrs. Lawrence said she already felt the power of focus, as you called it.”

“I didn’t call it that.”

“She said she felt better about recently discovering her late husband had cheated on her. I told her not so fast. I told her about Todd. I know I told you about Todd.”

“The flower shop.”

“I guess it wasn’t cheating at first. We have an open thing. But the rule is: No feelings. You married?”

“No,” Hark says.

“No? A catch like you? Ever get lonely?”

“It’s no matter. I’m devoted to helping people through mental archery now.”

“I’m married,” Fraz says.

“Good for you,” Meg says.

“But who knows?”

“Who knows what?”

“It’s rocky. Marriages are difficult. Sometimes. Or maybe not really.”

“Whoever she is,” Meg says, “hold on to her. It would be a disaster for you out there.”

“Out where?” Fraz says.

“Anyway, Hark. You really are something. I’m just honored to be sitting here with you.”

“Thanks.”

“God,” Meg says. “I think my blood sugar is dropping. I should get a bar or something. This happens to me. I’m usually laden with snacks. Energy bars. Trail mix. But today when I left the house I was . . . unladen.”

“Go ahead and get something,” Fraz says. “We’re fine.”

“No, I can wait,” Meg says. “I don’t want to leave Hark by himself.”

“He’s not by himself,” Fraz says.

“Next time we drive,” Hark says.

They sit in silence and it reminds Fraz of that faraway time, earlier in the day, when they stared at the statue.

“Priam Pickering,” Fraz says. “You don’t meet people with first names like that anymore.”

“No, now they’re named Todd. Todd’s father was a manager at the factory. Mine worked the batter vats.”

“Gentlemen, start your waffles.”

“I really need that bar now. I feel faint.”

“Go ahead,” Fraz says.

“No,” Meg says. “Hark, tell me more about William Tell.”



Back in the city, Hark and Fraz hike down Broadway to Kate’s. The doorman deals them his usual smug nod. They’re the strange dudes with the odd hours. Though Hark is the official houseguest, Fraz floats back his best freeloader scumbag grin, an ancient reflex.

Up in the plushness, Hark unpacks his gear.

Fraz would love to lounge with Hark on one of Kate’s austere midcentury armchairs with a glass of Scotch and some Mahler or Debussy, or maybe a little West Coast jazz, on the stereo. A soothing and sophisticated close to the evening. But Hark dislikes classical, and jazz, both coasts. Inland, too. Hark disdains most music, really. Choral is okay.

Fraz turns on the TV. A blindfolded man waist-deep in a river grapples with a giant catfish. Numerals tick on the screen.

“Heck,” the voice-over says, “I was pretty sure that catfish was going to gobble my freaking arm. And you can’t see it, but the slimy bastard crapped on me.”

“I hear America singing,” Fraz says.

“You do?” Hark says.

“No, I just mean . . . forget it.”

“You know I’m bad with the sardonic. Or was it sarcastic?”

“I wonder where Kate is,” Fraz says.

“She’s out tonight. You can leave now. I’m fine here. Go home to your wife and kids.”

“I can stay.”

“Please, just go. I’m tired. And turn this horrible show off.”

Fraz holds out the remote, taps the screen dead.

“Okay, then,” he says. “I’m tutoring for a few days this week, but I’ll call tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“Well, that was fun today.”

“We did the work,” Hark says.

“That Meg woman really liked you.”

“How so? She doesn’t know me.”

“You’re right. Maybe I mean she liked your message.”

That’s not what Fraz means, but it’s hard to talk about ordinary feelings or observations with Hark. To suggest that someone might be attracted to Hark in a carnal fashion seems near apostasy, though there is no ostensible reason for it, nothing in the pamphlets. It’s just Hark’s natural stiffness, a trait that maybe gets mistaken for purity, earns him the trust of his disciples. Or perhaps it is, in fact, a sign of something noble, ascetic. Maybe Fraz is too impure to know the difference.

“There is no message,” Hark says now. “As you know. But perhaps she will help us in our endeavor to share my techniques with others.”

“Perhaps so.”

“I am comfortable with uncertainty. You might learn to be as well.”

Home, in bed with Tovah, Fraz dreams of Meg. The town guide chews on her arm to get her blood sugar up, scales the statue of Priam Pickering, peers up at the sky.

“Hark!” she says. “Where are you, my love? Why have you forsaken me?”

It’s one of those dreams where Fraz retains partial creative control.

“That’s great, Meg!” he calls from a canvas director’s chair perched high above, beyond, or beside the dream. Keep rolling, keep streaming. Welcome to the new night logic. Cue Mahler, and the major West Coast catfish noodlers. Cue that cunt Todd from the flower shop.

Let fall your quiver, my children, quiet your mind, unstring your bow, fly forth, forever unfletched.
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Tovah’s on the train with the twins. She sits between them, keeps them yoked in relatively loose, pro-wrestler choke holds. They are temporarily immobilized and thus unable to assault each other or fellow riders, both of which are distinct possibilities with these maniacs, especially this morning. Meanwhile, she texts emendations to her supervisor’s proposal to the provisional head of development at the Blended Learning Enhancement Project. Her supervisor, Cal Kronstadt, possesses what Tovah knows the business community deems leadership qualities, meaning he’s equal parts fool and lout, a human facsimile on a ceaseless quest to collect his salary and cover his butt.

Apropos of which, the reason she’s here on the subway restraining her kids in semilegal grappler grips, instead of already at her desk, is because one or both of her children have, as she put it as concisely as she could on the phone to the doctor, “concerns of the ass.” More specifically, ass worms. Tovah may have ass worms, too. What happened was that all of their assholes started to itch and Tovah looked this symptom up, discovered a detailed photograph of a hairy, nearly microscopic worm. Somebody had earned enough trust from this creature to achieve a lively, candid shot as the critter regarded the camera with unamused scorn, mostly expressed through what Tovah supposed were eyes but on further inspection might have been anal orifices themselves. Tovah tried to call Fraz but hasn’t been able to reach him. He could be tutoring, or doing a favor for Mr. Dersh, or, most likely, cleaning and jerking, perhaps at the gym, more likely at home.

The twins’ noses nearly touch in Tovah’s double clinch.

“Jesus, Mom, stop, let me go!” David says.

“Seriously,” says Lisa.

“Hush it, guys!”

The names of her children sometimes embarrass Tovah. They were Fraz’s idea. He had declared himself the creative one, which is how people (men) describe themselves when they aren’t the competent ones. Tovah has a degree in poetry and two chapbooks, even if that was a thousand lives ago, but somehow he bulldozed her on the kids’ names.

Fraz fretted, as he explained at the time, that what you called your children made your aesthetic too visible. You had to be clever. You could give them names culled from your particular ethnic tradition, or the names of major martyrs, or storied boroughs, neighborhoods. Tremont and Sunnyside were possibilities. You could also bestow family monikers. Tovah wanted to call the boy Jonah, after her uncle, and the girl Sarah. But Fraz insisted there was another familial tradition to uphold. His father, Frank Penzig, had named his son after an incident in which he misheard a page at the airport. He could have sworn the woman was saying “Fraz Penzig, please come to gate number five.” Fraz’s father had been bold and imaginative enough, Fraz told Tovah, to remember that moment in the Pan Am departure lounge and celebrate its uncanniness by naming his only child “Fraz.” But what was uncanny about it? Tovah had studied the uncanny, written an undergraduate paper on the manifestations of das Unheimliche in sitcoms of the late 1980s. Frank had just misheard an airport announcement. What was uncanny about being a half-deaf doof?

Meanwhile, Fraz decided to honor his father by rebuke, bless his twins with top picks from Fraz’s birth year, 1969, the kinds of names he would most likely have received if sired by a less inspired or perhaps less hearing-impaired man. David and Lisa was also the title of a tragic, popular 1962 film about mental illness. Penzig men: always hovering just outside of an inside joke they have played on themselves.

Tovah loosens her choke grips. The twins flop back in their seats, rub their necks, groan. They peer about the car for pitying looks, or perhaps an undercover agent from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Bitchfuck Moms to bust their mother for abuse. But the other riders, ingrates, ignore them. Grown-ups are sick, thinks Lisa, and maybe David does, too, since their eight-year-old twin minds beam thoughts and emotions back and forth, or at least that’s what it feels like, or what people tell them it’s supposed to feel like.

Tovah asks her children if their assholes still itch.

“Not as much,” David says.

“Not as much,” Lisa says, mimics the high, sweet tone of her brother’s voice, reaches out for a nasty flick of his earlobe.

“Mom! She’s bullying me. Like a predator! Stop predating me!”

“Live with it,” Lisa says. “I came out first.”

“Both of you, stop at once!”

Tovah’s itch is faint at best. Could it be that new cheap detergent Fraz bought, so proud of his thrift? She never did see a worm, except in the photograph. But it looked so real and wanting to nestle in the rectums of her family. Did she overreact? How can an overworked working mother overreact? The intestinal canals of your precious spawn teem with maggots, your husband slacks off on a job that barely keeps him in breath mints and your dolt of a supervisor gets promoted based on your due diligence. Overreaction is an impossibility. Mothers don’t even empty machine pistols into middle school playgrounds. Those jobs are controlled by the Young (Disturbed) Boy Network.

Maybe the doctor will have some cold, soothing cream. A nice, cooling ointment or salve in her butt could absolve this galling day, so long as Fraz doesn’t figure it for a goddamn invitation.
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Kate Rumpler settles into her business class seat, cradles the cooler on her knees.

“Excuse me,” the flight steward says.

He wears a minuscule arrow-shaped stud in his nose.

“Yes?”

“Would you like me to help you store that in the overhead bin?”

“Bin?”

“The case. On your lap.”

“It’s a cooler,” Kate says.

“Funny, it really does look like a cooler.”

“That’s what it is. And it can’t go in the bin. Can’t leave my person.”

“What do you have in there?”

Kate nods at the stickers on the lid.

“Oh, wow. Do you have harvested organs in there?”

“People love that word.”

“What word? ‘Organs’?”

“ ‘Harvest.’ ‘Harvested.’ ”

“You got a liver in there? The way I hit the pisco sours last night, I’m definitely going to need one soon.”

“No livers today. Just bone marrow.”

“Does it pay well?”

“It’s volunteer.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“I like your nose stud.”

“Well, archery is just a metaphor.”

Kate nods.

“Could be butterscotch,” she says.

The steward winks, passes Kate a few extra packets of party mix.

“On me. Enjoy. Relax. Unstring.”

After the steward leaves, Kate spreads a napkin on the top of the cooler and pours out the party mix, sorts the debris, crumbled cheese twists, pretzel splinters, tortilla shards. She neatens her heaps until it all resembles a tiny industrial dump site. But edible. Though she’d never eat it.

Kate has many names for the marrow. Maybe today it’s the marinade, the gravy, the gruel, the bloody goddess, the hema goblin, the caviar, the soul paste, the crude. Or perhaps it’s the Ronko, the root juice, the marbled Juan, the one percent, the Roman senator, the traveling salesman, red river, red rider, hip spooge.

She never knows the lives she saves. All the information is protected. Kate only ever knows the cities and, if she desires, and Nestor, the coordinator, is in a weak ethical state, the results. Usually she delivers life, unless she misses a connection, in which case she delivers nonlife. Kate takes comfort in the starkness of that. Her troubles, she has come to believe, stem from being too enamored of the non-stark.

Kate began to carry the coolers after a court acquitted her of manslaughter. A kind of penance, though she never felt much guilt. The man slaughtered, Uncle Conrad, had been her father’s business partner and mother’s paramour toward the end of America’s long boom. Years later, in Ann Arbor, the night before her cousin’s wedding, he’d knocked on Kate’s hotel room door, tottered forth in a seethe of gin, muttered something about the “moist splendor” of Kate’s mother’s “sex, circa 1985.” He licked Kate’s face with his salmon-brown tongue, pinched her breasts.

“I watched these melons grow,” he said. “Like a fucking farmer, I watched.”

“Conrad!” Kate said. “Stop!”

The old man was too big to bat away. Kate broke free, retreated. He cornered her with a mating call of gargled phlegm. Kate lowered her shoulders, rocketed out of her squat, cracked him in the chest with the heels of her palms. Uncle Conrad flopped back onto the carpet and his fine-veined, feather-fluff skull stove upon the brass knob doorstop that jutted from the floor. The old gropist had expired, according to the coroner’s report, “slightly before instantly.” The long boom was a sudden bust.

In the quaint jargon of her lawyer, Kate missed prison by a “twat follicle.” Her mother’s hostile testimony, with claims that her hussy of a daughter had harbored designs on her former flame, might have proven disturbingly suasive to some American juries, but this dozen had surmised there was not quite a person inside Mrs. Rumpler’s stunning floral print wraps. Kate’s father proved a heatless sort who, when queried about his personal values, quoted Rilke on marriage—all that guardian-of-solitude gark—and ancient Chinese naval tracts on life in general.

The trial confirmed Kate’s early suspicions: Her mother had never loved her and she’d never been a daddy’s girl.

Soon after the trial, the Rumplers crashed their Piper Aztec in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. It seemed preordained, or maybe just ordained, or perhaps merely evocative, as Kate had spent years scrunched up in Rumpler hobby planes. Now she was twenty-nine and had inherited from her inheritor progenitors enough money to live however she wanted.

The courier program seemed like a virtuous hobby while she figured out what this particular however entailed. But lately she’s decided to stop the steady runs. Since she stumbled onto some crude early videos of Hark, Kate’s life has commenced a slow, enormous pivot. She might possess most everything, but Hark seems to have seized on something crucial, elusive.

Yes, mental archery might smack of gimmick, and even Hark, once in a while, pokes fun at the dour mien of his acolytes, but that’s just his playful surface nature, for he’s dead serious underneath, and the only truth that matters is that out on her mat, stringing or unstringing her bow, or holding a pose like Rainforest Hunt or Arc of Totality, her body stretched and coiled at once, her skin slippery with a light coat of cleansing sweat, her mind at peaceful communion with a chorus of cosmic vectors, Kate achieves a serene and exalted state that neither her mother’s delusional jealousy nor her father’s pill-distant disdain could ever wither or shame. Her focus shatters the hurt.

There is no question about putting her wealth at Hark’s disposal. Too much is at stake. You have the state of the world, for starters. Forget about the falcon not hearing the falconer. These days the falconer just totally ignores the falcon, checks celebrity news on his phone. The poor falcon soars around forsaken, bereft, eats spoiled bratwurst discarded on a rooftop, pukes. Or that’s how Fraz framed the situation at a recent meeting.

“It’s from a famous poem.”

“I don’t remember the sausages,” Teal said.

“Tovah liked to recite it to our twins when they were little.”

“Sounds snuggly.”

Kate laughed, as she does at about half of what Teal says. The other half she maybe resents, for even in her old college friend’s compliments lie buried accusations about Kate’s privilege. Still, they are buddies for life, vowed it on graduation day, always an odd, semi-feigned drama with them, a treasure, a curse.

“Falcons,” Hark said. “That’s good. I like falcons. As long as it’s all about focus. As long as we don’t lose focus on focus.”

Hark is always focused on focus. Others speak of what mental archery might mean for politics, for communities, for resistance against the forces of distraction and atomization, forces which Teal, former Fulbright scholar and ex-con, says reside at the core of oppression and imminent environmental collapse. Kate’s more drawn to fragile and private spheres, a caseworker approach. She wants to heal the world one broken person at a time. They argue tactics, but never with severity. Hark stands apart from such discussions, refuses to claim any grand purpose for mental archery.

It’s better that way. They can stay on task, as Teal likes to put it, produce the videos, maintain the Website and mailing lists, travel with Hark to his talks and sessions, protect him from spiritual mashers, push for small-market radio, craft the book pitch. Marketing, Kate supposes you’d call it, and if that word sounds cynical for something as holy as mental archery, only the process is tainted.

The message, which does not officially exist, is pure.

Now the plane banks into what the pilot describes over the intercom as their initial descent into Chicago. The napkin with her party-mix heaps slides across the cooler top. Soon, the pilot says, they will commence their final descent. When does the initial descent blur into the final? Somewhere in your mid-forties, Kate figures. She has less than a decade. Not much time.

Strawberry jam, strawberry sturgeon, the shortcake, the hot shot, the cream of bone, the inside scoop.

O’Hare is murder when you’ve got the marrow.
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Today’s tutee’s cleft hand is a lump with a pointer finger, nubs cousinish to thumbs, but he can hold a pencil, which he uses now to circle sentences in the textbook spread before him. He hunches with Fraz at an antique oak desk in an ornate study on Park Avenue.

“This clause is trippy,” the tutee says. “I don’t get it at all.”

“Let me see.”

Rich kids with deformities fascinate Fraz. Their blights are an extra injustice, a cosmic prank. Will this lad with the congenital mishap ever get to rev a custom-built Ducati, or grip the till of a teak-decked daysailer? Will he be welcomed by handsome and ravishing peers, invited to caress fellow trust fund vaginas and penises with his raw, scaly permafist? It’s all so splendid and poignant.

Fraz hates rich people because he believes in his heart they are better. Most people won’t acknowledge this fact, think they’re equal to the rich, just unlucky for now. If the majority ever susses out the truth—that the wealthiest have evolved, by dint of breeding advantages and technology, into a smarter, sleeker, more disease-resistant caste—there will be a bloodbath. Fraz hopes it’s a bubble bloodbath. He’s got a towel picked out.

Right now, though, Fraz must buckle down, guide his young charge through pedagogical thickets. He’s distracted by the boy’s shirt, which bears this rebus: a decal of a truck, followed by a human ear set in parentheses, a sketch of a clothes iron and the letter y. Fraz, a T-shirt connoisseur, does not approve.

“Truck ear irony?” Fraz says.

“The ear means ‘sounds like,’ ” the boy says.

“Truck fear irony?”

“As in ‘sounds like truck,’ ” the boy says. “As in ‘fuck irony.’ Is it that difficult?”

“For me,” Fraz says. “Do you know what irony is?”

“It’s bad,” says the boy. “It means you don’t care.”

“Who told you that?”

“My wellness teacher.”

“Your wellness teacher is wrong. Your wellness teacher sounds like a font of illness. Irony, kid, means you care too much.”

“Liar!” the boy says.

“But it’s true.”

“It’s not.”

“On the other hand, look at your hand.”

“My what?” the boy says.

“No Ducati, buddy.”

“Excuse me?”

“Like, you can afford it. But can you rev it?”

“I don’t know what you are saying, but I do know you can’t talk to me this way.”

“What do you mean? I’m trying to assuage.”

“What does ‘assuage’ mean?”

“It’s on the vocab sheet.”

“Mother!”

“I think we can stop for today,” Fraz says. “You’re really on top of the material. You don’t even need a tutor.”

“Don’t come back.”

“I understand completely.”



Fraz the Castoff wanders the avenues, crosses to a commercial street, a bistro with a bar.

“I’m Tommy,” the bartender says. “I’ll be your bartender.”

It seems obvious that Tommy will be his bartender. Fraz resigns himself to industry etiquette, the catalogue of inanities which includes the dread question “Are you still working on that?” and this courtesy of utmost insincerity: “Take your time.”

Fraz orders a sexy new stout from Vermont, peers up at the TV. Ball game graphics zoom, burst. The home team ace hasn’t allowed a hit in six innings.

“Fella’s got a no-no going,” Fraz says.

“You just fucking jinxed it,” Tommy the bartender says, a bitter curl to his lip.

“Hardly,” Fraz says, or maybe lectures, overspill from his tutoring session. “I think that’s just the teammates and the announcers who have to keep quiet when there’s a no-hitter going. Surely we here in this remote location may sing of impending glory.”

“If you say so.”

A sharp crack sounds from the TV. The visiting team’s designated hitter, a pasty behemoth, has smacked one over the high blue wall. The bartender regards Fraz’s nearly full pint glass.

“Still working on that?”

“I’m still drinking it, if that’s what you mean.”

The bartender snatches the glass away, pours the stout down a sink, plops a bar rag down near Fraz’s folded hands.

“I need to know,” Fraz says. “Do you really believe I had something to do with that home run?”

“It’s not about what I believe.”

“But it is.”

“You’re not welcome here.”

“I would never return anyway,” Fraz says. “It’s random I’m here in the first place.”

“You say that now,” the bartender says, runs the flat of his hand through his brush cut. “But a day will come. It always does. You’ll be shit out of luck. You’ll be in Shitsville. Or Fuckberg. Or Anal Fissure Township. Or Anal Fissure Heights. One of those municipalities. Just looking for respite. For a soft place to lay your ugly head. But there will be no respite. There will be no room at the inn.”

“Excuse me?”

“And the stable will not be available, either.”

The bartender reaches below the bar, comes up brandishing a tiny, wooden Bat Day baseball bat.

“Leave, or I’ll jab this in your eye, you jinx, you stout-ordering douche.”

“What’s wrong with stout?”

“Nothing, until you ordered it. Now leave.”



Fraz finds a bench at the rim of a park. Sick pigeons peck near his shoes. A shame it’s too late to shoot back home for some Fraz time. The kids at school, Tovah at work, he could watch porn, eat spelt pretzels, read a bracing report about white poverty in a general interest magazine, watch more porn.

Fraz is on a weird preggo jag. You have to rummage through loads of clips for a scene that doesn’t reek of heartbreak, or morose surrender. What you want are dignified professionals in warm, loving open relationships who happen to be knocked up and extremely horny. He’s found a few out there in the nether-ether.
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