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It was Saturday evening in Rutherford, New
Jersey, and Apricot Polk, a frivolous old lady in her seventies,
was sitting cross-legged on her carpet with her cronies: Priscilla,
Sarah, Geraldine, and Blanche. Transfixing them was the television
set, specifically the "Adrian Todd Show," which the ladies watched
religiously each week. Priscilla's opinion excepted, it was their
favorite; and their loyalties had stayed staunch even while, in
terms of national enthusiasm, the controversial public talk program
had been suffering steadily worsening ratings.

Of the five, Apricot was the most heavily
stoned. She was doing acid. The others had merely smoked hash.
Incredible how much zippier the show was when viewed from on high.
The repartee seemed sharper, the pace more dynamic, and Todd's
histrionics deliciously ruthless and mean.

Like the poor man he'd just finished
crucifying, for example, who was stepping down stiffly from the
stage and starting back to his seat, muttering "Thanks for
nothing," or something to that effect.

"You're quite welcome," Todd called after
him. He propelled a billow of cigar smoke at the chuckling audience
and fingered the basketball in his lap. "And it wasn't for nothing,
mister. I just gave you the opportunity to make a fool of yourself
on live television—and buddy, you took it in spades."

There was a surge of audience response. A
spare, cantankerous man with eyes fit to barbecue sirloin, Todd let
it prevail for a few moments, then clapped his hands once for
attention. "All right," he said. "Let's have one more." He set his
cigar in an ashtray, hefted the basketball, and glared out at both
the studio audience and the camera. "Maybe we can get someone up
here with a little more intelligence and dignity than the
semiliterate dummy you just saw whining like an infant, though I'm
sorry to say I'm not optimistic."

He fired the basketball into the seated
crowd. Hands grasped at it as for a foul to the stands at a
baseball game. Clawing, snarling, shoving—and all for the patently
dubious privilege of sitting beside Todd on the stage and enduring
his verbal assault during the "Tossing of the Ball" segment which
regularly concluded the two-hour program. Though few emerged
unscathed, there was never any shortage of candidates. Todd was the
modern analog of the carny wrestler who took on all comers, and the
urge to so test oneself runs strong throughout the peasantry. After
a few moments of scuffling, an Afro-American youth with horseshoe
mustache, close-cropped hair, and unafraid eyes held his trophy
over his head and began stumbling past bunched-up knees toward the
aisle.

"Move it," said Todd.

"Cool it," said the kid. "I'm coming."

"Oh-ho!" cackled Priscilla to the television
screen, delighted that somebody had the guts to send Todd's
arrogance back into his face. She looked about for a fresh joint,
the better to feast on the fireworks sure to ensue.

"Here," said Apricot, anticipating her
needs.

"Thanks," said Priscilla, igniting it,
inhaling, impounding the smoke in her lungs and passing the reefer
to Geraldine, who accepted it with pudgy fingers.

As the joint circulated among the ladies, the
youth trotted up to the stage and mounted it, handing the
basketball to Todd and plopping easily into the seat beside him. It
was lower than Todd's and planned that way; but the kid wasn't
cowed. He rubbernecked placidly, familiarizing himself with his new
surroundings.

"Looking for something?" challenged Todd,
dispensing a cloud of smoke around his head.

"What've you got?" needled the youth. "Can't
see a thing in this fog." As the audience tittered, he smirked at
Todd and then squinted at the stage lights. "Hot," he remarked.

"And getting hotter," said Todd
ominously.

"Well, I absorb it more'n you do," said the
kid, referring to his skin.

"Tough," answered Todd flatly.

"Tough for you," put in Priscilla, shaking a
bony fist at the screen. "Go get 'im, kid." As the joint, now a
roach, came around for the third time, she pulled a bobby pin from
the bun atop her head and employed it as a tweezer. She inhaled
with a hiss, her eyes glued to the screen. "That's it," she
squeaked, squandering a minimum of smoke, as the pair on the stage
held stubbornly to each other's eyes. "Give the silent treatment
right back to him. Let him break first. Ahh . . .," she deflated;
and then, to Sarah, "Is this the last of batch seventeen?"

Sarah nodded languidly. Gentle Sarah, who'd
been the Rutherford librarian for a number of years, presided now
over a smaller if headier domain, the ladies' "wine cellar" of
hallucinogens—a grab bag of psychedelic what not which the ladies
kept in vials and pillboxes in Apricot's underwear drawer.
"Actually," said Sarah, "we're low on everything."

"I'm not surprised," put in Blanche, who'd
been nibbling on the babka she'd baked that afternoon. "We haven't
bought a thing since March, and it's May already."

"Good," twinkled Apricot, glancing at
Priscilla. "That means I'll have to pay another call on nice Mr.
Breen."

Priscilla gave her the expected glare of
disdain. It was no secret among the ladies that Apricot was sweet
on her dealer; and Priscilla, who was something of a prude, found
this irksome. "Maybe," she said sarcastically, "he'll ask you to
the Junior Prom."

"Maybe," said Apricot with an old-lady mince,
"he'll plow me."

Priscilla gave a snort of disgust and
returned her attention to the Todd show. Apricot shrugged
complacently. "Heaven knows," she murmured, "I'd let him."
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As it happened, nice Mr. Breen had never
proffered such an invitation, although he was invariably charming
and even, it seemed at times, flirtatious. A well-to-do gentleman
of fifty-three, he lived two blocks from Apricot in a dwelling
considerably more upscale than hers, fronted by petunias, a plum
tree, and a hedge, and giving residence to himself and his poodle,
Curry—short for Courageous, which in turn was a gross
misrepresentation of the animal's true nature. It was to this
abode, every two months or so, that Apricot doddered for her
dope.

Whence Breen's wares originated she had never
felt quite right in asking him; but his goods were unfailingly
excellent and, as Apricot once put it, "Not too dear, except to my
heart." So it really didn't matter and wasn't her business anyway.
In fact, the fact that Mr. Breen tended to be Spartan with
information was reassuring; for when one was, as was Apricot until
her retirement two years earlier at the age of seventy-two, the
principal of Rutherford High School, the discretion of one's dealer
is a matter of vital importance. Their relationship harked back
nearly seven years, now, to when Breen, then free-lancing layouts
for ad agencies, had begun to feel stifled by the commercial
monotony of it all and had solicited other avenues of expression,
among them teaching. Lacking a formal degree, he'd found no takers
until Apricot, befriending more than needing him, invited him to
present a series of lectures to the art classes at Rutherford High.
"We can't offer any money," she had said, "but"—and she had lowered
her voice and winked—"I know you fellows in the art field are
pretty hip, so if you like I can lay a couple of joints on you."
They had both chuckled delicately and let the matter drop. But the
following week Breen, who had already begun dealing on a small
scale in order to decrease his financial dependence on schlock
artwork, rather untypically, but moved by Apricot's kindness toward
him, risked it and presented her with a joint. To his surprise, she
not only accepted it but phoned him the following day to liken it
to nitroglycerin and to wonder whether she might acquire more. To
which Breen had said, "Ho-ho," and become, from then on, her sole
supplier.

Personally Breen never touched the stuff.
"When you deal, don't do" was a saw to which he heartily
subscribed, and his reasons for abstaining transcended mere
business practicality. As a truly earnest athlete must shun all but
the wholesome if he aspires to championship, so must an artistic
genius eschew anything that might impede the psychic horsepower of
creation. Breen was, of course, that genius. Somewhere within him,
he knew, the masterwork of all time was awaiting genesis. And he
was determined with a passion to optimize the conditions conducive
to its birth.

The road had not been an easy one, harking
back to a brutish, insensitive father who'd once torn a dozen of
his son's early drawings to shreds, declaring, "That's what I think
of your art, boy! You get yourself a real job, boy, or get out of
my house!"

And so he had, coming to hate the
exclusionary concept of "my house," which seemed, as he grew older
and tried to promote his unique artistic vision, to encompass the
entire art community, as well. No one seemed to understand the
primordial truth inherent in the diamond shapes he kept painting
and sculpting, no one grasped that the diamond shape represented
existence itself—the momentous odyssey we all make from birth to
death, from a point to full expansion and back to a point again,
inhale-exhale, like a single breath. It was so utterly fundamental,
but the morons couldn't see it! If only he could find the right
medium in which to express it, he felt, he could get his message
across—but it had been years, now, and still no opus had
materialized, still no inspiration had visited him, still his
aesthetic cupboard was bare. How to fill it? Ah, would that one
could consult a directory. Alas, the aching artist must woo the
answer unaided, enduring the eternity in which inspiration remains
mulish for those celestial seconds when it scampers like a
piccolo.

For the moment, Breen was enduring. Like the
ladies in Apricot's apartment two blocks away, he too was watching
"The Adrian Todd Show," although with markedly less enthusiasm. His
spirit was bruised and weakened by its long artistic stagnation,
and he was combining the numbing banality of human bickering with
the analgesia of gin in an effort to insulate his mind from its
troubles.

He stared apathetically at the screen. Todd
was still glaring relentlessly at the black youth, a calculated
mannerism that made most people squirm. But the lad was
unimpressed. While the seconds ticked tensely away, he relaxed in
his chair and held Todd's eyes patiently, aware that the pressure
to break the deadlock lay heavier on Todd than on him. Indeed,
after nearly a minute of dead air, Todd ended the impasse. "Well?"
he demanded.

"Well what?" countered the youth. "You got
the ball, bro."

The audience chuckled appreciatively; but at
home, lurching mournfully in his antique rocker, Mr. Breen looked
on vacantly and sloshed his drink in its tumbler. "Drivel," he
muttered, and he took another sad swallow of gin and watched, with
woozy indifference, as the vapid haggling over nothing
continued.
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"All right, bozo," said Todd. "let's have
your name."

"Simmons, man. And yours?"

The audience responded with laughter, and the
youngster basked. Todd was like granite. "Is that the extent of
your act, Simmons, or are there more stupid remarks stored within
you?"

"They ain't stupid," said the kid, amused,
"an' I got plenty."

"Well, keep them to yourself," said Todd
heavily. "The people in the audience, who are guests in my house,
can do without your brand of stupidity."

"Oh, right," said the kid. "What they dig is
your brand."

"You want to go back to your seat?" Todd
threatened.

"No, I like it up here."

"Then behave yourself."

"Okay, let's rap."

"In my house, we don't rap, we talk," said
Todd, asserting his authority. "And if we don't talk respectfully,
we go back to our seat, understand?"

"It's a toughie," said the kid scornfully.
"Give me some time to work on it."

"Go ahead," said Todd. "We'll wait." There
was a trace of triumph in his gaze. "You want pencil and paper, or
can you do it in your head?"

"Hey, dig it," said the kid to the audience.
"He thinks he said something clever." He turned back, smirking, to
Todd. "Anyone ever tell you you oughta be on television?"

Todd made a sharp gesture with his thumb.
"All right, back you go."

"Aw, come on, man," said the kid, enjoying
himself. "I like it here. You're making me feel right at home." He
swept the studio with his eyes. "Fact, even better'n home. Home, we
got garbage all over the streets."

"Then pick the garbage up," suggested Todd
pointedly. He glowered at the youth but decided to postpone his
exile until he'd publicly shredded him. "All right," he ordered.
"Pick a subject and talk."

"Pot," said Simmons without hesitation.
"Let's talk about pot."

Todd's eyes went glacial. "Pot," he repeated,
and the audience quieted, for everyone knew that, among Todd's many
loathings, drugs stood at the top of the list. "I hope," he said
menacingly, "you mean pot as in pots and pans."

"No," said Simmons, "I mean pot as in grass.
Boo, baby." He slid down in his seat and crossed one ankle over the
other. "You don't cook in it, you smoke it."

"You smoke it," Todd corrected. "I don't
smoke it."

"Maybe you should."

"Maybe you should be locked up and we throw
away the key. Are you on something right now, buddy?"

"Yeah, the dumbest program in the history of
television."

"Simmons," said Todd, leaning forward, "I
didn't walk over and put this ball into your hands. You fought for
it. You also walked into this studio, into my house, of your own
free will, and any time you want to walk out of it, you can go
right ahead—unless I decide to toss you out first. Clear,
fella?"

Simmons wagged his head in amusement. "Aw,
you wouldn't do that."

"I run this show, buddy."

"Yeah, like right into the ground, man.
That's why no one watches it anymore."

"Right!" burbled Priscilla at home. "Right
on, kiddo."

And even Breen had got caught up in the
squabbling, staring intently at the screen, his melancholy
supplanted by alertness, on the scent of something, the phrase "my
house" churning painfully in some deep corner of his mind.

"All right," said Todd, shifting visibly into
high. "Let's show everybody what a dumbbell you really are. Tell me
about marijuana, Simmons. You want it legalized?"

"You bet your sweet white butt I do."

"You want drug addicts all over the
place?"

"Right." agreed the youth. "I want the whole
world to turn on."

"Not my world."

"That's too bad, bro, 'cause yours is the
world needs it most."

"Says you," said Todd, "and you're a dope
addict."

"Yeah, and I'm also hooked on water,
right?"

"I wouldn't be a bit surprised."

Simmons chuckled and shook his head. "Like,
what's an addict, man? You're just using words."

"You want music?" offered Todd. "You want me
to paint you a picture? You want Rockettes?"

"All I—"

"All you're going to do now," said Todd,
leaning forward, "is shut up." He took his cigar from his teeth and
used it to punctuate his words. "Let me tell you a few things about
India, freak."

"Right, India," said Simmons
enthusiastically. "One of them new African nations, right?"

"India," Todd ignored him and bulldozed on.
"Poorest nation on the face of the earth." He floated his
cigar-hand through the air to suggest vastness. "Beggars dying on
the streets. The people are listless; they won't work. And you know
why?" he demanded, raising his eyebrows.

"Ain't no work," said Simmons.

"No. Too much drug taking. And the same thing
is happening here in my country. Now, I don't know about you," he
said with narrowed eyes, "nor do I care, but I, for one, am not
going to stand idly by while it happens. I'm fed up to here with
weirdoes, Simmons. I've had it to the gills with dope fiends and
their sophomoric arguments that drugs are all right. They're not
all right, bozo. They're a clear and present danger to the very
fabric of America itself."

"Aw, hogwash, man, and you know it."

"No, I know what I know, buddy; you don't.
And one thing I know—"

"Maybe they dig it."

"Shut up, I'm talking."

"Like, what's it to you?"

"It's my country," roared Todd. "That's what
it is to me. And right this minute there are thousands of dope
addicts on the streets of my country." Todd cocked his head, his
eyes blazing. "What are they hooked on, you birdbrained
freak—orange juice?"

"They sure ain't hooked on weed."

"I'm talking about heroin," said Todd, his
eyes flattening into tank slits. "I'm talking about coke and speed
and crack. I'm talking about promising American children who'd been
lured into the degenerate world of drugs and destroyed!"

"You're talking baloney, man." The black
youth, too, was leaning forward in his seat. "You're talking like
weed is smack, and it ain't."

"But it leads to it," said Todd.

"Hey, give the man a fat gold star," said
Simmons. He puckered his lips with derision. "So does booze, man.
So does water. So does breathing."

"And so does marijuana," said Todd, leaning
back in his seat as it that clinched it. "Which is why it's illegal
and why it's going to stay that way."

"Yeah, but if everything leads to heroin,
then nothing leads to it, you dig?"

"If nothing leads to it," demanded Todd,
stretching forward again, "then how do crack and heroin addicts get
there? No," he charged on, his eyes flashing, "no, no, no, buddy
boy, all narcotics are bad. They stink. They degrade. They make
life hell." He glanced at the studio clock. "Okay," he said,
dismissing the youth with a wave of his hand. "Your time's up.
Scram."

"Now, wait a second—"

"Good-bye, Simmons," Todd interjected
rudely.

The kid paused, then threw his head back and
laughed.

"Good-bye, Simmons."

"Oh, right," said the kid. He slouched back
in his seat and held out his hand for a high-five, which Todd
ignored. "Nice to have met you. You're stupid, but a rad cat,
anyway." He smirked into the concrete countenance, and Todd blew
his stack.

"Out!" he bellowed, erupting to his feet and
extending his arm toward the exit. "This is my house, buddy. And
when you're in my house, I'm the boss, is that clear?"

"Oh, the 'my house' rap!" Simmons answered
gleefully.

"Out!" hollered Todd in a fury. "Out of my
house! Ushers!" he beckoned. "Ushers!"

He started toward the youth, but Simmons
brandished a warning fist. "Try it, man, just try it, and I'll kill
you!"

"That's it, that's it!" cried Breen,
exploding out of his rocker. "Kill him! Kill him!" In his mind
flashed an image of his hated father. "On his own show! In his
house! And in a diamond pattern!"

He grabbed Curry by the front paws and began
dancing gleefully around the room as the concept blossomed into the
masterpiece he'd been searching for all his life, the diamond
paradigm expressed in a way that would resound through the
centuries. "I'll start by killing one person, at random, right on
Todd's show!" Breen explained excitedly to his dog. "Then two
people, then four, then eight . . . doubling each time . . . up
to—" He paused to consider. "Up to, say, one hundred and
twenty-eight! And then I'll start down again! Sixty-four,
thirty-two, sixteen, until I'm back to one! And Adrian Todd will be
that final one—right on his own show, in his lousy, stinking house!
Oh joy, oh joy! I've found the medium for my masterpiece at last!
The diamond—basic symbol of life—expressed in the medium of death!
Homicide sculpted into grace and beauty! At long, long last the
world will be forced to recognize my genius!"

With effort, Breen wrested his attention back
to the television screen. As the ushers zeroed in on the black
youth, Simmons bounced spryly to his feet, evaded them, and paraded
off the stage.

The camera cut to a medium shot of Todd. "All
right," he said, "dumbo has departed. As, very shortly, shall
I."

"How true!" Breen crooned at home. "How
absolutely scrumptuously true!"

Todd gave a signal to the sound booth, and
the engineer put on a tape of a bugle playing taps. Taking the
basketball from his lap, Todd bent over, and placed it solemnly
inside a flag-draped safe beside his chair—for this was not just
any old basketball he'd been tossing into the audience but one that
had a very special significance.

He twirled the dial—the safe's combination
known to him alone—and straightened up, staring impassively at the
audience until the bugle crooned its last. Then he blew a cone of
cigar smoke slowly out over the stage. "Next week at ten," he said
commandingly, glaring into the glass TV eye. "Be here."

"Bullshit," sneered Priscilla, and then to
her friends, "Who the hell does he think he is, anyway?"

But nice Mr. Breen was more amicable. "Don't
you worry, Mr. Todd," he said ecstatically. "I will, I will." And
with a blissful belch, he turned off his television and watched,
with due artistic reverence, as the image shrank rapidly to a
point, paused briefly to brighten, then vanished away into
black.
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The week that ensued became history; it was
now the following Saturday. For Breen, the time had been hectic but
fulfilling. What had begun as a flash of raw insight had expanded
rapidly from its original nucleus, had been refined and augmented,
had gradually blended from brain to drawing board to the physical
reality itself, and was now in its ultimate configuration and ready
to be implemented. Most of his week had been spent in his basement
laboratory, where in his halide-lit greenhouse he personally
cultivated his dynamite toke and where, amidst his beakers, flasks
and Bunsens, he manufactured the mescaline, LSD and speed that had
rendered him rich. This week his chemical agenda involved, instead,
the synthesis of a potent poison, a complex organophosphorous ester
closely related to the military's GB nerve gas, one-fiftieth of a
drop of which inhibits the key muscle-control enzyme, acetylcholine
esterase, resulting in death in less than a minute. When his brew
was complete, he loaded it into one of those spring-powered
hypodermic needles that diabetics, for example, use to daily inject
themselves with insulin. Later in the week, Breen ordered a marble
pedestal with a diamond motif custom engraved on each of its four
vertical faces and had it installed in his basement lab not far
from the television set. He then purchased an ordinary scrapbook
with a sheaf of thick pages and positioned this pregnant tome
reverently atop his pedestal. Finally, he set up a tripod and
Polaroid camera facing his TV/VCR console, and then he went out and
purchased a false mustache, glasses, wig, and makeup. Now, it was
Saturday evening, and all systems were go for the launching of the
grandest artistic masterpiece of all time.

Apricot Polk, meanwhile, was less
industriously disposed. Meandering merrily through the park
alongside the Passaic River, just a few miles from the glowing
mountain of New York City, and tripping happily on mescaline, weed,
and the gathering twilight, she was a picture of geriatric
serenity—an unlit joint in her mouth, the universe in her head, and
the playful abandon of a little girl in her heart.

She paused suddenly to listen. The strangely
stuttering drone of distant automobiles wafted across the esplanade
on which she stood. She lowered her eyelids and eavesdropped,
smiling softly as the sounds of the nearby highway did their thing,
sprawling about her, now here, now gone, insistent yet invisible,
forever dissolving yet ever returning, swelling, pulsating,
peaking, and then inverting magically back into silence—which
wasn't so overwhelmingly odd after all, now that she thought about
it, for sound was simply vibrations in sequence; and if silence
didn't fill the gaps between vibes, what did?

"My, my," she murmured. "My, my, indeed." She
ignited the joint in her mouth, clutching it precariously with
shriveled lips and sucking its nectar with timeworn lungs. Peering
myopically at her luminescent wristwatch, she noted it was nearly
nine and raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Good heavens," she said
to herself, tapping herself on the shoulder to get her attention.
"Am I late or did nine o'clock come early today? Dear me, I'd
better stop dawdling, take care of my business with nice Mr. Breen,
and get on home or I'll miss Adrian."

And so she hurried along, flapping her arms
like a gangling old crane, prancing and frolicking, her mind
gamboling gaily through the chambers of her brain, the glowing
roach jammed between her skinny fingers, and in her ear a hearing
aid wired to a transistor radio tuned to rock. The stars were
winking neon buttons, the smell of the river perfume. On impulse,
she undid the laces of her orthopedic shoes and began bopping along
barefoot, every step a tactile masterpiece, as if the great globe
of the earth were trodding gently on her feet rather than the other
way around. For what seemed hours but were only minutes, she
mazurka'd like a colt, now giggling, now sighing, now parting with
an exquisite tear of happiness, now erupting into bellows of
gaiety—and finally ending up on the sidewalk outside the abode of
Mr. Breen.

"Oh, my," she said. "Imagine that."

She rang the bell, removed her headphones,
and beamed as her dealer opened the door.

"Why, if it isn't Apricot Polk!" he
exclaimed. "How nice to see you."

"Likewise, I'm sure, Mr. Breen."

"It must be—what? Two, three months."

"At least. Actually, we keep time by the
ounce—" She winked. "If you know what I mean."

"I do, indeed."

She leaned toward him conspiratorially. "Got
any good shit?"

"Absolutely. Please come in." Graciously, Mr.
Breen escorted her into his well-appointed living room and guided
her to the sofa. Before her, on a glass coffee table with curlicue
legs, were a teapot and some cups. "Would you care for some
tea?"

"Thank you, tea would be very nice."

As Breen poured, Apricot swept her gaze about
the room, admiring the posh surroundings, which included a number
of Breen's diamond paintings. She tousled Curry's head and sighed,
happy to be in such a cozy little museum.

"So," inquired Breen, "how have you and your
friends been?"

Enumerating mischievously on her fingers,
Apricot said, "Priscilla, lumbago, Gerry, arthritis, Sarah, gout,
Blanche, cataracts and dizzy spells, and, as you can see for
yourself, I'm borderline senile. Otherwise, we're fine."

"You're delightful!"

"Naturally—I'm stoned all the time. Hee
hee!"

"I just hope I have your attitude when I
reach your age. What's your secret—I'll package it."

"You know my secret, and you already package
it!"

"Ah, yes, lest we forget." Breen set down his
teacup and rose. "Excuse me, I'll be right back."

He disappeared through the door leading to
his basement, and Apricot sipped her tea and made goofy faces at
the dog. A minute or so later, Breen returned with two plastic
baggies filled with marijuana.

"Yum yum," said Apricot. She removed some
bills from her purse, handed them to Breen, and tucked the baggies
down the front of her blouse. Gesturing to the pictures on the
walls, she asked, "How's your art going?"

"Wonderful!" said Breen with enthusiasm. "In
fact, I've just started a new project. My masterpiece, I
think."

"Really! Is it a painting?"

"More of a . . . collage, you might say.
Mixed media."

"I'd love to see it when it's finished."

"I'm sure you will."

Apricot rose, and Breen saw her to the door.
"Give my regards to your friends," he said. "And oh—" He withdrew a
couple of fat joints from his pocket and handed them to her.
"Here's a little something on the house."

"Why, how nice! Thank you! What a nice
man!"

"I bet you say that to all your dealers!"

They laughed, and Apricot kissed him on the
cheek, replaced her headphones on her ears, and headed home, still
barefoot. In front of her house she stopped short at the sight of a
familiar automobile in front. Her mood darkened. Reminding herself
to be pleasant, she marched up to the door and inserted her key.
Before she could turn it, the door was pulled open by a
conservatively dressed man in his fifties.

"Hello, Emerson," said Apricot. "Fancy
meeting you here."

Emerson's sigh prevailed longer than was
necessary. "Mother," he said, "you know I come over every Saturday
night to give you your check."

"To check up on me is more like it."

"Well, obviously you need it," he said,
wagging his head with disapproval. "Look at you! You're stoned
again!"

"When am I not stoned?"

"Exactly. Drugs happen to be illegal,
Mother."

"So bust me. Oh, Emerson," she said with
compassion, "of course I'm stoned. And you'd be stoned too, if you
knew what was good for you." She challenged the gravity in his eyes
with eyes of patient amusement. "Might make you a little less
stuffy. How's Emma?"

"Complaining about her back again."

"And the kids?"

"They're fine too. Mother, look!"

"What?" She followed her son's eyes to her
feet.

"You don't have your shoes on."

"No," she smiled, "but then neither do the
shoes have me in them. So talk to my shoes." Handing them to
Emerson, she walked past him into the kitchen.

He followed her. "Mother, can't you see I'm
trying to help you?"

"Actually, no, Em."

"Why don't you just listen to me for once? At
least open your mind and listen."

"Open my mind, hah!" said Apricot, putting a
large pot of water on the stove to boil. "It's been opened, my dear
boy; it's been blown open. 'Tis yours that's rusted shut like an
old iron barrel."

Emerson jutted out his chin indignantly.

"Now, really," Apricot said, "you're not
going to start in again, are you? I mean, we've been through this
dozens of times. You refuse to take psychedelics, and I refuse to
stop taking them. So, okay, don't take them. But stop nagging me,
for heaven's sake. Let's try to remember which of us is the parent
here, okay?"

"Mother," Emerson persisted, "this is more
important than you have any idea. Can't you see what you're doing
to yourself. LSD, heroin, crack—"

"I don't do heroin or crack," Apricot told
him mildly, adding a tablespoon of cleaned marijuana to the pot of
water.

Emerson's expression was pained. "What's the
difference, they're all the same. They're drugs, Mother. Doesn't
that mean anything to you?"

Apricot smiled. "Yes, dear, it means Mother
can get high anytime she wants to." She walked back into the living
room, turned on the television, and sat down on the ragged sofa
she'd picked up six years earlier at a yard sale. It had been
sprayed with various hues of glittering paint, and she stroked it
lovingly as she sank into it.

Emerson's face bounded rapidly through a
medley of expressions, among them frustration, resignation,
disappointment, and exasperation. Apricot took note of the
transformations. Could Emerson actually be showing signs of
creativity? With practice might he even be able to put together,
with his face, a rudimentary fugue? "Are you going to watch Adrian
Todd with me?" she asked him. "Blanche is going to be in the studio
audience."

"No, I am not, Mother. I find him obnoxious,
as do an increasingly large number of others, I'm happy to
say."

"Yes, isn't he!" agreed Apricot ardently.

"Besides, Emma expects me home early. I only
stopped over to give you your check."

"Thank you," said Apricot. "Just leave it on
the table, would you?"

Emerson did so, his face sour. "You accept my
money without qualms, I see. But my advice is not good enough for
you."

Apricot, who'd become engrossed in the
sensation of softly rubbing her fingers together, looked up. She
felt a twinge of regret, indeed of sadness, for having brought into
the world so lugubrious a creature—a sepulchral accountant at the
office, a dutiful if exasperating husband and father at home, and,
on Saturday evening, a nuisance fortissimo, for that was the night
he bothered Apricot by driving over from his fancy home in
Maplewood to give her a fifty-dollar check she neither needed nor
wanted but nonetheless accepted because it allowed Emerson to
exercise what little generosity existed in his stingy soul, and she
knew that was good for him.

"Mother, snap out of it, I'm talking to
you."

Apricot focused her eyes. "Were you saying
anything?"

"I'm trying to make a point!"

"We have plenty of joints, Emerson."

Emerson scowled. "You see what these drugs do
to you? You can't even concentrate on what I'm saying."

"Emerson," said Apricot dryly, "that was
giving me trouble long before I began using drugs. But why must you
always talk about drugs? There are other things in life, you know."
She bobbed her eyebrows suggestively. "Let's talk about sex,
Emerson."

Emerson swallowed heavily. "Mother,
really."

"For heaven's sake, dear, you're always so
stiff and gloomy. Have you forgotten how to smile? Come on, smile
for your mother."

Emerson remained stone-faced. "Mother," he
persisted gravely, "if you need something to relax you, go to a
doctor and he'll give you a prescription for something legal."

"Relaxation is hardly my problem."

"Then why take drugs at all?"

"Adventure, Emerson." The old eyes sparkled
like emeralds. "That's what's so cool about tripping. You never
know where you're going to go. One minute you're one place, then
bang! -- you're someplace else. That's what adventure is all about,
Em. The minute you try to plan it, it's not an adventure
anymore."

Emerson shook his head. "Sitting around
taking drugs with a bunch of old biddies isn't my idea of
adventure. It's just an escape from reality."

"Or a door to a higher level of reality,"
said Apricot. "A level that you don't even know exists."

"Nor do I intend to find out," said Emerson
with a touch of pride.

Apricot reached up and patted him fondly on
the chest. "Good for you, Emerson. My son, the ostrich."

Emerson looked hurt, his concern repaid with
ingratitude. "I can see there's no point in talking to you while
you're stoned. I might as well leave."

Apricot was already absorbed by the
television screen.

"Mother, I said I'm leaving."

She turned her gaze back to him and smiled
benignly. "All right, dear. Do come and visit Mother again, won't
you?"

"I give up," said Emerson. He reached for his
hat and planted it angrily on his balding head. "You're impossible,
Mother. You really are."

"But true," mused Apricot absently. The
doorbell rang, and her mood brightened. "That must be the girls,"
she said, walking to the door and admitting them.

The sudden decibel jump that accompanied the
entrance of the Apricot's friends, minus Blanche, made Emerson
wince and clap his hands irritably over his ears, although nobody
took notice of his protest, for the ladies were as wigged out as
their hostess. They pushed gaily into the room, chattering like
badly tuned radios. After some minutes they noticed Emerson. He
scowled fiercely, particularly at Priscilla, whom he knew disliked
him. "I'm going home, Mother," he grumbled. He edged toward the
door, exited, then poked his head back inside. "And don't get the
idea that I approve of this, any of you. You're all—"
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