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PRAISE FOR S. G. BROWNE
and his brilliantly original novels

“Browne pulls out something so unexpected and pitch-perfect that it’s obvious Creativity knocked him out of his chair and started typing herself.”

—The Washington Post

“Riotously funny and brilliantly executed . . . Browne’s prose will have you hooked from the very first word to the very last.”

—New York Journal of Books

“It’s not just satire; it’s literature. . . . S. G. Browne is an author to be reckoned with, a voice from the void of humanity that begs to be heard.”

—The Inner Bean

“Marvelous. . . . One of the best speculative humorists working the field.”

—HorrorScope

“S. G. Browne continues his streak of entertaining and delighting readers with his humor-filled writing prowess and supernaturally infused creative storytelling.”

—BookFetish

“Hilarious . . . an extremely strong narrative voice.”

—Publishers Weekly

LUCKY BASTARD

“Wickedly sharp and wildly entertaining. S. G. Browne is one of today’s very best writers.”

—New York Times bestselling author
Jonathan Maberry

“Insightful, intriguing . . . With twists aplenty, this fast-paced adventure succeeds as both a hard-boiled homage and a paranormal romp.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review and
a Pick of the Week)

“Browne adds a whimsical layer of philosophizing about the fundamental noir themes of fate, chance, and luck. . . . Wisecracks punctuate the action.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Browne hits the funny bone hard.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Thoroughly enjoyable . . . In spite of all the laughs, Lucky Bastard contains some thoughts about how to hang on to your morality.”

—Peoria Journal Star

“A real original . . . Wildly entertaining and uncommonly moving.”

—Pretty Sinister Books

“Full of witty writing and hilarious adventures . . . I laughed out loud many times. Read the book: it’ll be your good fortune.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kevin J. Anderson

“The titular bastard may be in for a very bad day, but Browne’s readers are the lucky ones.”

—New York Times bestselling author
Christopher Golden

I SAW ZOMBIES EATING SANTA CLAUS

“Readers with a certain seasonal sensibility—one that renders zombies appropriate fare no matter the date on the calendar—will be shouting Ho! Ho! Ho!”

—USA Today

“If your idea of ‘heart-warming’ involves an organ roasting on a stick, I Saw Zombies Eating Santa Claus is the perfect holiday tale.”

—WashingtonPost.com

“Hilarious, horrifying . . . a must for anyone who can’t get enough of the undead.”

—San Jose Mercury News

“Dark, bizarre, very funny, and yes, with a bit of sentimentality thrown in, I Saw Zombies Eating Santa Claus is the perfect Christmas read for those who like VERY black comedy in their holiday reading.”

—Feathered Quill
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For Jeff, aka Big Nerd.


Thanks for keeping me real.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


All celebrities, fictional characters, and public personas portrayed in this novel are used in a fictitious and satirical manner and are the product of the author’s imagination.




We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.


—Kurt Vonnegut


Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.


—Oscar Wilde





CHAPTER 1



I’m at another party, this one in a Beverly Hills brick Colonial Revival mansion just off Wilshire Boulevard. It’s not exactly Graceland and this sure as hell ain’t Memphis, but I have to remember that I didn’t come here to indulge my own fantasies.


It’s a select crowd, lots of familiar faces and everyone wants to shake my hand. I get stopped by Dick Clark, Jackie Kennedy Onassis, Liberace, and Starsky and Hutch, among others. Fairly white-bread gathering, though I run into Richard Pryor every now and then, so chances are he’ll make an appearance.


The party is a typical L.A. gathering, lots of pretty faces and everyone looking around to see who else there is to see. The DJ is playing seventies-era Top 40 and disco that everyone’s heard on the radio at one time or another. I think about suggesting he spin “Jailhouse Rock” or “Hound Dog” instead, but I don’t want to get too self-absorbed. It’s bad form.


I wander through the house, offering an occasional smile and a wave and a “thank you very much” as I check out the other guests. Bruce Lee is hitting on Hot Lips Houlihan. Evel Knievel is attempting to jump over half a dozen of the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders. Daisy Duke and Farrah Fawcett are comparing their breasts while Andy Kaufman officiates.


A huge banquet table of catered food sits in the middle of the dining room. Cher and Deborah Harry, both apparently high on devil weed, are scarfing down petits fours, while John Belushi sculpts the pâté into the shape of a penis. Fonzie sits in his trademark leather jacket near the head of the table, alternately eating from a tray of puff pastries and sucking on a half-smoked joint. He looks at me and says, “Nice lamb chops,” then laughs. He has crumbs and a yellow stain down the front of his white T-shirt.


I’m tempted to bring up the whole “jumping the shark” thing but my momma always taught me to take the high road, so I just smile and keep my thoughts to myself.


Belushi offers me some of his artwork on a cracker but I decline. Maybe if they had a platter of Twinkies or some deep-fried banana and peanut butter sandwiches I’d reconsider, but I didn’t come here to indulge The King’s appetite. At least not for food.


Deborah Harry breaks into a rendition of “It’s Now or Never” as Cher stuffs another petit four into her mouth and laughs, spraying food across the table. Cher and Blondie don’t belong here, at least not legally since they’re both still alive, but neither one of them appears to be in any kind of distress, so I let it slide.


I walk up to Blondie, tenderly brush the hair off her forehead, ask her if she’s lonesome tonight, then give her a kiss that distracts Belushi from his pâté sculpture. When Blondie’s knees buckle, I catch her and lower her into a chair, then turn and walk into the kitchen.


Joey Ramone and Sid Vicious are doing shots of tequila while Andy Warhol raids the refrigerator, which looks more like a walk-in closet than a Frigidaire. I reach past Warhol and grab two bottles of Coors, then wander down the hall and head upstairs.


The mansion has half a dozen bedrooms, each of them bigger than my own and half of them occupied. In one bedroom, I find Vinnie Barbarino getting stoned with George Carlin and Freddie Mercury. In another room, Rocky Balboa is having sex with Annie Hall. Finally, in the last room, a bedroom so enormous I could park both of my cars and still have enough space to stage Jesus Christ Superstar, I find who I’ve been looking for.


David Cassidy stands naked in front of a full-length mirror singing “I Think I Love You.” His head is shaved, along with most of the rest of his body—his hair in a pile on the hardwood floor at his feet. He still has his pubic hair and his eyebrows, but he removes the eyebrows in the time it takes me to uncap the bottles of Coors.


“That’s an interesting look,” I say.


He turns away from the mirror and regards me with catatonic indifference.


“Are you from the party?” he asks.


I assure him that I am.


He eyes the two beers I’m holding in my right hand and asks if he can have one. I figured he’d be thirsty, so I hand him a bottle. As he tilts his head back and starts to drink, I remove a single liquid-filled capsule from my pocket and drop it into my own beer. The capsule dissolves within seconds.


He finishes his beer and drops the bottle, then wipes a distracted hand across his mouth. “I was thirsty,” he says.


I offer him my beer. He takes it without a word and drinks it down in half a dozen gulps. When he drops the bottle, it shatters on the hardwood floor.


“How about I find us a couple more brews,” I say.


“Okay,” he says, then turns to the mirror and starts to shave his pubic hair as he breaks into The Partridge Family theme song.


Come on get happy.


I walk out of the room and close the door behind me, then I find the nearest bathroom to take care of business. Out of vanity and because it still gives me the giggles, I check my reflection in the mirror. The sideburns and hair are mine. The white jumpsuit and glasses came from a vintage clothing store. I look enough like Elvis to have groupies. I walk like him. I talk like him. Hell, if someone brought out a karaoke machine I could probably even sing like him. And as far as the other guests at the party are concerned, I am The King.


Which is all that really matters.


Perception is reality.


And after taking care of business with David Cassidy, my reality has a yearning for some hanky-panky.


I check my reflection in the mirror one more time, then I walk back down the hallway toward the dining room to see if I can interest Deborah Harry in some burnin’ love.





CHAPTER 2



The alarm goes off at 9:01.


Classical Nuevo drifts out of the wall speakers. One of Vivaldi’s seasons blended with Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. Or maybe Orff’s Carmina Burana. It’s hard to tell with my hangover. Before I can figure out which one it is, Delilah’s hand reaches out from beneath the goose-down comforter and turns off the alarm.


“Coffee please,” she purrs with her slight southern lilt, then turns away, her naked torso exposed and her red hair spilled across the pillow like a painting by Courbet.


Her wish is my command. I slide out of the California king and stand up, my feet hitting the hardwood floor, which is when I realize my hangover is worse than I thought. I need to remember to drink more water. And take the recommended mixture of glucosamine and vitamin E.


I step past the white jumpsuit, discarded on the floor like molted skin, and stagger into the bathroom, leaving the lights off as I empty the contents of my bladder. After chasing some ibuprofen with a glass of water, I check my reflection by the morning sun coming in through the bathroom skylight.


I need a shave. And I could do with some Visine. And the flesh around my eyes and the corners of my mouth are a little puckered, but nothing a little Botox injection won’t fix. The hair and sideburns are still there, but they’re the only holdover from last night. The rest is all me.


My nose. My eyes. My lips.


Truth is, I don’t look anything like Elvis.


At least not in the morning, once the effects have worn off. Most of the time I don’t experience any form of depression, but Elvis Presley is a tough act to follow, so I pop a serotonin capsule, then throw on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans and climb into my convertible 1959 T-Bird to go get some over-the-counter stimulants.


I own a coffeemaker. I even own an espresso machine and another contraption that makes lattes and cappuccinos. But I’ve never used them. First off, they’re still in their boxes. Housewarming gifts and birthday presents I’ve never bothered to open. Second, I’ve never made particularly good coffee and I hate having to deal with the cleanup. And third, why bother making something for yourself when you can pay someone else to do it for you?


Truth is, I’m just a product of society.


A creation of my culture.


An identity inspired by convenience.


My kitchen is filled with everything you need to make home-cooked, gourmet meals, prepared and served in style.


Waterford crystal wineglasses. Villeroy & Boch china. Sterling silver flatware.


Vitamix blenders. Cuisinart ice-cream makers. KitchenAid mixers.


All-Clad fry pans and saucières and French skillets hanging above a Sterling gas range with a cast-iron griddle and dual conventional ovens.


All of it pristine. None of it used. Taking up space and collecting dust while I dine out, ask for delivery, and order to go.


Sometimes it seems like a waste filling up space with all of these things that I never use, but I like knowing I have them in case I ever need them. And it makes a good impression when people come over. After all, your home is a reflection of your status, and what you fill your home with is a reflection of who you are. It doesn’t matter if you use any of your personal possessions. What matters is perception.


The drive through the Hollywood Hills on a late August Sunday morning is soundstage perfect, so I put the top down on the T-Bird and drop down Laurel Canyon to the Starbucks on Sunset Boulevard.


People often ask me why I insist on driving a car that’s more than sixty years old when I can afford a new model with the latest hybrid or electric technology, but I like the style of the mid-twentieth century. Besides, why would I want my ride to be what everyone else is driving?


While I’m sitting at the signal waiting for the light to change, Bettie Page sashays past in the crosswalk with a black standard poodle on a leash. The guy walking in the opposite direction stops in the middle of the road and does a double take, then jumps and gives me the finger as the light turns green and I lay on the horn.


Once inside Starbucks, I scan my smartphone and place my order for a tall caramel macchiato with whipped cream and a triple espresso. The caramel macchiato is for Delilah, who likes her caffeine served up like a soda fountain confection, while I prefer mine straight up like a good, stiff drink. If it’s beer, I’ll drink a Guinness. If it’s a cocktail, I want scotch on the rocks. And if it’s coffee, give it to me pure and unadorned in an IV drip.


Anything else is a waste of my gustatory time.


The woman in line behind me, who looks like Lucille Ball on crystal meth, orders a white mocha from the barista, changes her mind and orders an Americano, then cancels her Americano and orders an iced latte. Small. When the cashier asks if she means a tall, Lucy doesn’t seem to understand the question.


“No, I want a small,” she says.


“We don’t have smalls,” says the cashier. “Do you want a short?”


Nearly a quarter of the way into the twenty-first century and people still get confused while ordering at Starbucks.


“Ma’am,” says the cashier, pointing to the different container sizes. “Would you like a short or a tall?”


Lucy bites her lower lip, her eyes flitting back and forth from one container to the next, then up to the menu on the wall. Over the sound of the milk steamer, faint but unmistakable, I hear her humming the theme song to I Love Lucy.


Maybe it’s just me, but Lucy looks like she could use some help.


“A tall!” she finally shouts, saliva exploding from her lips in a fine spray. Then she grabs some money out of her wallet, puts a pinkie in her mouth, and starts chewing on the nail.


As I wait for my order, I alternately keep an eye on Lucy and eavesdrop on Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner, who are sitting at a nearby table discussing bullfighting and sportfishing. Faulkner listens with a bored expression as Hemingway dominates the conversation with bombastic conviction, speaking in short sentences like bursts of machine-gun fire.


“Give me a boat,” says Hemingway. “And the open sea. Nothing else matters.”


“What about complex sentences?” says Faulkner.


“Overrated,” says Hemingway. “And overdone.”


“Have you ever made use of any word that might actually send one of your readers in search of a dictionary?”


“Big emotions don’t come from big words,” says Hemingway.


Faulkner leans back in his chair and puts his hands behind his head. “You’re just bitter because I won the Pulitzer before you did.”


“The Pulitzer is for pussies.”


“Face it,” says Faulkner. “As a storyteller, you suck.”


“Suck on this,” says Hemingway, giving Faulkner the one-finger salute.


“Crass and simple,” says Faulkner. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”


Hemingway stands up. “You want to take this outside?”


As they continue to argue, I listen to them and think, not for the first time, how like-minded Egos have a tendency to gravitate toward one another.


Writers. Actors. Rock stars.


I don’t know if it’s a familiarity born of physical recognition or if there’s something more significant involved. A genetic pull. A cosmic attraction. A spiritual connection. Though I doubt there’s anything religious going on here.


No one’s claiming any miracles.


No one’s hearing Jesus on the radio.


No one’s seeing the Virgin Mary in their cappuccino.


Truth is, I don’t think God would approve.


Other than Hemingway and Faulkner and a spun-out Lucille Ball, the other caffeine addicts in Starbucks are themselves. College students and accountants and writers. Teachers and Web designers and bartenders. Maybe a guy who writes an online column for the Los Angeles Times and a girl who plays stand-up bass for a punk jazz band that rocks Molly Malone’s one Saturday a month.


This is who they are. These are the roles they play. Most of them probably don’t earn enough to afford the luxury of being someone else. Not legally, anyway. But that doesn’t mean they can’t find another way.


The barista calls out my order. I give Lucille Ball another glance, then I grab Delilah’s caramel macchiato and my triple espresso and I head out the door as Hemingway says something to Faulkner about a bell tolling.


I climb into my T-Bird and sit behind the wheel, my Sirius satellite radio tuned to the BBC as I sip my triple espresso and watch the front door of Starbucks and listen to the latest world news.


A report about the crackdown on Ego raves in London.


An investigative exposé on Japan’s psyche subculture.


A congressional committee on the spiritual implication of the id.


I find it ironic that Congress is debating the concept of the soul, considering that it doesn’t even have one. But I suppose they can’t just stand by and ignore the concerns of some of their constituents, even if it’s just for show.


I switch the radio to another station, something with lyrics and music, and come across a familiar song that reminds me of college and spring break and cold Coronas. I don’t even have to close my eyes and I’m there on the beach, the moment playing back in my head like a video clip.


This has been happening to me lately: random memories from my life popping up, invading the present, blending in with the here and now, brought on by a familiar song or a scent or a turn of phrase. Kind of like little acid flashbacks, except I’ve never dropped acid.


One moment I’m sitting in my car and the next, I’m on the beach with my best friend Nat. Another moment I’m having sex with Delilah and the next, I’m eating dinner with my parents.


It’s like flipping through channels on the television and getting snippets of scenes.


Flip.


I’m at a Buddhist meditation center.


Flip.


I’m stuffing my own stocking on Christmas Eve.


Flip.


I’m at a fraternity party during college.


Part of me wonders if I should report these mini-flashbacks or if I should be concerned, but another part of me explains them away as a trivial side effect. After all, my flashbacks aren’t affecting my cognitive functions or my ability to deal with the minutiae of everyday life, so until they start causing a problem, I likely don’t have anything to be worried about.


A few moments later, Lucy comes out of Starbucks and walks across the street to her car, a BMW 900 series, which in this neighborhood means there’s a good chance she’s Beverly Hills or Bel Air material, so she’s probably not hurting for money. And while Lucille Ball has been dead for more than thirty years, her estate hasn’t agreed to license her Ego. Couple that with the erratic behavior she’s exhibiting and it’s obvious Lucy acquired her Ego on the black market.


Which is where I come in.


I wait until Lucy pulls out into traffic and heads west on Sunset Boulevard, then I crank up the song on the radio that reminds me of spring break and I start following her.





CHAPTER 3



“I’m not following you,” says Nat.


“What part aren’t you following?” I ask.


Nat takes a drink of his Corona and looks at me from behind his sunglasses as a couple of bikini-clad co-eds walk past us toward the surf of the Pacific Ocean.


“All of it.”


Where we are is Newport Beach during spring break of our senior year at UCLA. This is five years ago, in 2016, a few months before I started working full-time at EGOS.


A late March storm has given way to a gorgeous Southern California afternoon, with four- to six-foot swells, a long, lazy break, and dozens of nearly naked bodies adorning the sand and surf. In the middle of all this, I’m trying to explain to Nat about the new product being developed at EGOS, the bioengineering company where I’m interning. I really shouldn’t be talking about it since I signed a nondisclosure agreement, but I’ve known Nat since we were in kindergarten and I trust him not to share this with anyone.


“Okay,” I say. “How about this? What if you could be somebody else?”


“You mean like in that old movie Being John Malkovich?”


“No. I’m not talking about a portal into someone else’s head. This is completely different.”


“Good. Because I’m not all that excited about being spit out into a ditch on the side of the New Jersey Turnpike.”


“You’re not going to be spit out anywhere,” I say. “And the experience will last a lot longer than just fifteen minutes.”


“So it’ll be better than sex?”


Nat has had sex twice in his twenty-one years: the first time during his sophomore year in high school with Debbie Rivers, a cheerleader who had been passed around like a bong at a drum circle; and the second time during his freshman year in college with a woman who turned out to be a prostitute. So when it comes to something being better than sex, Nat isn’t exactly an expert on the subject. Though I’m sure he could teach a class on self-gratification.


I motion with my beer toward a trio of teenage women lounging on the beach, their bodies young and ripe and glistening with suntan lotion. “Imagine that all three of these women find you irresistible. Imagine that when they look at you, they see Heath Ledger or Paul Newman or James Bond.”


“But I don’t look anything like James Bond.”


“You don’t look like Heath Ledger, either.”


“Thanks for clearing that up, bro.”


Nat’s called me “bro” ever since high school. Considering we’ve been best friends since we were kids and that neither one of us has any close family ties, I suppose it fits.


“Who you look like isn’t the point,” I say. “The point is, you would be who these women desire. You would be who they fantasize about. You would be who you always wanted to be.”


Nat studies the three women. “Can I be Captain Kirk? I always wanted to be Captain Kirk. Or maybe Indiana Jones. Or Sherlock Holmes. Or Aragorn. Women would be all over me if I was Aragorn.”


Nat has never been a big fan of reality. He’s always identified with fictional characters and still spends a lot of his nights immersed in role-playing games like Skyrim and World of Warcraft and Apocalypto, living behind the mask of an online avatar.


Which doesn’t exactly help with the whole not-getting-laid thing.


“Isn’t there anyone real you’d want to be?” I ask. “Kurt Cobain? James Dean? John F. Kennedy Jr.?”


Nat scowls in concentration and purses his lips. He’s done that ever since we were kids. Even at twenty-one, he still looks like a little boy.


“Ryan Reynolds,” he says. “I’d be okay with him.”


“Well, that’s a start. But we might have trouble getting the rights to celebrities and public figures who are still alive.”


The problem with living celebrities is that you get into issues of invasion of privacy and false impersonations and identity rights. It’s less legally complicated to replicate the DNA of someone who’s already dead or of a fictional character, even though estates and copyright holders still want royalties or a suitcase full of cash in exchange for a license.


“I still don’t understand how you’re going to do this,” says Nat. “Is it like Jurassic Park? Or Blade Runner? Or The Boys from Brazil?”


“Not exactly.”


I explain to Nat that while the science and technology involved is somewhat complicated, the basic premise is simple: we’re going to replicate the DNA of dead celebrities and fictional characters using molecular cloning and then mix the DNA with a cocktail of amino acids, potassium, sodium, chlorine, enzymes, proteins, and a dash of serotonin. The idea is to create an experience of being someone else for several hours.


No one’s cloning dinosaurs.


No one’s creating replicants.


No one’s developing a master race.


We’re just revolutionizing role-playing games.


When the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit ruled that human genes can be patented because the DNA extracted from cells is not a product of nature, it opened the door for the patents on the cloning and replication of genes that would eventually lead to the creation of Big Egos.


“The trick,” I say to Nat, “is using the right combination of proteins and enzymes, which is essential for the synthesis of the DNA with the host.”


“You mean like on game shows?”


“No. You’re the host.”


“I’m the host?”


I’m thinking I shouldn’t have tried explaining this to Nat while we were stoned.


“Can you mix it with alcohol and drink it?” asks Nat.


“Sure. But that’s not the point. Once the cocktail has a chance to calibrate with the DNA of the . . .”


“You want another beer?” Nat digs into the ice chest. “All this talk about cocktails is making me thirsty.”


I sigh, then forge ahead: “Once the cocktail has a chance to calibrate with the host DNA, the experience will last for anywhere from six to eight hours, though the primary consciousness will remain just beneath the surface as a reality monitor.”


“So even though I’m someone else, I’ll still be me?”


I explain to Nat how that’s an essential component of the product. After all, just because someone thinks he’s Superman doesn’t mean he won’t break his neck jumping off a roof because he thinks he can fly.


Nat sits there staring at me, drinking his Corona, his head nodding slightly, his lips pursed, his expression contemplative, and I think I’ve finally managed to get through to him. Then he turns and looks out at the expanse of beach and all the half-naked bodies strewn across the sand.


“So I’d be able to have sex with any one of these women?” he asks.


“Well . . . that depends on who you’re pretending to be.”


“Okay, so if I’m someone famous, can I have sex with famous women?” he says. “Like Taylor Swift or Jennifer Lawrence or Megan Fox?”


“Probably not them, because they’re still alive. But anything’s possible. Theoretically you can have sex with famous women, but it’s easier if they’re already dead.”


The mother sitting near us with her two young children picks up her towels and personal belongings and moves farther away.


Nat looks up and down the beach at the selection of potential conquests, drinking his beer and nodding his head. “I think I’d like to have sex with Hermione Granger.”


Nat always did have a thing for Emma Watson.


We sit there for a few minutes, sipping our beers in silence, watching the waves roll in as the three young women I’d pointed out earlier get up and walk down to the water and wade into the surf.


“You said that even though I was someone else, I’d still be me?” says Nat.


“That’s right,” I say. “Your consciousness will still be there just below the surface, monitoring what’s happening.”


“Kind of like a security guard?”


“Kind of.”


Nat nods and takes a sip of his beer. “What if my security guard falls asleep on the job?”


“What do you mean?”


“What happens if I stay below the surface?” says Nat. “I know you said it’s not going to be like Being John Malkovich, but what if I get trapped inside someone else’s identity and I can’t get back out?”


“That won’t happen,” I say.


“How do you know?”


“Because there are safeguards in place to make sure of it.”


“How do you know?”


“Because they’ve had extensive trials and testing and are putting together a customer support team trained in psychology,” I say. “Plus they have some of the best scientific minds in the country behind the technology.”


“But how do you know?”


When Nat gets hold of a question, sometimes he can’t seem to let it go.


“It’s not going to pose any more of a risk than virtual reality,” I say. “The main difference is that you won’t need to wear goggles to enjoy the experience.”


“Yeah, but with virtual reality you’re not putting genetically mutated DNA into your body.”


Admittedly that’s one of the PR issues the company faces, but considering that people eat genetically modified fruits and vegetables, as well as animals pumped full of genetically modified hormones and antibiotics, getting the general public to accept the idea of Big Egos shouldn’t be too difficult. Especially once they get to experience the ride.


“What about Captain Kirk and Indiana Jones and Aragorn?” I say. “I thought you liked the idea of becoming one of them.”


“I do,” says Nat, taking another sip of his beer. “I just don’t want to end up getting spit out into a ditch in New Jersey.”





CHAPTER 4



I’m back in 2021, sitting on my couch wearing my Google 3-D glasses and watching my Super Hi-Vision plasma TV, surfing from twenty-four-hour news channels to relentless talk shows to ubiquitous reality programs. Surfing from infomercials about vitamins and natural foods and exercise equipment to advertisements about weight loss and male performance drugs and cosmetic enhancements.


All of these commercials about health and diet and fitness. All of these ads for waistlines and libidos and teeth whiteners. If you’re not taking care of yourself or eating right or exercising, if you’re overweight or you have a small penis or you don’t have bright enough teeth, then there’s something wrong with you.


Spiritually. Physically. Morally.


Instead of being defined by your actions, you’re defined instead by your smile. Your sexual performance. Your percentage of body fat.


On the Fitness Network, a celebrity health guru is showing how to burn calories and fat by using his patented exercise formula.


It’s a lot to live up to. These pressures of achieving. From the moment you’re born, you’re pounded with the expectations of what you need to actualize in order to become a success.


Go to college. Get married. Raise a family.


It’s what you’re supposed to do. The plans you’re supposed to make. The life you’re supposed to live. Diverge from the norm and you’re frowned upon. Questioned. Shunned.


There’s something wrong with you if you’re not interested in improving yourself. If you can’t make a commitment of marriage. If you don’t want to have children.


So people earn a college degree so they can get a good job. They work at a job they hate just to earn a living. They spend two months’ salary on an engagement ring. They pop out a couple of kids they don’t really want just so they can fit in. Because it’s what their parents did. Because it’s what society expects you to do. Because it’s safer to take the same path everyone else has traveled.


Truth is, no one’s listening to Robert Frost.


Now all of these cardboard cutouts, these people who have spent their lives following guidelines and adhering to the parameters of society, are looking for a way out of their monotonous, cookie-cutter existence.


Looking for something. Looking for anything.


I flip from an infomercial about how to maintain a set of six-pack abs to a news report on MSNBC about the increase in popularity of faux celebrity key parties. On Here and Now with Bill Maher, the panel of guests includes Salvador Dalí, Austin Powers, and Eleanor Roosevelt. And on MTV is a reality show pitting the fictional casts of The Brady Bunch against The Addams Family.


People don’t want to be themselves anymore. They want to be someone else. Someone important. Someone famous.


A movie star. A household name. An icon.


On BBC World News America, a newscaster is reporting about a Virgin Atlantic flight that was hijacked by Benjamin Franklin.


It used to be you were stuck with your own personality, your own identity, and that any adjustments to your persona would only be as successful as your acting ability.


That all changed with the introduction of Big Egos.


Not everyone wants to alter who they are, to live a life that isn’t theirs and pretend to be someone they’re not. There are plenty of men and women who are perfectly content with their lives and their struggles and the comforts of their own identities. But for those who can afford it, for those who seek the thrill of experimenting with alternate personalities and temporary identities, Big Egos offers a respite from the mundane.


You know that phrase about how the grass is always greener? Well, the other side of the fence is now as lush and inviting as Shangri-la.


A Paradise of fantasies. An Eden of possibilities.


On CBS is an advertisement for Big Egos: Does your lifestyle not fit the person inside of you? Try someone else on for size!


For three thousand dollars, you can change who you are by purchasing a DNA-encoded cocktail of your favorite dead actor, artist, writer, musician, singer, athlete, politician, talk-show host, or television star—all legally approved by their respective estates, because if there’s one thing estate holders love, it’s money. You can even purchase an officially licensed fictional character like The Luke Skywalker, The Mary Poppins, or The Harry Potter. And for an extra fee, you can special order a custom Big Ego that isn’t available to the masses.


Each Big Ego comes in ten-milliliter bottles. While I often double my own dosage, one milliliter is all you need for a complete experience, so you get ten uses per bottle. Each experience is essentially the same price you’d pay to go skydiving, take a hot-air balloon ride, or go on a private helicopter tour in Hawaii. Except with Big Egos, you get more bang for your buck.


While it’s not something everyone can afford, it’s definitely not targeted to the rich and famous. That would kind of defeat the purpose, considering my company offers the opportunity to become rich and famous. In a manner of speaking. At least for a few hours.


To show our appreciation to returning customers, follow-up orders run two grand, but you have to purchase the same Big Ego. You can’t start off with The Billie Holiday and then expect to get The Whitney Houston at a discount.


On The Lindsay Lohan Show are a bunch of guests who are confessed Egomaniacs.


Although the altering of the consciousness is the primary draw of Big Egos, there are also minor physiological changes that take place during the process. This is made possible by adding an evolution gene to the DNA strand during the replication process.


While it’s not exactly Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, a delicate morphing of features occurs. A thickening of the brow. A thinning of the lips. A shifting of the hairline. Changes in your physical appearance to help make your experience more transformative. So it’s helpful to select an Ego that’s within reasonable spitting distance of your own physical makeup. In other words, if you look like Alfred Hitchcock, then you might not want to purchase The Jim Morrison.


To complete the transformation, most customers purchase an accessory package that includes items such as wigs, facial hair, colored contacts, clothing, and, where applicable, beauty marks. Although most people won’t look exactly like their celebrity doppelgänger, it’s close enough to make you look twice. Sometimes you can’t tell the difference, which is why Big Egos of living celebrities are banned.


Of course, that doesn’t mean everyone plays by the rules.


The developer and manufacturer of Big Egos is the Los Angeles-based Engineering Genetics Organization and Systems, or EGOS for short—a bioengineering company that’s been around for the past two decades refining nanorobotics, molecular cloning, and cell replication technology. While some of their nanotechnology has been used by government agencies and other bioengineering firms, their largest successes have come in the creation of consumer products, with Big Egos proving to be the pinnacle of their accomplishments.


While no one else has the legal right to manufacture a competing product, knockoffs are available on the black market at a fraction of the price. But they come with a serious risk. Amateurs who don’t know how to properly re-create nucleic acids encode their fraudulent Egos not with DNA but with RNA, which produces proteins that act as retroviruses, forcing the host brain to manufacture more viruses instead of the proteins required for proper cell function. Ultimately, the RNA takes over the brain, leading to psychosis and other irreversible damage.


Not exactly something that’s covered by your health insurance.


Some people believe that Big Egos is just a fad that will be something everyone looks back on and laughs about, like fanny packs or Myspace or Crocs. But the desire to be someone else isn’t anything new. From tabletop role-playing games like Dungeons & Dragons to live-action costumed role-playing games to massive multiplayer online role-playing games such as World of Warcraft, people have been pretending they were someone else for the past fifty years. And with the proliferation of Sims games and online avatars during the first two decades of this century, this was just the inevitable next step.


Big Egos is the ultimate role-playing game.


On ESPN is a story about a New York Yankee who is petitioning the league to play as Babe Ruth so that he can reclaim the career home-run record.


Naturally not everyone is a fan. Even before the first Big Egos store opened here in Los Angeles, there have been naysayers and doubters lining up to protest, arguing that replicating DNA is against the laws of nature or reality or God, while others believe Big Egos poses a risk to society by providing people with the opportunity to live in a constant fantasy world.


And then there’s the Food and Drug Administration, which is attempting to regulate Big Egos as a drug rather than as a consumer product, claiming that regular use can lead to extreme side effects—from paranoid schizophrenia to floating delusions of alternate egos. They even point to one case of permanent physical deformation.


I don’t know where they’re getting their info, but I’ve injected hundreds of Big Egos for more than three years and other than an occasional headache, I haven’t experienced any adverse side effects. And while initial product testing revealed a risk of depression for a small percentage of users, that was resolved by adding serotonin to the Ego cocktail as a depression inhibitor for when you stop being famous and return to being yourself.


You ask me, this is just another example of Big Brother trying to regulate consumers rather than letting the market determine what the people want. If the government isn’t careful, they’re going to end up creating a culture of crime the same way they did with Prohibition during the 1920s.


So far, government intervention into the production and marketing of Big Egos has been minimal and any proposed legislation has stalled, so it doesn’t look like the opposition will get the regulations or bans they want anytime soon. This might have something to do with the fact that more than half of the members of Congress own multiple Big Egos.


On Fox News, there’s a report about the rising influence of Egos being used by lobbyists and special interest groups.


You ask me, the FDA should be focusing their efforts on black market Egos, which are inherently dangerous and easily accessible, especially the ones that come from Mexico. Still, in spite of the risk, illegally manufactured Egos continue to be popular among young people and the affluent-challenged.


While the main attraction is the lower price, there’s also the fringe element. Egos of living celebrities can be easily obtained on the black market, in addition to Egos of infamous historical figures and fictional villains. It’s bad enough to think that someone can walk into an alley and purchase The Charlie Sheen or The Paris Hilton, but it’s only a matter of time before some twisted soul creates The Adolf Hitler or The Hannibal Lecter.


Fortunately, that time has not yet come.


On CNN is a story about the death of a Beverly Hills man who suffered a brain aneurysm at a party as the result of a black market Ego.


For a moment there’s something about the story that seems important, a revelation that dances at the edge of my memory, the flicker of a shadow in my mind. Then the moment passes and I change the channel.





CHAPTER 5



“Why don’t you come over tonight and let me suck you dry?”


I’m standing outside of Emily’s workstation, but she’s not the one inviting me over to her place for a little fellatio. Emily’s never offered me a ride home, let alone a blow job. This voice is coming from the workstation two down from Emily’s.


“Then you can bend me over your dining room table and tie me up and spank me while you tell me I’m a bad little girl.”


I look at Emily and wonder if she’s ever been bent over a dining room table and spanked. With her conservative slacks and buttoned-up shirt and unadorned face, she’s always struck me more as the type to spend her evenings alone with a good book and a glass of pinot noir rather than wrist cuffs and a paddle. But for all I know, Emily could moonlight as a dominatrix. After all, you never really know what someone does when you’re not around and they put on a different mask.


Like Billy Joel said, we all give in to our desire when the stranger comes along.


“Morning, Emily,” I say, imagining Emily in a catsuit and thigh-high stiletto boots with a riding crop.


“Morning,” she says without looking up from her touchscreen monitor. A Cinnabon sits on her desk in its container, partially eaten. Every day Emily brings a Cinnabon with her to work and nibbles at it and picks at it until it’s nothing but a corpse of a cinnamon roll, a pastry victim, gutted and left for dead on her desk like breakfast roadkill. And then she throws it away.


I’ve been working with Emily for five years and I have yet to see her finish one of her Cinnabons.


“You have those reports on The Buddy Holly and The Marlon Brando?” I ask.


“Just finishing them up.” She pulls off a piece of her cinnamon roll and eats it. “I’ll have them on your desk before the hour.”


“Great,” I say, watching her as the leather catsuit disappears and it’s just conservative Emily again with her constant doughy confection companion.


I leave Emily and walk down to Kurt’s workstation, where I find him sitting at his desk, pressing the NEXT button on his voice mail. While listening to his private voice mails on speaker could be considered inappropriate for the workplace, none of the women on my team have a problem with it and actually told me they find it helps to liven up the place.


“Hey lover boy, I’m still having orgasms from last night. Listen.”


Kurt is out of shape, balding, and is in dire need of a nose hair trimmer. I’ve never understood how he gets so much action. I’m guessing he puts his Egos to good use. Either that or he’s got a certain je ne sais quoi that only women understand because I sure as hell don’t know what anyone sees in him.


“Morning, Kurt.”


Kurt stops listening to the moans coming from his voice mail and turns to me, a smile stretching from ear to ear like someone sliced open his face and inserted a cartoon smile. “Hey boss. You ready for another week?”


That’s what Kurt says every Monday morning when I see him, as if it’s his only line in a scene for a movie and he does the same take with the exact same tone and the exact same inflection. Even his facial expression never varies.


“Ready,” I say, to which Kurt gives a single, approving nod.


I’ve tried mixing things up, saying something different, like You betcha or If it’s ready for me, but whenever I do, Kurt gets this confused look about him, as if he’s forgotten his own birthday and is frightened by the thought that he might be losing his mind. So I stick with what he expects.


“What’s the latest feedback on The Peter Pan?” I ask.


The Peter Pan is the latest addition to our newly launched line of Animated Egos.


“I’m on top of it,” says Kurt.


“Good. We don’t want another Cinderella fiasco on our hands.”


The first women who tested out The Cinderella reported feeling like an indentured servant rather than a glamorous debutante, with no fairy godmother in sight.


“It’s under control,” says Kurt with his Cheshire Cat of a smile.


I half expect him to disappear, his disembodied smile floating in front of me for a few moments before vanishing along with the rest of him—which reminds me that I need to follow up on the special order for The Mad Hatter.


“Great,” I say. “Then as you were.”


As I turn to leave, Kurt resumes listening to his voice mail.


“Hi big boy, where have you been? I miss your other big boy. Call me.”


On the way to my office, I say good morning to Chloe—a half Korean, half French twenty-three-year-old beauty who is our youngest and brightest investigator. Chloe graduated from UC San Diego in May, with a double major in literature and physics. She skydives, fosters cats, and always seems to look as if she’s laughing at a joke that no one else gets because they’ve never read James Joyce or bothered to understand the intricacies of quantum mechanics.


“How was your weekend?” I ask.


Chloe shrugs and takes a sip of her grande whatever from Starbucks. “I spent most of it reading Dante on my new iPad Platinum. You ever read The Divine Comedy?”


I spent my first two years at UCLA majoring in English before I discovered Freud and Jung and ended up switching to psychology. So while I consider myself fairly well-read in American and Western literature, I was never a big fan of epic poems.


“Can’t say that I have,” I say.


“It’s not very funny,” says Chloe, then she gives me a smile that makes me wish I didn’t have a girlfriend.
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