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Prologue
Well, here I am, nice to be here. My name is Rose Weiss, spelled R-O-S-E-W-E-I-S-S, in case you can't make out clearly my words on the tape. My son, Artie, that's A-R-T-I-E, last name spelled likewise, natural, is a newspaper publisher, of which, goes without saying, I'm very proud and happy – even work as his receptionist and bookkeeper, that way can cook both Artie's meals and the books, as well, if you catch my meaning, nu? Ha ha, just kidding.
Next to Artie, the big cheese at the paper is Artie's editor and tiptop writer, Hank, and he's the one will actually be telling this story – a story you almost wouldn't believe, but all true, swear to God – starting next chapter. But he asked me, please Rose, say a few words first as an introduction, and I said sure, why not? Can't write easily because my damn arthritis, so am using this machine. Is this thing working? Tap tap tap, one two three. Okay, so here I am, you ready?
The name my Artie's paper is True Occult, what they call in the trade a tabloid, can find in any supermarket by the checkout. Underneath the title is the phrase, "Documented Tales of the Supernatural." Pih! If these stories are documented, then I'm a piece salami. Speaking frankly, there's not one word truth anywhere in the whole paper, all made up by Artie, Hank, and the staff.
If maybe you thinking my Artie's paper is garbage, and you don't read that kind rag, you read a high-class rag like the New York Times – pardon me while I bow down – think again, please. The New York Times is not one bit more true than True Occult. Comes as big surprise? Please, have a seat, I'll explain.
Yes, we run stories made up in the head, never happened. But by the time we add fake pictures and made-up quotes from authorities, bigshots, all kinds people, I swear I believe it myself. Meanwhile, you think the fancy pants New York Times prints only things really happened? Hah! Grab your seat belt. Truth be told, and that's, after all, what this whole book is about – truth – there's no such thing as "happen" in the first place. Still in the dark about what I'm talking? Okay, sit back, I'll explain what I mean.
Things don't "happen" till after they happen. They happen only when we say they happen. And that's my point, and that's why we are all liars, not just my Artie, but the fancy-pants New York Times, as well, because nothing really happens, only stories happen, and stories can go this way, that way, any way you want, each way equally true and equally false, one way being no truer than any other. And that's what this story, starting, like I say, next chapter, is about: it's a one hundred percent true story about story, one hell of a good yarn, in fact, with time travel and a secret plan to save the world, and quite a few other things worth hearing, not you shouldn't decide that for yourself, God forbid you take my word and then blame me, you don't like it. And that's it. That's my spiel, I'm done. Is this thing still on?
Hello? Hello?"
Chapter One
Thank you, Rose. Now, before I go any further, I need to cop to something right at the beginning: I'm a liar. I don't mean I'm a liar in everyday life. To the contrary, in my day to day dealings with people, cats, and financial institutions I'm about as Boy Scout as you can get, a trait that has earned me no small amount of chiding in this somewhat cynical society of ours. Nor am I trying to set up some coy philosophical paradox, like I'm asserting that I'm a liar, therefore my statement that I'm a liar must itself be a lie, so I'm not a liar – and around and around we go. No, what I'm saying is that I'm a professional liar, just as Tiger Woods is a professional golfer. I lie for a living, and I make no bones about the fact that I am proud of my skill at it. Indeed, as the editor in chief of True Occult, a totally fabricated periodical about the supernatural with a devoted weekly readership of over half a million, I prevaricate so effectively that even I tend to believe what I've written when I see it in print. Now that's world-class fibbing!
So, when I tell you I'm a liar, what I'm doing, on one level, is warning you. I'm saying this is what I do, and do expertly, the way Houdini did magic, and there's no way you can tell whether, at any given moment, I'm doing it or not. If you were to meet me on the street, I guarantee you you'd be dealing with a truly honest and trustworthy man. But here, on the playing field of print, beware.
Lying is easy. It's like playing a video game. You blast away with your "ands" and "buts" and "howevers," one sentence clicking into the next with a thunk like the door of a Buick, leading the reader's mind as surely as if it were a mutt on the scent of raw hamburger. If I then embellish this innate undertow of grammar with doctored photos and bogus quotes gleaned from non-existent "authorities" and "reliable sources," forget it. What appears in True Occult will come across as no less credible than an article in The New York Times, and I defy anyone, seeing our words side by side in a neutral context, to discern the difference between the two. While humans claim to desire truth, they in fact far prefer, indeed demand, to be snookered. And my job, like Barnum's, is to satisfy that demand.
If I sound like I'm boasting about my ability to perform a trick that some people might call weasely – and I am – it's for a purpose significantly more germane to this account than merely to alert you to watch that I don't pull any semantic wool over your eyes. Rather, it's to make the point that I – who am such a master at the art of deception -- would seem to be the last person in the world you'd expect to be taken in by the events I'm about to describe. A sequence of events involving time travel; mind lasers; a supposed top-secret United States military lab in a bunker two miles below ground in Seattle, Washington; and a classified new weapon under development there – a gun that shoots peace. I mean, give me a break!
Yet, bamboozled up to my armpits I was.
And weirdest of all, it all began several months earlier with a whopper I wrote myself for True Occult, which was now, step by hokum step, coming true!
(And I mean for real – be assured I'm not going to lead you along here and then hit you with any of that hackneyed "And then I woke up" malarkey.)
The coverline for this story read “HUSH-HUSH U.S. WEAPONS LAB KIDNAPS CITIZENS FOR BIZARRE TIME-TRAVEL TESTS,” and featured an “exclusive interview” with a survivor, who described “My 10 Terrifying Days With The Neanderthals.” (They were warlike, we learn inside, had loud voices, and liked kinky sex.)
Picture of a Neanderthal on the cover (snapped by the time traveler, naturally). Plus a bevy of secondary coverlines, as follows:
Baby Boils Mom in Oil – In a Previous Lifetime!
Deaths on German Highways Blamed on Ghosts of Holocaust Victims
Our In-House Channeler Interviews Cleopatra
Six Prague Physicians Jailed for Prescribing Ectoplasm for Weight Loss
Rosemary’s Baby Enters Nursing Home – Diagnosed with Alzheimer’s
Really. We could get away with anything. Simply set words in type, and you can stretch parody all the way to the moon and back, and still people are going to believe it. We even surveyed our readers once on the Rosemary’s Baby thing – a whopping 93% believed the kid was real, 5% weren’t sure, and the remaining 2% had no opinion.
Let me fill you in on a little background here. I'm 28 years old, and have been scribbling stories since I was eight. Everyone said I had a "flair" for it, and I must have, because I had my first piece published in a Canadian humor magazine when I was 12 (something about losing a Ping-Pong tournament to my kid brother with human slavery being the penalty), and my knack for stringing together coherent sentences certainly helped lubricate my way through college as a journalism major (and physics minor – I was planning on being a science writer) at the University of Washington in Seattle. As a prank, I once turned in a book report on what I claimed was an obscure short story by Faulkner about a farm boy who carried around his pet calf until it was a full grown bull, in the process becoming the strongest man in the world. I got an A on it but later confessed. Why? I just felt lousy about it. Lying to a typewriter is great fun; lying to real people makes me sick.
During college I was already freelancing for Scientific American and The Smithsonian, as well as some of the newspapers around town: The Seattle Weekly, The Seattle Times, and of course The Stranger, that dude of a rag that had made its reputation by pushing bad taste to its limit and beyond. I'd also had a piece of fiction accepted by The National Lampoon called "The Boy Who Ate New York," about a kid who noshed on the Empire State Building and the Brooklyn Bridge (but not the Parthenon – he didn't eat leftovers!), and it was this that caught the eye of Artie Weiss, publisher of True Occult. I had just received an offer to join the New York Times, as a science writer, when Artie saw my Lampoon piece, swooped in with triple what the Times was going to pay me, and that was that.
Now, Artie was a piece of work. When I met him five years ago I was 23, and he was a jot past forty, a large shrewd man with two indictments for mail fraud to his credit, who had entered the world as a Gemini preemie who had not been expected to survive but who'd gone on, as we shall see, to make up in spades for his precarious nativity.
The only issue of Max Weiss, a mumbly, rail-thin tailor from the
old country, and feisty Rose Fleisher, likewise a Hungarian immigrant, who'd married the unassuming seamster by parental mandate, Artie grew up in a low-rent sector of Elizabeth, New Jersey with a strong, ambitious mother who failed at every small business she established but eventually became wealthy thanks to a prescient purchase of Microsoft shares, and a quiet, ethical father whose tranquility with his modest lot drove Rose up the wall.
"That man," she told me once, in a patois still thickly Yiddish, "did nothing but read, read, read. Comes home, eats his pot cheese and sour cream, plops his tuchis in the armchair, lights up a cigar stinks like a garbage heap, and that's it. Can't remember having a conversation with him in forty-one years, not that I really give a damn."
As likely as not, this was not an unreciprocated sentiment. According to Artie, who'd loved and admired his low-key dad until the man's death from Parkinson's in 1989, Max regarded his aggressive wife as a distant ado in his otherwise orderly life, a Talmudic contract to be gamely, if not affectionately, honored. It was Max, not Rose, who introduced his son to literature, the Bible, and the bluffy byways of poker; Max who passed on the trinity of saws by which his own life had been smithed: don't flash money (not that Max had ever been truly challenged in this regard); it takes all kinds to make a world (e.g., your mother); and everything in moderation including moderation. And it was Max who, just once in his mild life, revealed the volcano within by chewing out an officious doctor who'd taunted Artie over his obesity.
If complacent Max was Rose Weiss's bane and burden, then Artie, from four pounds eight ounces on up to pseudo-sumo, was the apple of her otherwise dyspeptic eye. In him, she saw a knight who would wrest from the world the big bacon that had always eluded the Weiss family, and he did not disappoint her, already a little mogul by the sixth grade, trafficking in the undergarments of female classmates which he bought in bulk, marked up, and resold retail to the boys: a panty-tycoon at ten, eventually busted and put on probation for what his mother proudly described as "insider treding." (She was not without a sense of humor.)
Inspired by the legend of another tester of limits, Harry Houdini, Artie took up magic as a hobby, and soon became so deft at sleight of hand he could confiscate rings and watches off people's persons without their being aware of it, often selling the items back to them through a network of fences. In his sophomore year he wowed his biology class by turning the frog he was supposed to be dissecting into a dove and setting it free in the classroom. And in his senior year he became the school's favorite bad boy by lobbing a raw egg at his English teacher, a nice young woman named Miss March. The woman had herself set the stage for this outrage by planning a student reading of "Julius Caesar," informing the class that back in Shakespeare's day audiences would make theater-going an all-day affair, bringing their lunches to the Globe Theater and often reviewing a performance by flinging portions of same at the actors. She chucklingly invited her students to do likewise, and they did; but only Artie threw an egg. It hit the blackboard and drooled its way down in a ropy yellow teardrop, causing a pall of horrified silence instead of the howl Artie had anticipated. He'd gone too far. Remanded to the principal, he retained a smart Jewish lawyer, his mother, who argued that it was entrapment, pure and simple, as the teacher had solicited the barrage. This line of defense failed to carry the day. Instead, the magistrate just kept shaking his head incredulously and repeating, "How could you possibly think this was funny?" until Artie, despairing of trying to explain it, just accepted his two-month detention manfully, promised not to do it again, and deftly undid the man's belt before leaving his office. He was halfway down the hall with his mother when the man's bellow gave voice to the boy's victory. As Rose proudly summarized the episode, "As a great American humorist, my Artie was ahead of his time."
Already a big fellow, with sable eyes set like gunslits into amply-upholstered sockets, straight dark hair and his signature unflappability, he found himself drawn to the New York racetracks, where he spent a great deal of time in pastel slacks, cream jackets, two-tone shoes, and plaid caps learning the arts of handicapping and touting. Unlike his father, he never fancied the fetid cheroots that had nauseated his mother, going rather to the other extreme, splashing himself liberally with Old Spice and Brut to mask the odor of his sweat and sucking on spearmint Lifesavers to do the same for his breath. By the age of twenty he was pulling in forty thou a year, developing a taste for high living and the class of ladies that used to be called showgirls, acquiring a year-round tan, and making ready to parlay his talents into the scheme that would earn him his first million and first jail term.
This involved placing ads in specialized papers around the country that published horse data in tiny print like stock quotes, offering to provide insider tips on the races for a fee plus a percentage of the winnings – in effect playing the ponies with other people's money, sort of like a personal injury attorney. If his picks came in, as they often did, the customer would likely want to use his services again, thus strongly motivating these uncertain gamblers to send Artie the designated cut of his winnings. If his picks lost, it was the client, not Artie, who had to absorb it. Furthermore, Artie frequently bet both for and against the same horse – guaranteeing him a win from at least half his customers' bets.
Unfortunately, this brand of horseplay ran afoul of New York's gaming and consumer protection statutes, and since Artie's transactions involved the mails, mail fraud was the charge that got him his first all-expense-paid vacation upstate.
There, over prison chow on plastic plates, he met one Louie Palmero, who was doing one to three for assault in connection with an extortion operation, and the two struck up a friendship that was to prove a lasting one.
"Yeah, we was buddies there," Louie told me one day as we were dangling our feet off the redwood dock at Weiss Island – the idyllic piece of real estate not far from the San Juan Islands north of Seattle from which Artie now published True Occult . "That's where we come up with Expocruise."
"Expocruise?" I prompted, taking a swig of Molson's stout from a chilled brown bottle, the smells of ale and sea and deck resin commingled in my nose.
"Yeah. That's what we named her – a four-hundred-foot vessel, French registry, four decks, pool, sauna, hundred and sixty cabins, eighty for the crew, eighty for exhibits. Like a little Queen Mary. Beauty can't be bought, you know, any more than talent can. I was in a play once, in grammar school, had the role of a bumble bee, my only claim to fame on the stage. Later on I met a woman wanted to make me a movie star. No way. Life is a red herring, any way you look at it, and I'm the hole in the bagel, you know what I'm saying?"
"No, Louie," I replied, "I can't legitimately say I do."
"I'm saying you can't make a pig out of a sow's ear. That's why this ship Artie and I came up with was such a winner. The thing was sleek as a pelican coming out of a pond, and we had the pictures to prove it. On the strength of those photographs we put together a brochure, hired a crew of top salespeople, and signed up eighty companies at twelve K a pop – almost a million bucks – to cruise the world with us. We had medical equipment companies, shoe manufacturers, jewelers, software people: high-class all the way. Our itinerary took us to every major port in the world – Caracas, Bombay, Tokyo, Brisbane – you've heard of these places?"
"Tokyo rings a bell."
"What I'm saying," he pressed on, ignoring my wit, "why exhibit in one place when you can showcase your products globally? We had these suckers by the nuts. They couldn't wait to sail. Then we worked the other side of the deal."
"Other side?"
"Sure. Gotta have someone staffing these exhibits, right? So we advertised for college kids, signed them up to be sub-agents for these companies. Promised them a free trip around the world, room and board included, plus a salary of twenty grand. We were swamped! And you better believe we made sure these kids knew there were more applicants than slots available. Either they ponied up a grand to hold their place or they were as fucked as a soup sandwich. Artie and I pulled in eighty thousand right there. Expocruise, buddy! See the world! And you can bet your last tomato we did! I hadn't been to China in years."
"You took those kids' money and went to China?"
"I didn't say that. I took my share of the money and went to Mexico. In style this time. Do you like peas?"
"Not really."
"I hate the little bastards myself. But ten years earlier, there I was, spending a year in Mexico working on a goddamn pea farm, laying low after a bank heist in New Jersey. About a month into it I meet a man with no nose. I don't know how he lost it, he didn't want to talk about it, but I'll give you odds he deserved it. God don't slip no fucken cheeseburgers under the door. You break it you bought it. Anyway, he was ugly as bear droppings, this fellow, but he could sing like Caruso, and he'd sing all day long as we worked. Ugly one way, beautiful another, you see what I'm getting at?"
"It's a little misty," I admitted.
Louie raised his eyebrows. "Let me put it this way, wiseguy. I dated a Norwegian once had warts all over her breasts, but I didn't give a bull's balls, because she loved me. Ugly one way, beautiful another, like the Mex. But she got hit in the eye playing softball and became a vegetable. That's where the peas come in, you follow?"
"Not as precisely as you'd probably like me to."
"The pea farm in Oaxaca. This Mexican and I became pretty good friends, to the point he wanted me to marry his daughter. I said no thanks, because she was a denso, couldn't tell a deck of cards from a pack of Camels, came back to the States instead, and went into enforcing contracts, which I had more of a knack for than being a bumble bee in a goddamn second-grade play, and that's my point."
"What is, Louie?"
"Talent. You either have it or you don't in a particular situation. If it's not there, it's not there."
I moved my toe idly in the water. "So, what does that have to do with Expocruise?"
"That's what I'm saying. It wasn't there."
"What do you mean, it wasn't there?"
"The boat. There was no boat, never had been, just a picture of a boat."
"You took in over a million bucks on a picture?"
"Like I said, it was a fuckhorse of a picture. Hired a graphics guy with an air brush for six hundred to put the whole thing together for us. Seeing is believing. I saw a squirrel fly a hundred feet between two trees once. Fwoom! – like that. Made me want to be reborn as one, but then I changed my mind. I'd rather come back as a puma, big fucking black one. Those things don't need to fly, they can run. I been running all my life. It's only since I hooked up with Artie that I'm starting to slow down, look around, and raise the daisies."
"You mean smell th—"
"No, I mean raise, as in raise a family someday. Destiny is destiny, but in the end, you reap what you sow. That's what I'm saying about the Expocruise scam. You can't stop karma. An arrow launched is an arrow landed."
"So, what's your point, Louie?" I tweaked him.
"Point?" he asked blandly, as it we were playing badminton and he'd just suckered me to the wrong side of the net. "Three big ones in the joint, that's the point. Wire fraud, something over a hundred counts, fourteen of which stuck. Like I said, you reap what you sow, no two ways about it. And as a result I met Artie, and here I am."
"Oh."
He smiled and chucked me on the shoulder, forgiving me my cretinism. Like a gale-tossed helicopter alighting unerringly on its rooftop X, Louie's scrambled eggs of thought had once again zeroed right in on their mark; and the strange thing is, I have yet to see this uncanny mental homing magnetism of his, this gauss for punchline, fail him. Listening to Louie's bizarre perorations was like watching a dude pattering away on steel drums, the puffy cotton hammers tracing undecipherable scribbles in the air that yet decode into the most sublime sequences of music. In other words, Louie was obviously listening to himself on a deeper level, or from a different angle, than I was. Intelligence, pattern and organization were alive and well within his blue-collar hooligan head, and while it might be a gross melee of misfiling to include Louie in the bin marked brilliant, a careful reading of history's geniuses leads me to suspect that maybe, DOSwise, Al Einstein and good old Louie Palmero were clients of the same basic operating system.
"Yeah," said Louie, removing his undershirt, laying back on the dock and basking, "we did time for Expo. But you can bet we kept the swag, and Artie used his share to buy True Occult for a song from the previous owner, move himself, his mother, and the whole operation to Seattle to beat the heat they were still putting on him in New York, and turn it into the big-ticket powerhouse it is today." He propped himself on an elbow as a passing cloud drew a shadow across his body, like a sheet at a crime scene. "You follow me?"
"Like a puppy."
And in a way I did, because indeed, in True Occult, the fat man had found, at last, the calling toward which he'd been groping all his life. Laying lies on tens of thousands of people at a clip was sorcery of the highest order – the unbridled manipulation of the mindstuff of the masses. It was control of reality itself, exhilarating, omnipotent, Godlike; no, more than Godlike, because God at least cedes free will to his characters, while Artie granted nothing of the kind to his. It was both licit and illicit, the best of both worlds. It was pure, unadulterated bullshit. It was what he was put on this earth to do.
Within three months of his assuming the magazine's stewardship, circulation had soared to nearly half a million, and Artie bought the island that now bears his name, engaged an architect to build a complex of offices and living quarters on its crown, and began putting out his rag from there. He hired an editor, an art director, built a stable of staff and freelance writers, and he installed his mother as receptionist/office manager. He bought a wardrobe of Brooks Brothers togs, a bowler and a cane, and was never again seen in anything less than publisher-chic. He instituted a psychic-sex classified page in his mag and charged a three-buck transaction fee to forward salacious pictures and correspondence – then he opened this private mail, kept the money, got off on the kinky pictures, and picked from its smutty branches the most delicious fruit for himself. At least once per issue he ran an ad that was phony in its entirety, from which he then skimmed off an average of two thousand dollars in forwarding fees – about the amount of loose change he typically carried in his wallet. He subscribed to a number of foreign magazines, such as Germany's Stern and France's Paris Match, swiping their photographs with impunity to give credence to the stories in True Occult, knowing very well it wasn't worth their while to sue, even if they did happen to notice the theft. Once he upgraded to digital photos and computer manipulation, of course, the matter became moot. Within two years, Artie had become a millionaire several times over. He had become respectable. It was time, his mother hinted, and not for the first time, to take himself a bride.
This was, however, an enterprise Artie adamantly opposed. Oh, he liked women, all right. He enjoyed them for sex, appreciated them as companions, and recognized their merit as ornamentation – particularly busty starlet types. But he also knew women, knew them to the core of their duplicitous beings, as he saw it. Having been born with, as it were, a perfect pitch for con, he had concluded early in life that the female of the species to which he belonged was pure swindle. It had started with Eve, conning Adam into eating that highly problematic apple; and if that hadn't really, historically, happened, well, the very existence and durability of the story proved its metaphorical truth. Women were genetically deceitful, and he knew this because it took one to know one, and Artie was a bunco artist in spades and down to his bones.
So, by the time I came aboard, the Artie I encountered had long been the proverbial confirmed bachelor, and as far as I could tell was perfectly content with his lot. If somewhere in the world there existed the perfect marital match for him, he had yet to meet her; and Rose's dream of a daughter-in-law to whom to devise her recipes, jewelry, considerable bank account, and wise advice, along with a flock of grandchildren to bounce upon her aging knees, appeared destined to remain forever unfulfilled. Artie's real pleasure at this point in his life was his magazine, and in part due to the company's geographical isolation and in part to Rose Weiss's Jewish motherliness, a pleasant sense of family developed among the members of the staff, and this was all the family Artie seemed to need. Benefits were liberal, humor bountiful, bonuses frequent, and each issue was put to bed with a party for the crew who'd created it. Weiss Island had become a magical outpost in a fairy tale, cranking out fairy tales of its own.
Then, one day Artie caught his editor embezzling and canned him, creating a vacancy for that position. And thus did it come to pass that I found myself repairing to this teeny green continent just off the Washington shore for an interview with the scion of scam himself.
Walking up the wooden steps that zigzagged through the woods en route to the sprawling, multi-level structure atop the island's mound, I used my jacket sleeve to blot my face of the spray it had acquired on the hippity-hop ride out there in Louie's outboard. He'd told me the publisher was expecting me and I should go on up while he secured the boat, which I did. I had not been advised, however, that Arthur Weiss's receptionist was his mother.
"Well," she greeted me as I stood uncertainly in the plant-filled reception area wallpapered with Hellenic scenes in pink and yellowed ivory and smelling of air conditioning, "you coming in, going out, posing for a picture, what?"
"I'm . . . er, Hank Gross?" I ventured, my tone rising interrogatively at the end.
"Good question," she said. "And de answer is . . .?"
"Yes," I said, "I am. And you are--?"
"Never mind, I am. What, you want to ask me out? You came here for a pickup?"
"No, I came here t—"
She rose arthritically to her feet. "This way, please," she said, a little linebacker in a print dress with a seahorse brooch and pearl necklace, her gray hair bunned and nested like a nuisance shelved, her face grooved like old cheese, a thin mustache under a large nose. She smelled of lard and paprika, a creature of the kitchen, and her clothes exuded the camphory defiance of old doilies. Pausing as we passed a narrow table on which sat a cut-glass platter stacked with strudel, she asked, "You want a cookie?"
"No thanks, ma'am."
"Name's Rose," she told me. "Artie's mother."
"You're his mother?"
"What do you think, he hatched from an egg? Please, have a cookie, made them myself this morning."
I shook my head politely.
"So starve. then," she said with a dismissive flick of her hand. "Go. Have it you way."
She ushered me along a white-carpeted hallway ("Hard to keep clean, but looks classy," she confided) whose walls bore poster-sized repros of some of True Occult's journalistic phantasmagorias – "CLINTON CONFERS WITH JFK'S GHOST IN WHITE HOUSE," "IMAGE OF ELVIS APPEARS ON A TACO," and my personal favorite, "I WAS A VAMPIRE FOR THE FBI" – and rapped on the heavy baroque door to the publisher's inner sanctum while I trued the knot of my plum-colored tie. Granted passage by a soft voice from within, Artie's mother depressed a lever doorknob and pushed the door open.
The office was expansive and presidential, the home of a sahib, all reds and browns like a men's club or hunting lodge, thickly carpeted and lacking only a boar's head mounted above crossed Persian scimitars. One wall held floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, another an entertainment multiplex anchored by a 52-inch TV screen, a third a huge picture window with vertical ruby blinds, and the fourth bearing two clusters of ornately-framed art that included what appeared to be an original Degas, all pink and blue and ballerinic and presumably worth a fortune. I ran my eyes over the eclectic selection on the shelves – if ever a mathematician needed a random generator he need look no further; Thackery side by side with Theosophy, Huxley on tripping beside Heidiger on economics. There was a black leather sofa, a marble coffee table, assorted museum-quality chairs, a bronze spittoon, and a sculpted coat tree draped with a cashmere jacket and a black derby on the top branch. At the center of the royal chamber was an ebon desk flanked by two chairs, and behind the desk, fully filling an oversized swivel chair that had control buttons set into one arm, was the publisher, as elegant and self-possessed as an ambassador in a brown three-piece suit, a decorous tie, and a gold watch chain that disappeared into a vest pocket. He reminded me of Calvin Coolidge, a century out of synch.
Rose left, and Artie and I chatted for an hour. We got along from the first, he respecting my pathetic passion for honesty, I admiring the honesty with which he acknowledged his disregard for same. In that respect, it was possible to view him not as a knave but rather as the most noble and upright of men, a dapper, sentient blimp cruising in some higher level of authenticity, floating serenely above the petty shoulds and shouldn'ts of the world. He told me I reminded him of his father, Max. I told him he reminded me of P.T. Barnum. He told me truth did not exist, believability reigned supreme. He reviewed the principles by which True Occult achieved its effects, giving particular emphasis to how all of its stories were structured as nested pyramids, broadening ziggurats of palaver that sucked the reader's mind ever deeper into their unreal realities. Our job, he stressed, was not to impart information but to spin yarns. Believability, not truth, was what counted.
He explained the logic by which our readers' gullibility was guaranteed. What we printed couldn't possibly be a bald-faced lie, you see, because everyone knows that periodicals are collective enterprises, and the idea that the multitude of loggers, paper millers, editors, writers, advertisers, printers, distributors, newsdealers and mail carriers who severally participated in the weekly process that was True Occult were all in collusion with the publisher was just, well, unbelievable. The notion that not one of these people would spill the beans was just intuitively too preposterous to even consider.
Finally, Artie pointed out, there floated above it all that great umbrella of naiveté under which True Occult had made its permanent abode – the almost innate belief that newspapers aren't allowed to lie, that somehow language fossilized in ink wouldn't dare to fib for fear its very immobility would render it easily brought to justice, that somehow we collectively just wouldn't stand for it, would riot in the streets if necessary to bring the slimy scalawag to heel.
Not so. Granted, you can't defame someone – except, of course, a public figure – and you can't discard True Occult on the sidewalk – that's littering – but you can, with sovereign impunity, download any rubbish you like into the unprotected Dumpsters millions call their minds, and doing so entitles you to call yourself a journalist, wear a fancy suit, and always get a table at the Ritz. Verily, lying is not only legal but bizarrely respectable. And thus, in a twist perhaps more implausible than any in the pages of True Occult, we arrive at the following:
Arthur Weiss, in the prime of middle age, had gone straight.
"So, what do you say, kid? You with us?"
I said I was, he clasped his edemic paw to mine, and I was hired – after which I made peace with his mom by sampling her baked goods, which turned out to be delicious, as were her many other Hungarian specialties which I had the pleasure to partake of in the months and years that followed.
My fellow employees proved to be bright and compatible, and I found I enjoyed spinning tales, relished the pure peristalsis of language unfettered by the constipation of veracity, frolicked like a dolphin in the divine freedom of narrative. Under Artie's tutelage, I learned more about writing than I'd ever been taught at U-Dub. Writing is nothing but the art of transition, he'd say, a toolbox crammed with buts and ands and thuses; connectives stacked in trays like nails in hardware stores; a whorehouse of howevers, hences, thens, and sos by which mechanically to lead the readers' minds like sows with yokes through their willing snouts; and indeed, with the burdens of accuracy and proof removed, I discovered a facility of imagination and octane of transitional horsepower I hadn't known I possessed. At times I felt more like a demented chef than a writer, tossing fact and fiction high like spinning pizza, whipping up meringues of saga while music tinkled from the speakers in my office. I amused my friends by incorporating their pictures into stories. My younger brother Rob, an Alaskan land assessor, father of two girls, and Ph.D. candidate at the U of Alaska, became, on separate occasions, a Hawaiian shaman facing censure for causing a woman to give birth to a newt and an oxford don whose shorts were haunted. Our older brother, George, a New York City university professor, children’s book writer, and one-time semi-pro Ping-Pong champ until he was injured after a match, was duly aka’d as a man upon whose forehead an image of the Virgin Mary mysteriously appeared every Hanukah and a drunken sailor who’d mistaken the Bermuda Triangle for a dodecahedron and lived to tell about it. Even our editorial intern one summer, a 22-year-old middle-eastern looker hand-picked by Artie for just that quality, got into the spirit of things by posing for a cover story called "CLEOPATRA REBORN AS CAIRO WAITRESS." It was generally assumed that she became Artie's plaything that summer, as well, either by inclination or in return for generous remuneration.
Being the editor of True Occult was, then, in more senses than one, a dream job. And so it remained until the fateful day last summer when a motorboat with the lettering FBI on it puttered up to the Weiss Island dock, and a slim gray suit and tie in a trench coat who identified himself as Special Agent Lawrence Dunne hiked up to the office to pay our little enterprise a visit. I happened to be sitting in the outer office with Rose doing a crossword puzzle when he entered and flopped open his billfold with the ironic courtesy of a flasher dropping his drawers.
Rose squinted at his credentials. "Can buy in any joke store," she decreed, unimpressed. "But anyway, what's the trouble. Did we get a parking ticket?"
Dunne smiled. "I'm with the federal government, ma'am."
"Oh, Washington D. C.! Pardon me while I sing the Star Spangled Banner."
"Is Arthur Weiss in?"
"Wait, I'll get. Artie!" she called into her intercom.
"And his editor."
"I'm his editor," I said.
"You Want a cookie?" Rose offered the newcomer.
"No thanks, ma'am."
"Pih! Too bigshot to have a cookie."
Artie appeared from his suite, appraised the visitor, and ushered both him and me into his office. There, as I indicated earlier, the gentleman informed us that we were being tapped for a top secret government mission involving time-travel and supposedly bearing on the very survival of civilization itself.
"You want to run that by us again?" said Artie, as we exchanged looks of surprise and disbelief – because not four months earlier, in our March issue, we had run a cover story – which I myself had conceived and written! – that posited to an uncanny extent what this alleged government flunky was now presenting to us as really happening. We had headlined it "HUSH-HUSH U.S. WEAPONS LAB KIDNAPS CITIZENS FOR BIZARRE TIME-TRAVEL EXPERIMENTS: Exclusive Interview With Survivor: "My Ten Terrifying Days With the Neanderthals."
This coincidence-defying confluence of yarn and reality inspired in me a sudden jolt of déjà vu, the powerful sensation that I had been through this scenario before and that now it was starting up yet again, looping infinitely, trapping me in its strange web of happenstance.
But of course that was ridiculous. Obviously, someone had read the story and was now pulling some sort of hoax on us, using our own narrative as its basis. It had to be that, because what I had written – presented as fact though it may have been – was the purest poppycock. I knew that – knew it for, if you'll pardon the expression, a fact.
Yet if this were a scam, then by whom, against whom, and to what purpose? The only possible perpetrator that came immediately to mind was Artie himself – but why would he be running a scam on himself? Or on me, for that matter? In any case, the possible bunko artist seated before us and purporting to be FBI wasn't about to blink. "We're well aware of your cover story in the April issue of True Occult, of course," said Dunne, anticipating my thoughts, "though, as of course you were instructed to do at that stage of the project, you deliberately got most of the particulars wrong. Time travel, yes; Neanderthals no."
"Instructed?" I said incredulously.
"Yes, instructed."
I regarded him skeptically, not quite sure how to interpret the weird non sequitur he was laying on me: namely, that my internal fictitious imaginings has somehow been compelled by some intelligence outside of me without my being aware of it. Normally, when someone asks me where I get my ideas from, I tell them, "a little store in Philadelphia." Was I now going to have to revise that quip to, "Oh, the U.S. government goes back in time and supplies me with the idea several weeks after I've already written the story." I like to think of myself as open-minded as the next guy, but one does have to draw the line someplace.
"In any case," Dunne went on, "you are both uniquely essential to the success of our project, and in exchange for your cooperation in putting out a special edition of your magazine, what we're prepared to offer you, Mr. Weiss, is the most dynamite story True Occult has ever published, and every word of it is true."
"I hate to disillusion you, Special Agent Dunne," said Artie, "but we don't do true here."
Dunne smiled. "We know that, of course. But as the saying goes, truth can be stranger than fiction."
"We like to think," countered Artie, "that we give the lie to that adage."
"Nonetheless, you'll have to agree that, true or false aside, it's a great story. Time travel. A mind laser. Come on."
"A mind laser?" I repeated.
"That's what I said. A method by which human minds can be made to sync up coherently and lase."
"It has possibilities," Artie conceded.
"And on top of your getting the scoop of the century, we're prepared to offer you the rank of Brigadier General in the Army Reserve."
Now this was something that hit home. Artie's gambler face, of course, registered nothing at this offer. But I fancied I could figure what his calculations must be. I knew him to be a man to whom prestige and respectability meant a lot – that's why he had become a publisher -- but, having never served in the armed forces, military rank and honor were among the few perks still inaccessible to him. (But how, it crossed my mind, could this Dunne fellow have known just what to offer him?)
"Plus," Dunne went on, "a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in cash."
"Pocket change is always nice," Artie allowed.
"And for you, Mr. Gross, also one hundred and fifty thousand dollars in cash. Absent the military honors. You're too young to pass off as a General."
"Hmm," I said with forced nonchalance, as if I were considering haggling him up a thou or two.
"And if we decline?" asked Artie, never shy about speaking up to the gunslinger across the table. Nor was this the first time I'd seen the ballsy baron of True Occult raise a hand I might just as soon have sat pat on.
"Then we go to plan B."
"Which is?"
"We approach Adolph LaRue with the same offer."
"LaRue, eh?" said Artie.
"Our second choice by far."
"A very second choice, I should think," said Artie. Adolph LaRue was Artie's nemesis in the field – if you could call it a field – of paranormal periodicals. For the past decade, LaRue, a highly intelligent horse's ass of a man schooled at Oxford and Cambridge, had styled himself as the tribunal of last resort on matters supernatural. From an office in downtown Seattle, he put out a journal pompously titled International Review of Extraordinary Science, which purported seriously to investigate the very matters True Occult dealt with in, one might say, a somewhat more party-like manner. Although acknowledged in certain circles to be the world's leading expert on telekinesis, or mind over matter, his magazine's circulation was a dismal ten or twelve thousand and holding steady despite his best efforts to boost it. Initially he'd offered to welcome Artie into the fold of legitimate preternatural research, but Artie soon ran a cover story that changed his mind: "PUBLISHER OF PARANORMAL JOURNAL ADMITS SEEKING HIGHER READERSHIP. Has He Made A Deal with Satan?"
Not surprisingly, Adolph LaRue quickly conceived a hatred for Artie the ardor of which was worthy of a lover scorned, and, unable to sue us because of our canny use of the word "might" in all the potentially libelous places, he regularly ran articles in his publication denouncing us. Artie, and then later Artie and I, playfully parried these attacks by running pieces suggesting that he "might" be the reincarnation of Sappho the Lesbian poet, that he "might" have engaged in sex with aliens after first kinkily coating them with cream cheese, and that his publication "might" be faked, since how come he never documented his articles with photographs, as we so conscientiously did?
A merry feud it was, at least for us. And for a moment, as I listened to alleged Special Agent Dunne's spiel, it crossed my mind that maybe this whole malarkey-smelling taradiddle was something cooked up by LaRue. He certainly had the money (he came from wealth), and surely the motivation. I doubted, however, that he had the imagination. No, if we eventually pushed him too far, he wouldn't scam us, he'd probably come over and shoot us – or worse; there was, after all, that nasty business with his wife on his Curriculum Vitae – more on which later.
So, here was Dunne's carrot and stick. Help the government in a project to supposedly save humanity and be amply rewarded in the bargain, versus declining to help and letting pretentious Mr. LaRue get all the glory.
"I think you're bluffing," said Artie. "I don't think LaRue's an option for you."
"You're very shrewd, Mr. Weiss. We most definitely prefer the larger cohort of readership available through you."
"And if I still refuse?"
"Well, you know the government," Dunne said pleasantly. "Once it feels somebody has become a threat to national security by knowing too much, it has few qualms about quietly eliminating said individual."
"How do I know you won't kill me anyway?"
"How do you know a safe won't fall on your head?"
Artie narrowed his eyes. "You talk like my mother."
"Your mother is a very smart woman." Dunne opened his attaché case and removed two stacks of bills, each representing fifty thousand dollars. "Down payment," he said. "You'll have to trust me on the other perks."
Artie regarded the money, which even to him was a tad more than chicken feed, and gave me a look. "That's a new pair of slacks, at least. What do you think, kid?"
I likewise considered the money, which definitely looked inviting. I too could think of a few things to do with a fifty thousand clams and the promise of a hundred G's more. "I'm in."
"Great," said Dunne, starting to rise.
"Not so fast," said Artie. "Mind if we take a stat of that ID of yours?"
"Be my guest. In fact, bring your camera along."
"You're kidding."
"I insist. That or we'll provide you with one."
"I thought you said this was top secret?"
"It is, and so it will remain. The photos you will take in the course of your briefing will be necessary to support the story you will be writing for us in True Occult. It is crucial that your readers utterly believe the events you are going to report."
"That's always been the name of the game, hasn't it."
"Exactly. As I say, all of this is absolutely true, but truth without believability is like Peking Duck without the scallions."
"Gee," said Artie, "can you knit us sweaters with that on it? And then maybe a second set explaining what it means?"
Dunne smiled that slightly oily smile of his; I could tell he liked Artie. "And none of this will compromise our location or anything else that needs to remain classified. When it's all over, it will be just a story, and our organization will continue, ever sub rosa, as before."
"All right," said Artie. He intercommed for our editorial assistant, 27-year-old Susie Pinderhoven, and she promptly Xeroxed Dunne's ID and returned it to him. Of course, with today's imaging equipment, any ten-year-old can generate a fake ID in half an hour, so in a sense Artie was just tweaking Dunne's chain. I was pretty sure my con-man boss had already made up his mind to explore this thing further, and I knew I was game, as well.
"My boat's at the dock," said Dunne.
"One more thing," said Artie. Hauling out the white pages, he dialed up the Seattle office of the FBI, and, a bit to the surprise of both of us, confirmed that there was indeed a Special Agent Dunne in their Seattle office who matched the description of the gentleman seated before us.
"Satisfied?"
"I'm never satisfied," said Artie, and rose from his chair like a breaching whale. We proceeded to the outer office.
"I'll probably be back before evening, Ma," Artie told his mother, kissing her on the cheek."
"You can't tell me what's about?"
Artie shook his head apologetically.
Dunne added, "It's highly classified, ma'am."
"So's my address book, starts with A, ends with Z. Listen, I'm his mother. I like to know where my boy's going, maybe I need to reach him."
"Mrs. Weiss," said Dunne, "I'm not even allowed to tell my own mother."
"Some modder!"
"Besides, he'll be two miles underground at our secret facility."
"Pih!" Rose swooshed him away like a pesky feather. "I don't want to know anyway. Artie?"
"What, Ma?"
"Do you have to make before you go?"
"No, Ma," Artie said patiently.
She looked to Dunne as if about to extend him the same offer, but then her lips curled, and she turned away in dismissal. Just before we all traipsed out the door, she signaled to me and whispered, "Watch out for this man – he thinks he's a grownup."
Chapter Two
"Suppose I start at the beginning," said Dunne over the drone of the outboard, the buffeting of the wind, and the clip-clop of the hull as it bounced along Puget Sound toward Elliott Bay and downtown Seattle.
Artie and I exchanged glances. "Ah . . . the beginning! As in 'This bizarre story began . . .'" he noted wryly, alluding to our standard technique for vortexing our readers from headline and blurb into the narrative proper. No matter that we'd used it a zillion times before: the formula was as reliable as picking a pocket or flushing a toilet – whoosh, down the drain we go, the human mind as helplessly hydraulic as the Ganges at monsoon. Of all the myriad flims and flams of tabloid chicanery, none can rival that simple but devastating phrase, "It all began . . .," with its slippery runway of dots that plunge one into an abyss of illusory past, one's mind accelerating deliriously, banging like a pinball into the snake-oil wherefores and therefores of explication, slamming against semicolons, goosed by commas, rebounding from flashing subjects and blinking predicates, all in a pathetic odyssey to find out WHAT HAPPENED? By what route, we demand to know, did the riotous Brownian rowdydow of the universe converge upon the unique specificities of the HERE AND NOW?
Truly, no black hole has a suck more monstrous than our inertial belief in narrative. The bog of reason beckons with a tug so mighty none but the blessed and retarded can resist it. It is indeed the fabled Tree of Knowledge against whose succulent fruit we have been duly enjoined, that immense foliage of why and because whose patently absurd legerdemain manages again and again to flummox the keenest of razor-sharp minds.
And here was alleged FBI Special Agent Lawrence Dunne – formerly a post-doc in quantum physics at MIT, or so he claimed -- running the same routine on us.
"It began," said Dunne, taking no apparent notice of Artie's irony, "in the nineteen fifties. Those were, of course, the early days of the Cold War with the Soviet Union, and it became clear to a small group of highly-placed individuals in Washington, all of whom are long since deceased, that America's very survival in the post-war environment depended on its continuing leadership in weapons research. As a consequence, the Manhattan Project, which most historians assume was dismantled after the development of the atomic bomb, was secretly kept intact, evolving over the decades into an organization which unequivocally supersedes in authority the CIA, my own Federal Bureau of Investigation, the military, the National Security Council, and both houses of the Congress, as well. Which might reasonably raise the question in your minds," he dipped his head to Artie and myself, "why the likes of the two of you, one a twice-convicted felon, the other a once-promising young science journalist now whoring out his talents to the man's somewhat less than highbrow publication, are being, as it were, brought into the fold. This shall be explained to you shortly.
"In any event, this offshoot of the atomic bomb project, now known as Manhattan II, still exists, though with a different cohort of geniuses, naturally, and a good thing it does, for as we have seen, World War II, the so-called 'war to end all wars,' accomplished nothing of the kind. Moreover, the nature of today's threats to America's security has changed radically and is in flux almost daily. If the danger of Russian or Chinese missiles raining like medieval arrows on our cities is somewhat reduced – and I'm not conceding that it is – then the menace from other sources has multiplied. Armageddon may arrive in a Pakistani rowboat delivering nuclear, annihilation to Baltimore; it may mosey across the Mexican border courtesy of North Korea or Iran to spew biology over Dallas; it may drone in from cyberspace via Finland and wreak havoc with our banking or electrical infrastructure. And these are the obvious threats. What of the utterly ingenious weapons and delivery systems of the future – quantum devices, robotics, arsenals based on the human genome, micro-armies too small to see as they march against us, gravitational weapons, sonic weapons, particle and optical weapons, and more?"
He paused to let us contemplate the sheer plenitude of cataclysm lurking on every horizon. Artie's expression was unreadable, but as for me, I was seized with a sense of helpless peril, as if the means of my extermination were so manifold and imminent as to amount to certainty: grand pianos and leaded safes teeming from skyscrapers like sleet as I tried futilely to dodge them on the sidewalk below. Then Dunne held out a carrot.
"Recognizing this," he went on, "those prescient leaders of the last century quietly transferred their top scientists, none of whom you had ever heard of – I mean, forget Fermi, Feynman, Oppenheimer, Bohr, Bethe and the like; these were just the celebrities, not the real brains behind the bomb – from Los Alamos to what was then a relatively backwater institution, the University of Washington. Today, of course, U-Dub is one of the top research facilities in the country. But that's only what people see on the surface. What few have ever seen – and you are about to see – is the subterranean compound at a secret Seattle location which is known only as Manhattan II and which contains some fifteen laboratories, along with luxury living quarters for the current thirteen-odd – and many of them are very odd, indeed – ultra-geniuses who make this their permanent abode."
Acknowledging our surprise, he said, "Yes, permanent. Once they commit to Manhattan II, on an entirely voluntary basis to begin with, they never again see the light of day. They know this from the outset. Like monks taking vows, they've exchanged a conventional life in society for the pleasure of unbounded intellectual adventure on a scale unmatched even in the highest reaches of mainstream academia. These, remember, are modern-day alchemists so inconceivably advanced in science as to make the student body of, say, my own alma mater, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology – classic techies, as far as the rest of the world is concerned – seem like grade-schoolers playing with Walmart chemistry sets. And yes, I include myself in this intellectually challenged and academically clueless group.
"Many of these maxi-scientists have patriotic motives, as well, and more than a few, precisely because of their uncanny intellectual stature, find life at Manhattan II vastly more agreeable than any sort of existence they might have amongst the 'daytime television minds' who make up the bulk of our planet's population. Believe me, for intellects which begin at the level of da Vinci, Newton, and Einstein and climb the ladder of IQ from there, daily existence on the Planet of the Oprah Lovers would constitute a living hell -- like placing gifted children in schools for retards. You think Marie Curie was bright?" he asked with a scoff.
"Sort of," I said. "Could have touched that radium a bit less."
"Well, we've got a woman down in Manhattan II, Lisa Preski, who can recite the entire human genome – that's a sequence several billion units long – from memory!"
"Pretty impressive," I agreed.
"What's really impressive," said Dunne, his grin testing the limits of his face, "is she can recite it backwards, too!"
"Gee," I acknowledged, wondering what purpose that might serve.
"Like doing scales," he said, anticipating my curiosity, "thereby keeping her mental muscles limber for the real challenge she's set for herself, which is trying to discern patterns in the transcendental number pi."
"No one's ever found one," I said, "and it's been worked out to billions of decimal places."
"Up here it has," said Dunne. "Down below, Lisa's stretched it to nearly a trillion – in her head! And not just in base ten – in bases two through fifty-one! That's where the pattern's going to show up – in some other number base."
"Gosh."
"And Ebenezer Williams," he continued. "Here's a man close to a hundred years old, needs a respirator, artificial heart, and daily kidney dialysis to stay alive, and still spends sixteen hours a day pondering a question he posed to himself when he came into the program forty years ago – why is it that space has three dimensions and time one instead of the other way around?"
"I never thought of that," I admitted.
Dunne chuckled. "You're in prime company, my friend. Neither have any of the high and mighty Nobel prize winners prowling the halls of our mighty universities, because it's a stupid question – and only the very greatest minds have the smarts to ask stupid questions. There might even be an axiom here: the stupider the question the greater the mind behind it. Ever do crossword puzzles?" he asked.
"Occasionally."
"Well, of course you have – you were doing one when I came in earlier."
"Right."
"Find them challenging?"
"Sometimes."
"Well, we have a guy down in Manhattan II, Alex Babatunde, Nigerian by birth, who's constructing the largest crossword puzzle in history – a monster twelve thousand boxes across by ten thousand four hundred down. Why? Because he discerns, in the way a crossword puzzle reconfigures probabilities with each new word added, a statistical model for causation itself. In other words, let's say in real life you take one route home as opposed to another – how does that choice twinkle down the annals of time and affect everything to come? In short, what Babatunde is trying to do is nothing less than uncover the mechanism behind the law of karma – a line of inquiry even the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, warned against pursuing lest it lead to madness."
"I'm dumbfounded," I said, although skeptical was a bit more like it. I glanced at Artie, who, as usual, was keeping his cards close to his custom-tailored extra-large vest.
We passed a container vessel plowing through the Sound in the opposite direction, the big ship heading for Singapore, our little boat conveying us toward a secret laboratory two miles below the earth's surface, while hundreds of feet above, a tiny figure dangling from a parasail added a third dimension to my mental snapshot. I suddenly felt overpowered by the sheer narrative grandeur of this fleeting fusing of mass, vector, and intent. The impact of that serendipitous juxtaposition – the ship, our boat, the parasail – blooming so sublimely into “meaning,” ached the way falling in love aches, the way beauty hurts, the way eternity hurts. And then I gasped again, in desolation, as we three elements stretched heartbreakingly apart and went our separate ways, never to cross paths again.
"What?" Dunne asked.
"Nothing," I said, my attention returning to our speeding motorboat, the bumping waves, the intermittent spray. For it was all in my mind; was merely yarn: the awesome power of tale to resound in our souls like a gong whacked by a muscled slave, and I was no less vulnerable to it's symphonic might than any wide-eyed reader of our chimerical magazine.
"As money is no object and never will be," Dunne went on, looking at me with concern as he snapped open his attaché case with one hand and handed me a sheet of paper on which was a complex floor plan, "we – and when I say 'we,' understand that I am no more than a liaison man in this endeavor, a cog of no great consequence – have provided our turbo-brained community with all the amenities. There is a theater, a gym, saunas, simulated sunrooms, common rooms, an Olympic-sized pool, music, videotapes, total journal availability, receive-only Internet access, and several four-star dining facilities.
"For those so inclined," he continued, as I examined the diagram, "we periodically import, or perhaps I should say download, both male and female prostitutes to cater to any taste. Some of these we retain for future use, the others are put to sleep, cremated, and disposed of."
As I frowned at this, Agent Dunne leaned forward on his bench, an edge of ruthlessness surfacing like a crease in formerly casual trousers, and said, "It might surprise you to learn that a sizable percentage of the unsolved disappearances of prostitutes you may have read about in the papers are not, in fact, the work of deranged serial killers but the conscientious labor of dedicated civil servants."
"Jesus," I said.
"Courtesy your tax dollars."
I just stared at him, as spray and the scent of salt water peppered my nostrils. "I'm not sure I still want to be part of this," I told Dunne.
"That's up to you," he said mildly; but something about the studied blandness of his response told me that now that we had come this far there was no longer any column B on his menu. I suddenly took notice that there were no life preservers in the boat.
He reached again into his briefcase, withdrew an 8 x 10 color glossy, and held it in a way that both Artie and I could view it. "Have a look at this."
It was a photograph of a stunningly beautiful woman, which Dunne told us we were welcome to keep, as we'd be needing it for our next issue of True Occult. She looked to be somewhere in her 30's, auburn-haired and hazel-eyed, with an unmistakable mien of intelligence, as well as something barely definable that I can only call "Jewish." It was as if fifty centuries of Semitic culture were hologrammed into that direct look: humor, kindness, tolerance, moxie, tradition, food and just a hint of sadness – not personal sadness, but a larger heartbreak, as if God himself were grieving; something that made you want to love her and be loved in return, because you'd be holding not just a woman but a vessel expressing five thousand years of Judaism to your bosom. And the rest of her, posed leaning against a railing, was gorgeous, as well – a slim but full-hipped and full-breasted body garbed in a stylish yet casual outfit. There was just the slightest smile on her lips, a Hebrew Mona Lisa. I could see Artie sit up a little straighter on the wooden slat of the boat; in fact, he did this so abruptly, for a second I was afraid he'd capsize us. That's the kind of knockout she was.
"Selena Kobar," Dunne put a name to her. "Israeli by birth, rabbi by training, currently a maid by necessity. Husband killed by a suicide bomber some six months ago in Tel Aviv. Arrived in Seattle several months ago with her daughter, Kathy, now five, to escape the violence and to eventually go to the University of Washington Medical School to become a pediatrician. No family, no money, no green card, no medical insurance. Tries to get work as a rabbi, but runs into resistance in this male-dominated profession. So she's scrubbing floors, keeping her kid in day care, living in a boarding house, trying to make ends meet, when one of the rich ladies she cleans house for refers her to another rich friend, who fronts her for a doctor for a general checkup for her and her daughter. The doc gives her some bad news: turns out her daughter has a rare genetic abnormality that has only recently been identified by Swiss researchers – something called Lieberman-Mannix Syndrome, which causes the victim's eyes to enlarge to the point of breaking through the sockets and ultimately bursting. Doesn't manifest until young adulthood, but once it does it requires extremely expensive and ongoing medical intervention to keep under control.
"Naturally, Ms. Kobar is freaked by this. No resources, nowhere to turn, but this doctor just happens to be one of a number of "feeder" operatives we maintain around the world, and he lets us know that he has someone who might be of interest to us. He refers her to me, we meet and talk, and sure enough she's ideal. Very intelligent, very open to new ideas, and, not least, in desperate circumstances.
"I put forth our proposal to her, and she agrees without hesitation, because we offer her in exchange a trust fund of ten million dollars for her daughter's future, as well as the efforts of some our best minds at Manhattan II to try to find a cure for the girl's ailment, which is as yet asymptomatic."
"And in return this Selena woman would have to do what?" asked Artie, trying to conceal his tomcat interest in her picture.
"Allow us to kill her," said Dunne. "Although we didn't put it to her quite so bluntly."
"Did I hear you correctly?" I asked incredulously.
Dunne nodded, enjoying the effect his words were having on us. Because of the nature of his statement I was too shocked to notice until much later that he had set the woman, her daughter, and her daughter's disease on foreign soil – yet another technique True Occult craftily employs to make it difficult for anyone to challenge the authenticity of our outrageous tales.
"You murdered her?" I asked, dumbfounded.
"Partially."
"Partially? What do you mean, partially? How can you par—?"
"We killed only her body," Dunne clarified, "leaving her mind intact. After which we flash froze her body for future re-fusion with her mind, if we can figure out how to do that. This may prove to be only a one-way process, although we assured Ms. Kobar that it was a well-tested and reliable procedure. Meanwhile, her daughter is being well cared for, knows nothing about her own medical prognosis, and has been told that her mother had to go away for a short time on a top-secret mission involving Israel and the United States. So far, she seems to be quite okay with that."
Needless to say, this clarified nothing at all.
"You see, we're conducting perhaps the most cutting-edge experiment ever conceived by man. Up until Selena, all our attempts to separate a mind from its body were failures. She's the first successful test."
"I'm so happy for you."
"Look, don't be so naively humanitarian, my young friend. Covert experimentation on civilian populations has been business as usual among governments since Zoser, king of the third Egyptian dynasty in the twenty-seventh century B. C., tested hemlock on Mesopotamian slaves. Don't tell me you've never heard of the Tuskegee Institute syphilis experiments where, between 1932 and 1972, with penicillin already widely available, the U. S. Public Health Service deliberately left the disease untreated in four hundred black men in order to study it; or the Army's radiation tests on unsuspecting Islanders on atolls in the Pacific; or French experiments in the thirties implanting tumors in healthy breasts; or—" He paused.
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