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Dr. Harrison Reichler, a feisty little man in his early sixties, waited nervously in a very nondescript reception area on the third floor of the Government Accounting Building in Washington D. C. A slight trace of perspiration glowed on his forehead. His eyes darted fitfully every so often. He could hear his heart beating like a drum in his ears. A stern secretary in her late fifties looked over at him from time to time. This caused him to sweat even more.
For 14 years now, Dr. Reichler had been the Director of the National Esoteric Analysis Foundation, a government-funded scientific endowment division. He considered himself extremely fortunate to have held on to his position for such a long time. His one great hope was for a status quo up to his retirement, a mere three years away.
He was forced annually to make this pilgrimage to the General Accounting Office of Public Financial Planning to receive his budget for the coming year. He considered it an absolute miracle that he and his associates had somehow always managed to keep their jobs. He figured his Foundation was so out of the government mainstream that the Big Charlies didn’t even realize he and his group existed. Every year he just seemed to have an automatic budget. Nevertheless, it was de rigueur that once a year he had to present himself in this office for an obligatory interview with his supervisor. He was always fidgety about these trips because with the government, one never knew what could take place next.
His blessed piece of luck in all this had been a man named Tyler Simpson. Not only was Tyler his supervisor but his former college roommate at Carlton College on Long Island. He and Tyler had belonged to the James A. Garfield Debating Society and had been team partners. Such a friendship he found could come in quite handy in Washington D. C.
So he waited and sweated and wondered what good word Tyler had for him this year. Tyler had indicated on the sly a couple of weeks ago over cocktails at the Lithuanian Embassy that he would try to slip through a tad of an increase this year for the Foundation. “That would be fortuitous,” Dr. Reichler had replied to his friend.
Suddenly the secretary’s phone rang and Dr. Reichler’s blood pressure shot up several points. She answered the call with a face of stone, said yes three times, hung up and looked over at Dr. Reichler with a dour smile.
“Dr. Simpson will see you.”
Dr. Reichler tried to get his breathing under control as best he could. He got up and shuffled off nervously toward Tyler’s office. He knocked on the door, opened it and walked in.
“Come in, come in, Harrison,” said Tyler, a tall, lean man with a slight nervous tic in his left eye. “Do have a seat.”
Dr. Reichler walked into the room doing his best to be casually pleasant. The two men shook hands and Tyler indicated for his old friend to take a seat across from his ornate desk. They smiled at one another. Protocol dictated that one of them had to make an opening small-talk remark. Dr. Reichler hoped it might be Tyler because that way his old college debating partner might give him a hint as to the direction of their meeting. He waited for a long, long moment and saw that Tyler was simply not going to be the one who spoke first.
“Awfully muggy weather this past week, wouldn’t you say, Tyler?” said Dr. Reichler, hoping that he himself never came down with a muscular tic.
“Yes, I imagine it will cause the government’s electricity bill to go through the roof to keep all the air conditioners going.”
Dr. Reichler was not pleased by that remark. It did not sound like something someone would say if they were about to be generous with money. He watched Tyler do three tics with his left eye and then thought he should just dive in and see what was what.
“It’s that time of year again, Tyler.”
“Yes, Harrison. Now, let me get my dossier on your Foundation and see where we are.”
Dr. Reichler did not like that statement either. If one had good news, he deducted, they’d just be out with it. No, that looking for his dossier bit didn’t sound promising. He would bet his next month’s salary that Tyler already knew exactly what was in that dossier.
Dr. Reichler smiled and tried to act relaxed. “I hope all is working out and that you have some little piece of extra good news for us, Tyler.”
Tyler’s eyes roved and did not connect with Dr. Reichler’s. Eventually his eyes jumped to the pages in the dossier. He shook his head slightly and pursed his lips upward.
“Harrison, I’m afraid I have terrible news for you.”
Dr. Reichler needed a Tums desperately but tried to smile his way through a sudden attack of heartburn.
“Oh, I see. It was not possible to get us the little budget increase you mentioned.”
“That’s correct.”
“Well, the economy is in a downturn,” said Dr. Reichler in a strained voice. “I suppose that means status quo for us.”
Tyler looked up from the dossier and cleared his throat as though he were very uncomfortable with what he was about to say.
Dr. Reichler looked at him, blinked his eyes and felt his heart dropping into his expensive Yves Le Baron loafers.
“I’m afraid, old friend, your Foundation’s salad days are over. An oversight committee finally became aware of your existence and decided to cut your program to the bone.”
“What do you mean ‘to the bone’?” Dr. Reichler stuttered, his mouth as dry as cotton.
Tyler gave him the dossier and said, “See for yourself.”
Dr. Reichler nervously looked at the dossier and when he saw what Tyler was talking about, he almost fell out of his chair.
“Oh, no!” he said. “This is inconceivable—and I might add appalling.”
“Yes, it is. But you understand, my hands are tied. You’re absolutely right though. The economy is rotten and the president is cutting back on everything. I hope you understand it’s not my doing.”
Dr. Reichler in a low voice said, “I’m speechless.”
“Oh, don’t take it so hard, Harrison. Remember, we work for the government. Our job is to make lemonade out of lemons.”
Dr. Reichler drove back to the Rutherford B. Hayes Building where the offices of the Foundation were located. He thought over and over in his mind about the news Tyler had just handed him. His directors, if he knew them, were waiting for him back at the Foundation’s office in a high mood over the budget increase they were expecting. He shuddered and thought about having to face them.
He parked his car in the underground lot, made his way up to his office on the seventh floor of the Hayes Building and opened the door. Trudy, his pleasantly plump secretary, welcomed him with a big smile on her face.
“How did it go, Dr. Reichler?”
“Worse than my wildest nightmare,” he shot back. “Where are the committee members?”
“In the rec room. I think they’re celebrating the coming year.”
“Have I got news for them,” he said as he headed for the rec room.
He threw open the door of the small room that was equipped with a table, a microwave, a small fridge and some chairs. He noticed his six Directors were having a marvelous time with wine and trendy hors d’oeuvres. The atmosphere was one of joviality and high spirits.
As he walked in, they applauded. He was both embarrassed and angry. In a loud voice he announced, “Into the boardroom—pencils and pads—leave all that party stuff here.”
The Directors could not imagine what was wrong with Dr. Reichler. They reluctantly put down their libations, stuffed eggs and other fun finger food. They followed him into the boardroom where they took their seats.
Dr. Reichler went to the head of the table and instead of sitting, he stood and glared at everyone glumly. His directors looked as though they much preferred their wine and cheese to this.
“Gentlemen and lady, it will do no good beating around the bush. I have devastating news. I just came from the General Accounting Office.”
“Yes, yes, we know that,” said Dr. Marvin Pencock, a trendy looking nerd in his late thirties. “We were having the party to welcome you back. From the look on your face coupled with the word devastating, I’d say we didn’t get our anticipated raises.”
“A very good guess, Dr. Pencock. No budget increase.”
There were disappointing oohs and ahs. The directors looked at one another like spoiled children.
“We don’t understand, Dr. Reichler,” Dr. Pencock added. “You told us to report here with our best grant recommendations—that we were going to wrap up this year’s projections today. You even mentioned that we could possibly look forward to a little fattening of our paychecks. That’s why we were partying.”
Dr. Reichler shook his head and took a seat. “Bad news all the way around. I’m afraid the good-old days of The National Esoteric Analysis Foundation are over. Instead of the usual two thousand grants we generally hand out every year, our quota has been dramatically cut due to the awful state of the economy.”
Dr. Peter Pearlmutter, a rather mild gentleman in his fifties, cleared his throat and spoke. “They didn’t cut our number down, did they?”
Dr. Reichler breathed out heavily, looked at the man and nodded yes with his head. “That’s exactly what they did.”
“Not by as much as twenty-five per cent?” Dr. Pearlmutter asked with a tremble in his voice.
Dr. Reichler wiped his face with a handkerchief and said, “Only if it were just 25 per cent, Dr. Pearlmutter.”
A gruff Dr. Daniel Botsford cleared his throat and said in a booming voice, “Not by as much as fifty per cent?”
“Oh, would that it were, Dr. Botsford,” Dr. Reichler shot back.
Dr. Elizabeth Strickler, a rather hefty, masculine woman in her early fifties said with great indignation in her voice, “A seventy-five per cent reduction would ruin us.”
“Then consider us even more than ruined,” replied Dr. Reichler with a tired smile.
Another of the group, Dr. Burdett Chestermire, a very urbane, tweedy type in his late fifties said with a laughing smirk, “Oh, good Lord, not ninety per cent?”
“You’re getting warm,” said Dr. Reichler.
Everyone seemed to be in complete shock. The last of their group, Dr. Clifford Hopkins, a bookish CPA type, raised his hand.
“Yes, Dr. Hopkins?”
“That can only mean, Dr. Reichler,” he said dryly, “The budget has been cut in the neighborhood of 99.5 per cent. Am I correct?”
“You’re oh so right, Dr. Hopkins,” said Dr. Reichler as though he couldn’t believe it himself.
Dr. Botsford had a very confused look on his face. “You and your figures, Dr. Hopkins. Why don’t you just say what you mean?”
“What he means, Dr. Botsford,” Dr. Reichler said with a pained expression on his face, “is that we’ve been cut from 2,000 grants down to only one this year. And if we botch that, we’ll be down to zero next year. Any more questions?”
Dr. Chestermire looked at everyone as though they had just been told a bad joke. “Ridiculous! Who do they think they are?”
Dr. Strickler in her best truck-driver manner said, “I for one won’t stand for it.”
Dr. Pearlmutter wistfully reminisced, “And to think, last week Dr. Botsford and I had that terrible squabble because you let me, due to my seniority, pick 350 awards while he only got to pick 300.”
Dr. Botsford gave him a gruff look and said, “I’m still not over that, Dr. Pearlmutter.”
Dr. Reichler quickly said in a firm voice, “Oh, yes you are. No more squabbling. We’ve got work to do. I’m giving you two minutes to come up with one suggestion each for this year’s only award. And it had better be a good one—and cheap! Your big salaries and my big salary depend on its being a whopper of a project that will impress the powers that be. So, jump to it. You’ve got two minutes.”
He took a seat and glared at them. They didn’t budge because they were in a state of shock over the news they had just received.
Dr. Reichler frowned at them and snapped his fingers quickly. Each of them lethargically and indignantly began going through piles of dossiers that were on the table.
After exactly two minutes, Dr. Reichler clapped his hands and said, “Time’s up! Okay, let’s go around the table. What is your best project, Dr. Botsford?”
Dr. Botsford stood, cleared his throat thunderously and spoke. “I feel it is my duty to push a project which is surely of great national importance: Namely, Dr. Alonzo Pratt’s proposal to study and determine if eating meat from uncastrated hogs causes homosexuality in humans. It would be a steal at only $250,000.”
Dr. Reichler said dryly, “Next. What do you have Dr. Strickler?”
“I have nothing against hogs,” she stated brusquely, “but I would safely say that my project takes precedence over any other here. Dr. Sydney Pinkwater, the noted linguist from the Advanced Language Research Center in Atlanta, Georgia, has applied to author a Bureaucracy Dictionary.”
“A what?” said Dr. Reichler as though he had no idea what she was talking about.
“The new language that is evolving in our country—Bureaucratic Latin—BuL for short. Dr. Pinkwater states in his application that before many more years, a totally new language will have been put into effect by our bureaucracy. He believes that it’s high time we had a dictionary so we can understand this new language.”
She walked over to a nearby table and turned on a slide projector. “Gentlemen, allow me to demonstrate with several visual examples of Dr. Pinkwater’s work. I will progress from the simple to the sublime, thereby giving us positive proof of the validity of this project.”
She flashed a picture of a trailer in a trailer court up on the screen. “Voilà, gentlemen. In bureaucratic terms, this is no longer called a trailer but a mobile estate.”
She began changing photos in rapid succession. “This is not a bus driver but an urban transportation specialist. Likewise, this apparently foreign person is an undocumented worker. And, gentlemen, this is not a manhole cover but a sewage access structure closure device.”
She showed a slide of a man being beaten in a prison. “This prisoner is not being tortured to get information. Instead he is the recipient of enhanced interrogation. The man in this following picture is no longer referred to as a junk dealer but instead as a reused metal products processor. And this is not a classroom but an instructional module. And these children are not learning to read but are involved in text processing analysis. And now a little something extra for you gentlemen, especially you, Dr. Pencock.”
She flashed a nude beach scene up on the screen. Dr. Pearlmutter was embarrassed but the others openly gawked. She smiled triumphantly.
“No, gentlemen, this is not a nude beach. It is now referred to as a clothing optional zone.”
She turned off the projector and in a flourish of bravura glared at the others. “This is a whole new breathtaking world, gentlemen. A universe in which someone who is fired from his job is labeled a headcount reduction or you may prefer to say selected out or non-retained. Lying is no longer lying but is a strategic misrepresentation; a malpractice case is a therapeutic misadventure and a common accident is an unmotivated event. Hookers and prostitutes will now be called pleasure coordinators.”
Dr. Botsford raised his hand, “I’m sorry to interrupt your presentation, Dr. Strickler, but what good does all this falderal serve?”
“That should be quite evident, Dr. Botsford. Dr. Pinkwater’s book will revolutionize the English language to a new and loftier level. No longer will our hands be tied through dry, ordinary written and oral forms. We will be able to tell the truth without being ashamed of our words. Indignities in communicative intercourse will be a thing of the past.”
Dr. Hopkins politely raised his hand. “In a way, Dr. Strickler, I do see where you’re going. As a former CPA auditor, I can safely say that numbers in the last 15 years have evolved into a new language themselves. Numbers can now convey whatever we want them to, and quite beautifully I might add. Creatively speaking, the numbers game has now become an amazing array of beguiling flattery. So what you’re saying is it’s now time to do the same thing with words.”
“Absolutely,” replied Dr. Strickler vigorously.
Dr. Pearlmutter had a smile that indicated he was completely lost. He raised his hand to speak. “Do you think, Dr. Strickler, it would be possible for you to give us an example of your project in action?”
“I’d be pleased to,” she said with energetic gusto. “From Dr. Pinkwater’s application papers, I will read to you an article that appeared in The Pawhuska Gazette, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, dated August 12, 1921:
Willy Riley, local convicted horse thief, was sent to prison two years ago to serve a sentence of 15 years. After serving only 11 months, he managed to escape. He later was involved in several train robberies. He was chased down and caught by the famous Federal Marshal, Dan Truegood. Willy was quickly convicted and hanged last week at the state penitentiary.”
“The fellow got what he deserved,” shouted out Dr. Botsford.
“Dr. Botsford, that is not the point I’m trying to make,” she said gruffly.
“Then please get on with it,” he shot back.
With an agitated smile, she continued. “That was how the article was written then and for the most part how most journalists handle things up to the present time—just brimming over with indignities. With the Pinkwater method, here is how the same article would be written:
Willy Riley, an indigenous person to Pawhuska, being economically challenged, recently was cause of a certain celebratory activity. The entrepreneurial skills of Mr. Riley in the past included the acquisition of valuable equestrian assets and vigorous dealings with several Oklahoma railroads. Two years ago, he devoted over a year of his life to service at a public institutional facility, finally taking leave to resume his dealings with the railroad. Last year he was a decisive participant in a prestigious investigation actuated by the renowned Federal Marshal Dan Truegood. Three days ago Mr. Riley passed away during an important civic function held in his honor at a government facility. The platform upon which he was standing collapsed.”
She beamed and looked around for applause but there was none. Neither were there any hands held up. She then jumped to the chase. “This, gentlemen, is just a preview of the Pinkwater Project. Surely the General Accounting Office will buy it at only $425,000.”
She again waited for applause but receiving none, she returned her countenance to its normal grimness and took a seat.
Dr. Reichler thought a moment and then said, “Thank you, Dr. Strickler, but I don’t know if that project is for us or not.”
“I thought it had legs,” she said sternly. “Apparently the boys’ club here thinks differently.”
Dr. Reichler winced slightly and decided not to attempt a retort. He looked at Dr. Chestermire and said, “And what do you have for us, Dr. Chestermire?”
Dr. Chestermire in all his urbane glory stood and said with a jaded smile, “A real bargain, Dr. Reichler, and one I believe will add immeasurable depth to a burning problem. I refer of course to Dr. Tibias P. Armstrong’s project for a comparative study of the rectal temperatures of Husky sled dogs and how thermal variations impact Artic winter transportation in Alaska. It’s a real giveaway at only $125,000.”
Dr. Reichler frowned and said, “The price is getting there, Dr. Chestermire, and that’s a big factor in its favor. However, I don’t know about all that rectal business. We’ll have to table this for the moment. What have you come up with Dr. Pearlmutter?”
Timidly clearing his throat, he said, “After a careful examination of the projects assigned to me for review, and in the haste of this most annoying recent news, I would like to recommend our careful consideration of Reverend Billy Gene Bascom’s project entitled A Study of the Eating Habits of Old Testament Prophets and the Effect that had on The Last Supper. Reverend Bascom states that a project of this profound ecclesiastical magnitude and obvious benefit to every good born-again Christian could modestly be brought in for only $800,000.”
Dr. Botsford jumped up in anger and shouted, “Why that’s outright blackmail! Those people think they own the country these days. You’ll never get my vote on that one.”
Dr. Reichler quieted him down with his hands. “Please! Please! Let’s hear the others before we declare war. Dr. Pencock, what do you have for our edification?”
Dr. Pencock stood with a bit of a swagger and said, “Gentlemen and Lady, I have the perfect solution to our needs. It’s cheap, it’s interesting, and, besides, it sounds great fun. I’m talking about Dr. Mary Alice DeMotmolin’s proposal, An In-depth Study of the Mating Habits of the Costa Rican Blue Throated Toad. Remember, Latinos are quite big in the news these days. Surely this project would immediately catch the eye of the General Accounting Office—especially with a price tag of only $100,000.”
Dr. Strickler spoke up with a hardy guffaw, “Sounds more like a black eye to our Foundation than a project. Toads? Never!”
Dr. Reichler sighed as he looked at the last person of the group, Dr. Clifford Hopkins. “Dr. Hopkins, that only leaves you. What’s your suggestion?”
Dr. Hopkins stood but didn’t look any of them in the eye. “Actually, Dr. Reichler, being that I was the last to join the team here at the Foundation—and since all our efforts are based on seniority, I didn’t get any of the good projects to review.”
Dr. Botsford, having about all he could take of this crestfallen meeting, boorishly spoke up, “Tough! That’s how the cookie crumbles. Now get on with it!”
Dr. Hopkins smiled self-consciously and tried his best to look positively at his fellow board members. “The best of my projects is one by a Dr. Alexander Hayward, who teaches Evolutionary Biology at Sierra Bonita University, a small educational institution near Monterey, California. The title of his project is only one word —Neotony.”
Dr. Chestermire’s patience suddenly reached its limits. “What a ridiculous project title! Makes absolutely no sense whatsoever. Does anyone here even know what that word means?”
Dr. Botsford rolled his eyes and said, “Not a clue.”
Dr. Pearlmutter smiled as though he had developed a hearing problem. “I’m sorry to appear awkward, but I didn’t catch the title of this person’s project.”
“Neotony,” repeated Dr. Hopkins rather loudly.
“That’s a very bizarre name for a project,” mused Dr. Pearlmutter. “A very unusual name indeed.”
Dr. Botsford looked at everyone peevishly and remarked, “See, nobody even knows what the word means—not even Dr. Pearlmutter, our demon crossword puzzle addict.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Dr. Pearlmutter retorted with a bit of self-satisfaction. “Neotony is a seven-letter word with various meanings, according to my crossword puzzle dictionary.”
He opened his briefcase, took out his crossword cross-reference guide and quickly looked up the word. He found it, stood, cleared his throat and spoke. “Neotony. The following synonyms are given: Baby face, cuteness, Heterochony, Paedogeneis, Pedomorphais and Peter Pan.”
He flashed them a mission-accomplished smile and took a seat. Dr. Strickler was not amused.
“Peter Pan? Are we presently into children’s books for our academic inspiration?” she queried.
“I believe,” replied Dr. Pearlmutter clearing his throat, “the citation to Peter Pan and the other synonyms refer to people who don’t grow up or fully mature.”
“That would define half of our present-day population,” she exclaimed with outspoken frankness. “Come, Dr. Hopkins, can’t you do better than that? Remember, our reputations and futures are on the line here.”
“I realize that,” replied Dr. Hopkins defensively, “but you have no idea how bad the other projects I reviewed were.”
“And what about this man’s university?” asked Dr. Chestermire with disdain. “I’ve never heard of Sierra Bonita University. Ten to one the place is a diploma mill.”
“Not only have I not heard of such a university, Dr. Hopkins,” said Dr. Botsford as he gave him a pathetic look, “I’ve never heard of an academic by the name of Alexander Hayward. Has he distinguished himself in any way that would impress this committee?”
“None that is listed in his curriculum vitae,” replied Dr. Hopkins lamely.
“Are we to be reduced to such utter bogus nonsense?” sputtered Dr. Strickler. “Give me the old Pinkwater project and let’s be done with it. Everyone has heard of Dr. Sidney Pinkwater and his superb linguistic work.”
Dr. Reichler looked at his colleagues and saw nothing but skepticism on their faces. He spoke in a dismissive manner. “This Neotony sounds much too general for my taste. You must have got some really lame proposals if that’s the best you could come up with, Dr. Hopkins.”
Dr. Hopkins realized his credibility as a committee member was being tested. He bolstered his courage and said, “But, sir, I chose this project because it possibly would throw the General Accounting Office off our tracks. If we don’t know what the word Neotony means, it’s a given they won’t. All these other projects are dead giveaways—no pun intended and with all due respect.”
Dr. Reichler liked his comeback and quickly commented, “Maybe you have something there, Dr. Hopkins.”
Dr. Botsford broke in, “Absurd! This Hayward man’s project is just fatuous gibberish!”
Dr. Reichler saw that Dr. Hopkins was no match for Dr. Botsford so he decided to level the playing field.
“You’re forgetting, Dr. Botsford, our future careers depend on what we decide here today. Our one project must be foolproof or the General Accounting Office is going to shut us down.”
Everyone grumbled as though today’s unexpected circumstances were some sort of evil trick.
Dr. Reichler, lacking any real enthusiasm, inquired, “How much is this man asking?”
Dr. Hopkins rapidly looked through the dossier and then replied. “Not very much. Let’s see. He wants 10,000 gallons of tap water from Dallas, Texas, and an equal amount from Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Topeka, Kansas, Dothan, Alabama, and 100,000 gallons from Washington D. C. —and, oh yes, a gorilla.”
Dr. Pencock laughed as though it were all some big joke. “The man’s an absolute twit. Grants are composed of money—not tap water and a gorilla.”
Everyone chuckled except Dr. Reichler and Dr. Hopkins.
“How old is this candidate, Dr. Hopkins?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“Thirty three.”
“Does he list in his dossier what he wants to do with the ape and all that water?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“No, sir. But he did mention that his wife teaches deaf and hearing-impaired students. He apparently wants her to teach the gorilla sign language.”
“Oh, my God,” groaned Dr. Chestermire. “Not that old chestnut. Now I’ve heard everything.”
Dr. Strickler, anxious to pay him back for not supporting her Pinkwater project, said, “A bit better than your rectal grant, Dr. Chestermire.”
Dr. Reichler looked at Dr. Hopkins as though he might not be 100% certifiable and asked, “How much would all that water and an ape cost?”
“I’m sorry, Dr. Reichler. I have no idea,” Dr. Hopkins said as though he were about to be thrown to the lions.
Dr. Reichler looked at the others. “Who knows how much a gorilla costs?”
Dr. Pearlmutter, trying to be helpful, said, “Maybe we could get a used one—I mean, from a circus or a private zoo or one retired from the entertainment business.”
Dr. Botsford looked at everyone as though they had lost their minds. He then addressed Dr. Reichler sternly and said. “Are you seriously considering this project over the others?”
Dr. Reichler thought a long moment, smiled and replied, “Yes, I believe I am. In fact, I’d say this project is a gift from Heaven for all of us.”
Dr. Strickler struck a mean, bearish look and said, “Would you be so good as to explain that remark, Dr. Reichler?”
Dr. Reichler glanced around the room and firmly made up his mind. “First of all, this person, Dr. Alexander Hayward, is a nobody from a nobody university. None of us have ever heard of him or that university. So obviously he represents no political lobby. Next he’s not asking for much really. If we shop around, I’m sure we can come up with a marked-down gorilla for two or three thousand dollars. Then that water business. We can slip that onto the Foundation’s general operational budget. Dr. Hopkins? I want you to write and inform Dr. Hayward we’ll give him his grant if he agrees to the following conditions: One, he and his wife must relocate to Washington D. C. for the year of his grant where he will be provided with suitable accommodations. Two, he must work for the year in close coordination with this committee. That way, gentlemen and lady, we can closely oversee whatever it is he’s up to and make sure his project looks successful whether it is or not. Dr. Hopkins, I’m putting you in complete charge of his every step—plus getting that water and the gorilla. And, Dr. Pencock, I assign you to be the watchdog of this project. You seem to have a proclivity for bizarre people and situations, so this should be right up your alley.”
Dr. Pencock smiled as though he were being halfway complimented. He shrugged his shoulders with a grin and said, “Sounds like this Dr. Hayward is going to be quite a piece of work.”
That evening Marvin Pencock spent happy hour at his favorite nightclub in D. C. —a fashionably trendy place called Home. In its previous incarnation, the club had been a bank in the downtown financial district. The clientele since it entered phase two of its existence consisted mainly of mid-echelon government workers, lobbyists, wannabees and would bes. If you mixed equal parts of the Playboy Mansion, Pee Wee’s Playhouse and the set of Martha Stewart’s Living, you would have Home–the hip hangout for locals or tourists, be they Democrat or Republican, Liberals or Conservatives.
Marvin generally hung out in the lower level of the club, a disco area called The Basement where martinis and mob dancing were considered the order of the day.
Marvin sat at the bar with his martini and surveyed the place. It was packed. Loud music was playing and the dance floor was jammed. He noticed a rather pretty, very thin woman with long blond hair dancing with a somewhat overweight man. The guy was an awful dancer while she was quite good. She had an infectious laughter and seemed to be enjoying herself while at the same time being completely oblivious to her partner. As the music got aggressively wilder, so did his hands. She finally had all she could take of him and walked off the dance floor. As she made her way over to the bar, the guy followed her and said in a bewildered voice, “Hey, honey, where you going?”
“Any place where you’re not,” she laughed with a sneer.
“Is that any way to talk to me? Remember, I’m the guy who’s driving a Lamborghini.”
“Oh, really?” she said as she threw his hands off her butt. “So why don’t you hit the road?”
She gave him a lethal look. He got her message and quickly left to search for a friendlier companion. She took a seat at the bar and played with her hair in an obsessive-compulsive sort of way. Suddenly she heard someone laughing. She turned around sharply. Looking at her straight in the eye was Marvin who was seated on the stool next to her. Obviously he had had one martini too many. In his simple, over-alcoholic grin, he looked like a dead ringer for Alfred E. Newman of Mad Comics fame. She was definitely not impressed.
“What’s so funny?” she asked him.
“You. You’re one tough lady. Who are you?”
“You don’t recognize me? I’m Attila the Hun’s daughter.”
He broke out in laughter. He then leaned over and took a good look at her.
“I know you. You’re that woman who hates Liberals and writes all those books about how terrible they are. You’re Anne Kool-aid or something like that, aren’t you?”
“Anne Coolidge, dip shit. Why don’t you have another martini and fall off your stool?”
“Ha, ha, very funny. I’ve got your number. You’re one of the Republicans’ secret weapons, aren’t you?”
She bristled a bit. “How would you know, martini eyes?”
“You’re really one plucky ducky, and whatever rhymes with that.”
“Yeah, and who are you? A car salesman?”
“Nope. Just a teeny-weeny part of the Washington D. C. bureaucratic machinery. Say, didn’t that guy just mention he drove you here in a Lamborghini?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Now, any other questions before I give you a license to get lost?”
Marvin chuckled and said, “Hey, you’re pretty good with the one liners.”
“I’m glad you noticed. One thing about me, my friend, I always tell it like it is.”
“Meaning?”
“I find you dull, dull, dull. How’s that for a fit?”
He laughed uproariously. “Hey, you’re all right. For a minute there, I thought you didn’t like me. Allow me to buy you a drink and introduce myself.”
Before she could answer, he yelled over to the bartender, “How about another martonic for me and one of whatever this fantastic lady wants.”
The bartender came over, looked at her and said, “What’s your pleasure?”
As though she had nothing to fear from Marvin, she replied without looking at the bartender, “A Perrier without ice.”
She gave Marvin a slight smile and asserted, “I hope you don’t think this is your ticket to sweet talking me out of my panties.”
He squinted at her and tried his best to give her a decent smile. “You don’t think I’m that kind of guy, do you?”
“Please. Does Santa Claus have a beard? Is the pope Catholic?”
“A Perrier girl, huh? Now, what does that mean?”
“For you, it means, yes, I do but not with you.”
The bartender returned with their drinks. She took a look at her glass and it was filled with ice. She gave him one of her lethal glares. “I told you no ice!”
Marvin turned to the bartender and said, “I distinctly heard the lady say no ice. Now go throw it out and just bring her an empty glass.”
She rolled her eyes and gave Marvin a smirk. He grinned back and said, “Does this mean you might have sex with me after all?”
“Are you kidding?” she replied. “Today is not my day to be nice to trolls.”
The bartender returned with a professional smile and an empty glass. He put it in front of her and walked away.
“There you are—one Perrier and no ice,” Marvin said in almost baby talk. “All happy now?”
“Could be. What’s your name?”
He fumbled in his pocket and came up with a business card. He offered it to her with a flourish. She reluctantly took the card and read it outloud in a dull manner. “Dr. Marvin A. Pencock, Deputy Director, National Esoteric Analysis Foundation. Sounds awfully nothing to me.”
“It is if the General Accounting Office has its way.”
“Why’s that?”
Marvin tittered and then gave her a doofus look, “It’s too ridiculous. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Test me. I’m in the mood for some monkeyshines.”
Marvin broke out in a big laugh and slapped her on the back. “Lady, you must be psychic. Monkeyshines? That’s it exactly.”
“I’m afraid you’ve lost me, Bonzo.”
“The General Accounting Office today cut down the number of grants we hand out every year from 2,000 to just one.”
“Good for them—but bad for you and your martini habit.”
“You’re telling me.”
“I don’t get what the connection is between the General Accounting Office and my using the word monkeyshines,” she said as she looked him over.
“You’d laugh your head off if I told you,” he grinned.
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. It takes a lot to make me laugh.”
He leaned in to her, almost spilling his martini on her, and said in a punch-line manner, “We’re giving our one grant this year to some boob out in California doing a study on something called Neotony. It’s all tied into apes somehow. Monkeyshines? Get it?”
Anne’s face constricted tightly as though a Mack truck had just hit her.
Marvin took a drink of his martini and continued. “And you know what? This schmuck of a professor doesn’t even want any money – he just wants tap water from 7 cities and here’s the kicker – he wants a gorilla. Have you ever heard of anything so lame brained?”
He cracked up and spilled some of his Martini on himself. She cringed at him as she flicked a few drops of the liquid from her skirt.
He noticed the unsmiling look on her face and said, “Frightening, isn’t it?”
She made herself be pleasant a bit and then asked, “Do you come here often, Marvin?”
“It’s my second home. I have a lease on this bar stool. Why do you ask, oh sweet one? Want to hang out and enter the Marvin zone with me?”
“You never know, Marvin. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must be going. You’re a rather interesting person after all it turns out. Maybe our paths will cross again one of these days.”
Without giving him a second look, she was up and on her way out of the club. Marvin watched her go with a big sigh. He then turned around to the cougar on his left and said, “How’d you like to jump aboard the Marvin Express?”
The following morning was Wednesday. The Mayflower Alliance was having its weekly 10 o’clock meeting in the Senate Room of The Mayflower Hotel on Connecticut Avenue in Washington D. C. The Mayflower, the largest luxury hotel in central D. C.’s busy business district, in recent years has gained the nickname “The Second White House” because of its proximity to the real White House. The Senate Room was a medium-sized conference room cheerfully stolid with its wooden paneling, ersatz palm trees and indirect lighting. Several rows of comfortable chairs were lined six-deep in a semi-circle.
A group of about 50 people milled around the refreshment table at the back of the room. They drank coffee and snacked on bagels with cream cheese. Among the people there was Anne Coolidge, who seemed to think nothing of double dipping the cream cheese. Others noticed but were apparently too afraid of her to mention this breach of etiquette. As always she was in her signature hottie costume. Her long blond hair and her short skirt made beanpoles of her legs. She had her blouse lowered just enough to show at least ant hills of almost non-existent breasts. Her manner of dressing told the other attendees instantly who she was. Everyone else at the meeting was conservatively dressed. They all seemed to be having a great time chatting away about any number of subjects in a very affable and serious manner.
Randal G. Turnbull, a stout, rosy cheeked, bookish-looking person in his early fifties, was in the center circle of the rows of chairs. He played with a dead microphone.
Randal founded the Mayflower Group in 1985 while serving as a White House intern during the presidency of Ronald Reagan. A natural-born cheerleader, he soon became well known among the other interns for his stirring speeches at their White House lunch rap sessions. He always could come up with a speech on the topics of “less government, Free Trade, and the beauty of big business”. One day out of the blue, President Reagan dropped by a rap session while Randal was in full rant.
“You ask most people what Free Trade is,” said Randal to the other interns, “and they’ll tell you they don’t know but it sounds good and so they are for it. I’ve got news for you. Such people are dumb as stumps. We good Conservative Republicans know why we are for Free Trade. Our goal is minimum government intervention in our lives via taxes, price-fixing, or social programs. Under Free Trade, goods and services are free to charge whatever they want and that’s all there is to that. The less government has to do with our lives, the better off those of us who are not afraid to work will be. That’s what the Republican Party and the Reagan Revolution stand for. As little government interference as possible—no mollycoddling people who don’t work—and those who can’t work, let private charity take care of them. Empty the mental hospitals of loafers who are too lazy to get a job and let medical care be for those who can afford it through the sweat of their brows. Cut taxes to the bone, especially for the business sector. The Democrats, on the other hand, they want what they called mixed trade. That is a combination of Free Trade and the welfare state, which, even though they don’t want to admit it, is Socialism. The Conservative’s job is to put into practice as much Free Trade as possible and get rid of anything else. My hope is in 25 years to cut government and taxes in half and in another 25 years to cut it in half again so that what government is left can then be flushed down the toilet. Our lives will as a result be run by the captains of Free Trade, the way it should be.”
His listeners gave him a stirring round of applause, President Reagan among them. The next day the president sent for Randal. They had a chat that lasted almost two hours. At the end of it, the president encouraged Randal to begin a club—one that would bring together all true neo-conservatives who, via their collective energies, could truly bring to life their dream of an absolute Free Trade society. Randal gladly accepted the challenge.
His first meeting of just 9 people took place in the Constitution Room, the smallest conference room at the Mayflower Hotel. He met there because President Reagan told him he didn’t think it would be safe for the group to meet at the White House. He feared that problems would arise from certain garden skunk reporters hanging out around there.
Randal called his group Let Us Be. His motto from the very beginning was Get the government’s hands off our money, our guns and our lives. He was convinced his nucleus of dedicated conservatives could truly re-shape the country. President Reagan assured Randal he would always send a person to represent him. The other attendees would be outstanding Republicans who were Big Business captains, religious leaders who were against all social changes, gung-ho military groups such as the VFW, lobbyists and certain well placed media people.
The gatherings consisted mainly of a progress report in each person’s particular activities. Randal ran the get-togethers with an air of mutual admiration and friendliness. Even so, he was a no-nonsense master of ceremonies. Randal would sit in the center of the room and call on speakers in his eager, nasal voice. If they rambled, he would cut them off. He always kept the proceedings on track. He allowed no time for monotonous political rhetoric. The focus of the meeting was to be a neo-con report card.
Strategy was dealt with in absolute specifics and talking points were clearly defined. Discipline was definitely imposed. Randal soon appointed himself President of the group. Before long Let Us Be became the most powerful, cold-blooded body in the Conservative movement and was the GOP Conservative in-crowd’s favorite place to brainstorm, coin operative buzzwords, swap intelligence, see and be seen.
Eventually Randal re-named his team The Mayflower Alliance. This he rationalized gave his group an illustrious name because of the Pilgrims and it also provided his group a certain cover for their operations. As time went along, the group enlarged and contained congressmen, industry-group leaders and right-wing policy wonks. It soon became known that when President Reagan wanted to get the word out on something, Randal was at the top of his list.
After Reagan left office, his vice-president, George H. W. Bush, was elected president. The newly elected Bush was only too glad to continue sponsoring Randal’s group. Under his presidency The Mayflower Alliance became a true power to be dealt with in every aspect of American life.
Being very well read, one thing Randal remembered distinctly when forming his group was a similar association formed in 1934 called The American Liberty League. Franklin Roosevelt had come into office in 1933 and put his New Deal into practice. For Free Trade conservatives, Roosevelt was wiping out all the Free Trade gains Republicans had made over the past hundred years.
Big Business fought back and one of their ways was the formation of The American Liberty League. The people in this body consisted of Prescott Bush (father of the 41st president and grandfather of the 43rd president), members of the Dupont family, and business leaders from U. S. Steel, General Motors, General Foods, Standard Oil, Birdseye, Colgate, Heinz Foods, Chase National Bank and Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company. The group quickly grew to 125,000 members. It preached that the Social Security giveaway marked the end of democracy and that Roosevelt’s other social programs would surely be the death of America’s wealthy class.
In 1934, a Marine general by the name of Smedley Butler appeared before Congress and claimed that The American Liberty League had approached him to lead a group of half-million veterans to take over the functions of government. There were hearings concerning this plot but because of the high-profile people connected to it, no one was ever charged with anything. The group eventually faded away by 1950. Even so, all of Roosevelt’s liberal, anti-free trade influences lasted until Reagan came in with his Reagan Revolution. Reagan busted unions, made a compact with religion as a voting base and cut the balls off of most of Roosevelt’s New Deal.
When his mentor Reagan left office, Randal found it prophetic that Prescott Bush’s son, George H. W. Bush, became president. Randal adored President Bush and was on very friendly terms with him. He considered Bush to have the perfect pedigree for being an in-bed-with-business president. Prescott Bush had married a woman named Dorothy Walker, whose father Herbert Walker was part owner of a large banking concern known as the Harriman Bank.
Herbert appointed his new son-in-law Prescott a director of his bank. Harriman Bank at that time was the Wall Street connection for several German companies. Among one of their clients was Fritz Thyssen, who had been an early financial backer of the Nazi party. In fact, he had been called Hitler’s angel. Harriman Bank continued doing business with the Nazis until Roosevelt seized their assets in 1942 under the Trading with the Enemy Act. Prescott Bush’s property was seized along with his business dealings as a director of Union Banking Corporation (also involved with the Nazis) and The Hamburg-American Shipping Company.
Even though Prescott controlled nearly two thousand shares of UBC stock, he personally only owned one share. (After the war that one share sold for one and half million dollars, which Prescott used to enter into the Texas energy industry.)
Another Harriman Bank company in the Roosevelt seizure was The Silesian-American Corporation. Its mining operations in Nazi-occupied Poland used slave labor from Auschwitz Concentration Camp. (Two former slave laborers from Poland in recent years have filed suits in London against the government of the United States and the heirs of Prescott Bush in the amount of $40 billion dollars.)
Randal never aspired to become President of The United States. Instead, he preferred being a Rasputin type person—the real strength behind the throne of power. He was quite contented that ordinary people didn’t even know of his existence, much less his name or anything about him. He considered via his Mayflower Alliance he had concentrated true power in the United States. Stealth was his natural calling and he dreamed of manipulating the country like a marionette on a string.
Through the Reagan and first Bush presidencies, Randal managed to get the patronage of most of America’s Big Business organizations represented at his weekly invitation-only meetings. Among groups sending representatives to his weekly meetings were American Express, Microsoft, the National Rifle Association, The K Street Project, the most conservative publisher in America, Regenery Publishers, major newspapers and wire service columnists, AOL, Time Warner, CNN, and Fox as well as tobacco, alcohol and gambling interests, The Christian Coalition, The Heritage Foundation, Halliburton, Blackwater, The Carlyle Group, Booz Allen, pharmaceutical and health insurance companies—in other words, the people who ran The United States of America. He was pleased to realize that as long as he had the movers and shakers of society in his hands, he automatically had “the little people” in his grasp too. The peons, mainly via religion, believed that good was good and bad was bad and that the “big fellows” in society were their loving uncles who would always make sure things were A-Okay for them. These low-on-the-totem pole people were sweetly simple and he really appreciated that. The skunk garden reporters, which Reagan had referred to, were few and could easily be intimidated or bought off. So, in many ways life had become perfect for Randal.
Under the Clinton administration though he noticed a change. The Democrats and their damnable social programs were ruining the country. Suddenly out of nowhere, he was appalled to see that each and every one of the little people had suddenly acquired an ego the size of Texas. In addition he opined, they had the bumptiousness to flaunt their self-importance at the drop of a hat anywhere, at anytime.
Suddenly he saw skunk reporters popping up on TV egging these little people on. Articles began appearing about the sins of Big Business and he was beginning to be mentioned in some of them. His anonymity and veil of secrecy was beginning to crumble. He didn’t like that one bit. He particularly remembered a nobody of a reporter named Debby Asbury. She dug into the dealings of one of his best buddies, Jack Abramoff, and broadcast them for one and all to hear and read about – and she included Randal’s name prominently. Debby wrote details about what she called Abramoff and Randal’s “pimping” for the Indian Casinos as well as their Middle Eastern money-laundering and oil schemes. She exposed Jack’s dealings with such people as Khaled Salfru, an admitted patron of Palestinian homicide bombers. She also exposed Jack and Randal’s connections with Saudi Arabia as well as the nephew of Osama Bin Laden. Unfortunately Jack in due time went to prison for his many illicit business sins. She even displayed a picture of Jack and Randal and labeled them Islamo-fascists.
Another skunk garden reporter who threw Randal’s ire into high gear was a reporter by the name of Vince Sherman. He began digging into Randal’s private life. He hinted Randal might possibly be homosexual because he had never been married and had no history of socializing with women.
As quickly as he could, Randal threw some rose water on that particular story by getting married. He chose as his mate Jabeen Alrabine, mainly because of her Middle East connections. After their marriage, he established The Arab Free Market Organization and placed Jabeen in charge of it. On the surface the consortium was to promote acceptance of American Islamics living in the United States. In reality its main purpose was to get more closely connected to the Middle East oil interests, especially in Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq. Randal was convinced that if in the not too distant future the general public could somehow once again be anesthetized, he and his Big Business buddies could easily see gas for cars go up to six dollars a gallon – without a peep of resistance from the public.
Another reporter Jules Ingram wrote: “In Randal Turnbull’s vision, America in a couple of decades from now will be a place where elderly people will make up a majority of the poor, much as was the case in the USA before Roosevelt brought in his Social Security program. The United States will be a country in which even middle-class elderly Americans will, in many cases, be unable to afford medical procedures, prescription drugs and basic health care. For sure Turnbull’s America would be a place where only the wealthy will be able to afford health care and a decent private education for their children.”
Randal was rather proud of his particular beliefs but soon found out that the little people were far from agreeing with him. He tried to appeal to their patriotism by proposing to bump Alexander Hamilton off the ten-dollar bill and replacing it with the likeness of Ronald Reagan and do the same with Roosevelt on the dime. His most ambitious project had been to get Reagan’s head carved on Mount Rushmore. Instead of his ideas being greeted with cheers, his plans seemed to inflame the general public. Somehow during the Clinton presidency, the glow had faded on the messianic image of Ronald Reagan as God.
Fortunately for Randal, hanging chads and the like ushered in the presidency of George W. Bush. Things went swimmingly for four years and with the help of the media, Prescott’s grandson was elected for a second term. Wall Street and the powers that be worked overtime during W’s second term to pocket everything in the economy they could until the nation’s finances finally caved in during his last year in office.
Randal did not notice what was really going on as he and his friends were too busy being like kids scooping up candy at a piñata party. All of a sudden one day, Randal realized that the goose that had laid the golden eggs was almost dead. Worse than that, a new president would be coming in shortly. The little people were so pissed off the Republicans stood no chance of getting into the White House. Worse than that, the two people who seemed in line for the job were a black man from Chicago, Barack Obama, and Hillary Clinton, the former first lady and later Senator from New York. Randal had no idea what to do. It was truly six of one and a half dozen of another. What was to happen to his coalition of the wealthy? The peons surely under either of them would think all of a sudden they were big enchiladas once more like they had been in the President Clinton days.
Randal agonized over what to do. First of all, he had to make a choice about the presidency. Which would be friendlier to his playpen? A black man or a blond woman? He thought and thought and with some help from his powerful friends, he rationalized that the black man would suit his purposes better. You could not trust women, he rationalized, especially one who was already familiar with the inside workings of Washington D. C. The black guy had only been on the national scene for some two years and he wouldn’t be as sure of himself as the blond lady.
The more Randal thought about it, the more he came to see the inevitability of his situation. Everything he had worked for could go down the drain if he didn’t work fast and hard. He knew it was an absolute impossibility for a Republican to win so he had to go with the person who his side could find more pliable. Apparently ego was present in the black Obama person and especially because he was eager to become the first black president of the United States. That was no big problem for Randal. He knew it was inevitable that a black person one day would become President of the United States but that person could just as easily be a Republican one of these days down the road. He realized he had to deal with a Democrat at the moment. The beauty part about Obama was his youth and ethnicity. He could be peddled emotionally like a rock star and easily get a built-in 90% plus of the black vote.
But that Hillary Clinton. She could cause trouble, big time. Once he and his friends made up their minds, they put their plan into action. They would simply back Obama surreptitiously and help him win. This they could accomplish via the media. It looked like Hillary had the lead but with shutting her out of mass communication’s anointment, she was dead meat. Randal saw to it that Hillary became known as polarizing and a white bitch and not in the least cool. They would destroy her and her husband Bill in the process and thus pay the ex-president back for what he did to Ronald Reagan’s legacy. They would see that they were called racists and they would be given no means of defending themselves in the media. It would be a cake walk to sink both Hillary and Bill at the same time. That is exactly what happened. Barack Obama won and Randal had then to deal with the little people once again via Obama’s programs.
The country, as Randal knew, went into national euphoria that a black man had assumed the presidency. The blacks felt their time had come and the whites had been made to feel that a vote for Obama was a vote to erase our sad history of slavery. Even though Obama had been elected on the tag words hope and change, Randal knew that nobody in the country could stand up to the rich if they were united. This appeared to be the ace in the hole for Randal and his group—no matter who was president.
Randal wished that he and his friends had been a tad more careful in the way they had gutted the economy but that was water under the bridge. They would merely pump the government for handouts and play poor and drown the new president in a series of on-going debts in the process.
Even though the country looked like it was going down the tubes to most people, Randal couldn’t have been happier. He decided it was time now for him to come out of hiding and resume his quest for the real power of running the United States. Only he and a few trusted friends knew that mainly the mass media had brought about all these profound changes in the country.
Three years before Obama and Clinton had appeared on the scene running for president, he had quite by accident found a way via a Polish professor to deal with the arrogance of the petty bourgeoisie—the little people—and make them even more stupid than they already were. He put his Polish plan into practice throughout the United States and to his elation, immediately noted very rapid results. To his immense delight and amazement, everyplace he visited he beheld ordinary people becoming more simple-minded daily. What these silly people had once called bad, they were now calling good —and good had become bad. People who had previously been thought of as smart were now being considered dumb – and many dumb people were being bragged on as being smart. For him it was heaven because people like himself would ultimately inherit the power to take over these people’s brains and minds.
Day after day he saw proof of this new dumbness in music, films and clothing. He saw people tattooing themselves from head to toe as though the act had some cultural significance. Small talk like on TV late night shows had become the way people talked to one another during the day at work, at school and while they were eating. Brainless reality shows had taken over television. Sex was as random and frequent as with chimpanzees and rabbits. Many smart people were all of a sudden acting dumb just to be liked. Smart ideas were being trashed wholesale along with people who previously had been considered gifted intellectuals. He noticed being dumb had become chic. He couldn’t have been happier.
Randal was jubilant when observing the individuals who did dominate the thoughts and minds of ordinary people. These people were being paid millions to dumb down the population even more. Music people were heading the list. Many singers who were being lauded followed no melody and seemed to never hit a correct note—especially in the National Anthem or Christmas carols. Most singers sounded as if they were suffering from a very bad case of constipation and were straining to unload themselves.
He observed that most of the population had begun walking around with something called an iPod in one hand and an iPhone in the other. Such fairly made his day as only electronic reality could enter their brains. He studied the entertainment section in the weekend edition of The Washington Post and was pleased to find in their pages no films of any intellectual or creative importance. They were either the new “in” black film genre, full-length cartoons, films featuring cataclysmic special effects, bloody violence, vampires or plots totally dedicated to the idea of young people “getting it on”. Most of all, Randal loved seeing them paying up to twelve-dollars a movie ticket to view such drivel and up to a hundred dollars to go to a concert. Life was becoming all hype and he loved it. All the public got for their entertainment money was some sort of narcotic-like high for a couple of hours. Then the next day they had to do it all over again and have another fix. Television news had become part reality show and part ego oriented, self- aggrandizement love fests with very little real news and almost zero of what was going on outside our borders.
He remembered telling some of his closest colleagues recently, “Any farmer will tell you that animals can be wild and unmanageable but if you have them fixed, they’re happy and sedate in their ignorance and therefore highly controllable.”
Randal’s meetings of his group at the Mayflower were always very organized affairs. They always followed the same format. He would start things off by gingerly taking his chair in front of the group. The attendees would immediately get quiet and put down their coffee and bagels. He held a hand microphone that he would give to the various speakers when it came their time to speak.
That morning before going to the Mayflower Hotel, he did the same thing he always did before leaving for his meeting—he viewed his airsickness bag collection. This always gave him great comfort. He liked collecting things that no one else would think of saving. Nothing gave him more pleasure than his prized souvenirs from the many different airlines he had flown on. His most rare bags were from Air Bangladesh and Air Tegucigalpa. Viewing them gave him a sense of great pride. He had over 150 bags and only his most intimate friends had ever been allowed to view his collection.
He cleared his throat and gave the audience a very cheerful yet firm smile of greeting. He seemed exuberantly happy. Some might even say hyperactively happy.
“The point of our meeting here this morning,” he said nattily, “is to get everybody who is center-right to tell the audience what they’re doing, to share technology, to share tactics and strategy, and to tell stories. It’s been several months since our last meeting. Hopefully with the new administration, things have not changed too much for you. I am glad to report that things have not fluctuated very much for me. I still believe the ideal citizen is self-employed, his kids are home-schooled and he carries a concealed weapon. This person doesn’t need the government interfering in his life. I hope you share my thoughts and ambitions concerning a successful Free Market agenda for The United States of America. I say, who wants to see socialism take over here in America?”
There was a nice round of applause and everyone smiled at one another as though they were truly glad to be back at their Mayflower meetings.
“Okay, let’s get started,” Randal said in a large voice. “A few words this fine Wednesday on the usual rules of our get togethers. First of all, respect Rule #1 which was gloriously brought to us by Ronald Reagan. President Reagan said that we were never to criticize or talk negatively about any fellow Republican. That is what the Democrats do so well to one another and that’s why they are always such sore losers. Infighting, my friends, is the Democrats’ biggest secret weapon for losing. Remember that and we good Republicans will always come out on top. We have several speakers this morning. Each will be given five minutes. The rules are simple. Get up. Talk about what you’re working on. Answer questions. Surrender the microphone and sit down. First of all, we have Hyman Ballard from The Young Conservative and Libertarian Lobbyist Union of Washington D. C.”
Hyman, a trim and youthful old-soul in his late twenties and sporting a bow-tie got up erectly and quickly moved to the table in front of the group. He seriously accepted the hand microphone from Randal.
“Thank you, Randal. Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, I am Hyman Ballard and I represent the Young Conservative and Libertarian Lobbyist Union of Washington D. C. I wish to announce that this coming Saturday evening at our headquarters at 8 p. m. we are sponsoring a happy hour with Ralph Reed, the former head of The Christian Coalition. Ralph has been an inspiration to all of us from his days in 1985 when he and his Operation Rescue people picketed abortion clinics and held mock baby funerals. Ralph Reed projects a boyish, soft public aura but he describes himself as a guerrilla fighter who travels at night and puts his enemies in body bags before they even realize he has struck. He founded Century Strategies, a political consulting firm whose clients have included Enron, Microsoft’s Channel One News, the Puerto Rican statehood movement, business interests advocating normal trade relations with China, the E Internet Electronic Gambling Partnership and two Indian Gaming Tribes. With the help of his good friend Jack Abramoff, they landed as a client Preston Gates & Ellis, a large law firm founded by the father of Microsoft‘s Bill Gates. Reed’s $30,000 a month contract with Microsoft was arranged in 1999 by Karl Rove, principal advisor to George W. Bush. Reed’s $30,000 a month salary with Microsoft lasted for 5 years. Reed’s mother, Marcy Reed, has said of her son, ‘I used to tell people he was going to be either President of the United States or Al Capone. Whatever he did, he would really be good at it.’ You don’t want to miss this inspirational evening with Ralph Reed. I have flyers that I will pass out at the end of today’s meeting.”
Someone raised his hand and stood. “How much are the tickets?”
Hyman smiled and replied with a smile, “Ah, my type of question. $175, which of course is a special price for our group here.”
He looked around and saw no more hands raised so he quickly returned the microphone to Randal and sat down.
Randal accepted the microphone from Hyman and checked his list. “Our second speaker this morning is Chip Alexander of The Heritage Foundation, a group I have long admired and been associated with on many levels. They are a tax-exempt, Republican think tank celebrating over 35 years of saying no to big government and yes to privatization, deregulation, military might and traditional family values. Heritage rightly takes credit for much of President George W. Bush’s eight years of policy making, both domestic and foreign. In fact they proudly refer to Bush’s policies as straight out of the Heritage playbook. Chip, it’s a pleasure.”
Chip, a spry, sporty-type guy in his early-forties bounced down to the table and graciously accepted the hand microphone with a large smile.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s an honor for me to be with you today and address our common cause. Before I give a brief report on our latest efforts at The Heritage Foundation, I’d like to tell you a bit about our Foundation. Our group is a New Right think tank. Our stated mission is to formulate and promote conservative public policies based on the principles of Free Trade, limited government, individual freedom, traditional American values and a strong national defense.”
He stopped and looked at his audience. It was his way to make sure that everyone in the room paid close attention to him.
He continued, “We are widely considered one of the world’s most influential public policy research institutes. We organize right-wing activists on domestic and foreign policy issues. Heritage supports faith-based initiatives, school vouchers, a ban on abortion, overturning affirmative-action programs and promoting the marriage act between a man and a woman.”
He paused slightly, walked a bit and stopped. This was to see if their eyes would follow him like a tennis match. When he was convinced he had them, he began speaking again.
“We were originally funded and founded in 1973 by Joseph Coors, co-owner of the Coors Brewing Company, who was one straight shooter when it came to one-man, one-woman marriage and opposition to alternative life styles. Shortly Richard Mellon Scaife, heir of the Mellon industrial and banking fortune joined him and made generous contributions. Later under Ronald Reagan, The Heritage Foundation flourished and a perfect union among conservatives was established in 1980 when we published a 3,000 page, 20-volume set of Republican policy recommendations called Mandate For Leadership. Our publication proved to be the intellectual blueprint for the so-called Reagan Revolution. It has guided each Republican presidency ever since with recommendations on policy, budget and administrative action for all Cabinet departments. In 1994, Heritage advised Newt Gingrich on the development of the Contract with America, which directly challenged many of the ideas at the heart of the Clinton administration.”
He smiled at the audience proudly and scanned the room to see if their reaction was real or polite. He was very pleased to find that they were hanging onto his every word.
“Before long, 100 major corporations joined our ranks. Presently we spend over $45 million dollars annually subsidizing our programs and ensuring that Republican Free Market values continue to win. Among our many corporate sponsors we are proud to call partners are Boeing, Allstate Insurance, Honda, Philip Morris, Johnson & Johnson, GlaxoSmithKline, Bristol-Myers, Squibb, The Walton Walmart Foundation, Chevron Texaco, Exxon Mobil, Microsoft, Amway, Pfizer, United Parcel Service and even during our formative years, we had an alliance with Sun Myung Moon’s Unification church in the United States—which many people at the time called Moonies.”
He had a pleasant smile on his face as though he had just closed a deal in the most painless way possible. He paused for a moment.
He then continued speaking with renewed vigor. “The new president will more than likely be pressured to make decisions on many social programs during his administration. My friends, that’s where you and I come in. We must throw our influence into keeping these programs at a status quo level until another Republican administration can get in. Our present mission is to influence voters and the new president that changing any programs in favor of alternative lifestyles will downgrade our cultural heritage. We want people to realize that such cultural downgradings might be okay in Socialistic countries in Europe. We here have to guard ourselves from the evils of Socialism popping its head up in these great United States of America. We would very much appreciate your help in getting the word out to everybody.”
He smiled as though he had already revealed the main reason for his visit to the group. He then quickly wrapped up his presentation with a pep-rally finale.
“Let’s help keep alive the Reagan legacy. As most of you know, that legacy originated with the president’s being influenced by Fredrich Hayek, an Austrian-British economist and political philosopher. During the mid-20th Century, Hayek popularized the philosophy of Free Trade. It caught fire with Reagan and he changed from a Democrat to a Republican. Ladies and gentleman, capitalism as President Reagan taught us has always been on the side of Big Business. Our fight is to free ourselves via the Free Market from the slavery of big government. Thank you. Are there any questions?”
Instead of any hands rising for questions, all the hands in the room applauded. Chip smiled professionally, gave the microphone back to Randal and returned to his seat.
Randal was indeed impressed with Chip’s presentation and said, “Aren’t these Wednesday mornings truly inspirational? Now, let’s see who is next. Ah, yes, it is Helen Levitt from The Eagle Forum. As all of you know, this women’s group has been the leading force in the anti-feminist and pro-family agendas since 1972. Their group is one of our most trusted leaders in trying to get The Marriage Act passed to prevent same-sex marriages. The Eagle Forum was founded in 1968 by Phyllis Schlafly and primarily works in several leading social areas: abolition of social issues connected to Feminist Rights, The Equal Rights Amendment, abortion, the evolution theory that man descended from apes, and homosexuality as an accepted life style. Phyllis is still president and active even though she is in her eighties. Phyllis and her organization are strongly allied to Christian Conservatism. The Eagle Forum is truly one of the strongest and most loyal Republican organizations. Our Phyllis has been accused of almost everything in her years as a neo-con, but she has never been frightened to stand up to the strongest liberal or liberal organization. A large part of her work is in educating young people into conservative thought. The Forum has two youth-oriented programs: The Teen Eagles for children ages 13 to 19, and The Eagle Forum Collegians for conservatively minded college students. She has chapters of her organization in 30 states. If it has to do with social conservatism, you’ll find Phyllis and her followers at the forefront. Helen, we’re glad to have you with us today and look forward to hearing what is new at The Eagle Forum.”
Helen, a rather professional-looking woman in her late forties, bounced out of her seat with vigor. She pleasantly nodded a hello to Randal as she accepted the microphone. She looked out over the audience with a serious smile and focused her eagle eyes upon them. She spoke in a voice that would easily carry without the microphone.
“Good morning, Ladies and Gentleman. Phyllis Schlafly, president and founder of The Eagle Forum, asked me to covey her very best wishes to you here this morning, especially you, Randal. Looking round this audience, I would say we conservatives never close shop. We are always open for business and our major business is making sure that Congress passes legislation that is pro-business and anti-big-government.”
She waited for a big round of applause to finish and then continued. “I have come here today to promote two new projects of The Eagle Forum. Andy Schlafly, the son of Phyllis who is in charge of the education wing of The Eagle Forum, would like for me to announce that there now exists a conservative alternative to the liberal internet information source named Wikipedia. Andy has founded Conservapedia. It is a wiki-based encyclopedia project written from a socially and American Conservative Christian viewpoint. He felt that Wikipedia had a liberal, anti-Christian and anti-American bias. He originally created the site as a place on the internet for home-schooled students. He felt they needed an alternative to the liberal prejudice found on Wikipedia. Conservapedia is used by Andy’s Eagle Forum University program with materials for various courses such as American History and Civics. Andy recently stated in The Guardian newspaper that he had tried editing Wikipedia and found it and the biased editors who dominate it censor or change facts to suit their views. He also claims that Wikipedia is six times more liberal than the American public. This brings me to my second reason for being here and that is to inform you Andy will shortly be teaching a new course at our Forum headquarters here in Washington D. C. entitled Supreme Court 101. This will serve to acquaint people with the many uses of Conservapedia while at the same time will promote conservative knowledge of the present day activities of the Supreme Court. I do hope you will check out Conservapedia and send some of your most talented young people to Andy’s class. Just phone our office for more information. Are there any questions?”
A young man raised his hand. “Is Conservapedia free or do you have to enroll?”
“My type of question. Thanks. No, Conservapedia is free but if you would like to become one of our in-house editors, we ask that you enroll into a registered account. You can get full information by logging onto the website.”
Helen smiled seriously, shook Randal’s hand, gave him the microphone and returned to her seat.
“Absolutely fantastic, Helen. Now, let’s see who is next,” he said as he looked at his notes. “Ah, yes, of course. Clint Alexander who’s here from the Carlyle Group. This should be an energizing report. Most people are unaware that the Carlyle Group is as important in conservative affairs as it is. In fact, most ordinary Americans have never heard of Carlyle yet every time they drink a Dr. Pepper or Seven-Up, eat Baskin Robbins ice cream, eat a Dunkin’ Doughnut, brush their teeth with a Water Pik, rent a car from Hertz, and do business with 168 other companies, they are sending money to the Carlyle Group. They own cable TV companies as well as the prestigious French newspaper Le Monde in Paris.”
As though he needed to let all he had said sink in with his audience, he screwed off the cap of a bottle of water and took a healthy swig. He did this to check his audience out for their attention factor. He realized the human mind even when fully operational could only take in so many facts and figures. One of his strong points had always been to make sure people were with him when he spoke. Nothing infuriated him more that someone who was pretending to listen. Once he was convinced they had had enough mental recess, he began talking again.
“The Carlyle Group deals not only in these sort of consumer companies but they are very much into aerospace and defense, transportation, military vehicles, energy and power, healthcare, real estate, technology, telecommunications and media. In fact, the Carlyle Group somehow touches the life of every American citizen. The firm is well known for the dozens of world political figures and luminaries it has employed. They sometimes like to call themselves the Ex-President’s Club because so many of their associates are former presidents, premiers or movers and shakers primarily from the Reagan and Bush presidencies. Just to name a few, there are George H. W. Bush, 41st U. S. President, Park Tae Joon, former South Korean Prime Minister, Saudi Prince Al-Walid, Colin Powell, former General and Secretary of State, the billionaire George Soros, Donald Rumsfelt, Caspar Weinberger, former Defense Secretary, former Thailand Premier Anand Panyarachun, Secretary of State James A. Baker III, Frank Carlucci, former Director of Defense under Ronald Reagan, John Major, the former Prime Minister of Great Britain—and Tony Blair, also former British Prime Minister, has had connections with Carlyle. The Carlyle Group is a blending of private business and public policy – and is the very backbone of the Conservative movement in The United States. I could go on and on but that’s why Clint paid us a visit today. So, I’ll turn it over to him. Ladies and gentlemen, It gives me great pleasure to welcome to our meeting today Clint Alexander of the Carlyle Group.”
Clint waited in his seat without budging a millimeter until he was given the nod by Randal. He briskly got out of his chair and went up in front of the group and graciously accepted the microphone from Randal. He was the totally affable type. He was a very active man in his mid-thirties who looked like he not only visited a gym with regularity but also a tanning salon and a variety of Italian designer clothing shops.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it is my extreme pleasure to be here with you today,” he smiled. “The Carlyle Group was founded barely 20 years ago by two men, Stephen L. Norris and David M. Rubenstein, with very little capital. Today the company has over $150 billion dollars of equity capital and has generated over $16 billion in revenues this past year. Carlyle is the eleventh largest defense contractor in the United States because of its ownership of companies making tanks, aircraft parts, vehicles and munitions for the US military. You might be thinking, how is it possible that so much success has been acquired in such a short time? The answer is no trade secret. We use the Free Market as our guide to success. In essence, that means we buy properties but always with other people’s money, not ours. We cultivate investors who loan us the capital we need. We pay them back with a healthy profit, making a nice profit for ourselves in the process.”
He was congratulated with a round of applause. He smiled and continued. “The real secret of our success though is our celebrity employees. They serve an ingenious dual purpose. They encourage investments from the very wealthy throughout the world while at the same time they open international paths for Carlyle’s defense firms. I know some people are disconcerted that the family of Osama Bin Laden has invested in our firm. The Bin Laden family owns a $5 billion dollar construction firm and for five to six years before 9/11 did a lot of business with us. I proudly point out that former President George W. H. Bush has proven to be a very nourishing link with the Saudi Royal family and the Bin Laden family. Several Saudi princes have been among our investors as well as some of Osama’s brothers in the Bin Laden family. Their participation has greatly improved our financial picture in the past.”
A vigorous round of applause interrupted him. He nodded pleasantly and added, “Since the start of the war on terrorism, Carlyle has taken on an added significance in these wars. Our commitment is peace through might. In essence, we have become the thread which links American military policy in Afghanistan and Iraq. Needless to say, with our present combat activities worldwide, our armament proceeds have had a precipitous upward spiral.”
Clint’s statement was greeted with a quick round of patriotic applause. He smiled a thank you to everyone.
“Randal said in his introduction that most ordinary citizens don’t know who we are. That’s exactly the way Carlyle likes it. For 14 years now, with almost no publicity, the company has grown quietly into a gentle and genteel giant. Our main offices are on Pennsylvania Avenue here in Washington, midway between the White House and the Capitol building, and within a stone’s throw of the headquarters of the FBI and numerous government departments. Our address reflects Carlyle’s position at the very center of the Washington establishment. Many call us The Iron Triangle—a combination of military, big business and politics. It doesn’t get much better than that. Our current chairman is Lou Gerstner, former Chairman and CEO of IBM and Nabisco.”
He seemed quite at home being the poster boy for such massive deals on the international scene and it showed. With his hand in his pocket, he continued.
“Another area in which we’ve spread our umbrella is intelligence. During British Prime Minister Blair’s last term in office, he privatized a portion of the British intelligence apparatus and then subcontracted it to us. We named the company QINET or IQ for short. So basically the Carlyle Group now owns part of QINET, which in essence means we own a nice chunk of British Intelligence.”
The audience was amazed at the sheer audacity of his story. They applauded lustily. Clint quieted them down with his hands and with a minor laugh said, “Maybe if we good Free Trade people have our way, the CIA one of these days will also come under the control of the Carlyle Group. I’m sure we can do a better job of running it than the present government.”
The audience laughed and several applauded loudly. He seemed quite pleased that they appreciated his little CIA joke.
“The Carlyle Group is not public—no one owns stock in our company. It is a privately-owned limited partnership. I know you love stories about George W. Bush, so I’ll tell you one as I close. Actually he once worked for Carlyle. He was on the board of directors in 1990 of one of our companies. He left to run for governor of Texas and won. Through his loyalty to Carlyle, he was influential in getting the Texas Teachers’ Retirement Fund to invest over a $100 million with us. How’s that for people of like minds sticking together?”
The audience applauded appreciatively. He paused and they waited for him to continue.
“And I see no reason that we cannot have close relations with President Obama. I believe Carlyle is so big these days, no president can govern without us.”
The crowd gave him a standing ovation.
“As most of you know, we now have purchased Booze Allen Hamilton, the $2 billion government contracting agent that is a key adviser and prime contractor to all of the major US Intelligence agencies, including the CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency, The National Security Agency, The Department of Homeland Security, the National Counter-terrorism Center, the Department of Defense and most of the Pentagon’s combatant commands. We are pleased that we have such a heavy hand in the security networking of this nation.”
The audience accorded him a very sturdy round of applause Then in a very controlled air of humility, he continued.
“I also would like to make mention of the fact that David Rubenstein, one of the founders of the Carlyle Group, not too long back purchased the Magna Carta at Sotheby’s Auction House in New York City. As most of you are aware, this Great Charter of Freedom is the basis of English Common Law and even our very own constitution. It was issued in the year 1215. Mr. Rubenstein paid $21.3 million for it. He has made arrangements in the Carlyle Group’s name to have it transferred to the National Archives for display so one and all might appreciate it. Thank you very much for your time today. I am sorry but I will not be able to entertain questions from the audience. As I have earlier explained, we at Carlyle prefer our privacy. When we have information to share, believe me, you here in Randal’s group will be the first to get it. Thank you again.”
A very large round of applause sounded throughout the room. Randal shook Clint’s hand vigorously and accepted the microphone. Clint returned to his seat without making any eye contact with anyone.
Randal looked at his note pad and smiled. “Ladies and gentlemen, our next speaker is a very interesting and unique person named Ken Underwood. Very few people can equal his exceptional background. He presently is in a top management position with KBG—Kellogg, Brown & Root—a subsidiary of Halliburton. Ken is quite knowledgeable not only about all things KBG but also Halliburton where he worked for three years in an upper management position. He has also worked with Erik Prince, the founder of Blackwater, the private security army. I will let Ken tell you how he came on board all three of these great companies. It’s a fascinating story and one that will encourage you in your Free-Market thinking. So, without further words, it is my pleasure to present to you Ken Underwood.”
Ken was a trim, early 40s, athletic-type man who was pleasantly standoffish. On one level he looked just like an ordinary, handsome and successful mid-management person but on the other hand you could tell in his eyes he was an extremely committed individual. He was a picture perfect representative of the success-driven Republican.
He approached the table, shook Randal’s hand firmly and took the microphone. In a sort of downcast smile he said, “Thank you, Randal. I’m afraid you gave me far too complimentary an introduction but even so, it seems you left out a fourth large company I worked for and that was Amway.”
He smiled as he looked at Randal, who lifted his hands in a friendly mea culpa manner.
“First off,” said Ken as he nodded, smiled and continued, “I’d like to mention a bit about my background. Actually I’m from a very small community in Michigan. By the time I finished high school, I knew that being successful and comfortable in life meant a lot to me. I realized my best potential for that was by joining corporate America in some way. But how could a young person with no connections connect? Fortunately I had a teacher in high school who pointed me in the direction of Northwood University in Midland, Michigan. It was a private university and catered to all areas of entrepreneurship. Once I got my feet through the door, I decided to major in Promotion & Management. I soon was baptized into the true meaning of the Free Market— less governmental control in our lives and fewer taxes. I saw how government had gotten fat over the years. It was fast becoming a nanny to too many of its citizens.”
He was interrupted with an energetic round of applause. Even though he had been talking with his eyes mainly downward, he now lifted them and looked directly at his audience and continued.
“I realized I was much too independent an adult to be walking around with a government pacifier in my mouth. Even though I was a born-again Christian, I was not a do-gooder. I believed in personal incentive and bringing myself up by my own bootstraps.”
The audience reacted with enthusiastic applause to his Conservative pep talk and he had to wait a long moment for them to become silent.
“During my junior year on Alumni Day, a former graduate was our featured speaker. His name was Dick DeVos, whose father Richard DeVos was not only one of the richest men in the world but was also one of the founders of The Amway Corporation. Dick spoke of how his evangelical life coupled with his Republican idealism had helped guide his father’s privately-owned company Amway into making over two-billion dollars in sales that year. To say that excited my junior-year brain would be putting it mildly—especially when I found out Amway stands for American Way. That said it all to me.”
He seemed surprised that his remark again had hit home with his audience. They eagerly wanted more.
“After I graduated, I applied at Amway to work in their corporate offices in Ada, Michigan. I think I was accepted because Dick and I had graduated from the same college. Anyway, Amway was a perfect fit for me. I got to know Dick and his family and he even introduced me to my wife, Norma. By this time Dick was a billionaire. His sister Betsy married Erik Prince of the extremely wealthy Prince Automotive family. Erik was a neo-Conservative, fundamentalist Christian from yet another powerful Michigan Republican family. He served as a White House intern under the first President Bush and while there became friends with Secretary of Defense, Dick Cheney.”
He quickly glanced at some notes he held in his hand and paced a bit to make sure his audience was following him.
“Since Erik’s early days up until the present, many see him as a neo-con or a theo-con crusader with a Christian-supremacy agenda. His father Edgar was extremely religious and became the chief benefactor of James Dobson’s Focus on the Family. Together with Gary Baur, his father founded and financed the Family Research Council. Hard work, family and God were the elder Prince’s core beliefs. Erik was a Navy SEAL from 1993 to 1996, the year his father died. In 1997, Erik bought with part of his inheritance, 6,000 acres of land in the Great Dismal Swamp of North Carolina and created a state-of-the-art private training ground for shooters and security forces. He named his private security contractor group Blackwater after the swamp’s peat-colored bogs. His headquarters were located in Moyock, North Carolina, only 26 miles from the world’s largest navy yard at Norfolk, Virginia. Blackwater since its humble start, has now become the world’s largest private security contractor. It trains over 40,000 people a year from all over the world. They’re like a corporate battalion of neo-con Free Marketers so to speak. Erik’s Blackwater firm has at this time been paid over a billion dollars by the US Government. But whatever you do, don’t call Erik’s people mercenaries. He will tell you his men are patriots. I am extremely pleased today to report that Blackwater has opened an absolutely outstanding new facility near San Diego – actually only three blocks from the Mexican border. This new complex is what might be called Blackwater’s private CIA, which they call Total Intelligence Solutions.Their services will be marketed to Fortune 500 military-industrial corporations as well as to large right-wing Christian organizations.”
He paused slightly and paced a bit as though to garner in his mind where he was and where he wanted to go with this group.
“I became very interested in his project and he asked me to come and be a part of his managing and marketing team. I hated to leave Amway but Dick told me joining Blackwater was like moving from one side of the Amway family to another. If I had to describe Erik, I’d say he is a man who has seen the promised land—and it is righteous and well armed. He has had great contacts with the government but recently has been challenged by Progressives in Congress. He has explicitly denied their negative allegations and recently hired former independent counsel Ken Starr as his defense lawyer.”
He reached over to a tray with a pitcher of water and several glasses. He was about to pour himself a glass but Randal quickly came over and stopped him. Randal smiled and gave him a small bottle of water. Ken smiled slightly and accepted the bottled water.
“It was about that time I met Vice President Dick Cheney through Erik. As all of you know, Mr. Cheney became the CEO of Halliburton after he left the first President Bush’s administration as Secretary of Defense. I learned that he had been given a goodbye package of $20 million dollars when he left Halliburton to become vice-president but he said it was too much and insisted on only $13.6 million. What a guy! I met him when he contacted us for some information. He was interested in studying the use of private military forces in combat zones. He got me interested in Halliburton, who had completely become the leader of non-bid contracts in Iraq after 9/11. Halliburton had a subsidiary called KBR, Kellogg, Brown and Root, and before I knew it, Vice-President Cheney had me working for them. My job is to help manage KBR’s operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. KBR supplies the troops there with everything they need from building their barracks to what they eat, their laundry and all civilian vehicles. In fact KBR is in charge of all troop services such as Burger King, Subway, Papa John’s Pizza, internet and cable access, basketball courts and gym equipment. We were awarded a government contract to build the new $100 million dollar U. S. Embassy in Kabul. We are still receiving funds to help New Orleans clean up from Katrina. The good part about us is that we are the largest American non-union construction company.”
He had struck a note when he mentioned Halliburton as he could see the interest on his audience’s faces. With a smile he continued.
“As far as Halliburton goes, they have moved their International Headquarters from Houston, Texas, to Dubai in the Persian Gulf. I am pleased to announce that former Vice-President Cheney has built a $12.5 million house there. Oh, and by the way, a tip to many of you. Dubai has no extradition treaty with the United States. This means that if things somehow go sour for former Vice-President Cheney, he could set up housekeeping in Dubai. And another tip for you who hate taxes—which I’m sure includes everyone in this room. Our company used to pay nearly $400 million dollars in income tax and Social Security deductions. But we didn’t like that so we set up 22 subsidiaries throughout the world located in countries lenient on taxes. So we now get an $80 million refund from the US government every year. How abut that?”
There was wild applause and Ken smiled in appreciation. He quieted them with his hands.
“It has been a great privilege to appear here today with you, but like my preceding speaker, my company has asked me not to be any more specific than I have. Therefore, I’m sorry but I cannot entertain any questions. Thanks again. You’ve been a great audience.”
Randal led the group in an enthusiastic round of applause. Ken handed the microphone back to Randal, picked up his bottle of water and returned to his seat.
“I told you he would be inspirational, didn’t I? Okay, let’s see who our last speaker is before we take a quick break. Oh, yes, it’s our favorite neo-con pin-up cutie—Anne Coolidge! Anne, as you know, has caused Liberals literally to froth at the mouth after she has done with them in her books. She is our cheerleader for the Free Market movement. Here she is then, ladies and gentlemen, the one and only Anne Coolidge.”
Anne got up from her seat and with a cutesy smile made her way to the front of the room. She almost flaunted her trademark sleeveless blouse and mini-skirt on her very thin frame. Her long off-blond hair flopped as she walked. In another trademark mannerism, she constantly flipped strands of her hair back behind her rather unnaturally large ears to keep the hair out of her eyes.
She took the microphone from Randal daintily as though it were a penis and she were about to perform oral sex on it. She smiled seductively at her audience as they applauded her with gusto.
“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. It’s always such a pleasure to be called upon to speak at one of Randal’s weekly meetings. I generally make no prepared notes. I just talk and let the cow chips fall where they may.”
Everyone laughed on cue as she fidgeted nervously with a cross around her neck. She obviously appreciated her unique status with this very special audience.
“Just to keep everybody in the Free Trade, anti big government, anti tax-and- spend mood, I’d like to invoke the name of our great god Ronald Reagan once again. Remember, he was the one who said that the 9 most terrifying words in the English language were—I’m from the government and I’m here to help you.”
The audience laughed and applauded. “Thank you,” she continued. “I’m extremely pleased by all that I have heard here today. I would say even though the Progressives have overtaken us at the moment, the battle is far from over. Ronald Reagan was my idol because he was one of the first people to understand the power of the mass media. They could control our emotions and most of all, they could rearrange our thinking. President Reagan realized this by studying the professional life of one Edward Bernays, the nephew of Sigmund Freud. Freud, as you know, reinvented the human mind with his views that people’s unconscious thoughts buried deep within them could be capable of anything and must be controlled. Freud changed the world of psychoanalysis. His nephew Edward decided that he could use his uncle’s conclusions to influence people’s thinking on any given subject. He was sure he could control people’s likes and dislikes in a herd-like fashion. He was the one who invented fear through a third agent – such as communism, socialism, homosexuals, secular religion, and my specialty liberals.”
She laughed slightly and then looked at them slyly.
“I suppose I’m letting you in on how I sell so many copies of my books. Anyway, Edward was wildly successful in that he found he could control the masses with or without their conscious cooperation. He even published his findings in a book he wrote entitled Propaganda. He is the one the tobacco companies came to when sales were lagging in the twenties due to the habit being thought of as filthy. He soon had every Hollywood film star in the thirties smoking cigarettes in movies—and in the forties had one cigarette brand advertising itself as ‘the cigarette preferred by most doctors’. He even helped the United Fruit Company overthrow an unfriendly government in Guatemala in 1953 under Eisenhower. Bernays’ plan was always to breed hate or love toward a certain person or group of people and in the process gain control over them. He showed that you could take an ordinary individual and through persuasion turn that person into a monster or angel in the eyes of others. Apply enough untruths, one-word buzzwords and manufactured news items about a person, group or situation and soon you will have people hating or loving that person, group or situation. This was beautifully done during the last election with Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama. The media called Hillary a liar, polarizing, frigid, cold, a racist and a bitch. Most news people disparaged her on a regular basis. Even Jay Leno made raunchy Clinton jokes nearly every night of the 8-year Bush Administration. Thus a large number of people walked around degrading the Clintons via the buzzwords that had been fed to them by the media. The upshot is she lost the nomination. The media bestowed positive buzz words and love in Obama’s direction and you guessed it, he not only won the nomination but the election. Remember the Saturday Nigh Live skit on the debate between Hillary and Barack. They asked her a lot of rough questions and were not pleasant in the process. with Obama, they asked him if he were comfortable, etc. People if they would only open their eyes and ears, could see what a scripted-skit life is these days. You can preach hate about race, health care, Communism, Socialism, Homosexuality —even Liberalism— and you can reap great rewards in power and money in the process.”
She stopped and fiddled with the cross around her neck as she gave them a sly smile.
“I see I’m telling you all my family secrets, aren’t I? How many people have we got walking around saying ‘I’d rather die than have socialized medicine’? Are they themselves speaking or are their thoughts being manipulated by some newscaster, preacher, or political group who’s got them parroting for them?”
She arched her eyes as though she were dealing in total social irony and looked at her audience with an air of amused frankness.
“If Edward Bernays had been alive during the American Civil war and worked for the Confederacy, I’m sure he could have convinced most of the blacks that they were better off being slaves. He believed that propaganda was a natural marriage of the media and big business. Bernays’ vision was of a utopian society in which the dangerous libidinal energies that lurk just below the surface of every individual can be harnessed and harvested by a corporate elite for their economic benefit. One of his most successful pupils was Joseph Goebbels, who became Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda. Unfortunately after World War II, the word propaganda because of Goebbels use of it came to have a negative air so the word propaganda was changed to Public Relations. During our present day it’s now called spin or hype. Ronald Reagan upon coming into office considered Edward Bernays his savior and his pathway to sainthood. Folks, life these days is as simple as that.”
Anne knew she was a charismatic speaker and was always at her best when she invoked the name of the Republican messiah Reagan. She paused for dramatic effect and then continued.
“Reagan immediately after putting Bernays’ ideas into practices became the recipient of almost unlimited political power—all thank god, for the good of the Free Market.”
She said the last statement with such exhilaration that the audience stood up and cheered. She gave them a feigned reaction of modesty, which for her meant she adjusted her blouse.
“In summing up, let me make it clear to you that the Free Market concept is very much alive and well. We have the general population in our hands. We are scrambling their brains via our digital culture—and the only excitement they have going on around them is a media circus of lunacy. All of this tells me, we the captains of Free Trade have another great day coming—and soon—and I promise you that! Thank you very much.”
The entire audience gave her a standing ovation. She nervously looked at them with a downcast smile of false modesty. While they were noisily having their way with her, she turned her back on them momentarily, handed Randal the “penis” and said to him under her breath. “You and I must talk immediately.”
“This afternoon perhaps?”
“No, right now!”
He saw the stern look on her face and nodded yes. She then turned back to the audience and waved to them with a big, enthusiastic smile.
Randal after an appropriate lapse of time quieted the noisy group with his hands.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we will now take a fifteen minute break. I see they’ve brought in a fresh round of snacks. Help yourselves—please!”
He indicated for them to turn their attention to the caterers who were bringing in trays of tasty food items. The audience quickly headed toward the refreshment area. Randal took Anne by the arm and said, “What is it? What’s so urgent we have to talk now?”
“Not here,” she said under her breath with a somber look. “Let’s go out into the garden.”
He agreed and they swiftly left the room without speaking to anyone. He was not happy to be taken away so abruptly from his kingdom. He knew it meant something disagreeable – and in the last couple of years, he had almost entirely ridded himself of being inconvenienced by anything or anyone.
Randal and Anne walked down the main hall without saying a word. They entered the lobby and then walked out onto the terrace garden. They went over to a private bar meant to serve the happy swimming pool crowd. Very few people were there. He ordered two bottles of water. He handed one of the bottles to her and screwed the top off the other one for himself and took a drink.
“Okay, Miss Thing, let’s have it. What is so important that we have to come all the way out here? I haven’t seen you this excited about anything since you made the New York Times best seller list.”
She took a seat and drank almost half of her bottle of water. “I went to a club last night.”
“Oh, really? Now that is earth shaking,” he said in an unimpressed manner.
“Hear me out, smart ass, and I’ll let you be the judge of that.”
“Okay. So you went to a club last night? Where? Home?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t waste my time anywhere else.”
“So? What did you find there? A husband?”
“No but someone pretty interesting.”
“Oh dear, I don’t know if I’m ready for your brand of true confessions. But go ahead since you got me all the way out here.”
“Randal, I think someone is on to us.”
He started to drink some water but stopped and looked at her. “What do you mean ‘on to us’?”
“You know. Our water project. Are you sure that professor in Poland was honest?”
“Of course. He was so honest he’s dead. Once he turned over his formula to us, he ceased to have a reason to exist. What makes you ask?”
“I’m not doubting the legitimacy of his work. I was there with you when he showed us what would happen if you injected a Ph. D. with a drop of his formula. The guy he used it on immediately turned into a complete idiot.”
“So, what’s to worry about, my little Annie? We already have operatives putting our stuff little by little into most of the national water supply. I’d say we’re well on our way to turning the masses into a cooperative bunch of knuckleheads and possible knuckle walkers. The thing that amuses me the most is that these ordinary American dunderheads don’t realize we’re already doing over half their thinking for them. Before long, we’ll be doing it all. Very breathtaking to think about, isn’t it? Now we’d better be getting back to our meeting.”
“You still haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, have you?” she said impatiently.
“Yes, yes—you danced that precious tush of yours off last night. So what? I don’t even know why you go to such a place. Only low-level government idiots hang out there.”
“Precisely, and they have the loosest tongues in town. That’s how I find out what’s really going on in D. C. Last night I ran into a man who works with a National Grant Foundation. He told me this year the economy was so bad they were cut down from 2,000 grants to only one—and that they were giving it to some obscure professor in California simply because he was the least expensive person they could come up with.”
“Oh, please, what does such drivel have to do with me?” Randal asked as he polished off his bottle of water.
“Everything, Mr. Irrepressible. Just listen to this,” she said. “The man in his grant didn’t ask for any money. He just wanted a lot of public tap water from different cities around the country—and a gorilla.”
“Am I supposed to be concerned by that information?”
“Yes, you’re supposed to stop being a legend in your own mind long enough to let what I’m telling you sink into that skull of yours.”
He stopped and breathed out heavily. “Okay, I’m listening. So what is the point you’re trying to make?”
“The name of his grant is Neotony. You remember that little word, don’t you? That’s what our Polish professor friend based his formula on, which incidentally we’re dumping into the nation’s drinking water.”
Randal’s jaw dropped as his brain finally processed the gist of her words.
“You think this California person somehow is on to us?” he asked.
“Duh? What do you think I’ve been trying to tell you? Public drinking water? Neotony? People as dumb as stumps? You figure it out. We’ve been putting the Polish professor’s formula into the nation’s tap water supply for three years now and it does seem to be successfully turning the general population into an army of twits. At this point in our timeline, we’re only six years away from our Free Market group taking over the country. Somehow though this California professor is on to us. At least that’s my reading of the situation. He obviously is convinced there’s something unnatural in the nation’s drinking water that is turning people into idiots. He plans on working with a gorilla. I can’t imagine what that’s all about.”
“Our plan didn’t include gorillas,” Randal said in a very edgy manner.
“Then it sounds like this guy knows something we don’t,” she remarked.
“Amazing,” said Randal, quickly running things over in his head. “I suppose if you did give a concentrated dose of that Polish professor’s formula to a person, it could conceivably turn them into an ape. Utterly remarkable. I hadn’t thought of that before.”
“We also never thought about what would happen if we continue putting the formula into the nation’s tap water,” she said. “This professor apparently has some thoughts in that direction. He is obviously going to run tests between people and a gorilla on that very subject.”
Randal was not happy about any of this information. He knew Anne’s private little conversation was going to disturb his equilibrium in one way or the other and it made him fractious.
“He’s way ahead of us in his thinking,” said Randal as he let out a long sigh. “I never gave a second thought as to what would happen if people kept drinking the water. I just figured everybody would continue being dumb ad infinitum. Do you think a constant use of our formula would eventually turn everyone into an ape?”
“I have no idea,” she answered, “but what if that California guy knows the answer to that question?”
Randal thought a bit and then said solemnly, ”Corporate America wouldn’t find it much fun ruling a nation of apes.”
She looked at him straight in the eyes and said, “So, what are we going to do?”
“This is a twist we must straighten out before it gets bound into a tight knot,” he said. “Hopefully before this California professor even realizes it, we’ll send him to join Professor Poniotofsky between the buns of a lot of Speedy Burgers at our friend’s Dixie Rancho Grande outlets. So, my dear Anne, I want you to return to Home often and see if you can’t reconnect with that low-life government schlemiel. I want you to milk him for every piece of information he’s worth. Can you imagine what will happen to us if our little secret gets out?”
“Yes, we’d go live in our palatial digs in Dubai and play Scrabble for the rest of our lives with our next-door neighbors The Cheneys.”
“I can’t believe that Polish professor was so untrustworthy,” said Randal with a frown on his face. “He obviously gave the formula to someone else without any prerequisite torture. What a totally unprofessional douchebag. I’m so glad we arranged for him to end up between buns at the Dixie Rancho Grande.”
It was ten minutes to ten in the morning. Dr. Alexander Hayward, a professor of Evolutionary Biology at Sierra Bonita University near Monterey, California, was engrossed in several experiments in his laboratory. He was a handsome young man in his early-thirties with a full head of black hair. He had always been so preoccupied with his projects and professional life that he had no idea he was good-looking, sexy or even attractive. Over time, he had managed to turn these particular natural endowments into forgetfulness, self-absorption and an unrefined appearance. He had perfect teeth and when he did smile upon occasion, his face lit up like a Christmas tree. When he took off his steel-rimmed glasses, his grey-blue eyes took on a star-like quality. If he were more interested in wardrobe and personal grooming, he could easily be a model for Vanity Fair. Since his mind never wandered into those areas, he looked like your ordinary university faculty doofus. In spite of all this, he was well liked and a qualified member of the intellectual community. He merely didn’t come gift-wrapped.
He wrote down a few notes in his project book as he jiggled some liquid over a Bunsen burner. He spilled a bit of it on the bathrobe he was wearing but hardly noticed due to his intense interest in the experiment.
His secretary, Yolanda, a no-nonsense woman in her late forties came into the lab. She took one look at him and shook her head. She saw that he was not dressed in his usual lab coat but was wearing no shirt, tennis shorts and a bathrobe.
“Forgot to dress this morning?” she asked as though not shocked by his appearance.
Without looking up, he replied in almost a monotone, “I’m dressed this way to prove a point to my students in my lecture this morning.”
“I hate to tell you, but you have barely ten minutes to make it to your lecture.”
He hardly heard her. After a moment, what she said sunk in.
“Oh, yes. Ten minutes. Thanks, Yolanda. I guess I should stop and get a move on.”
“That might be a good idea. Oh, by the way, your wife called and said for you to be sure and come home early tonight because her parents were coming over for dinner.”
“I could do without that,” he said as though talking to himself.
“And another thing. Drop by my desk on your way out. You have a registered letter that came for you a few minutes ago.”
He was so busy finishing up his experiment, he hardly heard her. He then quickly grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door. She held the door open for him and followed behind.
“Are you sure you’re going to class in a bathrobe? Much less walk across campus dressed like that?”
“Yes, of course. I told you, it’s part of my lecture. I’m a great believer in visual presentations.”
They walked out into the faculty office area. Some of the other professors gave him odd looks.
Yolanda walked over to her desk. “I can’t imagine what kind of visual presentation you’re going to perform in your Developmental Biology class.”
He began walking hurriedly toward the door leading out of the building. She yelled over to him. “Dr. Hayward, your registered letter. Don’t you want it?”
He did a quick circle, grabbed the letter she held out to him, stuck it into his briefcase and darted out the door. She looked at him and shook her head in a friendly manner.
Alex quickly jogged across campus. Even with his robe flapping, he didn’t come off as idiotic. In fact he looked rather sexy. Mother Nature also had graciously provided him with a trim, gym-type body. As he jogged, the top of his robe opened up, exposing a very hairy chest. His legs were also quite hairy and if you didn’t know it, you would think he might be a P. E. coach heading to his class.
Alex’s concentration was on anything but the sensual as he made his way across campus. He got some notice and a few whistles but his mind was in too much of an academic fog to even hear, care or react.
He entered the Science building and went running up to the second floor. On his way, he caused somewhat of a stir as he absent-mindedly bumped his way through the crowded stairwell.
He entered his classroom just on the dot of ten. He walked over to his desk in front of a somewhat large group of students. They looked at him and a few rolled eyes and some pulled faces. He merely busied himself getting set up for his lecture. All of a sudden, someone let out a whistle as though he were sexy. He came out of his fog, looked up and smiled. As could be expected, his great smile relaxed the group.
A rather aggressive young woman raised her hand. He looked at her without his smile.
“Yes, Ms. Matthews?”
“I didn’t realize today was casual dress day,” she said in a bemused manner. “I would have come in my robe too if I had known.”
“Oh, it’s not casual dress day, Ms. Matthews,” he responded dryly. “This is part of today’s lecture.”
She gave him a sweet but somber look as he took his notes out of his briefcase and put them on the desk.
“Today, class, we will be talking about Neotony,” he said as he wrote the word on the board. “Neotony means retaining the qualities of youth into adulthood. How many of you have heard of Peter Pan?”
Most everyone’s hand went up. The ones that didn’t seemed like a protest against his asking such an imbecilic question.
“Thank you. Peter Pan was a work of fiction that appeared first on the London stage in 1904. It was about a mischievous young boy, Peter, who never grew up and lived in a place called Neverland. This character of Peter Pan was rather semi-autobiographical of its author, J. M. Barrie, a Scotsman. Apparently he himself was a person who never grew up. He was not very tall physically and he appeared very childlike in many aspects. He did marry but had no children. Gossip of the day had it that he was asexual and that his marriage was never consummated. His wife ultimately divorced him. Soon, however, he took up with a widow who had five sons. He did not marry the widow but he did play pirates and all sorts of other child games with her children. He came up with the characters of Peter Pan, Captain Hook and Wendy from the world of childish fantasy he experienced with these five playmates of his.”
A student raised his hand and asked, “I presume, Dr. Hayward, Peter Pan has something to do with how you are dressed today.”
“Of course, Mr. Corley. I will be presenting the reason for my bizarre manner of dress shortly. So, just hold on.”
Alex didn’t smile and quickly launched back into his lecture. His students stoically gave him the benefit of the doubt and listened attentively.
“Remember, the one big emphasis of a liberal education is to prepare yourself to engage in a life-long learning program. This is the way we launch ourselves into adulthood and the means by which we retain our position there. So, was Peter Pan interested in a liberal education and becoming a productive member of society? No, not at all. So, here’s the question. Are more people like Peter Pan these days than a hundred years ago? The answer is a resounding yes. We have tons of Peter Pans around today – many more than in the past. What was Peter Pan’s real emphasis in life? Fun, that was his life’s calling. Let’s look at life’s choices: we can either have a major emphasis in our lives on unrestrained fun or we can have a major emphasis on restrained living where learning comes before fun. Childhood or adulthood—those are the two choices. But one has to take precedence over the other. Peter Pan chose fun. Therefore, he never achieved adulthood. That is Neotony in a nutshell. ”
He stopped for a long moment and walked closer to his students. “Now, what about Neotony in real life rather than fiction? In our present-day culture, do we have a significant number of chronological adults who are not psychological adults? The answer to that is —absolutely. Recent changes in our culture show that without a doubt many in our general population are actively resisting adulthood—and in an openly physiological and psychological sense.”
Ms. Matthews raised her hand and asked, “Do you mean Neotony is an integral part of our present everyday lives?”
“That is for sure,” Alex responded with enthusiasm.
Another young lady in her mid-thirties with a serious demeanor spoke up, “Then our culture at the moment, in your estimation, is presently in a psychological and physiological downward state of Neotony?”
“I’m afraid that is exactly what I mean, Ms. Lewis. My investigation shows an increasing number of postponements in reaching adulthood over the last five years. In fact, we now have films whose leading personas portray male arrested development. Practitioners include Judd Apatow, Adam Sandler, Ben Stiller, Seth Rogan and Will Ferrel. The characters they create more resemble children than progressive humans. Think of the stars of fifty years ago—Cary Grant, Gary Cooper, John Wayne, and Ronald Coleman. Did they remind you of children? No, not in the least.
“Many people apparently want to become adults but they don’t want to take on the responsibility of that world. Plainly stated, they don’t want to work. We hand out high school diplomas these days as if they were circulars advertising a hip-hop or rap concert. A large portion of our society at the moment has no real interest in a functional diploma that signifies actual accomplishment. Work is an adult word—fun is a child word. When we see monkeys and chimpanzees, do they make us think of fun or work? In fact, in our culture, everything is for the child or the child in us. Disneyland type places have never been so popular. A great part of our films these days have their origins in comic books. Our modern day Shakespeare is Marvel Comics. I recently read where the Bible has just been put into comic book form. All of this indicates that Neotony is at the bottom of our problem. Neotony simply means that many people are refusing to grow into adults—like those present-day film stars I just mentioned. They are promoting Neotony. So, there is your proof that as a culture we are in retrograde – or another way of putting it, we’re turning into apes at an alarmingly fast rate.”
A serious young man raised his hand.
“Yes, Mr. Howard? What nerve did I strike with you?”
“Just a simple question. What is the difference between a gorilla and a human being?”
Everyone laughed but Alex. He quieted the class with a serious smile and said, “I’m glad you asked that question, Mr. Howard. A gorilla culture operates only on today — not yesterday or tomorrow. They have no concept of those two items. They simply go about today looking for food and sex—and as far as sex goes, they are completely oblivious to the fact that it has anything to do with procreation. So, what about humans? We believe just as strongly in yesterday and tomorrow as we do today. We have recorded language and art to emphasize all three. This so far in our evolution has led us to our cultural greatness and our differences with gorillas. But unfortunately during these present days, you will notice that we are going toward apes – not away from them. Neotony is showing us that daily.”
The students shifted a bit uneasily in their seats trying to get a handle on what Alex was saying. He noticed he had at least provoked them to think.
A young man seriously taking notes raised his hand.
“Thank you, Mr. Carroll. What is on your mind?”
“In listening to you, Dr. Hayward, I have the feeling that you believe something or someone is responsible for all of this. Am I correct?”
“Oh, absolutely,” replied Alex with enthusiasm. “I see all this change in the human condition as being an effort to change our society into an oligarchy — a community for the rich. An oligarchy is a completely 180 degree difference from socialism. In the USA, we have a sort of modified socialism. This means we promote a large middle class with extremes of poor and rich being relatively minor. An oligarchy would have a ruling rich class and everybody else would be just a monkey to do their bidding.”
“So you think we are headed toward an oligarchy?” Mr. Carroll continued.
“Oh absolutely. Look at our economic conditions. We have movie stars getting 20 million dollars a film while an extra gets maybe $30 a day. We have CEOs of large corporations bleeding their companies into bankruptcies. We have investment ponzi schemes where a certain individual can cheat people out of billions of dollars. We survive under a world of debt in which the owners of this debt are the new masters of our fate. All of these conditions are caused by the greed of a handful of people. In fact, they’ve been so successful at manipulating us they’ve caused 40% of all our money to disappear. Where all that hidden money is parked no one knows.”
Ms. Matthews raised her hand and spoke. “Professor, who is behind all this turning us into apes?”
Alex smiled at the class and said, “Who at this moment is not the question. What we really need to find out is how they are doing it.”
“Do you have an idea?” she probed.
“Yes, as a matter of fact I do. I have no proof but trust me, I am trying my best to find out what is turning us into gorillas.”
A rather sensual young lady raised her hand with a smile.
“Yes, Ms. Brewster?”
“This doesn’t have exactly anything to do with your lecture, professor, but it does have to do with gorillas. In my anthropology class the other day, the professor made a statement that I didn’t fully understand—and he failed to explain it. I was wondering if you could help me?”
“What was his statement?”
“He said that in Africa the expression ‘hung like a gorilla’ is an insult. Do you know what he could possibly have meant by that?”
As though it were a very ordinary question, Alex replied, “Yes, I think I can help you, Ms. Brewster. That simply means the penis of the average gorilla is only one to two inches in length—erect. In fact, when a gorilla is born one has great difficulty in telling which sex it belongs to because the infant penis and clitoris are almost identical in size. Intercourse between gorillas lasts less than a minute. So, I would imagine in Africa such information would not be the basis for a favorable comparison between a human and an ape. Does that answer your question?”
“Yes, thank you,” she said with a smile.
The class tittered a bit but Alex hardly noticed. He walked a bit and then turned to face them.
“In present day society, dumbness has become a virtue rather than a liability. We are surrounded by a vast array of personality modifications. Not only is our educational system in upheaval but the world of music, entertainment, interpersonal relationships and, yes, sex have all undergone tremendous changes in recent years. This present-day Neotony is bringing about national instability, fickleness and shallowness. Do you remember Peter Pan? This is exactly what Peter Pan was all about.”
Ms. Matthews raised her hand again and spoke. “You mean we’re all turning back into children–or apes?”
Alex looked at her and the others in the class and said slowly, “Humans in our country at present are being turned against their wills into a neotenous species of apes.”
Many in his class seemed upset at his statement.
“I assure you mine is not an academic theory. I am well into proving my point. However, just as a little show and tell, I thought I would wear my bathrobe today so I could show you what a man turning into a gorilla looks like – figuratively if not exactly.”
He pulled off his bathrobe and threw it onto his desk. Standing before them in his tennis shorts, he showed that he was truly a very hairy person. Several sexual whistles were made by some of his students.
“See, I physically resemble an ape with all this hair more than most of you. However, my body hair is in no way caused by Neotony. My hairiness comes to me thanks to my grandmother who was from Albania, where a pretty hairy group of people hang out. The point I am making is this: Neotony is more a cultural thing than a physical thing. So don’t try to look at people and discover Neotony. You must observe their actions. End of demonstration. I now will put back on my bathrobe.”
He went over to retrieve his bathrobe and in the process knocked his briefcase off the desk. He reached down to retrieve it and several cheers and whistles went up. He quickly grabbed the briefcase and in doing so, his hand came up holding the letter Yolanda had given him. He looked at it and noticed the return address was the National Esoteric Analysis Foundation in Washington D. C. His eyes double blinked. He ripped the envelope open. Inside was a letter from Dr. Clifford Hopkins, informing him he had won his grant with them. He let out a whoopee that stunned the class. They laughed at his sudden unrestrained liveliness.
Someone yelled out in a loud voice, “Share the news with us, Professor King Kong!”
He looked at the letter once again as though he couldn’t believe it. He then said to his class with a beautiful smile, “The government has approved my grant to come to Washington and authenticate my theories about Neotony.”
The class stood up and cheered. He was so carried away he went up and down the aisle in his tennis shorts, shaking hands with one and all.
Abby Hayward, a bright and pretty blond in her early thirties, checked the roast in the oven. Nodding to herself that it was doing just fine, she turned her attention to the salad. She took the prepackaged salad mix from the refrigerator and got out some bowls from the kitchen cabinet. She put them on the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining and living room.
The apartment was not very large and definitely not elegant. The kitchen, dinning room and living room were basically like one big room. She looked around and sighed at the place and how small it was. She then returned to the kitchen and looked at the clock on the wall. She shook her head and went over to the telephone, picked it up and dialed.
At that moment Alex walked through the door. He was still wearing his bathrobe and looked a bit tipsy. She put down the phone and gave him a cocked-head look.
“Do you live here, sir?” she said trying to be pleasantly funny.
“I think I do,” he replied as though his head were in the clouds.
She looked at him and shook her head. “Alex, why are you wearing a bathrobe?”
He entered the apartment and put his briefcase down on the dining room table. She came over, picked it up and put it into his arms.
“Alex, didn’t Yolanda tell you my parents were coming for dinner?”
“Oh, yes. That’s right. I almost forgot.”
“Almost? How can one almost forget?”
He gave her a quick kiss and actually looked as though he were in a very happy mood. She sniffed at him.
“Have you been drinking?”
“Let’s see? Yes, come to think of it, I have. ”
He went over, plopped onto the couch and looked like he might pass out. She quickly followed him over.
“Did you hear me? Mom and Dad are driving down from Berkeley for dinner tonight. They always arrive right on the dot time-wise, which means they are going to arrive here any minute now. You were supposed to be home at least an hour ago. And what’s with that robe? You can’t be in a robe when they get here.”
She pulled him up off of the couch. He was a bit giddy and wobbly. She began guiding him toward the bedroom.
“I’m so happy, Abby.”
“I can tell. In fact, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen you this happy. You have exactly twenty seconds to tell me what’s going on and let’s hope that in those twenty seconds my parents don’t ring the doorbell. So, why the bathrobe and the smell of booze on your breath, Alex? What’s going on?”
He put his arm around her and looked into her eyes. “The bathrobe? It was a show and tell prop for my lecture today on Neotony.”
“I have no idea what Neotony is, much less what it’s got to do with your wearing a bathrobe to work.”
He hugged her and then said very sweetly, “Abby, I got my grant to go to Washington D.C. and work on my Neotony project. And the guys I share the office with took me out to celebrate. I’m sorry, Abby, but I’m so happy.”
“I’m very happy for you too but I don’t know what you’re talking about. You always tell me you’re submitting grant applications but I never expect one of them to come through mainly because I don’t understand what any of them are about. Now, honey, please go and change. Mom and Dad are practically ringing the doorbell right now. I understand and love you, but you are not their favorite person, you know – mainly because you and I teach for a living and my sisters married wealthy guys and are able to live frivolous lives of pedicures and shopping sprees. So, now please hurry and change. You can tell me all about this grant business later. At least it will be something positive to tell my parents.”
The doorbell rang. Abby froze in place. She quickly got control of herself and pushed Alex into the bedroom, slammed the door and bounced over to the front door. Standing there impatiently were her parents, Elaine and Fred Parnell.
One look at Elaine told you she was not a fun person and that she had spent most of her 60 plus years walking around with a lot of indignation on her face. Happiness to her was apparently unhappiness. In Alex’s world, she would be the perfect anti-example of Peter Pan—someone who probably never had a childhood.
Fred probably was a happy-go-lucky guy in his youth but Elaine obviously changed all of that. Gone was any sense of his childhood fun.
“Oh, hi, Mom and Dad. Come in.”
Elaine followed by Fred entered the small apartment as though it were a chore. Abby and her parents exchanged kisses. Elaine’s embrace was for the most part perfunctory while Fred’s was genuine. Elaine looked over the place with carefully plotted disdain while her husband’s face had the need for a Scotch written all over it.
“The traffic was horrendous as usual,” said Elaine with a martyr’s sigh. “But since you rarely come to visit us, we have no choice except to make this grueling trip—and besides your place is not easy to get to.”
“Mother, it isn’t any easier for us to come and visit you guys. The times we do offer to come, you say you are busy or going to be out of town.”
“Where’s Alex?” asked Elaine, quickly changing the subject. “Hasn’t shown up from that job of his yet, I bet. I’d say the way they work him, he probably only makes a dollar an hour. Your sister Madeline and her husband are buying a new 12,000 square-foot home, did I tell you? They’re thinking of calling it Madeline’s Taj Mahal. Isn’t that cute?”
“Dad, could I force a Scotch on you?”
“And how,” said Fred with a big smile. “I thought you’d never ask.”
“You didn’t answer me, Abby. When do you expect Alex?”
“Oh, he’s already home. He’s making himself presentable.”
“That I’ll have to see,” said Elaine with an acidic grin. “Abby, I see you haven’t even started the salads yet. Whenever we go over to Tamara and Steve’s, they have caterers to do all the work for them. I can’t believe Alex doesn’t help you. Oh, well, I’ll just pitch in like always and help you out.”
“No, Mom, you and Dad go sit down. Alex will fix the drinks when he comes out.”
“I was only trying to be helpful,” said Elaine as she adjusted her martyr’s hair shirt.
Alex came out of the bedroom. He had a hastily-thrown-together look as far as his wardrobe went. He went over and kissed Elaine and gave Fred a hearty handshake.
“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Parnell. It’s nice to see you again,” said Alex.
Elaine looked him over, sniffed and put her hand to her nose.
“It’s nice to see you again too, Alex,” she said as she excused herself to go help Abby with the salads. She indicated for Fred to take a seat.
Abby looked up from checking the roast once again and saw her mother looking down at her. Under her breath, Elaine said, “I thought you told me he was making himself presentable. The way he is dressed, he looks like he just came from a garage sale. And he stinks to high heaven of alcohol. Is he drinking a lot these days?”
“No, Mom,” she said coming up to meet her mother face to face. “He’s just Alex. And as far as his smelling of alcohol, that’s because he was out celebrating with some of his university colleagues after work today.”
“That’s how many divorces begin, you know.” She then quickly added, “Celebrating what, pray tell?”
“He’s been awarded some grant in Washington D. C.”
“What? You’re leaving town? And you haven’t even told me?” said Elaine with hand gestures.
“It just happened today, Mom. I’ll have to get Alex to tell you all about it. I’m not aware of the details. Now, go on back into the living room and relax.”
“That’s hard to do in this apartment, what with that husband of yours. Who knows what kind of things he’s teaching those young people at the university? I can certainly tell you when your Dad and I go over to Madeline and Tamara’s for dinner, it’s quite different than it is here in your place.”
Abby quickly arrived at the point where her mother was truly beginning to bug her. She let her know it via a very stern look. Elaine, knowing when not to press the limit, smiled and said, “Oh, well, I’ll go sit down in the living room. Perhaps things are happier there.”
Elaine walked into the living room and took a seat on the couch next to Fred. She looked up at Alex who seemed a bit woozy.
“You’d better sit down, Alex, before you fall down,” she said.
“Oh, no, I’m okay. What can I get you two to drink?”
“You know me, Alex,” said Fred. “I’ll take a Scotch and water.”
“I recommend Perrier or club soda or plain bottled mineral water,” Alex suggested.
“No, tap water’s just fine. Don’t go opening anything special for me,” Fred said with a big walrus grin.
“I think it’d be better for you if we didn’t go the tap water route, Mr. Parnell.”
“And why not?” asked Elaine as though she thought Alex was being pushy over nothing.
“Just a little theory of mine, Mrs. Parnell. Actually bottled water is better for a person these days. Now, what would you like?”
“A glass of ice water will be just fine.”
“That will be one mineral water with mineral water ice cubes. Okay?” Alex said with a smile.
Elaine looked at him as though he had lost his mind. Throwing her voice into the kitchen she said, “Abby, is it not possible just to have a plain glass of ice water in your home these days?”
Abby came into the room with some chips and dip which she placed in front of her parents. “Apparently not, Mom. Those are Alex’s rules, not mine. No tap water in this household.”
Elaine looked at Fred and said under her voice, “Ridiculous. What a way to run things.” Then looking up at Abby she said, “I can certainly tell you, Abby, that your sisters Madeline and Tamara don’t run their homes this way.”
Abby grimaced to let her mother know to knock it off. She then said very sweetly to Alex, “Don’t worry, honey, I’ll get Mom and Dad’s drinks. I’m going to have a glass of Chardonnay myself. The same for you, Alex?”
“Yes,” he replied with a sheepish grin. “It’s not good to change drinks. At least that’s what I’ve heard. I was drinking wine earlier this evening at our little celebration party for me at the university.”
“How delightful,” remarked Elaine. “Do you often go out and drink after work?”
“Alex, tell Mom and Dad about the grant you got,” Abby said as she went off into the kitchen to get the drinks.”
Alex took a seat across from his in-laws. He tried to smile but it became a vain effort because his smiles did absolutely nothing for Elaine.
“What’s this about a grant, Alex?” Elaine probed as though she were a prosecuting attorney at a trial. “Abby says you’re onto a grant of some kind.”
“Yes, one of my grants finally came through,” he replied enthusiastically.
“Oh really?” said Elaine. “Abby says it’s in Washington D. C. I presume that means you’ll be leaving town.”
“Yes, but Abby will be going with me.”
Abby came in with the drinks and while serving them asked in an off-the-hand manner,”You mean, Alex, this grant you’ve been awarded requires you to actually go and live in Washington D. C.?”
“Yes, for a whole year.”
“A year?” said Elaine as though she took it personally.
Fred frowned and asked, “Is this some kind of hush-hush thing, Alex?”
“Well, in a way it is.”
Elaine looked at Alex as though he had a penguin sitting on top of his head. “Honestly, Alex, I can never make heads or tails of anything you say. You’re so vague. If my daughter is leaving town for a year, I think I have a right to know.”
Alex looked uncomfortable. Abby patted him on the arm and gave him and her mother a smile. “Mom, you know as much about this as I do. So, go ahead, Alex. I’d love to hear the details myself. I think if you can share it over drinks with your colleagues, you can do the same for Mom and Dad — and me.”
Everyone stared at Alex. He gave a demi-smile to the group. Abby looked at him with a quizzical look on her face. “We’re waiting, Alex.”
“It’s—it’s true, Abby. You would have to take a year’s leave of absence from your job teaching at the Monterey School for the Deaf.”
“But, Alex,” she said openly. “Is this grant going to provide you with enough money to cover both our salaries?”
“Actually I didn’t ask for any money. I just asked for a lot of tap water and a gorilla.”
Elaine almost spilled her drink. She said with a tight mouth, “No wonder they awarded you this grant—you obviously volunteered to work for free. They’re not likely to find another person like you around.”
“They’re going to provide us with a house though,” he said eagerly.
“What will we live off of?” Abby asked in a light-hearted sort of way. “You know, we’re still paying off our student loans and trying to put some money away to start a family and maybe buy a house.”
Elaine jumped in quickly and said, “Don’t forget that wedding, Abby, you just had to attend in Poland a few summers back—your college roommate, remember? That must have set you back a fortune—and I’m sure you put it all on credit cards. No wonder you two live in a place like this.”
“Mom, I trust Alex. We will get by—somehow.”
“Say something for heaven’s sake, Fred,” Elaine said as she nudged him in the ribs.
Fred cleared his throat and tried to restrain any forwardness and said, “I don’t see how you can accept this grant, Alex. The numbers don’t add up.”
“Oh, but I have to take this grant, Mr. Parnell,” Alex said as he looked at his in-laws soberly. “It’s one of the most important things that’s ever happened in my life.”
“You’ve got to have some money coming in from somewhere for groceries and incidentals. Ever thought of that?” Elaine said flatly.
Alex smiled as though he had that covered. “I thought I’d ask the Foundation if they would pay Abby a salary to teach the gorilla sign language.”
Elaine shook her head and gave Alex an idiot-of-the-week look.
“And when are the two of you taking this leave of your senses?” asked Elaine.
“School is out for both of us next month. So, I’d say we’ll be leaving in about four or five weeks,” Alex answered cheerfully.
Abby took Alex’s hand and held it tightly, gave in to his great smile and then looked courageously at her parents. “Mom, Dad, I willingly will do what Alex thinks is right and the best thing for his career. Everything will work out just fine.”
“Now I’ve heard it all,” said Elaine in a total flap. “Wait until your sisters get a load of this.”
Alex frowned and said, “You know, Mr. and Mrs. Parnell, the more I think about your other two daughters, the more convinced I am that they and their husbands are tap water drinkers.”
Elaine rolled her eyes as she gave Fred another jab in his ribs with her elbow. Fred took a big gulp of his Scotch. Alex gave everyone a clean-cut look of confidence and a sparkling smile.
A week or so later, Dr. Clifford Hopkins, the bookish, CPA member of the Foundation who was responsible for Alex’s getting the grant, entered his very comfortable and nice home in the Virginia suburbs. A very soft-spoken and genteel man, he entered his house with the look of a person who craved comfort from the madness of his job and Washington D. C. in general.
He passed through the very well appointed living room and went out to a workshop located just off the sunroom. His wife, Judith, a very sweet and cultured woman with dainty ways and a soft voice heard him and said, “Oh, is that you, Clifford?”
“Yes, dear,” he replied with a tired smile as he came out to join her. “What are we up to today in your lovely little workshop?”
“I’m doing tea cups, sweetheart. I’m painting violets on them with a lovely, light color of lavender. I got so carried away I decided to do four of them. I’m afraid our little happy hour will have to wait until I can get them into the kiln. Will that upset you, dear?”
“I suppose not. Why such an extraordinary number of teacups all at once?”
She showed him the one she was painting. She turned it around so he could examine the quietness of her gentle artistic strokes.
“What lovely violets, dear. But why so many cups today of all days?”
“My ladies’ art association has decided to have an Irish Faire in the senior citizen center park two weeks hence and we’ve all been asked to provide something artistic for the silent auction. I thought hand-painted teacups would be quite refined. Don’t you agree, dear?”
“I couldn’t agree more. Judith, I think you just keep getting better and better all the time with your little artwork projects.”
“Thank you, dear. Now how was your day? Delightful, I trust.”
“Oh, I don’t think delightful is exactly the word. You see, the office is in a great quandary at the moment.”
‘I know. You told me all about it. Some nice young gentleman from California is coming to town. He’s having you secure him a gorilla and a tremendous amount of tap water. I am right, am I not, sweetheart?”
“Precisely. The tension is mounting because he and his wife have agreed to the conditions of our grant for the coming year. They will be arriving here very soon.”
“How nice. I do hope they will accept a dinner invitation from us one evening.”
“Well—of course, I guess that will be fine.”
“You sound a bit trifled, Clifford.”
“Oh, it’s nothing, dear. It’s just that Dr. Reichler has put me in charge of the project and my nerves are all in a bundle.”
“I’m sure everything will work out,” she cooed. “When exactly do you expect them?”
“I got a letter from Dr. Hayward today and he said he and his wife will be arriving the first part of next week. I have no idea how I am going to handle such pressure. I survive ordinarily in a quiet world of tranquility but somehow I have a feeling things are not going to go smoothly starting very shortly.”
“How’s that, dear?”
“You know, all this business about tap water and a gorilla. Oh, by the way, Judith, have you had any luck tracking down a gorilla in your comings and goings?”
“No, I’m afraid I haven’t, dear. I did mention your special request to several of my friends and they promised they would keep an eye out for a gorilla. I do hope all this doesn’t get you down, dear.”
“It’s bound to,” he said with a nervous tic developing in his left eye. “I have absolutely no idea how one goes about procuring a gorilla.”
“Then we’ll simply have to do our very best, dear,” she said sweetly as she put down her last cup. “There, they’re done. Let’s put them in the fire, shall we? Then we can have a nice drink. What do you feel like having today, dear?”
He pursed his lips and thought a bit. “Oh, I think I’ll have something rather rugged today like a Pernod and water.”
“Oh, how different,” she smiled. “Do you mind if I have one too?”
“Not at all, dear. I think if a day ever called for a Pernod, this is the day.”
“How exciting,” she said with a Cupid smile.
The Home nightclub in Washington D. C. was hopping as it generally did every Friday night. There was hardly room to move about. Music was overtly loud and everybody seemed well on their way to becoming merrily smashed.
Anne Coolidge walked in and did a quick once-over of the place. She was displeased that it was so packed and most everyone seemed to be playing human bump cars. Some guy collided with her and said in a pie-eyed voice, “Hi, cutie, want to hook up with me later?”
“Sorry, friend, but I don’t date outside my species,” she said with icy candor.
“That’s not friendly,” he said.
“I didn’t intend for it to be,” she replied with no trace of warmth.
She walked away leaving him in a daze that lasted all of five seconds. He quickly continued peddling his alcoholic cha-cha talk with any bimbo he could bump into.
Anne plowed through the dense crowd and made her way downstairs to the lower level bar called The Basement. That was where she had originally met Marvin. She pushed her way over to the bar area and searched every face there but found no Marvin.
Some guy edged up to her and said, “Hey, gorgeous, where have you been all my life?”
She gave him a drop-dead look and said, “Well, for most of your life, I hadn’t even been born.”
He walked away as though he had no idea what she was talking about. She looked and looked but didn’t see Marvin. While she was busy doing this, another pigeon-eyed guy came up to her and asked in a phony sexy voice, “You want to go to my place?”
She gave him a crooked smile and said, “That depends. Is your rock big enough for the two of us to fit under?”
He bent over double laughing and had to tell what she said to a couple of his friends. When he turned back around, Anne was gone. She realized that Marvin was certainly not at the bar where she had originally met him and where he claimed he spent most of his time.
She fought her way back to the stairs and literally had to elbow her way upstairs to the main bar. One guy after another hit on her but she ignored them and pushed them all out of her path.
Suddenly she saw Marvin in the main upstairs bar. He was pretty well tanked. He was truly having a good time being cute with any woman who passed by his stool. Anne was pleased that she had found him. She made her way over. He looked up but had no recollection of ever having met her.
“Hi, honey, I’d sure like to get into your pants.”
She gave him a blank look and said with a smirk, “No, thanks. There’s already one asshole in there.”
He laughed and almost fell off the stool. She grabbed him, straightened him up and kept him from falling on the floor. He looked into her face and said with a sudden look of recognition, “Hey, you’re that woman writer I met here one night a few weeks back, aren’t you?”
“You’re right as rain. I thought you hung out downstairs in The Basement.”
“Used to, honey. Got tired of that downstairs crowd.”
“I thought maybe you had just outlived your dick.”
“You’re a real card, aren’t you? Got a clever comeback for everything a person says. So, darling, what are you drinking tonight?”
He then snapped his clumsy, drunk fingers and said, “I remember. You’re the chick who almost ripped the bartender’s ass out for bringing you a Perrier with ice. Right?”
“My, my, Marvin, but you’ve got the memory of an elephant. I can’t believe the girls aren’t crawling all over you.”
The bartender passed by and Marvin yelled out, “Another one of these Scotch and waters for me and a Perrier for Miss Handy Dandy there. If you value your life, you won’t put any ice in her glass.”
He roared and almost fell off his barstool again. The bartender looked at him and then her. Anne nodded that the order was correct. Marvin clicked his teeth as he looked her over and said, “What can I do for you tonight, you hot little piece of furniture?”
“Oh, just be yourself, Marvin. That’s good enough for a simple girl like me. Say, you haven’t been to the bar here for awhile, have you?”
“That’s right, honey thighs. I’ve been out of town.”
“Like where?”
“Oh, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me,” she said with a nice smile.
The drinks arrived. Marvin pulled out a ten-dollar bill, threw it to the bartender and then waved him away. The bartender smiled and walked off.
“Thanks, Marvin. You were telling me where you’ve been.”
He swayed back and forth on the stool. She was afraid he might pass out, or at least she might have to pick him up off the floor. She steadied him as best she could.
He noticed and said, “Hey, you’re much friendlier than last time. What’s up?”
“I think you grow on a person, Marvin,” she said as she fluttered her eyelashes. “So, are you going to impress me with your travels or am I going to have to swap you in for a more talkative guy?”
“You mean I’ve got a chance with you?”
“Hey, I bet it’s not just your mind that’s like an elephant,” she said with a lascivious wink and a wiggle of her tongue.
He took a big chug of his drink. “Oh, honey, you’re getting me all hot and horny.”
He reached over and gave her a good feeling up.
She rubbed up against him. “I’d say you’re a real traveling man at least as far as those hands of yours go. About the rest of you, I don’t know. I think you’re just kidding me that you’ve been out of town.”
“No, honest, the Foundation where I work sent me to a lot of different places in the last month. Dallas, Los Angeles, New York City, Miami, Florida, Topeka, Kansas and Dothan, Alabama.”
“I’m impressed, Marvin. What were you doing in all those places?”
“Oh, that’s real hush hush. I’m not supposed to tell anybody.”
“I didn’t know you were such an important a person, Marvin. You would like for me to think of you as an important person, wouldn’t you? One thing about me, I can’t keep my legs out of the air when I meet a real important person. That’s why the guys call me helium legs.”
“You mean I’ve got a chance to get into your pants?”
“Well, I’m not saying yes and I’m not saying no. You’ve got to impress me first, Marvin. What were you doing in those places?”
He looked at her and she smiled at him as she frolicked her legs a bit. He giggled with anticipation and then whispered in her ear, “Tap water. I was buying tap water and arranging to have it shipped here to Washington D. C.”
“Now, honey, that doesn’t make sense. Why would anybody pay good money for tap water to be sent here to Washington D. C.?”
“It’s all part of a research grant this guy from California is going to do for our Foundation. Hey, you don’t know anybody who’s got a gorilla for sale, do you?”
“No, I’m afraid I don’t, precious.”
“We’ve got to have one by next week because that’s when this California professor is arriving here in Washington D. C. I certainly hope he appreciates all the work I went to in getting him that tap water.”
Leaning on his shoulder and breathing in his ear, she said in a quiet voice, “Marvin, what is your guy going to do with all that tap water and a gorilla?”
He tried to tongue her but she pulled back just in time to steer clear of his lunge. He fell off the stool.
Looking up at her, he said, “I haven’t a clue. I’ll know more after he arrives next week.”
She looked down at him and said, “Got to go to the little girl’s room and tinkle. I’ll be right back. Don’t you go anywhere, okay?”
Anne did not go to the bathroom. She headed straight for the front door and left the club. Outside she got into a taxi that quickly took off down the street.
Randal was watching an old Joan Crawford silent film on TV entitled Our Modern Maidens and having a glass of excellent white Pouilly-Fuissé wine. In his lap was his beloved Chihuahua Twinkie who was probably taking his fortieth nap of the day. While Randal watched the film, he sorted through some file folders. Some he would mark a big X on and throw onto the floor. Others he would write a question mark on the cover and add it to a pile on the table in front of him. Some he would draw an asterisk on the cover and put next to him on the couch. If he moved too abruptly, Twinkie would let out a little, low growl.
The apartment was luxurious by any standards. The decorations and furnishings spoke of money and wealth. Randal was wearing a silk lounging jacket and seemed to be enjoying himself immensely in his own little world.
Suddenly the doorbell to his room rang. Twinkie’s eyes popped wide open. Randal looked at a small TV screen on the lamp table next to his couch. He saw that it was a very strong and powerful Oriental man. He pushed a button on the bottom of the TV screen. The door opened and Yoki-san, his man servant entered.
Twinkie sat up and let out a few unfriendly, shrill barks. Yoki-san walked up to the couch, bowed as though to royalty and said in an accented voice, “Mister Randal, Miss Coolidge here to speak with you.”
Randal looked a bit displeased and said outloud to himself, “Wonder what she wants at this time of the night.”
He nodded okay and snapped his fingers at Yoki-san, who then went away. Presently he returned with Anne and closed the door behind himself. She rushed up to Randal, which set Twinkie on fire. He stood in stiff rebellion and vocal opposition to her intrusion. She gave the dog a look that indicated she was in no frame of mind to play games.
“Dear, dear, if it isn’t our Annie. What brings you out on a foul night like this—especially at this hour?”
“Spare me your homilies, Randal. I feel slimy from having dealt with the dregs of this town and I am in no mood to be pleasant. I came because I have news.”
Randal gave Twinkie a Tour d'Argent doggie treat and cajoled him back into nap position.
“What could be so important that you would come here and disturb me at this hour? Have you won a Pulitzer Prize for Satanism?” he laughed.
She did not appreciate his comment but overlooked it. She strode over to his private bar, got out a glass and poured herself a glass of water from a pitcher on the counter.
“My dear, I wouldn’t drink that if I were you. It’s high-intensity tap water. I keep it here just in case someone drops by who displeases me. But I like you. That’s why I warned you. Aren’t you glad we’re friends? So what’s on your mind?”
She quickly put the glass of water down as though it were poison. She walked over to the couch and looked him in the face without a trace of a smile.
“Are you finished playing Rebecca of Sunnyfuck Farm?” she asked him as she glanced over at the silent film.
He looked at her and saw that she was not in a happy frame of mind. He turned off the film, smiled his best fake smile and said, “Sorry, dear. Can I help it if I’m so happy these days? The country is about ready to collapse and I guess I can’t wait to be called ‘Your Majesty’.”
She shook her head and said, “I wouldn’t get all that happy so fast if I were you. I met the government guy again tonight. I just came from the club and thought it best you knew immediately what was going on.”
“I was having such a perfectly marvelous evening with Twinkie and here you are about to rain on our parade,” he declared. “I thought you said you’d been to that club quite a few times and hadn’t laid eyes on that person. According to your observation, he had fallen off the face of the earth.”
“He showed back up tonight. He’s been out of town. His Foundation had him all over the country buying up tap water.”
“Tap water? That is interesting,” Randal said with a frown.
“Sending it here to Washington D. C to be examined apparently.”
“Really,” said Randal. “Do you know in which cities this person of interest bought tap water?”
“Dallas, Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Topeka, Kansas and Dothan, Alabama.”
Randal threw down his stack of folders which caused Twinkie to have a barking breakdown.
“Can’t you do something with that filthy little monster?” shouted Ann.
“Please, Anne, watch the tone of your voice. You’ll hurt his feelings.”
He went over, picked Twinkie up and gave him a few kisses and another Tour d’Argent doggie treat. Twinkie mellowed somewhat. Randal turned his attention back to Anne.
“Those exact municipalities and Washington D. C. are the main centers of our dumbing-down operation,” he said agitatedly. “We have had the best results in those areas with our nitwit water. How could someone be on to us?”
“As impossible as it sounds,” said Anne, “someone is. This simply cannot be a coincidence.”
Randal started walking and thinking out loud. “Everything has been so perfect so far. We started that company to manufacture the professor’s formula. And through our Free Market friends, we marketed it as a microbial treatment technique to rid public drinking water of contaminants. In most areas, we only added .07 micrograms per gallon but to those cities you named, we’ve added 3.3 micrograms because we wanted accelerated results in those particular locales. As you yourself have verified, we’re having fantastic success at dumbing down people in those 7 areas of the country. In only three years the I. Q. level has dropped by up to 28 points. How is it possible that someone is aware of our program?”
Anne gave him a blank look and said, “I haven’t a clue but the fact remains that someone is on to us. I don’t know if it is this guy from California by himself or if he is working with a consortium. One thing is for sure: Mr. California Professor had some connection with the late Professor Poniotofsky in Poland.”
Randal walked around in a highly disconcerted state. Twinkie growled in dissatisfaction. Randal stopped in front of Anne and said, “What do we do?”
“We keep our cool for one thing,” she answered. “According to this nerd tonight, the California person will be arriving in Washington the first part of next week.”
Randal’s face took on a puzzled look. “There’s one part of all this I don’t understand. What’s a gorilla got to do with it? Why does this guy want a gorilla?”
“We’ll just have to wait and find out,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.
“And—what do we do then?”
“Simple,” replied Anne with a lethal smirk. “We bury him between buns like we did the professor.”
“Do you think this contact of yours is suspicious of you in any way?” asked Randal.
“No, he’d sell his mother to get into my pants.”
“Are you willing to go that far to get more information?”
“Of course, but he’ll never live to brag about it. He’ll be too busy being intimate with a bun, tomato, lettuce and pickles.”
“You are a cold one, aren’t you?”
“Hey, that’s what the Free Market is all about,” she said without batting an eye.
A few weeks later Alex and Abby arrived in the outer office of the National Esoteric Analysis Foundation. Alex looked excited and nervous. Abby appeared apprehensive as they walked up to Trudy’s desk. She looked up at them with a friendly smile.
“Hi, I’m Dr. Reichler’s secretary, Trudy. How may I help you?”
“I’m Dr. Alexander Hayward and this is my wife Abby. We have an appointment with Dr. Reichler and the Foundation committee.”
“Oh, yes, they’re expecting you,” she said. “I’ll go inform them you’re here. They’re in the conference room. Won’t you have a seat over there?”
She walked to the conference room door, knocked and then entered. Alex and Abby watched nervously from their seats.
“I’m really antsy about all this, Alex. Aren’t you?”
“Not really. I have a feeling everything is going to work out just fine. You’ll see.”
“You realize, Alex, that I have just followed you blindly in all of this. I have no idea what any of this is all about.”
“I got a grant—that’s all either of us needs to know at the moment,” he said with a reassuring smile.
“Yes, I know. But to do what? You have never fully explained that to me. I know there wasn’t much time what with putting all our stuff in storage and dealing with Mom and Dad and getting ready to come here.”
“You’re going to have a great time, Abby. Trust me,” he said as he winked and squeezed her hand.
Trudy came back out and walked over to them. “The Committee is ready for you. Please step this way.”
Alex and Abby got up and walked over to the door indicated by Trudy. Abby held on to Alex as he opened the door and they walked in.
Dr. Reichler was seated at the head of the conference table. Three directors sat on each side of him. At the end of the table were two empty chairs.
“Come in, come in, Professor Hayward,” said Dr. Reichler affably as he rose and walked over to them. The directors remained seated. They all looked at Abby and Alex as though they were from another planet.
“I presume you’re Dr. Reichler?” said Alex professionally as he shook his hand. “This is my wife, Abby Hayward. I do hope it’s okay that she accompanied me.”
“Of course, of course, Professor Hayward. Won’t you two have a seat at the end of the table there?”
Alex and Abby sat in the chairs Dr. Reichler had provided for them. Alex looked around the group excitedly awaiting whatever might come next. Abby was not nearly as comfortable.
“I think,” said Dr. Reichler as he returned to his seat at the head of the table, “it would be appropriate to introduce you to the members of our committee. First, to my left here is Dr. Marvin Pencock, then Dr. Peter Pearlmutter and Dr. Daniel Botsford. On my right are Dr. Elizabeth Strickler, Dr. Burdette Chestermire and last but not least, Dr. Clifford Hopkins. Dr. Hopkins was the one who sponsored your grant and the person you’ve been in contact with since it was awarded to you.”
“I’m very pleased to meet each of you, especially you, Dr. Hopkins,” said Alex as he scanned their faces. “I look forward to working closely with each of you on the committee. My true hope is that together we will have a very meaningful and rewarding year.”
Abby was very ill at ease but tried to hide it. She cautiously glanced at the directors and tried to get a take of where she and Alex stood with these people.
Dr. Reichler took a seat and said, “First of all, Dr. and Mrs. Hayward, welcome to Washington D. C. We hope you like it here. We’ll do our best to find you a splendid place to do your research and work. You have no idea how interested the members of the committee and I are in your project. It may please you to know that generally our board awards over two-thousand grants annually, but this year due to a drastic cutback by the administration, we were only able to make one award—and that one award went to you.”
He led the committee in less than a flattering round of applause. Most of them had the look of a sore-loser written across their faces. It was obvious they were not enthusiastic about Alex’s being there. They obviously would have preferred their own particular candidate to be sitting where he was. Alex smiled back at them earnestly and was oblivious to their reaction to him.
Dr. Reichler smiled professionally and spoke directly to Alex. “We consider your proposal one of great importance and we will devote ourselves to helping make it an outstanding success. Perhaps you will be so good as to give us an overview of exactly what this undertaking of yours entails.”
Alex rose as though he were in his classroom, speaking to his students. “Thank you, Dr. Reichler and members of the committee. Abby and I very much appreciate your kindness. She and I are pleased to hear that you have so much confidence in my project. If we appear a little ill at ease, you will have to excuse us. So much has happened to us over the last two months that we haven’t fully adjusted to the newness of our circumstances yet.”
“Yes, yes,” broke in Dr. Botsford in his overbearing manner, having had all the small talk he could suffer. “We quite understand all that professorial fluff, Dr. Hayward. So, could we just jump from the platitudes directly to the nitty-gritty of what it is exactly you want to do with a gorilla and all that tap water?”
“Here, here,” said the other members of the committee as they rapped the table with their knuckles.
Alex was a bit startled by such outspokenness. Abby almost found herself agreeing with the man and actually felt a bit like joining them in their knuckle rap. She looked at Alex and gave him a decided nod of the head.
“Oh, yes, the gorilla—and the water,” said Alex. “Well, the two have really nothing to do with one another—yet on the other hand, they have a great correlation.”
Dr. Pearlmutter spoke up timidly with a smile. “I’m not very good at riddles, Dr. Hayward. I’m much better at crossword puzzles. So perhaps could you be a little more specific?”
Alex seemed slightly fluxed by these two people and their forward questions. He tried to gain his self-confidence as best he could. He looked directly at the board members and said, “If you’ll permit me, gentlemen and lady, I feel I must provide you with a bit of background to my project first.”
He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. Looking at his audience very directly, he said, “My contention is that mankind here in the United States is slowly but surely regressing in the evolutionary cycle. In other words, we’ve gone retrograde culturally. My most reliable opinion is that we are all presently, gradually but certainly, being turned into apes.”
The committee members shifted in their seats and mumbled under their breaths to one another. Abby looked as though Alex were before a firing squad. She didn’t observe an understanding face at the table, hers included.
Dr. Chestermire with a slight smirk on his face said in a chiding voice, “So, Dr. Strickler, now what do you think of my rectal project?”
Dr. Reichler clapped his hands to get everybody’s attention. Alex seemed upset that he seemed to be losing his audience.
Dr. Reichler looked at Alex stoically and was about to nod for him to continue but Dr. Botsford once again spoke up. “Young man, I do not mean to be antagonistic but I am compelled to be utterly frank with you. Each of us had a preferred candidate other than you in mind for this one grant we were being allowed to award this year. Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Reichler convinced us though that due to your not asking for any money and that your needs were simple, your application was the best one to suit our needs. The other members and I on this committee were naturally ruffled by our committee’s state of affairs this year. In an air of reconciliation, we gave into Chairman Reichler’s urging that we award you the sole grant this year. Any fervor we might have had plunged when we each struggled in our own way to understand your objective. After reading all the obligatory fine print of your grant application, we decided we have bought a pig in a poke. You had pages and pages of extraneous information concerning something called Neotony and you were very heavy into Peter Pan. And if that weren’t enough, the major resource you cited was some obscure professor in Warsaw, Poland, whom we’ve never heard of before. None of us could figure out exactly what any of it meant and we began to wonder what you intended doing with your time while you were in Washington D. C. for a year. In other words, Dr. Hayward, so far we haven’t received enough proof of what you’re doing here to convince even a backward child of where your project is headed.”
Alex became very uncomfortable by the sudden turn of events. Abby felt sorry for him but had no idea what to do to be of help.
Marvin with a lackadaisical smirk on his face said, “Dr. Hayward, do you have any proof of what you just said? I mean, about people turning into apes? Do you personally know anybody who’s been turned into an ape or is turning into an ape?”
Alex studied Marvin and could easily recognize that the man was a heavy user of tap water. He wanted to tell Marvin he was a perfect example of his study, but he could not start an all out war with these people. Instead, he composed himself as best he could and replied academically, “It’s not a condition that is happening overnight. It’s one that is gradually taking place and one that I’m convinced is taking place at this very moment throughout our country—and one that has already been in effect for the last two to three years.”
“Perhaps you could give us some sort of proof, Dr. Hayward,” said Dr. Pearlmutter.
Alex thought a bit and knew he had to state his case in very simple terms. He was totally convinced the entire committee was composed of tap water drinkers.
“I will try to be as specific as I can. I ask you to look around at your fellow citizens. Ask yourself this question: Have they gotten smarter or dumber in the last three years? What is the level of the culture of our nation at the moment? Do we have films of the quality of England, France or Spain? No, we have comic books made into gigantic blockbusters. Where is music these days? Has any singer hit a note on key in more years than we’d like to say? Some are no longer even singing—they are chanting. If you stopped 25 people on the street or at a local mall and asked them to name all five freedoms guaranteed by the First Amendment of the Constitution, how many would be able to do it? The answer probably would be zero. How many would even be able to tell you what the First Amendment covers? Many would not even know what you meant by the word Constitution. Haven’t you watched talk shows where they talk to people on the street and ask them simple questions that they cannot answer correctly? According to my research, only about 1 in 25 can tell you the five freedoms they enjoy in this country. Only about 6 out of the 25 can tell you two of them. And here are the five freedoms, lady and gentlemen, which are way over their heads: Freedom of speech, religion, press, assembly and justice. However, ask the same 25 people a question concerning Britney Spears, Spiderman, Batman and Superman and the head count goes up immediately. So I ask you: Would you say Americans are more stupid these days than they were in the past? The new cultural norm is that dumb is smart and smart is dumb. Good is bad and bad is good. Bad can be praised to the high heavens and good generally gets treated as though it were some form of a step-child. I have come up with Four Proofs that our country is turning into a nation of apes. Number one—plain and simple ignorance. Ignorance of facts about geography, history and most of all, who is who and who was who. Some people these days do not even know where Alaska and Cuba are and many do not know the name of the vice-president and half don’t even know the name of their senators. Number two— everyone seems to have a happy-go-lucky attitude about things going on about them. Imitating TV talk is the new form of communication. Being serious or intelligent is thought of as not being cool. In fact, the word cool has almost become the national norm. Number three—fact and fiction have completely gotten mixed up. People will believe most hype over what they actually see and hear with their own eyes and ears. That is the reason the general population lets the media do all their thinking for them. People no longer think for themselves. They let emotional hype do it for them. Number four— allowing organized religion to pick your pockets and brains. Tax exempt, these meddlesome religious pashas are controlling vast numbers of people in every aspect of their private lives. They use Jesus to control people and in the process make themselves rich. Jesus has been turned into a cult figure and they’ve done it via the two basic animal instincts—fear and hate. Need I go on? Is it just an accident of nature that culturally the general population is becoming more weak-brained as time goes on or is it because someone is the architect of it? In my year here in Washington D. C., I intend to get to the bottom of what is causing this national simple-mindedness and most of all, how it is being accomplished.”
Marvin could not help himself. He suppressed laughter in an obvious manner that caused the others to become rather annoyed at the direction the meeting was going.
“What is so funny, Dr. Pencock?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“I was just thinking—unemployment, here we come.” He got up and did a little gorilla dance with appropriate sound effects. Titters broke out. Alex, Abby, Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Reichler were embarrassed by this display of sudden incivility.
Marvin then gazed at Alex with a sick look and asked, “Why did you have me collect all that water from only certain cities? Why wouldn’t any city do?”
“Because I think our public water supply has been tainted with what I call for lack of a better name at the moment, Elixir X. I also am of the opinion that certain cities like Washington D. C. and six other municipalities are getting more than their share of the Elixir X. In fact, I’d say Washington D. C. would be at the top of the list of dumbness,” replied Alex with a totally sincere look on his face.
“What proof do you have?” asked Marvin as though he didn’t believe a word of what Alex was saying.
“Newspapers and TV. Look at the dumbness coming out of Washington D. C. daily. Then take Dallas, Texas, for example. The water there is distributed to several nearby Texas cities—among them Sugarland, Plano, Irving and Garland—all which are overflowing with right-wing, born-again emotional social fanatics who are blindly led into all sorts of slow-witted Jesus actions. Just listen to the logic of these people when they talk on TV or are quoted in the newspapers. Then you have Los Angeles. One item alone distinguishes its fall from grace in the last three years—the Reality TV Show. You must know how brainless an operation those are and how little of the brain is used in creating or enjoying them. Then there is New York. They have a very high concentration of socially undesirables. Miami has a tremendous number of old people who seem to be developing Alzheimer’s disease faster than in any other part of the country. Topeka, Kansas, is the heart of absolutely idiotic fundamentalist Christian groups whose claims make most chimps look intelligent. Dothan, Alabama, is composed of many, many people who talk as though the good ole days were a hundred years ago. So there, Dr. Pencock, is my proof and the reason I wanted the water from those places.”
Suddenly the room was quiet. Everyone looked at Alex and then one another. They looked confused as though they had no literal idea of what he was talking about.
Alex looked at them and realized he was getting nowhere. He said, “I’m sorry. I seem to have all this information trapped in my head but apparently I’m doing a very poor job of transferring it to your heads.”
Dr. Chestermire in his urbane manner said, “Dr. Hopkins, surely you must have something to say. After all, Dr. Hayward is your protégé.”
Dr. Hopkins wanted to speak but nothing would come out of his mouth. He looked at Alex and gave him a defeated look.
Alex couldn’t believe his mere presence and beliefs were causing such a negative reaction. Abby was very embarrassed for him.
Dr. Reichler suddenly stood and banged on the table with the flat of his hand to get everyone’s attention.
“Please! Please!” he said in a loud and irritated voice. “Could you please come off your high horses long enough to turn this into a civil meeting? This young man here is not only our guest but also our best hope for saving our Foundation. Have you no idea how much you have frightened him and his wife?”
Dr. Hopkins finally got his nerve. He looked directly at the group and said, “Dr. Chestermire, you just indicated that somehow we have a problem here and it is all my fault. I imagine you meant that to relegate me back to my status of scapegoat on this committee. But I have news for all of you. I for one believe this young man. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I plan on helping him as much as I can. And if you don’t, you will just prove all he has just told us is alive and flourishing and especially so in this room. Now, that’s all I have to say on the subject at the moment except if Dr. Hayward is willing to help us, we should be willing to help him.”
“Here, here,” said Dr. Reichler. “All of you have got to get over the fact that your candidate lost. This young man is our singular best hope. Now, I suggest you give him a chance to tell us where we stand with him. Remember, he is the person we have to support—that is unless you’re partial to unemployment and are prone to find it humorous like Dr. Pencock does. If you have to take your hostility out on someone, I suggest you save it for the staff at the unemployment office rather than this young man. Now, let us dispense with all this animosity and get down to brass tacks. It is imperative we realize our real purpose in being here today.”
The committee became a bit ashamed of its rudeness toward Alex. They fidgeted and tried to regain their professional composure.
Dr. Chestermire, after being duly put in his place by Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Reichler, broke the icy silence and said, “I don’t know if this has any bearing on things, but my grandfather spent many years in French Equatorial Africa as a missionary. I’m sure he was somewhat familiar with the lives of gorillas. Many in our family thought he was strange for going to such a forsaken land and partaking in such an abnormal lifestyle. So, I suppose if he could be that out of the ordinary, I could somewhat adapt to our present set of circumstances.”
Alex smiled a thank you to him and then looked at Dr. Hopkins with a smile of thanks for his reassurance.
Dr. Reichler breathed a bit easier and said, “I’m sorry, young man, that you’ve gotten off to such a rough start here with our committee. Perhaps we can now get back on track being that we’ve cleared the air a bit.”
Dr. Hopkins said in a very genteel manner to both Alex and Abby, “Oh, by the way, my wife Judith wanted me to extend an invitation to both of you to dine with us one night soon.”
“We gladly accept, Dr. Hopkins,” said Alex with a smile. “Now, please, if I may, I’d like to continue my presentation.”
“Please do,” said Dr. Reichler as he took his seat.
“I’d like at this time to introduce another working member of our team. My wife Abby.”
The committee members frowned as though again they did not know what he was talking about.
“You have asked me about the gorilla and why I wanted it. I will now fill you in but first I have to tell you about my wife Abby. She is a teacher of deaf children at the Monterey, California School of the Deaf. She has given up her position this year to join me in my project. I wanted the gorilla so Abby could teach it sign language like one of her pupils. I was hoping since I did not ask for any money in the grant if it would be possible that you could pay her a stipend for her work. It appears we have to have some form of income while we are here.”
Abby turned a bit red upon suddenly becoming the focus of everyone’s stares. A bit of mumbling broke out but Dr. Reichler with his hand held up kept that to a minimum.
Dr. Strickler broke the moment by asking in a somewhat straight-forward manner, “Is this what your entire project is about, Dr. Hayward? It’s an old stump teaching gorillas sign language. I’m afraid it’s been done over and over so many times it has lost its originality. I must ask you, Dr. Reichler, is this the project that is going to save us? I’m sorry but we will literally be laughed out of our jobs.”
“To late for that sort of talk, Dr. Strickler,” Dr. Reichler said matter-of-factly. “Just pitch in and do your part to help keep the government powers that be from locking our door on us— if you get what I mean.”
“You’ll have to admit, Dr. Hayward, educating primates to tell you they want a banana is hardly the thing that is going to keep us in business around here,” said Dr. Pearlmutter.
“No, no, that’s not it at all,” Alex quickly replied. “I want Abby not only to teach the gorilla how to communicate but I also want her to administer standardized tests to the gorilla and correlate them with adults in various walks of life—especially here in Washington D. C. I fully expect such measurements will show beyond a doubt that our fellow citizens are getting closer and closer to the ape world daily. This should prove my four theories concerning stupefaction here in America.”
“Do you mean to suggest, young man, that I am turning into an ape?” said Dr. Botsford in a very disagreeable tone of voice.
“In my estimation, sir, that all depends on how much tap water you consume daily,” said Alex frankly.
“Now I’ve heard everything,” Dr. Botsford replied shaking his head.
Alex looked at everyone and then said quickly, “I realize numerous projects and grants have been awarded in the past for the teaching of sign language to gorillas, but that is not the crux of my project. I am of the opinion, and indeed hope to prove by the end of my work here this year, that the tap water we are drinking is dumbing down America. Our tap water is returning us to our nearest animal cousin, the ape—psychologically if not physically.”
The members of the committee looked at Dr. Reichler.
“Your move, oh great Silverback,” said Marvin to Dr. Reichler with a big chimp grin.
Dr. Reichler tried to look pleasant and at the same time speak with a certain firmness in his voice. “Dr. Hayward, indeed I believe much of what you have told us makes sense. You said something though that is frightening to me and perhaps the rest of our committee. You indicated that you hope to find some elixir that is being introduced into our drinking water. That would certainly imply someone is responsible. I take it you do not think all of this is some grand accident.”
After a quick moment of reflection so as to choose his words properly, Alex said candidly, “I have not initiated that area of my investigation yet, Dr. Reichler. I suppose it all could be some sort of accident but then again it could easily be a plot.”
“Plot?” blustered Dr. Botsford. “Come, come. That word is likely to get us into trouble. I’m certain all of this can be logically explained away if indeed such an elixir is discovered.”
Dr. Strickler, trying to swap her usual bearish manner for something a bit more acceptable, said, “I think we should clear up Dr. Hayward’s request for a stipend for his wife, Dr. Reichler.”
“Oh, yes,” said Dr. Reichler as he rapidly did some acrobatic mental calculations in his head. “This part of your program, Dr. Hayward, sounds quite promising—at least provocative enough for us to throw our weight behind it. As far as the stipend goes, Mrs. Hayward, I think we can accommodate that. After all, your husband didn’t ask for any money—he only asked for the gorilla and the tap water. So, yes, we will gladly pay for the ape’s home schooling.”
There was a courteous round of applause. Alex seemed pleased and smiled at Abby. She felt a bit more at ease.
“I think we’ve done enough to call it a morning as far as formal business goes,” said Dr. Reichler. “I think we should now socialize a bit and get to know Dr. Hayward and his wife better. Dr. Pencock I believe has provided us with a little welcome brunch in our rec room. I propose we adjourn there.”
Abby raised her hand quickly and Dr. Reichler recognized her. “The grant letter said that housing would be provided for us. We are staying at a Motel Six at the moment. How long should we expect to stay there?”
Dr. Reichler smiled and said, “Of course, of course, Mrs. Hayward. We wouldn’t forget that. Dr. Strickler was put in charge of your accommodations. I believe she plans on moving you two into your home early this afternoon—after our little brunch. Is that correct, Dr. Strickler?”
“Yes, those are my plans. We have also provided you with a car—nothing fancy, mind you but quite reliable.”
Dr. Reichler patted Alex and Abby lightly on their backs and said, “I’d say you two were all set up and ready to begin your stay with us here in Washington D. C.”
Alex looked at everybody in appreciation and said, “Thank you—thank you. But one thing you need to assist me with as soon as possible and that is to help me locate a gorilla.”
“That might prove to be a little dicey,” Dr. Reichler said as he guided Alex out of the room. “But I’m sure we’ll be able to come up with something.”
Marvin caught up with Abby and gave her the once over.
“Hi. I’m Marvin. So you’re a California girl?” he said with a smarmy grin.
“Yes, all my life,” she replied pleasantly.
“I know you won’t believe this, but you guys are just babes in the woods out there when it comes to partying. D. C. is hotsville for letting your hair down. I’ll be glad to show you and your husband some of the local frolic pads if you like.”
“Oh, Alex and I won’t be partying, Marvin. I think we will be too busy working.”
“Hey, how exciting can tap water and a gorilla be?”
“I have no idea,” she replied truthfully. “I’m just going to have to wait and see.”
Trudy came up to the group with a smile and said to Alex, “How’d it go? A great group, eh?”
Alex nodded yes and didn’t dare speak because he was not sure at this point what words might fall out of his mouth. She seemed pleased. Everybody entered the rec room. It was a bit crowded, but they all seemed to manage. Trudy and Marvin began taking some things out of the refrigerator and putting them on the table. Abby pitched in and helped.
Marvin noticed and said, “Hey, you look like you know your way around parties.”
“This kind of party,” she smiled.
Marvin winked at her and then clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention.
“Okay, here’s the chow, as best I could come up with. Now, since we are officially at work, I can’t take drink orders. Sorry about that. However, Trudy did us the favor of making us some fruit punch and lemonade. So, let’s thank the lovely Trudy.”
People applauded and began taking some nibble food on paper plates. Trudy took her punch and lemonade out of the refrigerator and put them on the table. She then took some ice cube trays out and put several pieces of ice in paper cups. People came up, took a cup filled with ice and began pouring punch and lemonade into it.
All of a sudden Alex noticed what was going on. In a frightened voice that startled even himself, he commanded, ”Stop! Don’t drink any of that!”
The members of the committee froze in alarm by the suddenness of his statement. Trudy stopped and looked as though she had done something terribly wrong.
In a state of confusion, everyone looked at Alex except Abby. She knew the drill even if they didn’t.
“What is wrong?” said Dr. Reichler with alarm.
Alex walked over to Trudy and asked her, “Was this punch and lemonade made with tap water—and those ice cubes?”
She gave him an innocent smile and replied, “Yes, like I always do.”
Dr. Botsford took up a cup and poured himself a glass of the red punch over several ice cubes. “I can vouch that Trudy’s punch gets five stars by me.”
He toasted Trudy and put the cup to his lips. Others quickly followed suit. Alex watched in horror.
“Please, I beg of you not to drink this punch and lemonade and don’t use those ice cubes,” said Alex precisely.
“Could I be so forward as to ask why?” said Dr. Botsford as though he had had quite enough of Alex.
“Because I’m convinced tap water has an additive that will dim one’s mental capacity—especially here in Washington D. C.,” Alex said, trying to be as convincing as possible.
“Oh, I don’t think it’s the water,” said Dr. Pearlmutter with one of his small smiles. “If anything is dimming people’s minds it’s TV.”
“It all amounts to the same thing,” said Alex. “You actually just proved my point, Dr. Pearlmutter. The size of a person’s brain is decreasing these days. My mentor in the project I’m undertaking, Professor Poniotofsky, the Polish behavioral scientist I cited so much in my work, was the first to discover this phenomenon.”
Dr. Chestermire looked at Alex and said candidly, “Young man, I don’t notice people’s heads changing sizes.”
“And you won’t,” said Alex. “All of this is explained in my program notes that I included with my proposal—the part, Dr. Botsford, which you called fine print. Professor Poniotofsky in his studies found that the cortex of an average human if unraveled would be the size of a tablecloth, while a gorilla’s would be handkerchief size. It is the cortex which is diminishing in size—not the head itself.”
Dr. Botsford breathed out as though he were losing his patience, “What has all that got to do with whether we drink Trudy’s punch or not?”
Everybody looked at Alex as if he were a bona fide crackpot. Again Dr. Botsford put the cup to his lips as though it were an act of defiance.
Alex stood his ground and said, “As I stated in the conference room earlier, I am convinced that we are returning to the Neotony of a gorilla due to the tap water we are drinking—and especially here in Washington D. C. That is why I am against your drinking tap water.”
“You actually think if I drink this punch, I am going to turn into a gorilla?” asked Dr. Botsford with a testy smirk.
“No, not immediately,” answered Alex, “but over time, your cortex will shrink and you will take on simian characteristics mentally and culturally. After much study, Dr. Poniotofsky established the proof that you can actually shrink a man’s cortex via a formulated elixir. If you were to add that elixir to someone’s water, that person would eventually become dumb, stupid and vapid.”
Abby interjected and said, “Alex and I haven’t had a drop of tap water since Alex read Professor Poniotofsky’s research when we were in Poland three summers ago.”
“Who is this Professor Poniotofsky?” blurted out Dr. Botsford.
“He’s the father of my college roommate,” said Abby. “Three years ago Alex and I attended her wedding in Warsaw. Alex was surprised to find that her father was also a behavioral scientist.”
“Was? What do you mean was?” asked Dr. Strickler.
“He’s no longer with us as of four years ago,” said Alex despondently. “Apparently he just disappeared one day. No trace of him has ever been found. Unfortunately for science, he has been officially declared dead in his home country. I am trying to take up where he left off.”
Abby quickly added, “Wanda let Alex read a lot of her father’s works that he had written in English, hoping one day to have them published in the United States. After the wedding, I had to return to my job, but Alex took off a semester from the university and did an in-depth study of Dr. Poniotofsky’s work. He was disappointed because a lot of the professor’s notes were in Polish and coded Polish at that. He wasn’t able to find out if the professor had invented such an elixir or not. Alex is sure he must have come up with such a formula. He’s also quite convinced some second-party source got their hands on it and the product has somehow ended up in our present-day national water supply.”
“Ah, the old conspiracy theory,” remarked Dr. Pearlmutter. “A Washington pastime, Dr. Hayward. You won’t get many takers there.”
“Don’t you find these ideas a bit bizarre?” asked Dr. Chestermire.
“Absolutely,” replied Alex. “That’s what makes my research project so interesting. I am totally convinced Dr. Poniotofsky met with foul play.”
Dr. Pearlmutter spoke up timidly. “Then you do think there is a plot of some kind going on?”
“What do you think?” asked Alex briskly.
“Why, I don’t know what to think except I find everything connected with your project extremely bizarre,” Dr. Pearlmutter replied meekly. “I hope we all don’t end up in dire consequences over this.”
“We shall see what we shall see,” said Alex with a frank smile.
Dr. Botsford spoke up as though to take this disagreeable subject down another avenue. “Dr. Hayward, we well understand you think our tap water is being polluted but why must you require so much tap water to prove your point? Wouldn’t a jug from each of the cities on your list be sufficient?”
“Oh, hardly,” said Alex as though he were finally making some headway with this group. “I want to concentrate all that tap water down to its essence and see what I find there.”
“And what do you think you’ll find?” asked Marvin.
“An essence of some sort. The fabled Elixir X, I call it. I am absolutely sure I will find something. So, ladies and gentlemen, I would suggest that for the health of your cortex, you discontinue using tap water immediately until I prove something one way or the other. Sorry, Trudy. Oh, by the way, Dr. Reichler, I’m going to need a laboratory for my water reduction work. Is that going to be a problem?”
Dr. Reichler nodded his head no pleasantly and said, “I think that can be covered by Dr. Pencock via his connections at the National Science Foundation.”
Alex took off his steel-rimmed glasses and smiled at everyone. They all seemed to notice that his eyes actually sparkled. Everyone slowly put their cups of punch and lemonade back down on the table.
Alex and Abby were in Dr. Strickler’s large SUV. She was chauffeuring them through a nice upscale, middle-class residential area. They acted like tourists and took stock of all they passed.
“This is a beautiful section of Washington,” said Abby.
“It’s not actually Washington D.C. anymore,” replied Dr. Strickler. “We’re in the state of Maryland.”
“Is that where we will be living?” asked Alex.
“Yes, the house I’m taking you to is in Silver Springs, Maryland. We’re getting very close to it now.”
“This is certainly a nicer area than we’re used to, right, Alex?”
“What Abby means,” said Alex, “is we live in a rather small apartment near my university. The area there isn’t as attractive as what we’re driving through right now. One day though we hope to buy our own home, right, Abby?”
She nodded her head slightly as though she would like to change the subject to today’s set of circumstances—their new home.
Dr. Strickler turned down a very nice tree-lined street and slowed down.
“Is this the block we’ll be living on?” asked Abby rather excitedly.
Dr. Strickler nodded yes as she continued driving down the street. She soon slowed down and turned into the driveway of a very attractive two-story home. The place was utterly charming. It had a small front yard loaded with flowers, well-trimmed shrubbery and a white picket fence.
“Well, here we are,” said Dr. Strickler. She turned off the car’s motor and got out. Alex jumped out and held the door open for Abby.
“How do you like it?” Dr. Strickler asked as they all stood and looked at the place.
“It’s absolutely gorgeous—on the outside,” said Abby all smiles. “If it’s half as nice inside, I can assure you we’ll be very happy here.”
“Then let’s go in and take a look around,” said Dr. Strickler as she walked them up to the door and took a key out of her shoulder purse.
She opened the door and ushered them in. “As you can see, the house is furnished. That’s the reason we instructed you not to ship any of your things.”
Abby and Alex looked around inside and they were more than pleased. The house was extremely neat and tidy.
“This is like a model home. I mean, one that is decorated to interest buyers,” remarked Abby pleasantly.
“I’m glad it meets your approval,” said Dr. Strickler.
“Oh, completely. I can’t believe we’re going to be living in such a nice place. You must tell the other members of the committee how pleased we are. Did you pick this house for us?”
“Yes, that part of the project fell under my domain.”
“You have excellent taste,” said Abby, trying to show her appreciation. “I can guarantee you Alex and I will be extremely happy here. Suddenly I’m feeling much better about this project.”
Dr. Strickler winced slightly. She handed over the house keys to Alex.
“Here you go, Dr. Hayward,” she said with a slight smile.
He thanked her pleasantly with a nod of the head and a handshake.
She then began rumbling around in her shoulder bag. She quickly found what she was looking for. “Oh, I have another set of keys for you. Here, take these. They are your car keys. In the garage there is a three-year old Honda Civic which the committee has leased for your use.”
“I’m very gratified with the committee’s thoughtfulness,” said Alex. “You seem to have taken care of everything. Please convey our appreciation to everyone on the committee.”
Abby walked ahead and checked out several things in the living room. She then made her way to the kitchen. She was overwhelmed at how pretty and functional the cooking area was.
Alex and Dr. Strickler joined her in the kitchen. She turned and faced Dr. Strickler and asked, “Dr. Strickler, is there a nearby grocery store where I can pick up a few things to get us started?”
Dr. Strickler gave her a professional smile and replied, “Oh that won’t be necessary. I told my sister to pick up some essentials for you.”
Dr. Strickler pulled open the door of the refrigerator. Inside it was fully stocked with all sorts of good things to eat. Abby and Alex were taken back and pleasantly surprised.
“Not only is the kitchen beautifully designed but you’ve already gotten me off to a head start. How can we thank you, Dr. Strickler?”
“Just do what you came here to do and be successful at it. That will be thanks enough,” she said with a stringent but genuine smile.
“Please tell your sister we thank her for her kindness.”
“You’ll be able to do that yourself. She lives just next door. She and I are the proprietors of this house. It belonged to our parents who now reside in Florida. Let’s go and get your suitcases and then I’ll be off.”
They followed her to the front door. She stopped suddenly and turned. “Oh, one extremely important matter. Where do you intend housing the gorilla once you find one?”
“Here in the house?” asked Alex in a seeking-approval voice.
“Oh, I’m afraid that will never do,” she said with a rather shocked smile. “Our house is much too pretty for a gorilla to live in.”
“Abby has to give him lessons somewhere.”
“This matter will have to be discussed with Dr. Reichler. The only suggestion I have is that in back of the house, there is a large yard. We possibly could rent a cage or some sort of holding pen for the creature and put him there.”
“I don’t know if that will work or not,” said Alex, trying to think through the matter.
“Let’s put it this way, Dr. Hayward,” she said with a strong, stiff upper lip. “You’re not bringing a gorilla into my house. Got that?”
She said it with such a bark Alex jumped backwards a bit. He quickly nodded in agreement.
“Okay,” said Alex. “I’ll see how we can work things out as they present themselves.”
“Good,” she said. “I knew you’d see it my way.”
Abby and Alex followed her out to her SUV and got their luggage.
When they had it all out, Alex looked at her and said, “I know this is a silly question, Dr. Strickler, but I presume I begin work tomorrow. How do I go about that?”
“I haven’t a clue,” she said as though she were finished with him. “First days are always Dr. Pencock’s specialty. I presume he’ll drop by here tomorrow morning.”
She gave each of them a firm smile, got into her car and was quickly on her way. Alex and Abby waved good-bye. After she drove out of the driveway, they looked at one another, looked at their luggage and then took it into the house.
Once they got all their luggage inside, Abby took another good look at the interior of the place. “She’s right, Alex,” said Abby. “You can’t bring a filthy gorilla into this beautiful home. Besides, do you know anything about controlling a gorilla?”
“Absolutely nothing,” he replied nonchalantly.
“Just as I thought. Nor do I, and yet you want me to sit with one and teach it sign language. It could just as easily knock me sideways to Sunday. Don’t you realize that? I have a feeling the gorilla part of this project is going to get very ugly before it gets nice.”
The next morning about ten o’clock Abby and Alex were finishing up breakfast. She seemed very happy but he had a glum look on his face.
“This home would certainly impress Mom and Dad,” Abby said with a proud smile. “I wish they could visit us here while we’re in such a nice place. Maybe she’d get off of that Madeline and Tamara rag.”
“Well, don’t invite them—at least not until things get kicked off to more of a flying start than they have at the moment. I wonder if Dr. Pencock will actually come by this morning. I suppose if he doesn’t arrive soon, I’ll have to call Dr. Reichler and find out what I’m supposed to do to get things kicked off.”
“This Dr. Pencock is a case,” said Abby. “I think he’s a lounge lizard who considers himself a real lady killer. He probably was out late last night and is running behind time. I imagine he’ll be here in his own good time. None of those committee people look like they have a clue as to what a full day’s work is. I’d say he was leading the pack.”
The doorbell rang. “See there,” she said cheerfully. “I bet that’s him now.”
Alex quickly left the kitchen and opened the front door. Sanding there was a hung-over Marvin. He had an exhausted smile.
“Morning, Alex. You don’t mind if I call you Alex, do you?”
“No, of course not.”
Abby strolled out with her coffee cup. She and Marvin gave one another a good-morning nod.
“And enough of that Dr. Pencock stuff. I’m Marvin or at least that’s who I think I am. I suppose you’re ready to get started. First day, you know—and I’m in charge of first days. I suppose Dr. Strickler told you that.”
“Yes, she did. I was getting a bit anxious. I’m quite ready to get started.”
“Well, I’m not as gung ho a person as you apparently are, Alex. Could we tone down our takeoff a bit?”
Abby smiled and said, “Alex, don’t be so hyper. Marvin, you look like a man who could use a cup of coffee.”
“Ah, god bless the gentle women folk. Yes, Abby, I’ll gladly accept your offer.”
She led him and a reluctant Alex into the kitchen. Marvin plopped himself onto a stool at the kitchen breakfast counter.
Abby poured a cup of coffee and gave it to him. He gave her a sick, hung-over look and said, “This old cooch warrior thanks you from the bottom of his heart.”
“Think nothing of it. Have you had breakfast?”
“Oh, don’t even mention it. I won’t be ready for breakfast until about noon. Coffee will do just fine for now.”
Alex was not one bit pleased by all this idle chatter. He was very anxious to get his year started. He shifted from one foot to another.
Marvin took a big gulp of his coffee and afterwards looked a bit better. He glanced around and then gave Abby the old once-over from head to toe. “Looks like you two are already home here in Washington. Oh, God. You wouldn’t have an aspirin a guy could beat you out of, would you?”
She nodded and said with an up-beat smile, ”No problem, Marvin. How many? One or two?”
“Surprise me,” he said with an unhealthy laugh and cough.
He watched her as she cheerfully brought him two aspirins and a glass of water.
“Wow, you’re so chipper, Abby. Is she like this every morning, Alex?”
“Not every morning,” Alex replied as he looked at his watch. “She really likes this house the committee found for us.”
“That’s good,” he replied as he downed the aspirins with a long sip of coffee.
“I’d love for us to sit here and socialize, Marvin,” said Alex, “but I’m kind of anxious to get things off and running.”
“Abby, is Alex always this gung ho?”
“Yep, afraid so,” she answered sweetly as she gave Alex a love pat.
“Then let me swig down the rest of this coffee and get us on our way.”
“That would be very much appreciated,” said Alex. “Where are we going? Back to the Foundation office?”
“Nope, I figured first things first and that would be to set you up in your lab. We’ll be going directly there from here. The facility is located at the University of Maryland in College Park, about thirty minutes from here. It’ll be very conveniently located for you.”
Alex perked up and said, “I can’t wait to get started.”
Marvin took the hint and said, “Then let’s get the show on the road. Alex, if I seem a little slow on the trigger today, you’ll have to forgive me. What you see before you is that which is left of a big sex-po scene with a real animal of a lady. In fact, I’m still reeling over the fact that I even made it to second base with her. One of these days, I’ll make a home run—which will probably totally wipe me out.”
Alex was not interested in the least with Marvin’s prattle even to ask him what he was talking about. Abby smiled as though she couldn’t believe people like Marvin still existed.
Marvin gulped down the rest of his coffee. He quickly stood up as though the black liquid had performed some sort of alchemy with his psyche. He patted Alex on the back and the two were off. Abby followed them to the front door and gave Alex a big hug and a kiss.
“Have a great first day, Alex.”
Marvin made a face at both of them and said, “If you two are trying to make me believe in marriage, I’m here to tell you it’s not working.”
Abby smiled at him as though she knew he were trying to be funny. She looked around outside on the street and said, “Where did you park, Marvin?”
“Oh, I didn’t. I took a cab. What a rip-off but I’ll charge it to the committee.”
“You don’t drive?” asked Abby.
“Oh, yeah, got a hot little BMW— but bummer—last night I ran over the curb at the club and scraped open the oil pan. That certainly put my smoking wheels out of circulation until I take my little baby in for R&R. So, Alex my pal, I’m at the mercy of your driving.”
“Oh, no problem,” said Alex. “I need to become familiar with the car and also get to know my way around the area a bit.”
“Good deal,” said Marvin with a coming-to-life grin.
He watched as Alex went inside the garage and drove the car out. He got in and they drove off as Abby waved good-by and re-entered the house.
Marvin guided Alex into a great deal of heavy traffic once they left the residential part of Silver Springs. Alex all of a sudden noticed how built up everything was. Office buildings and industrial complexes were everywhere. He looked at Marvin and asked, “What are all those buildings over there?”
“This area mainly belongs to the University of Maryland. They have everything under the sun here. That’s why I thought it would be the best place for you to work.”
Alex tried to drive and take everything in at the same time but it was almost impossible to sightsee and be safe at the same time.
“At last,” said Alex, “I feel as though my project is finally getting off the ground. You can’t realize what a great feeling that is.”
Marvin looked at him and tried to mirror his enthusiasm but somehow it just wouldn’t surface. Instead he said as though it was all a big bore, “Then let’s get you to your playpen as quickly as we can.”
With Marvin directing him, they finally entered the campus of the University of Maryland. They went to a parking structure and took a place that was reserved and actually had Alex’s name on it. He shook his head in disbelief and said with a big smile, “I’m amazed at how efficient the committee is. You’ve even already got my name on a parking space. I feel like I have arrived. By the way, what is this building?”
“It’s the Biochemistry Laboratory Building. That’s where you will be working. You’ll actually be using the resources of the Fischell Department of Bioengineering. They have the largest facility we could find to accommodate your water experiments. They do water research too but not to the extent of yours.”
Marvin escorted Alex into the building and they took the elevator to the third floor. They got out and went into the faculty offices of Fischell. Marvin led him over to a very efficient looking secretary and gave her one of his best smiles.
“I’m Dr. Marvin Pencock and this is Dr. Alexander Hayworth. We’re here to see Professor Redding?”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, but he is expecting us.”
She smiled, got up and went off to an office. A few moments later she returned and said, “Professor Redding will be right out.”
Before they could take a seat, the professor came down the hallway. He had a bright smile on his face. He was in his mid-fifties and every ounce of him spoke laboratory.
“Ah, hello, Marvin. So glad to see you. This must be the young research scientist from California.”
Marvin perked up a bit and said, “Professor Redding? This is Dr. Alexander Hayward, our California treasure. He’s here to do great things.”
Alex and Professor Redding shook hands cordially and did an instant read of one another as they talked.
“You people at the Foundation have certainly got my curiosity up. Trés hush-hush, I presume. It’s a real pleasure to meet you, Dr. Hayward. If you’re the scientist they’ve led me to believe, I imagine you’re more than ready to go and familiarize yourself with our facilities.”
Alex liked the man immediately and felt he had met a friendly spirit. “Yes, the sooner I can get started the better.”
“A man after my own heart,” Professor Redding said as he smiled jovially. “So let’s go check things out, shall we?”
Professor Redding escorted them back to the elevator. They went up to the seventh floor and got out. They entered a rather large, wasteland of a place. Very little was there except large vats.
“Perfect!” said Alex as he looked around. “Just perfect. I can’t tell you how pleased I am.”
“You might feel like an orphan up here all by yourself,” said Professor Redding, “as we have no intention of intruding on your work. This entire laboratory is at your disposal. We have not used it for quite some time because actually the university constructed another building near here for our research activities. So make yourself entirely at home.”
Marvin surveyed the facility and said, “This place gives me the creeps. I don’t think I would like to hang out up here all by my lonesome.”
Professor Redding smiled at Alex and said, “That’s the difference between dedicated research people like Dr. Hayward and government bureaucrats like yourself, Marvin. Dr. Hayward, do you mind if I call you Alex?”
“No, in fact I prefer it.”
“Good, then I’m Arthur. I don’t go as far as Art though because I just don’t think I look or act like an ‘Art’. Now, come this way. I want to show you where your office is located.”
He guided them onto the other side of the big vats. Off down a corridor was a very practical office space with some laboratory counters. Alex looked like it was both his birthday and Christmas.
“I’m sure I will be quite happy here, Arthur. I’m very appreciative of your cordial welcome.”
“I’m just happy that you are happy. Now I will leave you gentlemen. I have a graduate student I’m counseling who is waiting for me in my office. Alex, on your desk you’ll find my phone number and all the relevant ones you might need during your stay with us at the University of Maryland. My best to you in your venture—whatever it is.”
He left with a hand wave and was quickly out of sight. Marvin took a seat on the desk in Alex's new office and watched Alex survey his kingdom.
“Like it, huh?”
“It’s great. Much better than the facilities I’m used to back in California. I have a feeling I’m going to do great things here.”
Marvin winced a bit and said, “Well, if you don’t, it won’t make all that much difference, will it?”
“That’s a strange thing to say, Marvin, especially after having gone to all the trouble to set this up for me.”
“I should have just said ‘thank you’ and kept my big mouth out of it,” said Marvin.
“I don’t understand,” said Alex with a bit of alarm in his voice.
“You see, Al, it’s this way,” Marvin said picking his fingernails. “You’re in Washington D. C. and things are not done the same way they are back in Podunk or wherever it is you’re from.”
“This isn’t some sort of bad news you’re leading up to, is it, Marvin?”
“Oh, no. Nothing like that. I just didn’t want you to get upset in case your experiment didn’t turn out the way you expected it.”
“I foresee obtaining positive results in this matter, Marvin. I’m hoping the entire committee, including yourself, is of that opinion.”
“Well, of course we want you to succeed, but we’re not betting the farm on it. That’s why you got less than a rousing welcome yesterday.”
Alex thought a lingering moment and then replied, “Then that invigorates me to want to succeed even more.”
Marvin gave him a nod of the head, then walked over and slapped Alex on the back. “Okay, okay. Any way I can be of help, don’t be too timid to ask.”
“What about my water?”
“It’ll be here any day now. I do want you to know though that the people I arranged delivery with in Dallas, L. A., New York, Miami, Topeka and Dothan thought I was a nut case.”
“Specifically when do you think it will arrive?”
No later than next week I imagine. But the Washington D. C. tap water is yours right now. Just turn on a tap in one of those vats.”
Alex quickly counted the vats and smiled, “Ten vats. That’s just enough for my experiment. I’ll start today by filling Vats #1, 2 and 3 with local tap water.”
“In that case, I’ll be on my way.”
“Don’t you want to stay and watch a bit?”
“Oh no, I have more important things to do than watch water evaporate.”
That night Marvin perched on his roost at Home and became friendlier and more outgoing with every drink. He had abandoned the upstairs bar and was now back at his old spot in the downstairs bar.
He was talking with a very pretty girl by the name of Gina who was about as outgoing as Marvin and about as smashed.
“God, you’re gorgeous,” he said as he tickled her on one of her shoulders with his fingers.
“You think so? You’re pretty much of an oomph puppy yourself.”
That brought him to life with an enthusiastic grin. “Heard any good jokes lately, Gina?”
“Yeah, just a few minutes ago upstairs.”
“Then hit me with them, darling.”
She giggled a bit and then with a big smile on her face said, “What does a 75 year-old Beverly Hills woman have between her breasts that a 25 year-old doesn’t?”
“I can’t imagine,” he said as he leaned his head on the palm of his hand.
“Her navel,” said Gina with a big laugh.
They both leaned on one another and roared.
“Are you a government secretary, Gina?”
“Yeah, just like every other girl in this place. We’re all looking.”
“For what, Gina?”
“Oh, you know. Something bigger and better,” she laughed suggestively.
“And you think I’m a Mr. Biggie?”
“Maybe you are and maybe you aren’t. I’d certainly like to see myself get a better job though.”
“That’s always a possibility here in Washington if you know how to play your cards right, Gina. D. C.’s a lobbying town in every aspect – and especially for you girls here at Home.”
She put her hand on his leg, gave him a wink and said, “I’m willing to play ‘house’ if you are.”
At that time Anne flounced down the steps leading to the basement bar. She brushed off a couple of body-bumpers on her way down and managed to shove a posse of mashers out of her way without a hint of a smile on her face. She looked around and her eyes lit up when she caught sight of Marvin and his hammering Gina. She walked slowly over toward the bar and stood off to the side to avoid eye contact. She was within listening distance and almost gagged at his and Gina’s merriment.
“Anymore jokes, Gina? Don’t let me pass out from boredom.”
“Okay, let me see. Oh yeah. Did you hear about the seven guys and a girl who went fishing? She came home with a red snapper.”
Marvin almost fell off his stool laughing. “Oh, Gina, you’re a handful. I suggest we continue this at my apartment where fun by the inches awaits you.”
Anne realized she could not let him leave. She went over behind Marvin and waited for him to take a sip of his drink. She roughly bumped into him, which knocked the drink out of his hand. The glass landed on the floor. He bent down to pick it up and in the few moments he was off his stool, Anne moved in on Gina.
“Beat it, low-life. This is my husband you’re messing with and I’m one mean bitch when it comes to my man. So haul ass before I bite your ear off.”
She gave Gina such a look, the young woman was sure Anne would make good her threat. She quickly withdrew from the scene.
Marvin came up wet and with an empty glass. He didn’t notice Anne. He looked around and said, “Gina? Gina? Where did you go?”
Anne tapped him on the shoulder and gave him a bit of an arched-eyebrow look. “Will I do?”
It took Marvin’s scotch-soaked eyes a moment to dial her in. “Oh, hi, it’s you. Hey did you see a great-looking brunette who was just sitting on that stool?”
“Nope, can’t say I did, Marvin. It is Marvin, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, and you’re that girl who wouldn’t let me get past second base the other night. Had a change of heart?”
“Maybe. Sorry you spilled your drink.”
“Oh, that’s okay,” he grinned. ”I guess it’s better on me than in me.”
“Think you could offer a girl a Perrier?”
Marvin grinned and said, “What’s in it for me if I do?”
Anne gave him a sexy wink and puckered her lips like she was performing fellatio.
He got the bartender’s attention and ordered himself another scotch and water as well as a Perrier without ice for Anne.
“So how is life with you, Marvin?”
“Fine up until a few moments ago when that young, good-looking brunette ditched me. She was a sure lay—something I can’t say about you.”
“What makes you say that, Marvin? Maybe I could take her place. You know I’m a bit of a pavement princess when I really dig a guy.”
“You mean you’d go all the way with me?”
“Comfort comes in all forms, Marvin, but let’s not rush the future, okay?”
The bartender served them their drinks and Marvin paid. He then looked at Anne closely as he clinked his glass with hers.
“You know, there’s something strange about you. You come on to me but I still don’t get the idea you’re friendly.”
“That’s the D. C. in me, Marvin. You should know that better than anyone. All fun one minute and serious the next. How was your day at work?”
“So so. That guy from California arrived and he’s a real blockhead as far as I’m concerned. I’m already tired of him and his gorilla talk.”
“Oh, yeah, I remember your mentioning him. The tap water and gorilla guy, right?”
“Yeah, today I set him up in a laboratory. We still haven’t found him a gorilla though.”
“What are you talking about? There are dozens in this place,” she laughed.
“That’s not funny. We’ve got to come up with a real, live ape.”
“Afraid I can’t help you there. So, what’s he going to do in that laboratory?”
“Claims he’s going to boil all that water down and see what he can come up with. Does that make sense to you?”
“What does he think he’ll find?”
“Something he calls Elixir X—the stuff he’s convinced is turning everybody into slopheads. Have you ever heard of anything so dingy-dingy?”
“Can’t say I have, Marvin. Do you think there’s a chance you could bring him to the club one of these nights? I’d kind of like to have a look a this guy.”
“You seem more interested in him than you are in me.”
“Well, it’s not everyday you hear about such an unusual person. He’d be quite a change from the usual creeps around here—present company excepted.”
“I could arrange it if I thought it would get me a free poontang pass into your panties. You can’t shag this guy though. He’s got a wife and is he ever pussy whipped. Besides he’s a real numb-nut. His wife’s supposed to teach sign language to the gorilla. I can’t see why you would even want to meet such a meathead.”
“Weird guys make me horny, Marvin. It just might get you that ticket you’re looking for.”
“No problem,” he said with a grin. “If that’s all it takes for you to throw those legs in the air for me, you’re on.”
“Okay, stud muffin,” she said, “I’m on my way.”
“Where? You just got here.”
“Sorry, I’m late for my pole-dancing class. Ciao,” she said playfully as she left him at the bar with a blank on his face.
Randal was propped up in bed in a comfortable position with his trusted Twinkie by his side. He was surrounded by his usual pile of folders and was listening to some military march music. He hummed along as he sorted through his folders. A few of them he kept and the others he threw on the floor. He seemed to be having a marvelous time.
His sumo-looking house servant knocked softly and came in. Randal looked up at him with arched eyes. “What is it, Yoki-san?”
“Miss Anne to see you.”
“Oh, dear, at this hour of the night? Does she look happy?”
“No, Randal-san, she got mean look on her face.”
“Turn the music off and show her in,” he said in an unpleased manner. “I don’t want her ruining my musical moments or waking up Twinkie. It’s so hard for him to get quality sleep.”
Yoki-san bowed, turned off the music and left. Randal arranged his folders quickly and repositioned a couple of his cushions.
Anne came bounding in with a look of resolve on her face. She appeared as though it were the beginning of the day rather than the end.
“You always have so much energy, Annie. Where, pray tell, do you get it?”
“By thinking evil thoughts,” she said with a nasty smile.
“Then try to restrain yourself,” he said talking very softly. “I don’t want you waking Twinkie. We were both just about to turn in for the night. I presume you have something of extreme importance to pass along to me.”
“Yes, but it can wait until next year if it’s going to interfere with your and that mutt’s ménage a deux,” she said as she tossed a flip of her long bottle-blond hair.
“Okay, so what’s your big news? I suppose it has to do with that bar you keep frequenting.”
“I don’t go there for fun, you know. My visits are as important to you as to me. So I’d appreciate it if you’d ditch your Joan Crawford persona for a minute and listen.”
“Sure, sure. You have some conspiracy theory that there’s this California professor whom you think is on to our water agenda project. Is that still it? I hope you’ve come here to tell me it was all a big misunderstanding on the part of a few drunks.”
“Sorry, but I haven’t. I found out tonight that the professor from California has arrived in town.”
“Really? And what is he up to?” asked Randal with very little enthusiasm.
“Apparently he intends to concentrate all the tap water he’s bringing in from all over the country. My contact says he hopes to find an essence—something he calls Elixir X. Does that ring a bell to you?”
Randal threw the covers off himself and jumped out of bed, immediately waking Twinkie who suffered a barking fit. Randal quickly picked Twinkie up and caressed and kissed him until he was somewhat appeased. He uttered a slow growl in the direction of Ann. She watched with a smile that meant the mutt’s days were numbered if it were up to her.
“Elixir X? That is too much to be a coincidence. Elixir X is exactly the name Professor Poniotofsky called his discovery. My god, this means someone actually is on to us. Who do you think it could be? Did that man tell you?”
“No. He only said the man was here and that he would soon start vaporizing all that water down to its essence. And, for what it’s worth, his wife is supposed to teach sign language to a gorilla.”
“What is all of this about a gorilla?” Randal said excitedly as he paced about the room. “I never heard the professor mention a thing about a gorilla.”
“I have no idea. I did tell Marvin, my contact man, I’d like for him to bring this California professor to the club so I could meet him.”
“Why do you think he would do that?”
“Because I offered him some Annie poo pie if he would.”
“Thank goodness you’re so dedicated to your work. Did he agree?”
“He said he would try but that the guy’s wife kept him on a tight leash.”
Randal thought a long moment and said, “Do you think in your wildest dreams this all could just be some quaint accident or do you think someone is out to serve up our heads on a platter?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, dingleberry, but I would say a possibility exists, vague or not, that this California professor somehow was acquainted with our Polish professor.”
“That’s the last time in my life I will ever believe a Polish person. He promised when we tortured him that no one else knew of his work,” said Randal in a vexed manner as he kissed Twinkie.
“No need to work up a sweat, Randal,” Anne said as she shrugged her shoulders.
“What?” he said in disbelief. “We’re about to get outed and you say it’s nothing to worry about?”
“You simply must trust me more.”
“Meaning what?”
“I will cure the problem.”
“Yeah? How?”
“Simple. I will get rid of this California professor before he even has the chance to hardly get started on his work.”
“Easier said than done. What do you have in mind?”
“I’ll just wait until Marvin shows up with him at the club. I’m sure he’ll find some way to bring him because he’s desperate to get into my pants.”
“And you think you’ll meet this fellow at the club? So?”
“I’ll let Little Susie take it from there.”
“Little Susie? Who’s she?” asked Randal as he suppressed a low guttural growl from Twinkie.
She held out her hand and he noticed a large cocktail ring on one of her fingers. “This is Little Susie?” he said with an inquiring shrug of the shoulders.
She flipped open the jewel-encrusted face of the ring. Inside was a needle that came out of a sheath.
“That needle is Little Susie. It is loaded with a poison that causes instant death. And the beauty part is the toxin is non-traceable. In other words, an autopsy will reveal nothing. It will appear that the professor and Marvin died of unknown causes.”
He looked closely at the ring and said, “Have you ever used this before?”
“Of course. Dozens of times,” she answered as though it were an idiot of a question.
“Really? On whom?”
“You remember that former Russian diplomat who fell over dead at The Russian Tea Room in New York? The one who trashed my last book as being Fascist twaddle? I was sitting next to him. When I got up to go to the bathroom, I unsheathed Little Susie as I walked by him and gave him a quick jab. He became history in a matter of seconds.”
“I had no idea that was you. The papers said it was some sort of accidental death. Of course all of us with the Free Trade movement are totally grateful to you because he had become such a thorn in our side. So our dear Annie gave him a thorn in his side. Ha, ha! What delicious irony.”
“Yes, once that professor and Marvin are dispatched by Little Susie, our troubles will be over. It will be such a pleasure to let that prick Marvin feel Susie’s prick.”
“You are just too much fun, Annie. When we are successful, you are going to be such a great co-leader in our new nation.”
“I just hope you are appreciative of how much work and effort I have put into all this so far.”
“Oh, I do, and with a grateful heart. Dear Annie, I hope you never get vexed with me.”
“I doubt it. You are the only one with enough talent to pull our takeover plan off. I am merely your most trusted helper. Now, I will be leaving you.”
“When will I see you next?”
She stopped before leaving and said with a smile, “After that professor and his sidekick are toast.”
He watched her leave. He thought over all that he had just heard. Absent-mindedly he went over and poured himself a drink from a carafe with the label: Tap Water—For Experimentation Only. He was about to drink from the glass but suddenly Twinkie began barking at him frantically. He realized what he almost did. He quickly threw the contents of the glass into the fireplace. He breathed out heavily and flew over to the bed where he picked up Twinkie and smothered him in kisses.
Abby and Alex walked up to the doorway of Dr. Hopkin’s home in fashionable Georgetown. Alex rang the doorbell and they waited expectantly. Alex had a bottle of wine and Abby was holding a bouquet of flowers.
“I hope his wife is nice,” said Abby a bit nervously.
“If she’s half as nice as he is,” replied Alex, “the evening with them will be a good one.”
The door opened suddenly and standing there were both Judith and Dr. Hopkins with big smiles on their faces.
“Here they are!” said Dr. Hopkins in a friendly manner as he opened the door wide for them to enter. “Good evening to you both and welcome to our home. This is my wife Judith. And, Judith, these are our new colleagues from California, Dr. Alexander Hayward and his charming wife Abby.”
They all shook hands with one another. Alex and Abby presented them with their hostess gifts, which Judith accepted with a look of pleasant surprise.
“Oh, you shouldn’t have. Look, Clifford, what gorgeous flowers,” she said sweetly.
“And a bottle of our favorite California Cabernet-Sauvignon. Thank you both so much. Won’t you come into the living room?”
Judith and Dr. Hopkins ushered them into their living room. Abby looked around and was impressed by the elegance of the place but to her it was pleasing because it also had a lived-in look.
“What a lovely home,” said Abby. “You must be very proud of it.”
“Oh, we are,” said Judith warmly. “We look forward to living here many more years—that is if Clifford’s work continues. But you know how quixotic government work is. Now, what can I get you to drink? I know what Clifford wants—a vodka martini made with bottled water ice.”
Abby and Alex looked at one another and felt a bit self-conscious. Judith very confidentially nodded to them and added, “He told me your theory concerning consumption of tap water. We are proud to announce we have become 100% bottled-water drinkers. So, what can I serve you?”
Abby relaxed a bit and said, “Alex and I will both take a glass of Chardonnay if that is convenient.”
“Oh, of course,” said Dr. Hopkins warmly. “We are habitual wine drinkers in this house. Dear, I will go get the drinks. You stay here and get more acquainted with Dr. and Mrs. Hayward. I presume you would like your usual Bombay gin and Dubonnet, Judith?”
“Yes, that would be nice, dear.”
“That’s an unusual combination,” remarked Abby.
“It’s the Queen of England’s favorite drink,” smiled Judith.
Dr. Hopkins left for the kitchen. Judith looked at Abby and Alex in a very friendly way and said, “How are you finding the Washington D. C. area so far?”
Abby replied tactfully, “We are adapting more each day. I must say it’s quite different from California. I’m sure though that I will soon get the hang of the urban living here. Alex has begun his work already and is as happy as a lark. He’d be happy anywhere as long as he’s in a laboratory.”
“Oh, how lovely,” said Judith. “Now exactly what does one do to begin your work here in Washington, Dr. Hayward?”
Alex felt a bit ill at ease talking about his project but said, “I’m actually working first with Washington D. C. tap water. I have three large vats of it evaporating at the moment.”
“How exciting,” Judith said as she blinked her eyes. “How much water are we talking about?
“A hundred-thousand gallons.”
“Oh,” she said as though she were extremely impressed. “And how long will it take to evaporate all of that water?”
“I am using a very slow method so the composition of the water will not be destroyed. The water must first have any chalky and mineral deposits filtered out. So, I would say we’re talking about four weeks.”
“And Clifford says you have water from other cities arriving soon. I presume you will work with them in the same way?”
“Oh, yes. Then I’ll have ten large vats of tap water—that is after the new water arrives, which I expect will be shortly.”
“Amazing. You certainly have your work cut out for you, don’t you, Dr. Hayward?” she remarked with a kewpie-doll smile.
Dr. Hopkins came back in with their drinks and began serving them.
“Ah, here we are. Our fun water,” he said as though he were trying to make a little joke.
“Clifford, Dr. Hayward was just telling me about his experiments. He has already begun with local tap water—and expects an enormous amount from around the country to arrive shortly. Isn’t that fascinating?”
“Quite,” said Dr. Hopkins as he handed Alex his glass of wine. “I had no idea that you had actually begun your work. When will we be seeing some results?”
Judith smiled at him as though she had become an expert all of a sudden, “Oh, that will take weeks and weeks Dr. Hayward said. Oh, and Mrs. Hayward, Clifford told me you will be teaching a gorilla to talk in sign language. How clever of you.”
“That is the plan,” said Abby. “But it depends on when we get a gorilla.”
“Yes, I see,” Judith nodded sweetly. “Would you like to stroll around the house a bit?”
“If it wouldn’t trouble you,” responded Abby.
“Oh, no trouble at all,” said Dr. Hopkins. “She just wants to show you her laboratory—so to speak.”
“Laboratory?” repeated Alex.
“It’s not a laboratory, Clifford,” said Judith. “He was just being his usual witty self. Come and I will show you.”
She led the group into her workshop on the patio.
Abby looked at all the glasswork, painted porcelain and other handicrafts in the room. “These are absolutely beautiful? You did these yourself?”
“Yes, I am afraid I am the one responsible. It is my little vice.”
Abby looked at several of the items closely, smiled and said, “They are exquisite, especially these cups with the lavender violets painted on them.”
“Oh those?” replied Judith, pleased by the compliment. “They are for the silent auction at my club’s Irish Faire tomorrow in New Bedford Park. We all have to donate something and I thought dainty little hand-painted cups might be appropriate.”
“More than appropriate. I think many people will probably bid on them,” said Abby.
“Oh,” said Judith quickly. “Would you two like to join us tomorrow? We’d love to have you as our guests.”
“We don’t want to impose ourselves,” said Alex as though he’d rather spend the time at his laboratory.
“Nonsense,” said Dr. Hopkins. “It would be a pleasure.”
All of a sudden Judith rolled her eyes a bit as though a pleasant idea had just entered her brain. Dr. Hopkins was about to insist further that they join them but she interrupted him.
“I just thought of something. You know at our Irish Faire we have all sorts of lovely arts and crafts. We also have live activities such as jousting and medieval races and interest acts. Last year there was this man who showed up with a trained gorilla. He had taught him to ride a tricycle and dance to disco music. Oh my goodness. You don’t suppose he might be there again tomorrow, do you? He might loan you his gorilla or at least rent it to you.”
Alex took off his glasses and his eyes sparkled. He smiled and everyone noticed what a beautiful smile he had.
“That would be wonderful,” Alex said. “Of course we will go with you tomorrow. Perhaps that man might even sell his gorilla to us or tell us where we could get one.”
“Oh, I don’t know if he would sell his gorilla, Dr. Hayward,” said Judith dubiously. “People get attached to their pets, you know.”
“How should we dress?” asked Abby.
“We always wear medieval costumes. It makes the day more fun,” answered Judith with a twinkling smile.
“I’m afraid we don’t own any such costumes,” said Abby.
“Oh, not to worry,” said Judith with a wide smile. “We have tons of things. Before you go home tonight, you can borrow whatever you need from us. You’ll just lose yourselves in all our merry fun. We just adore our Irish Faire.”
Dr. Hopkins slapped Alex on the back and said, “How about that, Dr. Hayward? You’re getting closer to that gorilla of yours all the time.”
Early next afternoon the Hopkins and the Haywards arrived at Bedford Falls Park in suburban Virginia. The area looked like a cross between Disneyland and a farmer’s market. There were flags of all types flying in the breeze. The arts and craft tents were quite large and of true medieval splendor. The vast majority of the other tents were the standard small white variety. A great number of people were in attendance and most of them were in costumes. Music was playing everywhere you turned. Some was live and some was recorded.
People were dressed in a grand array of costumes, each seeming to be more original than the next. Judith, Dr. Hopkins, Abby and Alex were all in folkloric costumes. Judith looked like Maid Marian from Robin Hood. She had on a Celtic dress with boned front lacing and shoulder ties, a peasant blouse and a maroon and blue drawstring skirt. On her head she wore a red scarf with a v-shaped gold-leaf circlet. Dr. Hopkins was in a three-piece monk’s costume of rugged dark brown material consisting of a hood, a robe and a rope belt. Abby was dressed as a tavern wench and in a middle-aged manner looked sultry and seductive with her peasant blouse falling off her shoulders. She had a lock-lace bodice and two peasant skirts of blue and green. Alex was in a land-ho steersman costume with a drop-yoke shirt showing off his hairy chest to full advantage, black trews pants, a red sash and a flat hat. All in all, he looked pretty saucy.
“Don’t you just love it?” said Judith with boundless enthusiasm as they strolled around.
“Everyone seems to be having a lot of fun,” replied Abby as she tried to take it all in. Alex was obviously looking around for signs of a gorilla.
“Before we enter into the festivities, we have to go to my club’s tent where they’re holding the silent auction. I have to drop the teacups off there.”
The group walked through the general area and passed a great number of tents of all shapes and sizes. Off to the side was a large clearing, a slightly elevated stage area and several rows of benches.
“Here is where they hold the interest acts. The jousting and robust games are at the far end of the park.”
“Where would the gorilla show be if it happens?” asked Alex.
“Right over there on that small stage. Mostly children attend though. The adults go to the jousting area,” remarked Judith.
They arrived at a very smart tent where some ladies dressed in all manner of costumes were holding forth. They and Judith sung out hellos to one another and then the ladies oohed and ahhed over her painted teacups.
“Mrs. Mitchell, these are our friends from California,” said Judith, introducing Abby and Alex to an overweight woman in her late fifties wearing a medieval lady of quality get up. Her costume consisted of a black Abita di Firenze gown with a red draw-string skirt and a classic white chemise and she was dripping with jewelry
“It’s such a pleasure to meet out-of-town people at our Faire,” she said.” Is this your first time with us?”
Abby smiled pleasantly and replied, “Yes, and my husband and I are loving it.”
Mrs. Mitchell said as she looked Alex up and down, “He makes a fine specimen of a steersman—always my favorite costume.”
Alex appeared very self-conscious.
“Oh, by the way, Eloise,” said Judith. “Do you know if that man and his gorilla are going to perform for the children again this year?”
“I heard that he was ill and had had to cancel.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Dr. Hayward here was so looking forward to it.”
“Oh really?” said Mrs. Mitchell. “Perhaps you could inquire at the tavern. The gentleman there is in charge of entertainment.”
“Yes, I would like to do that,” said Alex quickly.
“Then I guess that’s what we will do,” said Judith with a devil-may-care laugh. “We’ll see you later, Eloise. I certainly hope my cups bring in a decent contribution.”
“Yes, that would be nice,” said Mrs. Mitchell as she watched them walk down the path toward the tavern.
“Eloise is such a nice lady,” said Judith. “I certain hope the tavern keeper has good news for you, Dr. Hayward.”
He gave her a sick smile, denoting that he wasn’t getting his spirits up. They walked down the pathway and stopped at several tents to look at craft items. Alex couldn’t have cared less. Abby, on the other hand, showed great interest in the things for sale and even bought a brooch, which she pinned on her blouse. This pleased Judith and Dr. Hopkins. She had to do something to make the Hopkins glad that they had brought them because Alex with his one-track mind was doing very little to put the occasion into perspective.
They arrived at the tavern. “This is Clifford’s favorite place,” said Judith. “Now let me see if I can find that man who runs this place and the talent shows.”
“I tell you what,” said Dr. Hopkins. “Dear, you go find him and in the meantime we will sit and order some nice, cool drinks. How about that?”
She nodded sweetly and took off in search of the man. Abby gave Alex a sort of stern look, which was a sign for him to get with the program. It was the same look she gave him when her folks came for a visit. He reacted properly and came back to life.
A waiter came by and took their drink order with all making sure he understood that there were to be no ice in their refreshments. He thought it was odd but at a far-out occasion such as this one, anything went.
Presently Judith came back with a smile on her face. “I found him. Poor busy man. Hardly had a moment to speak with me. He had some grand news for you, Dr. Hayward. Mr. Zoltan and his gorilla Pongo will indeed be here this afternoon. Apparently they come on after the bear act which starts at three o’clock.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful,” said Alex. “I think we should go early so we can sit on the front row.”
“Oh no, Dr. Hayward,” said Dr. Hopkins. “Judith and I will sit in the last row. We’re deathly scared of wild animals. What about you, Mrs. Hayward?”
“Unfortunately I suppose I’m going to have to sit with Alex. You see, he has convinced me to let go of my better judgment and attempt to teach sign language to such an animal.”
“How awful,” said Judith in true shock. “Dear, do you think that is wise?”
“No,” said Abby as she looked at Alex. “But we shall see what we shall see, as Alex is always saying.”
Judith gave Dr. Hopkins a quick look to the effect that she considered this couple rather strange. She then went into her sweetest overdrive as they had their refreshments.
A couple of hours later after they had taken in most of the sights of the fair, Alex insisted that they make their way to the stage area where the special interest shows were going to take place. Judith and Dr. Hopkins tried to tell him it was only 2:30 and far too early to go over to the benches.
“You didn’t want to see the bear act, did you, Dr. Hayward?” Judith asked with a lack of enthusiasm.
“I imagine most people will want to see both acts,” said Alex. “If I want to be on the front row of seats, I think I’ll have to watch the bear act too.”
Abby realized how strange her husband must appear to the Hopkins. In an effort to appease them a bit, she smiled and asked Alex, “Is it absolutely necessary to sit on the front row?”
“Oh, yes, very necessary. I have to observe the gorilla’s every move and action. If we are going to be working with such an animal, we have to know its habits.”
The Hopkins smiled passively and headed to the children’s theater benches.
“What if we’re the only adults, Alex?” said Abby.
“That’s no problem,” said Alex with excitement. “After all, children are people too.”
The Hopkins gave Alex their best reassuring smiles as they walked into the children’s theater area. Some children had already taken their places in some of the rows. Alex was delighted to see that no one was on the front row yet. He made a beeline to the middle of the front row. Abby reluctantly followed him. Judith and Dr. Hopkins lightly waved to them and went to the last row where they took a seat. Alex and Abby waved back to them.
“I hate they have to sit back there alone,” said Abby. “It makes us look ungrateful for all their hospitality. They are extremely approachable people.”
“I know how you feel, Abby, but I have to put the project first—otherwise it will never get off the ground. Marvin told me the other day the committee really doesn’t expect me to come through with any positive results. I am dead set on proving them wrong. Most of the committee members remind me of your parents. They don’t expect very much from me either. We’ve got a lot to prove to a lot of people so we had better get busy proving it to them.”
He looked as though he had said all he wanted to say on the subject. He glanced over the people coming in and filling up the seats. About ninety-per cent of them were children. The front row was filling up fast with hyper, aggressive type young boys.
At precisely three o’clock an announcer came out dressed as Merlin the magician and told a few lame jokes. He gave a warm welcome for one and all. He then announced the impending Mr. Bruno and his Bear Giggles. As soon as he left the stage, Bruno, a young man in his thirties, appeared on the small performing area with a black bear. He gave an amiable introduction about bears and how hard they were to deal with in captivity. He proceeded to have the bear jump through some hoops, stand on its hands, and do several other assorted physical tricks. Then he and the bear bowed to show that it was the end of their act.
Merlin reappeared on stage and said in a loud voice, “Let’s give it up for Mr. Bruno and his Bear pal Giggles.”
The audience responded with lots of enthusiasm. Abby turned and gave her best wave and smile to the Hopkins. They responded with as friendly a wave and smile as they could manage.
Merlin then performed a couple of slight-of-hand tricks. He drew a handkerchief apparently out of his ear and with his magic wand, he made a bird in a cage disappear. The audience wasn’t overly enthusiastic but generously gave him a semi-warm round of applause. He quieted them down as though they were enthusiastically reacting to his tricks. He then came to the edge of the stage and said in a loud, announcing voice, “Now, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, we have the act you’ve all been waiting for—Zoltan and his gigantic ape Pongo. Zoltan has spent his life training animals most people thought of as untrainable. Zoltan comes originally from Rumania and for many years worked with the world famous Chiribescue Circus throughout his country. He began as a trainer of lions and tigers but over the years became the drill coach of a troop of orangutans and chimpanzees. He is now in our country with his newest protégé, Pongo, a full- grown African gorilla. When I bring them out, please do not make strange noises because that could upset Pongo. Even so, I am told he is a very warm-hearted, gentle animal. Here they are, ladies and gentlemen and boys and girls— Zoltan and Pongo!”
He led the audience in a round of applause. Abby looked back and noticed that Judith had a look of distress on her face. Dr. Hopkins seemed rather unsettled and uneasy. Abby smiled at them but it didn’t lessen their apprehensions in the least.
Al of a sudden from behind a curtain appeared Pongo and Zoltan. Pongo was dressed in a large red-checkered shirt and green shorts with suspenders—all very oversized. He had a golden tasseled red sash tied around his waist. A drum hung around his neck and Pongo was playing on it with two drumsticks. He walked on his hind legs. Zoltan, a man in his late sixties, bowed to the audience and Pongo did a complete turn around and then gave the audience what could only be called an ape smile.
Zoltan had a collar around Pongo’s neck connected to a long, loose chain that he held in his hand tightly. Pongo surveyed his onlookers seriously. The children in the audience, even the ones on the row with Alex, were mesmerized with the hugeness of the gorilla. They kept their noise to a minimum.
Alex looked on in complete amazement and was truly excited by this giant beast. Abby looked as though she wanted to grab Alex and leave.
Zoltan gave his audience a large east-European smile, meaning that he had a few gold fillings in his teeth that sparkled in the afternoon sun. He said in heavily accented English, “Welcome here today, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls. My friend Pongo and I are very pleased to be with you at this wonderful fair. The costume he is wearing is beautiful, is it not? Pongo loves beautiful clothing—even though in the country where he grew up, he was a nudist. In fact he comes from an entire family of nudists.”
There was a bit of laughter and a few sniggers from the kids on the first row. Alex noticed their reaction and then turned his attention back to the stage.
“Allow me to introduce Pongo to you,” said Zoltan as he proudly displayed the gorilla with his hands. “He is like my son. I have had him for two years. The circus I used to work for allowed me to keep him when it went out of business. Pongo was born in the Congo and taken at age 7 from his mother and sold to the circus where I performed. I know he misses his family but I have tried to be like a father and make him as happy as I can. Pongo, tell everyone hello.”
Zoltan went over and took the drum and sticks from him. The ape looked at the crowd and put one hand on his lips. He then blew kisses to the audience. The audience reacted with laughter and applause. Pongo knuckled walked around the stage before taking a seat on a large red, white and blue stool.
Zoltan looked out over the audience and said, “Let me tell you a bit about Pongo. First of all, he is an Eastern Lowland gorilla from east-central Africa. This area includes the Congo, Rwanda and Uganda. Gorillas from that area are very gentle and especially so with humans. Speaking of humans, Pongo and his fellow gorillas are our closest family in the animal world. In science, humans and gorillas belong to the same family.”
He smiled and arched his eyes at the audience as though trying to convince them it were true. He then rubbed Pongo on the arm with his hand and said, “Gorillas are like us—they have hair not fur.”
He then pointed to Pongo’s physique and said, “Pongo is almost six feet tall when he stands on his two legs. He weighs about 375 pounds and eats about 30 pounds of fruits, cereal, vegetables and leaves every day. He doesn’t eat meat so don’t be afraid of him.”
The kids laughed nervously and stared at Pongo who stared right back at them. Alex watches both with great interest.
“He is still growing and will end up larger than he is now. Gorilla arms are longer than their legs. Gorillas are knuckle walkers and thus have very big hands. They curl up their hands and walk on their knuckles.”
He has Pongo walk around so they can see his long arms and how he walks. “He is a young man of 12 years old. When he was born he was smaller than a human baby. At 2 months of age he could crawl around. A human baby starts crawling at about 8 months. By the time Pongo was that age he was walking everywhere. A gorilla in Africa stays with its mother and nurses until it’s about four years old. Then by the time they are eight years old they are ready to cut the mustard if you get what I mean. They are ready to go out on their own and set up their lives. I said Pongo is 12 years old now. So, he’s an adult young gorilla. I know most of you children on the front row are about his same age. Yet you are nowhere ready to begin your own families and live on your own. Pongo is. He just hasn’t found the girl-rilla of his dreams yet.”
The kids on the front rows laughed and were rather raucous in their reactions.
Pongo got a bit restless and nervous with their noisy reaction. He began folding his lips inside and out.
“I am sorry but I must ask you not to be so loud with your reactions because it upsets Pongo. When he is upset, he starts folding his lips inside and out like he just did. So, what do I do to calm him down?”
Zoltan reached up to his eye and pulled out an eyelash. He walked over to Pongo and put the eyelash on the tip of one of his fingers. The ape took the eyelash from his finger and placed it into his mouth. He quickly consumed the eyelash. Almost immediately he became calm.
The audience with Zoltan directing them became quiet and applauded gently. Alex took everything in and from time to time looked at Abby. She did her best to look interested.
“Good, good,” said Zoltan. “Apes in Africa live to be about 35 years old but in captivity they generally live into their fifties. The difference is because when they live with humans, they eat better and never have to worry about anything. See, so if you be good you live long time yourselves.”
The kids wanted to be wild and laugh raucously but Alex gave them a serious look and put his finger to his lips.
“Now, let me show you some of the things Pongo can do,” Zoltan said proudly.
Zoltan went over behind a screen and brought out a large tricycle. He indicated with a hand movement for Pongo to get on it and ride around the stage. Pongo gave a slight bow, went over and got on the tricycle and rode it proudly around the stage. The audience laughed and clapped.
“Now, you might ask: What it is like being an ape? Well, for one thing, you don’t have to go to school. You eat, you take naps and you watch the trees grow. Today is all they think about. They have no history. The past is just that—past. The future they don’t even know exists. The present is their only world. So how do they spend their day? They play a lot and just let life be a happy-go-lucky set of situations. They take long naps and sleep from sunset to dawn. So, actually they eat and sleep mostly. They don’t have to study in school and they have few worries. Not a bad life, huh?”
Zoltan went behind the screen and brought out a boom box. He pushed a button and some disco music came on.
“Dance, Pongo, dance,” he said as he clapped his hands.
Pongo got off the tricycle. He began dancing and shaking his behind. The audience got a big kick out of his musical abilities and performance.
“Now,” said Zoltan, “Could I have a volunteer from the audience to come up here with Pongo and me on stage?”
Before any of the aggressive kids on the front row could even get their hands up, Alex jumped off the bench and was up on stage. Abby was stunned and turned to look at the Hopkins. They were completely taken aback.
“Ah, very good, ladies and gentlemen, we have a volunteer. We generally have a brave child. Pongo likes children. I don’t know how he will take to another grown male. We shall see.”
Zoltan walked over near Pongo, keeping a tight grip on his chain. He then looked at Alex.
“What is your name, sir?”
“It is Alex,” said Alex full of excitement.
“Pongo, please say hello to the nice gentleman.”
Pongo quickly took a few steps over to Alex. Abby almost stopped breathing. Then Pongo put his hand on Alex’s head and twirled him around. The audience loved it. They laughed and thought it was wonderful.
Zoltan turned the music back on and said, “Maybe you two would like to dance.”
The music started. Alex looked at Pongo and Pongo looked at Alex. Pongo then began shaking his hips. Alex did the same. Shortly both of them were dancing to the music. Then all of a sudden before Alex or Zoltan realized it, Pongo reached over and picked Alex up in his arms. The audience gasped and there was a great silence. Abby was frozen.
Zoltan got his composure and walked over to Pongo very quietly.
“That is fine, Pongo. You can put Alex back down now.”
Pongo did nothing. Alex had a look on his face of total surprise and had no idea what to do. Zoltan plucked an eyelash and offered it to Pongo, who quickly let Alex drop to the floor. Pongo took the eyelash, consumed it quickly and then nodded his head to the audience. After a moment’s hesitation, the audience broke out in huge applause. Alex got up from the floor of the stage a bit self-consciously and dusted his costume off.
“Thank you, thank you, ladies and gentlemen and boys and girls. And thank you very much for being such a good sport, Alex.”
Alex returned to his seat and waved at the audience. They applauded and laughed. Abby grabbed him and pulled him down onto the bench.
Zoltan waved to everybody and said, “This concludes our show today. Thank you for coming. Tell the good people good-bye, Pongo.”
The ape waved at everybody. Then as though he were glad to get the whole ordeal behind him, Pongo quickly left the stage, dragging Zoltan with him.
“I can’t believe this,” said Abby as though she were not only mad but also upset. “You must be out of your mind, Alex, to want me to work with a gorilla.”
She got up and moved out of the seating area. They waited for the Hopkins to catch up with them. The Hopkins looked worse off for the experience than Alex and Abby.
“My boy,” said Dr. Hopkins. “Amazing, just amazing. My heart dropped when you jumped upon that stage.”
“Weren’t you scared?” asked Judith.
“I didn’t have time to be,” answered Alex. “I was too busy observing Pongo. I think he would make a wonderful gorilla for Abby and me to work with.”
“Are you serious?” said Dr. Hopkins with incredulity. “You want to do every day what we just saw you do today with that gorilla? I don’t really know what to say.”
“I’d like to go around back and talk to this Zoltan fellow,” said Alex.
“Talk about what?” said Abby as though her patience was wearing thin. “Thank him for letting his gorilla pick you up and drop you like a sandbag?”
“I don’t think I’ll say anything like that, Abby. I just want to talk with him.”
Alex took off around to the back of the stage. Abby looked at the Hopkins and they didn’t know exactly what to say or do.
Judith looked at Abby with compassion and said, “My dear, I think you should follow him and try to keep him out of harm’s way.”
“And me,” said Dr. Hopkins. “I presume I should come with you.”
“Clifford, you aren’t going anywhere near that beast, are you?” exclaimed Judith in great alarm.
“I suppose I have to, dear. This is part of my job—looking after Dr. Hayward.”
Alex took off around behind the stage. Abby quickly followed him. Dr. Hopkins followed her at a discreet distance. Judith indicated she would stay put and wait for them.
Alex arrived at the back of the stage just as Zoltan was loading Pongo into a trailer he had hitched onto the back of an SUV. His sudden arrival upset Pongo a bit but Zoltan quickly managed to get Pongo into his traveling home and latch the door. By this time Abby and Dr. Hopkins had caught up with Alex. Zoltan looked at the group curiously.
Zoltan walked over to them and said, “May I help you? Did you like the show?”
“Yes, I was fascinated,” said Alex.
“Fascinated but still afraid,” said Zoltan. “Am I correct?”
“To a degree,” said Alex shaking his head.
“Thank you for coming and also for being such a good sport. Now, I must be leaving you. I have to go rest a bit and Pongo too. We have two more shows today.”
“Do you live on an animal farm?” asked Alex.
“Yes, but not for long, I hope. You see, it is up for sale. Pongo is the last of my animals. I have had him for two years now and he is a good boy. But I must look for a new home for him. I have arthritis and it’s getting harder and harder for me to do these shows. Besides, I’m getting very forgetful these days. I mix things up. Sometimes I get the dates all wrong and people really get mad at me. It better if I find Pongo a good new home. ”
“Then let me take him off your hands,” said Alex quickly with a bright smile.
Zoltan frowned and asked, “What do you mean you take him?”
“Just what I said. You say he needs a new home. He can come and live with my wife and me. This is my wife Abby and this is Dr. Hopkins an associate of mine.”
“Excuse me, Mr. Alex,” said Zoltan. “But do you know anything about caring for a gorilla?”
“No, but I intend to learn. My wife Abby here will teach him to communicate via sign language.”
“You maybe going to put him on television?”
“No, no,” said Alex. “You see, my name is Dr. Alex Hayward and I have a government grant to work on a cultural development project.”
“I don’t understand what you say,” said Zoltan with very little patience.
“I need a gorilla with whom my wife and I can teach communication skills.”
Zoltan looked at him, then Abby and then Dr. Hopkins. He didn’t know if they were crackpots or actually smart people.
“You want to buy or rent my Pongo?”
“Oh very much to buy him,” said Alex with a sincere smile. “How much do you want?”
“I have no idea. I know what I paid for him but I got good deal. The circus he was with went bankrupt. But I’ve spent out a lot of money on him.”
“Name a figure,” Alex said directly.
“You work for government, you say?”
“Yes,” replied Alex enthusiastically. “I tell you, Mr. Zoltan. Let me propose a price and you tell me if it is okay or not. What say $2,000?”
Zoltan was quite pleased with the price but he had to act as though he weren’t. He rubbed his chin and said slowly, “Couldn’t let him go for that. I spent lots of money on him. Hey, you want tricycle and drums and his clothes thrown in, that’s going to cost you extra.”
“I tell you what, Mr. Zoltan. Lock, stock and barrel $3,000. How about that?”
Zoltan smiled and said, “You got a deal. It pleases me my Pongo become a government employee. He a good boy. You see.”
“When can we conclude this sale?” asked Alex on a roll.
“Soonest be in a week or two,” said Zoltan doing mental calculations.
“Could we conclude the sale say about next Wednesday?” asked Alex.
Zoltan thought a long moment. “I can come on Wednesday but not Pongo. After this faire, he got to rest some days before he can do anything else—especially if he go live with somebody new. So maybe I come to see you this coming Wednesday and we make deal. Then I deliver Pongo on the following Saturday. How that sound?”
“Fine, fine, Mr. Zoltan. You’ve made me a very happy man.”
“Me happy too” said Zoltan. “We make good deal. Who pay? You or government?”
“The government will pay you immediately—as soon as the deal is concluded—on Wednesday,” said Alex with sincerity.
“I hope Dr. Reichler can arrange all this by next Wednesday,“ said Dr. Hopkins with some unease.
“I think we can,” said Alex optimistically. “Tomorrow—Monday— we have a committee meeting. We can hammer everything out then. Mr. Zoltan, could you be at my place around two o’clock Wednesday afternoon?”
“What your address?” asked Zoltan.
Alex quickly wrote down the address of the laboratory and gave it to him. “Now here is the address where my laboratory is located. Wednesday, two o’clock, okay?”
“Sure, sure,” replied Zoltan trying to take in all that was happening.
Dr. Hopkins looked at Abby as though he could read her thoughts. He tried to smile but it was difficult. He was closer to a gorilla than he had ever imagined himself in his wildest dreams. Alex though couldn’t have been happier.
The following morning the committee met in the Foundation boardroom. Dr. Reichler called them to order. He smiled at the group, hoping to set a tone of calmness. The various members ranged from somewhat enthusiastic to skeptical to hung over, as was the case with Marvin. Alex sat next to Dr. Hopkins and had a high-spirited look.
“Good morning, lady and gentlemen. Welcome to this morning’s meeting,” said Dr. Reichler. “I will open things up by making a few brief remarks. I have received our budget for the one project we have been awarded this year and in spite of the downsizing of our department, I would like to say that the amount is more than sizable enough to meet all our requirements for the next fiscal year.”
“That wouldn’t by chance include enough for some sort of a bonus, would it?” asked Marvin with a hung-over smile.
“Here, here, damn good question,” said Dr. Botsford.
All of the others except Dr. Hopkins nodded their heads in agreement toward Marvin, who suddenly felt very important.
Dr. Reichler sent his desire for calmness packing and gave them one of his stern bureaucratic looks. “I wouldn’t count our chickens before they hatch. Yes, our expenses are rather low but that doesn’t mean an automatic bonus. Before we even consider such an item, I must see how dedicated you are to this one project of ours. This work of Dr. Hayward’s has got to float if you understand what I mean.”
“No, I’m afraid I don’t understand, Dr. Reichler,” said Dr. Chestermire. “Float? Has that got anything to do with all this damnable water coming our way from all over the United States?”
“I didn’t mean float in the actual sense of the word,” retorted Dr. Reichler briskly. “I was speaking euphemistically. So, to put it in terms you’ll understand, here is the order of the day. Each of you must actively work on this project in some way or another. No goldbricking. This project must appear to be a rousing success. No groaning and moaning will be tolerated. We shall all pitch in and do our fair share. That is all I wanted to say. I will now call upon Dr. Hayward to give us a progress report. Dr. Hayward?”
Alex stood with enthusiasm and said, “Thank you, Dr. Reichler. Members of the committee, I am pleased to report that my project is now well underway. With Dr. Pencock’s help, I have an extraordinary laboratory at the University of Maryland that contains 10 large vats for my water condensing procedure. I already have filled 3 vats with Washington D. C. tap water and am now condensing it. I expect the other water will begin arriving in the next couple of days. As soon as it gets here, I shall fill the other vats and begin their condensation process. I expect the overall reduction process to take about four or five weeks.”
He looked around trying to capture interest on the part of the committee but found most of them had blank stares.
Dr. Pearlmutter spoke up and asked, “Why does it take so long to condense your water? I would have thought it would only be a matter of days.”
“No,” replied Alex. “It has to be a special evaporative process that in Poland is called Cool Dispersion. That means, taking its good time.”
“What good does that do?” asked Dr. Strickler.
“It insures that all chalky substance and minerals have been properly filtered out and any chemical additive will remain. Remember, I am looking for the elusive Elixir X.”
“You think you might have some results in five weeks?” asked Dr. Reichler eagerly.
“At least I will be nearing the end of the condensation process. I will bring down the water in each vat to about 100 gallons. Then I will combine the water from all ten vats into one. I’ll bring that single vat down via Cool Dispersion to about 25 gallons. That will be transferred to a small lab rendering machine where hopefully I will find absolute pure Elixir X.”
“And what if nothing is there?” asked Dr. Botsford with his eyes arched.
“It would mean that I was wrong about some additive being in the water.”
“And that would be the end of your project?” asked Dr. Chestermire.
“No, not at all. It just means I had taken a wrong turn somewhere. You see, I am sure something is causing all this mass moronity and I intend to find out where it’s coming from. I will use my entire year to try and uncover the answer,” said Alex earnestly.
“And what about the gorilla part of the experiment?” asked Dr. Pearlmutter.
“Oh, I very much intend to continue with the gorilla. That is a very important part of my project. Oh, and by the way. Thanks to Dr. Hopkins and his lovely wife Judith, I think, lady and gentlemen, I have found my gorilla.”
Everyone seemed shocked by this announcement.
“Please share this with us,” said Dr. Botsford. “As you can tell by the looks on our faces, we’re highly interested but still skeptical.”
“Dr. and Mrs. Hopkins invited Abby and me to an Irish Faire this past weekend. We attended mainly because we were told a man with a gorilla entertained there. We went and sure enough we encountered a man, Mr. Zoltan, and his East African Lowland gorilla Pongo who were appearing there. They entertained the audience with the usual ape tricks like riding an oversized tricycle, beating on a drum and dancing. After the show, I spoke with Mr. Zoltan and he has agreed to sell us his gorilla.”
The committee looked at one another in a cross between horror and disbelief.
“Just like that?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“Yes, we met this man at the exact right time. He is not in good health and told us he was very interested in finding a new home for his gorilla. I volunteered and he accepted.”
“Splendid,” said Dr. Reichler forcing great enthusiasm. “And how much does he want for his gorilla?”
“Three thousand dollars, which I consider quite a bargain—considering what we’re getting. Dr. Reichler, do you think Dr. Pencock could get a voucher approved by this coming Wednesday so we can conclude the sale?”
“Yes, I’m sure of it if we fill out the paperwork today,” replied Dr. Reichler, being completely unflappable.
“You actually are going to go through with getting one of these creatures?” Dr. Strickler remarked in a bit of stark terror.
“Oh most definitely,” he smiled back at her.
“How close did you get to it?” Dr. Chestermire asked.
Dr. Hopkins laughed and said, “Quite close indeed. In fact, Dr. Hayward volunteered to go up on stage and be the audience participant.”
“What happened?” asked Dr. Pearlmutter.
“The ape grabbed him, twirled him around in sort of a dance and threw him to the floor,” said Dr. Hopkins matter-of-factly.
“Exactly what one would expect from a gorilla,” observed Dr. Botsford. “That gorilla will eat you alive, Dr. Hayward.”
Marvin came back to life briefly and remarked whimsically, “You actually had physical contact with a gorilla, Alex? Man, you’re out of your gourd. I wouldn’t get near an ape if you paid me two bonuses.”
“You are already closer to them than you realize,” replied Alex with a wry smile. “Remember, that is the core aspect of my project.”
“You still have a long way to go to convince me,” said Dr. Botsford.
“I wouldn’t be so stand-offish if I were you, Dr. Botsford,” said Dr. Reichler. “Remember what I said earlier. We all must share in this project.”
“If that means being twirled around by a gorilla and thrown to the ground, no thank you,” said Dr. Botsford with raised eyes. “I’m not interested.”
“Are you resigning?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“Of course not,” sputtered Dr. Botsford. “I just meant—there are limits, you know.”
“Good,” said Dr. Reichler. “You will be called upon to pitch in. As far as it goes with you, Dr. Pencock, you have your work cut out for you. You will help Dr. Hayward at his laboratory and make sure all goes well there. Dr. Strickler, you are in charge of housing and making sure all runs smoothly in that department.”
Dr. Strickler quickly replied in a very strong tone of voice. “I suppose this would be as good a time as any to discuss something extremely important concerning Dr. and Mrs. Hayward’s use of my home. Dr. Hayward and his wife told me they intend to have this gorilla come and live with them. I made it perfectly clear that no gorilla was setting foot inside my house.”
“Dr. Hayward?” Dr. Reichler asked. “Where were you thinking of billeting the gorilla?”
“I actually had thought in the house with us but I see Dr. Strickler is dead set against that.”
“Of course she doesn’t want a gorilla living in her house,” said Dr. Botsford. “Now I have heard everything. Most normal people wouldn’t either, you know. In fact most rational people wouldn’t get within 50 feet of one of those brutes—and here you want to share quarters with one. I’ve never heard of anything so daft. What does your wife say?”
“That is hardly of any consequence,” interjected Dr. Strickler quickly. “The beast is not coming into my house and that is that. It would obviously destroy everything there.”
“I think she has a point, Dr. Hayward,” said Dr. Reichler. “So what is the alternative arrangement, Dr. Strickler?”
“I suppose they could build some sort of quarters for the beast in the back yard. A lot of space is out there and it is rather private from the other neighbors. However, I have no idea who could erect such a structure.”
“Not us, for sure, dear lady. We would have to hire it done,” said Dr. Botsford forcefully. “Last year I went to Home Depot and discussed things with them about a storage unit for my back yard. I outlined what I wanted and they built it, quite simply and cheaply I might add.”
“If things are that simple, Dr. Botsford,” said Dr. Reichler, “then I am appointing you in charge of our gorilla housing module.”
“Oh, please,” Dr. Botsford grumbled.
“If not that, Dr. Botsford, then what could be your contribution?” asked Dr. Reichler. “We all must pitch in and do something. What would you do instead if I might ask?”
Dr. Botsford thought a long moment and then shook his head. “Alright, alright, I suppose I could do that much. But I do not want to come within even viewing distance of that animal. Is that understood?”
“Who knows, Dr. Botsford, you might just take to this gorilla when all is said and done,” said Alex with a positive smile.
“Please, Dr. Hayward. Enough of your perky remarks.” said Dr. Botsford.
Dr. Reichler then asked Alex, “When is this man delivering the gorilla?”
“A week from this coming Saturday. But I will be paying him this Wednesday—day after tomorrow. So, I actually need the government voucher in two days and Pongo’s sleeping quarters in about 9 days.”
“Dr. Botsford, would you be able to contact Home Depot and have them set up one of their modules?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“I suppose so,” replied Dr. Botsford, none too pleased.
“Now,” said Dr. Reichler. “Dr. Pearlmutter, Dr. Chestermire and I have no duties, Dr. Hayward. What would you have in mind for us?”
“The three of you could be tutors,” said Alex with a quick smile.
“Tutors? What do you mean by that?” asked Dr. Chestermire with a bit of fear in his voice.
“As we all know, my wife will be teaching Pongo how to communicate. What I really need is a back-up team to help me educate the gorilla in all sorts of areas such as syntax, geography, history and math.”
“You’ve completely lost me,” smiled Dr. Pearlmutter as though he were being condemned into forced bondage. “You mean you intend to try and educate this gorilla?”
“Absolutely,” said Alex. “Who knows where it may lead?”
“I wouldn’t know where to begin,” Dr. Pearlmutter said indignantly.
“But, Dr. Pearlmutter, isn’t that what your wife does?” said Dr. Reichler. “In fact, isn’t she a fourth grade teacher in the Washington D. C. school system?”
“Yes,” replied Dr. Pearlmutter, “but that is Henrietta—not I.”
“Perfect,” said Alex with a big smile. “Could I count on you and your wife to tutor Pongo in those subjects?”
“What subjects?” asked Dr. Pearlmutter.
“Math and geography. You could even read him some fairy tales,” said Alex with a broad grin.
“How do you exactly go about tutoring an ape in math, geography and fairy tales?” asked Dr. Pearlmutter a bit frustrated.
“The same way you tutor a present-day fourth grader,” said Alex as though it were all quite simple.
“I have no idea how Henrietta would take to this idea—especially if I told her it applied to an ape,” Dr. Pearlmutter said fearfully.
“Well, you have to participate in one way or the other, Dr. Pearlmutter,” said Dr. Reichler sternly. “This is a cooperative effort.”
Dr. Pearlmutter was not a happy man. He nodded his head and said, “All right, I’ll ask her what she thinks about the situation, but I can tell you beforehand she is scared of rabbits. Think of how she will react around a gorilla?”
“Splendid, splendid,” said Alex with an extra dose of enthusiasm. “We’re making great progress. Doesn’t it sound like fun?”
Dr. Pearlmutter looked at Alex as though the word fun no longer existed in his vocabulary.
“Dr. Hayward, that leaves Dr. Chestermire. What kind of tutoring can he do?” asked Dr. Reichler.
“Oh, I’m not sure. What are your hobbies, Dr. Chestermire?” asked Alex.
“I don’t have any,” he replied proudly.
“Oh, come now,” said Dr. Botsford. “Weren’t you the one showing us some poetry of yours that had been published in the journal of that Esoteric Poetry Society you and your wife Muriel belong to?”
“Yes, but that’s not a hobby hobby. I thought you meant something like collecting stamps or coins.”
“Oh, you’re not going to get out of it that easily,” puffed Dr. Botsford.
“Poetry? That’s wonderful,” said Alex. “Poetry will do very nicely. You and your wife can read poetry to Pongo.”
“My wife and I read poetry to a gorilla? I wouldn’t even know where to start,” replied Dr. Chestermire as though the entire idea was ridiculous.
“You could start with A Child’s Garden of Verses by Robert Louis Stevenson,” said Alex with excitement. “And you could progress from there. Do you think you would enjoy something like that, Dr. Chestermire?”
“No, but it doesn’t appear I have much choice,” said Dr. Chestermire, letting out a deep breath. “I must warn you though, my wife and I have quite a few allergies and I don’t know how we will take to this ape. I will do my best to cooperate though.”
“Thanks, guys,” Alex said with a nice smile. “You’re wonderful.”
He then looked at Dr. Hopkins and said, “Dr. Hopkins, I think I know the very thing for you and your wife Judith. Since your wife is such an accomplished artist, you two can teach him to paint. How about that?”
“If you think it will do the creature any good, we’ll do our best,” said Dr. Hopkins trying to set a tone of togetherness.
“Now what about me?” Dr. Reichler asked with an elfin grin.
“Oh, yes, I mustn’t leave you out, Dr. Reichler. I’d like you to read the classics to Pongo—anything from Shakespeare on down.”
“Any suggestions as to where I should begin?” asked Dr. Reichler, hoping his forced enthusiasm would rub off onto the others.
“Oh, let’s see,” said Alex as he thought a minute. “Yes, I think Romeo and Juliet would be a great place to start.”
“Excellent suggestion,” replied Dr. Reichler.
“I’m sure you will give it a rousing rendition,” said Dr. Botsford with a sly smile.
“Only one problem,” said Dr. Reichler. “I can’t read all the parts myself. I would have to have at least a Juliet.”
Dr. Botsford looked at Dr. Strickler and said while smothering a grin, “I’m sure Dr. Strickler would be glad to oblige.”
“Speak for yourself, Dr. Botsford,” snapped Dr. Strickler. “I think your wife Rainbow would be perfect for the role.”
Dr. Reichler clapped his hands very quickly and with a big smile on his worried face said, “I think everything is coming along swimmingly. Are there any more suggestions or comments before we adjourn our meeting?”
Dr. Botsford’s gruffness overcame him. He banged his hand on the conference table and said, “I simply do not understand why people must waste their time trying to educate an ape. What can that possibly accomplish? You don’t think we’re going to be able to humanize this gorilla, do you, Dr. Hayward?”
“We don’t know until we’ve tried it,” said Alex with a grin.
Dr. Reichler looked at his committee and gave them a reassuring smile. They on the other hand did not return it.
“Any other questions before we go our merry ways?” Dr. Reichler asked.
“Not a question,” said Dr. Botsford. “Just a comment. I consider Dr. Hayward the most complete optimist I’ve ever met in my life. I’m sure if he fell from the sixtieth floor of a skyscraper, he’d yell out halfway down, ‘So far, so good’.”
Alex was completely undaunted by the remark. He gave his colleagues a big smile and thanked them for their help. Everyone except Dr. Reichler and Dr. Hopkins looked at him as if he had a carrot growing out of his ear.
Dr. Daniel Botsford and his wife, Rainbow, entered the Home Depot Store in Bethesda, Maryland. He was not dressed in his formal committee gear of suit and tie but in slacks and a sort of floral-print Hawaiian shirt. He was wearing a Trader Jim type straw hat and hardly looked like the same person. His wife, Rainbow, was a tall, gaunt woman with teeth too large for her mouth. She had long, tied-in-a-pony-tail dishwater blond hair. She was wearing a kind of Hawaiian sunshine dress that hung on her loosely. They seemed a devoted couple, being they did not stray from one another’s side as they walked through the area.
“Danny, are you sure it was this Home Depot we were in before?” Rainbow asked with a toothy grin.
“Oh, yes, I remember it distinctly, don’t you?” he said lovingly as he pointed to a hot dog stand. “There’s that humorous little man out front selling hot dogs. You know him– he’s dressed like a professor with a cap and gown. He’s got a sign that says Ernie’s Educated Hot Dogs—the dogs that’s put two of my children through college.”
She looked over at the stand and did indeed see the man to whom her husband was referring. “Remarkable,” she smiled. “Yes, yes, he’s the one I had the conversation with. You recall my telling him I was a vegetarian but would be glad to patronize his cart if he opened up a line of meatless hot dogs.”
“I’m sure he appreciated your straightforwardness, Rainbow. That’s what I always like about you: You tell folks exactly what’s on your mind.”
“Oh, Danny, look over there. They’re having a sale on pitchforks. Ours is way past the age of retirement.”
“Then I’d say by all means we’ll have one as soon as we finish with our little mission of mercy.”
They entered the store and Dr. Botsford looked around. “Now, where is that customer service area? You know, where we ordered our storage hut.”
“I think they must have moved things around in here. It used to be all the way in the back.”
Getting a bit flustered Dr. Botsford went up to an associate and asked in a rather commanding voice, “Where is your customer service desk? You seemed to have moved it on me.”
“No, it’s mostly where it’s always been,” said the man pleasantly. “It used to be next to the lumber section but now it’s an entirely new section in the paint and tile department.”
They thanked the man and made their way to the paint and tile section of the store, looking at several items along the way. Presently they found the service desk. Dr. Botsford went up to the counter and with his hand hit a small bell there. Soon a pleasant young man came from out of nowhere.
“Hi, I’m Jim. Welcome to Home Depot. May I help you?”
“Yes, we’re interested in purchasing one of your metal storage modules,” said Dr. Botsford.
“Of course. Are you familiar with our line?”
“Yes, my wife and I bought one from you last year which we had installed in our back yard. We’re quite happy with it.”
“How large of a module did you purchase?”
“I believe it was your medium size.”
“I presume you’ve outgrown it and need another?”
“No, this is for a young couple who have just moved here from California. They need what I think would be a rather large size.”
“Okay,” said Jim pleasantly. “For what purpose are they going to be using the module?”
“Actually it’s going to be the dormitory for a gorilla they’ve taken in.”
“Excuse me?” said the man with an unalterable Home-Depot smile.
Rainbow gave him a toothy grin and said, “They’re sort of adopting a gorilla. They don’t want to bring him into the house for obvious reasons. Their idea, as well as that of their landlord, is that their gorilla needs a separate living area in their backyard. So, what size do you think would fit a gorilla?”
The young man looked at them and his professional smile began to drift away slightly. “Are you serious? A gorilla?”
“Of course, young man. Do you think I would just make all this up if it weren’t true?” said Dr. Botsford getting a bit huffy. “This is not easy for me coming here like this and explaining all this to you. So, which size of these would fit a gorilla?”
“Frankly I don’t know,” said the formerly unflappable young man. “You say this isn’t for yourselves but some friends of yours?”
“That’s right and I’d just as soon get this over with as quickly as possible if you don’t mind.”
“Of course, sir,” said the young man trying to reclaim his professional Home-Depot look. “I think I can write this up for you immediately.”
Dr. Botsford looked relieved and said, “Thank you.”
He turned to Rainbow and said, “I’m a bit famished. I think we should check out the Educated Dog on our way out to see if they have finally gone vegan.”
The young man got his smile back suddenly and said, “Oh, yes, they’re now vegan. They have something called the Garden Dog – you know a play on the words guard dog and the fact it’s 100% vegetarian. Pretty good. I’ve tried one.”
“Really?” replied Dr. Botsford. “That is indeed heartening news. Now could we conclude this storage matter?”
“Okay,” said the young man as he grabbed an order pad. “Let’s get the details. First of all, you want the large size.”
“Yes, I would say so,” replied Dr. Botsford.
Jim looked in his catalogue and came up with a page that showed a picture and the specifications for a large storage unit.
“Ah, here it is,” said Jim with a big smile. “It’s made of steel, is 852 square cubic feet, has a strong door, is ten feet wide, fourteen feet long and eight feet high. I’d say a gorilla might feel at home and comfy in such a unit. It’s on special today for only $549. Delivery and installation are extra of course, as you already know. How does this one look to you?”
Rainbow looked at the salesman and asked, “You don’t exactly know the dimensions of a gorilla, do you?”
“No, not right off,” replied Jim, “but I could phone customer service and see if they know.”
Dr. Botsford became a bit bored with the whole procedure and took a quick look at the catalogue and said, “I think this will do nicely.”
“I presume you want this delivered and set up.”
“Yes, but it has to be set up no later than by Wednesday of next week. Could you nail down that date for us? You were out to our place Johnny on the spot when we bought our unit.”
“Oh, no problem, sir. I can fix that up for you right away.”
“We paid a hundred for delivery and installation,” said Rainbow. “Will this one be the same?”
“Let me look and see,” he said as he squinted at the fine print at the bottom of the page. “No, that will be a little more. This one is $200.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” said Dr. Botsford. “After all this is government money we’re spending.”
“Very good,” said Jim. “I’ll just fill out the work order if that is okay with you.”
“Absolutely. We’re delighted to get this chore concluded,” said Dr. Botsford with a shrug.
“How will you be paying for this?” asked Jim.
Dr. Botsford pulled out an envelope that he handed to the associate. The young man read it and then smiled. “Oh, a government voucher. Good as gold—considering the economy. So, let’s just get your work order completed. Would you be so good as to write in your name where it says purchaser and then the name and address of the people where the merchandise will be delivered? We also need a contact telephone number.”
Dr. Botsford filled in the information as quickly as he could. “The telephone is not mine. It is the manager of the property. The gorilla people are renters. Now, you will have this in on Wednesday of next week, right? That is very important.”
“Oh, sure, sure,” said Jim as he tore off a copy of the work order and handed it to Dr. Botsford. The young man shook hands with both Dr. Botsford and his wife.
Dr. Botsford and Rainbow seemed much relieved. She smiled and said, “We should now go and see about one those vegan hot dogs the young man was mentioning.”
“They’re quite tasty,” the young man said as he waved good-bye to them. Quickly as though it were an afterthought, he added, “Congratulations to the new parents of the gorilla.”
They looked at him strangely and he gave them a somewhat embarrassed grin. They walked away without further ado. Jim looked at the work order, pursed his lips and said out loud. “Gorilla?”
By Tuesday all of the water finally arrived from the different cities in the United States to Alex’s lab at the University of Maryland. He and Marvin busied themselves siphoning it into the large vaporizing tanks. Alex seemed to be in heaven but Marvin looked like he couldn’t be less interested and was foot dragging. Alex had a big hose connected to a large container of water that he was adding to one of the vats.
“Come on, Marvin, let’s try to get the last of this water loaded into the vats. As soon as I finish here with Dothan, Alabama, we only have the Miami and Topeka, Kansas water left. If we work super hard, I think we can finish by early tonight.”
“This is not fun, you realize—or not for me, that is. I have never been so sick of water in my life. From now on, it’s straight scotch or vodka for me.”
“I can guarantee you’ll be much healthier for it. Now please drive that container of Topeka water over to vat 6. I’ll join you in a minute.”
“What say we call it a day? I’ll gladly buy you a drink at my favorite watering hole.”
“Nope,” said Alex with a grin, “I can’t wait until tomorrow to get this brewing. Remember, the sooner we get it cooking, the sooner we can see some results.”
“After all this work, I certainly hope we get some results. I still think all of this is a lot of toro poo poo.”
“You must be more positive, Marvin. Trust me, everything is going to work out great,” said Alex with a cheery smile.
Marvin walked over to a mechanical loading cart, climbed on it and drove the container of water over to a big container marked Topeka. He hooked it up to the loading vehicle and in a NASCAR manner jockeyed it over to Vat 6.
Alex noticed and yelled out, “Marvin! Watch how you’re driving. I’d hate to spill one of those containers. It could set us back as much as two weeks.”
Marvin nodded and cut out his grand standing. Over at Vat 6, he dutifully got down, hooked up a siphoning tube and started the water flowing into the vat. He quickly took a drink of it.
Alex saw him and went running over. “What are you doing?”
“Just seeing if Topeka water tasted any different than Dothan, Alabama, water. I’m sure you won’t miss a mouthful.”
“It’s not that. You might be doing yourself a disservice by ingesting what I highly suspect is a concentrated sample.”
“Meaning?” said Marvin in a bored manner.
“I suspect those two cities of having at least a double portion of Elixir X in them. I suspect citizens there are reverting to simian traits faster than anywhere else outside of Washington D. C. ”
“I didn’t taste anything different. Water is water, you know.”
“No, I do not know. That is the point of this entire investigation. Now, we can’t tarry, Marvin. This is serious work.”
“Hey, want to join me for a little fun after we finish here? I always take in happy hour at my favorite hangout called Home. There’s a real neat chick there who seems to dig you.”
Alex made sure the water was flowing properly in Vat 6 and at the same time said, “Nope, happy hour for me is a dry martini with Abby at home. Besides, how would somebody at that bar even know who I was?”
Marvin looked a bit caught but shrugged it off. “Oh, you know it’s just happy talk at happy hour. I was telling this fantastic chick a bit about you and she said you sounded neat to her and she’d love to meet you.”
Alex frowned. “I suppose it’s innocent enough but I don’t think it is prudent to talk about my project with strangers. For one thing, they won’t understand it and loose talk could accidentally cause some adverse reaction. So, promise me you won’t speak about this any more to anyone, okay?”
“Sure, sure,” said Marvin with a downplaying shrug of the shoulders. “My lips are sealed.”
At that time, Dr. Botsford and his wife Rainbow appeared in the laboratory. They saw Marvin and Alex and walked in their direction.
Marvin noticed them approaching and signaled Alex. “Hey, Al, some of our playmates are here.”
Alex looked up. He smiled, stepped down from Vat 6 and met them. “Hello, hello. Welcome to my laboratory, Dr. Botsford.”
They shook hands. “So this is where big things are going to happen? Oh, this is my wife Rainbow. Rainbow, this is Dr. Alex Hayward, the young man of the water and ape.”
“I’m so glad to finally meet you,” she said with her toothy grin. “Danny has told me so much about you.”
Marvin suppressed a laugh but Alex was sincerely complimented. “I’m very glad to meet you, Mrs. Botsford.”
Marvin said in a smartass sort of way, “Did you come by for a tour or were you just thirsty?”
“No,” replied Dr. Botsford. “We actually came by to tell you that we did manage to get your module for the gorilla.”
“Oh, splendid,” said Alex. “Now that I have all the water here and the gorilla element of my project falling into place, I’m happy to say that I am extremely pleased.”
“They promised to deliver it by next Wednesday,” said Dr. Botsford.
“That’s wonderful, Dr. Botsford.”
“Capital. Capital. I’m glad things are coming along for you. At any rate, I’ve done my duty,” Dr. Botsford said trying to be pleasant. “Now, we must be going. Got a ton of things to do, you know.”
“I’d love to show you around,” said Alex proudly.
Before Dr. Botsford could answer, Rainbow spoke up. “Oh, yes, I’d love to see what you’re up to. I must admit from what Danny has told me, this project of yours is a little uncommon to say the least.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” interjected Marvin with a know-it-all smile.
“I don’t think we have time, dear,” said Dr. Botsford.
“Of course we do,” Rainbow quickly corrected him. “We weren’t going to do anything in particular except go back to Home Depot and pick up that pitchfork we forgot. And of course while we’re there, we could perhaps take the opportunity to have another one of those delicious Garden Dogs.”
“Garden Dog?” said Alex with a not-understanding look.
“Yes,” said Rainbow. “They have this marvelous hot dog stand out front and they serve a special vegetarian hot dog called the Garden Dog. They’re just delicious. Danny and I are vegetarians, you know.”
“Oh, I see,” said Alex pleasantly. “Vegetarians. You know, something just came to me, Mrs. Botsford. When my gorilla arrives, I must think about its diet. You know they are vegetarians too. Perhaps you could volunteer to be in charge of Pongo’s diet.”
“Pongo? Is that the name of the gorilla?” she asked pleasantly.
“Yes, that’s what its present owner calls him. I see no need to change his name, do you?”
“Absolutely not. I think Pongo is a beautiful name. I shall be pleased to do research on the Internet and come up with some dietary suggestions.”
Dr. Botsford puffed up as though he were getting fluxed. “No, Rainbow, I think you are over-extended in your many projects as it is. I don’t see how you can take another one on. Besides, I’m not keen about your having anything to do with a gorilla.”
“I think it would be exciting. No, Danny, I want to do this.”
“Oh, thank you, Mrs. Botsford. I really do appreciate your help,” smiled Alex in deep appreciation.
“Oh, you don’t have to be so formal with me. I’m Rainbow to everyone. Just let me know when you need the meals to begin and Danny and I will deliver them.”
Her husband looked trapped.
“Now,” she added. “Could you give us a tour of your water baking activities?”
Marvin wearing sunglasses walked into Home, went downstairs and took a seat at the bar. Not taking his glasses off, he seemed not to have his usual enthusiasm.
The bartender came over and said rather gingerly. “Oh, it’s you. I didn’t recognize you with your sunglasses. What’s up? Hung over?”
“Yeah, with water. I’ve never been so sick of the stuff,” he replied.
“So what’s with the sunglasses?”
“They’re my comfort, pal. They kind of help me within my framework if you get what I mean,” said Marvin as though he were feeling sorry for himself.
“Nope, sorry I don’t understand what you mean. Are your sunglasses expensive?”
“Eight bucks. I wear them for run-of-the-mill occasions like coming here and when I’m out riding my skateboard. I’ve got a pair of Armani that cost a fortune. I wear those when I’m trying to score big or impress someone at work.”
“So, what are you drinking on this run-of-the-mill occasion?” asked the bartender as though he had had it with Marvin.
“A scotch and for heaven sakes, don’t put any water in it.”
The bartender walked off while Marvin propped his head on his hand. Shortly the bartender returned with his drink.
“I gave you house scotch. I hope that fits the occasion,” he said as he served the drink. Marvin threw him a five-dollar bill and indicated for him to keep the change. The bartender nodded his thanks and took off down the bar.
He took a swig of his drink and let out a long sigh.
Sitting at the end of the bar partially hidden from view was Anne. She watched him a bit and frowned slightly. She then got up and walked over.
“Hi, Mr. Hardly-Davidson. What’s going on? Are you here incognito?” she said as she approached him.
He looked at her unenthusiastically and replied, “Oh, you mean the sunglasses bit. Yeah, I’m wearing them to shut the world out.”
“What world?” she asked in fake kindness.
"Water world. Water, water, water. That’s all I’m up to these days.”
“I’m afraid you’ve lost me. “What’s water got to do with your looking like a bummed-out hair fairy?”
“Because all I’ve known for the last week is water. Water from Los Angeles, water from Dothan, Alabama, water from you name it.”
“Oh, you and the professor are up to some neat water tricks huh?”
“Yeah, I guess you could call it that. We just finished late this afternoon putting all that water into 10 gigantic vats.”
“Sounds fascinating. Now what’s next on your dance card?”
“Evaporating it slowly, slowly, slowly until—.” He stopped and looked at her without much friendliness. “Why should you care? I don’t even know why you come to this club. It sure isn’t for sex or I would have been into your pants a half-dozen times by now. You’re a tease—you know that?”
“Hey, it just means once you do hit the jackpot with me, you’re going to enjoy yourself even more. Half the fun of scoring is the anticipation. Didn’t your father teach you anything?”
“Ha, ha,” he said. “I’ve given up on you. You talk big but those legs of yours are stuck together with crazy glue as far as I’m concerned.”
“Where’s your water buddy? I thought you were going to bring him by and introduce him.”
“He’s no fun, I can tell you. Just a bunch of silly work and no play.”
She frowned slightly and then leaned on him, “You’ve got my curiosity batting a thousand.”
He lifted his head, looked directly at her and took off his sunglasses. “How curious are you?”
“Curious enough to promise you the best piece of pussy you’ve ever had if you introduce me to him.”
She gave Marvin her best sexy look and then leaned over and nibbled on his ear. He came out of his funk a bit and looked at her. “You mean if I introduce you to this guy, you’ll give me a piece of ass—no bullshit?”
“Yeah, my legs will finally go up into the stratosphere.”
“Knowing you, you’d probably try to make out with him which I could guarantee you would be a total waste of time. Besides, your reliability score isn’t any too good with me so far.”
She gave him a sweet smile and rubbed up against his leg, “No, honey, trust me. It’s you I’m really after. He’s just for kicks. I haven’t met up with a good nerd recently and I thought he might be on for a few laughs. It’d certainly unglue my legs.”
He studied her over. She turned around like a runway model and gave him several flips of the tongue.
“You aren’t shitting me, are you?” he said almost in a pant.
“No, little darling, you can be dead sure of it. So when do you think you might get this dork here in the flesh?”
“Well, he’s going to get delivery of his gorilla next Wednesday. He’ll be awfully happy about that. Maybe I could convince him to come here and celebrate.”
She smiled pleasantly and with her knee rubbed him on the crotch. “Honey, you’re practically up to your balls in paradise.”
Abby was on the phone talking with her mother in California. While she talked, she worked on a large bulletin board she had set up in the living room. In a trough at the bottom of the board, she had placed a lot of pencils, pens and crayons. She had divided the surface of the board into a series of small rectangular boxes. In many of them, she had placed a word and a photo or illustration. She was quite busy putting words and illustrations into boxes while she spoke.
“Sorry, Mom, I can’t talk for long. I’m trying to finish up my Evolution Board before I start preparing dinner.”
“What’s an Evolution Board?” asked Elaine flatly.
“It’s the way I am going to teach Pongo communication skills.”
“Pongo? You actually are going to try and teach a gorilla?”
“Yes, and I’ve got to finish this board as soon as I can. Alex has found someone with a gorilla for sale. He and the man are going to meet tomorrow to finalize the sale. Then a week from tomorrow the gorilla will be ours.”
“And then what?” asked Elaine incredulously.
“I start on his lessons the next day.”
“You realize how all this is going to sound to your sisters, don’t you?”
“Thanks, Mom. I suggest you don’t tell them.”
“And what is Alex up to if I might inquire?”
“He has all of his water and has placed it into vats and is waiting for it to reduce to its basic elements.”
“Oh, that sounds lovely. Now what’s the purpose of that?”
“Mom, I can’t go into it now. It’s too complicated.”
“And how are you going to teach a gorilla? Aren’t you afraid to be around it?”
“I don’t know yet. I guess I’ll soon find that out. Well, mom, I’ve got to finish this up and get dinner started. It was nice talking with you.”
“Don’t you want to hear why I called?”
“Oh, you mean there’s more? Sure, Mom. Go ahead,” said Abby as she continued placing items on her board.
“Your father and I are coming to Washington D. C. next month. His accounting firm represents the California University Association of Credit Unions and they are considering investing their funds in the Mayflower Investment Group. Your father is to represent his clients and possibly enter into transaction contracts at committee meetings. He’ll also attend a conference of the Mayflower Alliance. He will be the special guest of the president of the group—a Mr. Randal Turnbull. I admit I’ve never heard of him but he does sound awfully important. Do you know who he is?”
“No, I’m afraid I’ve never heard the name, Mom. Sorry.”
“We’ll be there in Washington D. C. for two weeks,” Elaine said.
Abby stopped working and breathed out deeply before continuing. She finally got her composure.
“Mom, I don’t mean to be inhospitable but I don’t think given our schedule we could have you stay with us for two weeks,” said Abby timidly.
Elaine laughed and said, “Oh, don’t be silly, Abby. We would never think of coming and staying with you and Alex for two weeks. We’re being put up at the Mayflower Hotel where all the meetings will be held.”
“We do need to get together though, Mom,” said Abby much relieved.
“Of course, dear. Your father and I have already talked it over and we thought maybe we could come and spend a couple of days with you—if that would be all right.”
Abby was extremely pleased to hear this and said, “Mom, that would be lovely. You just pick the two days and we’ll do it.”
“Actually they’ve already been picked for us,” said Elaine. “They’re our first week end because no conferences are scheduled for then.”
“That will be wonderful. Alex will be happy to hear this. I’m sure he will want to take us all out to dinner at a nice place. Would you like that?”
“Of course, sounds lovely, dear. I’ll keep you informed. Well, I’d better let you go and get back to your monkey business,” she said with a bit of a twitter.
“Sure, Mom. Thanks for calling.”
“Good-bye, Abby. See you soon.”
Abby had a frozen look on her face as she hung up the phone. She took a seat dejectedly.
Alex came running downstairs with a medium-sized box in his arms and joined her in the den. “Abby, you’re not going to believe what I have run into. It’s fantastic. I’m so excited I can hardly speak.”
He looked at her and she remained motionless. “Didn’t you hear me?” he asked. “I have important news.”
“Yeah, me too,” she looked up at him dejectedly. “Mom and Dad are coming next month.”
He was so excited he failed at first to understand what she had said. It then sank in. “Did you say your Mom and Dad were coming for a visit?”
“Yes, Dad’s coming for some big meeting in Washington D. C. and then they’re going to come and stay with us for a couple of days.”
Alex smiled and said, “Oh, two days. That’s nothing. I’m sure we can fit them in. I’d even like to take them out to a nice restaurant.”
“I’ve already read your mind on that. Mom sounded pleased. Now what has you so excited?”
His face jumped back to its smile as he remembered his news. “This is really something. You know that box of materials your Polish friend sent me just before we left to come here—the one I was too busy to open?”
“Yes, what about it?”
“It’s the missing link in all my studies. You see, when I stayed at Professor Poniotofsky’s, I worked only on what materials were in his home. This box contains his private experimental logbooks from his laboratory. This tells what he was working on when he came up missing.”
“And you read Polish,” she said with a blank face.
“No, for some reason, he kept his notes in English as though it were some sort of code. That’s the good part. I guess he figured it kept local prying eyes at bay.”
“You mean there’s more than just Elixir X?” she asked rather interestedly.
“Indeed there is,” Alex said excitedly. “This box contains all his notes on Elixir Y—the missing link elixir.”
“What could that possibly be?” said Abby as she looked at the contents of the box.
“Elixir X is what I believe is being put into water to make people dumb or turn them into apes. The professor in his lab notes here says that an obvious ying-yang factor is involved.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Alex. Ying-yang?”
“Yes, every positive has its negative and every negative has its positive. Elixir X is the negative formula Professor Poniotofsky discovered that can put us on an evolutionary roll back. He was working on his new theory when he disappeared.”
“And what would that be?” she asked cautiously as though she hoped his answer wouldn’t involve an elongated explanation.
“It means that just as you can turn someone into an ape, you can turn an ape into a human being. Don’t you see what I’m getting at?”
“Oh, no,” she said. “You’re thinking of turning Pongo into a human being?”
“Exactly!” he said as he almost danced with enthusiasm.
“You haven’t even gotten your hands onto Elixir X yet and here you are looking for Elixir Y. So where does this new elixir come from?”
“If I’m lucky and actually find Elixir X in all of that drinking water, then it will be a simple task of analyzing the product and performing ying-yang—using all Elixir X’s opposite composition products—and then I will have Elixir Y.”
“You know, Alex, you make my head spin—especially after I’ve had a phone call with my mother. Actually I’m very pleased with your new findings but we best concentrate our efforts on what’s facing us at the moment—namely, boiling down water, getting a gorilla and finding some way to entertain my parents for two days. And, Alex, as far as telling your colleagues about Elixir Y, I think it would be best not to mention it just yet. It might confuse them even more than they already are. Now, what would you like for dinner? Chili dogs X or Sloppy Joes Y?”
He smiled and winked as though he appreciated her humor. He looked at the board she has been working on and nodded his head in approval. She took the professor’s box from his arms, placed it on a nearby table, gave him a hug and guided him into the kitchen.
The following day found Alex walking from vat to vat in his laboratory checking on the evaporation process. He glanced occasionally at his watch. Marvin arrived looking totally uninterested in anything remotely going on in the laboratory.
Alex noticed him and came running over to meet him. “Do you have the payment voucher?”
“Yes, yes, it’s all signed, sealed and now delivered. You don’t really need me here to finalize the transaction with this Zoltan man, do you?”
“Of course, I do. You represent the committee and I want you to meet this man so you will be able to report on this transaction.”
“Oh, well, I guess I can stay a while. When is he supposed to get here?”
“Both of you have shown up late. You were supposed to be here an hour ago and he seems to be running about a half hour behind,” said Alex.
“You never can tell about these esoteric types, Alex. Maybe this Zoltan person has changed his mind and wants to hold on to his gorilla. After all, his ape appears to be the principal source of his income. Even so, I can’t believe he brings in enough to keep himself and his ape alive.”
“I certainly hope he doesn’t change his mind. That would be catastrophic and a major embarrassment for me in front of the committee.”
About that time Professor Redding, the head of the laboratory section of the university, came bounding into the area. He was followed by Zoltan. The professor saw Alex and Marvin and headed in their direction.
“Hello there, my esteemed colleagues. I have a Mr. Zoltan whom I believe has an appointment with you gentlemen,” Professor Redding said with his usual gusto. “He was quite lost and I thought it best if I personally delivered him.”
“Thank you, thank you,” said Alex with a big smile as he met them and shook both their hands.
Zoltan was a bit amazed at all the paraphernalia and had a suspicious look on his face.
“It is good to see you again, Mr. Zoltan,” said Alex being friendly.
“It is good to see you again, Mr. Haywire,” he replied.
Marvin let out a cackle. “Haywire? This guy is a card.”
Alex nervously corrected him. “I’m Dr. Hayward but you can call me Alex.”
“Oh, yes, sorry,” said Zoltan as he looked around the place. “What you got going on here?”
“These are my experiments I told you about.”
“Oh, yeah? What my gorilla got to do with all these tanks?”
“Nothing,” said Alex with a reassuring smile. “Absolutely nothing. He is going to be taught to communicate with humans.”
“Really?” said Zoltan. “How you going to do that?”
“My wife is going to teach him a special form of communication tied together with sign language.”
“Gorilla?” said Dr. Redding with a surprised look. “What is this about a gorilla?”
Alex smiled at him and said in an explaining manner, “Mr. Zoltan has come here today to conclude a deal about my purchasing a gorilla he owns.”
Dr. Redding’s smile froze on his face as he said in an inquisitive manner, “You’re buying a gorilla, Dr. Hayward?”
“Yes, you see it’s the second half of my project. I had to actually have a real live gorilla.”
“Oh, I’m afraid you can’t bring a gorilla in here,” said Dr. Redding with deep conviction. “That would never do.”
“No, I do not intend for the gorilla to stay here. It will stay at my house.”
“Oh, is that so?” said Dr. Redding. “You are not afraid of gorillas? You have some experience with them, I take it.”
“None,” said Alex as though he were tired of digging himself out of potholes. “It is a very secured set of circumstances, Dr. Redding. My wife is a communications specialist.”
“Oh, I see,” said Dr. Redding. “Fascinating—I suppose I’d like to hear more about it but I have an appointment with a graduate student. I trust you will excuse me and I will leave you with Mr. Zoltan.”
Dr. Redding gave all three of them a quick farewell and left.
Alex quickly turned his attention to Zoltan. “It is so nice to see you again, Mr. Zoltan. I presume you are ready to conclude our business deal.”
Zoltan looked him up and down and then looked around the place. “What you going to do to Pongo? Here doesn’t look like very nice place for my Pongo. You going to do bad things to my Pongo?”
“No, no, no, Mr. Zoltan. As I just told Dr. Redding, Pongo will be living at my house. He will be quite comfortable and well taken care of I can guarantee you.”
“He going to live in your house? I don’t even let Pongo live with me. He a good boy but he can get sassy from time to time. You can handle him?”
“I think so just as long as I don’t run out of eyelashes,” said Alex as though he were semi-trying to make a joke.
“You certainly wouldn’t find me taking in an ape as a roommate,” said Marvin with a confidential wink to Zoltan.
“Who he?” asked Zoltan pointing to Marvin.
“This is Dr. Marvin Pencock. He is with the committee that is sponsoring my government project. He has brought the government payment voucher for you.”
Marvin jumped into his professional suit and said in a business manner, “I believe you agreed with Dr. Hayward you would accept three-thousand dollars for your gorilla. Is that correct?”
“Yeah, I tell him that. But that was before I see all this stuff here.”
Alex tried to put him at ease with a big smile and a pat on the back. “Actually Pongo is going to have it very nice. Our committee has arranged to have special quarters built for him in the back of my and my wife’s home. She will teach him to communicate in sign language and a vegetarian will supervise his meals. Pongo is going to live a very nice life, Mr. Zoltan.”
Zoltan smiled as though he were convinced and said, “Good, good. He’s a fine boy. Young male gorilla. Smart but very tender-hearted.”
Marvin, continuing to play Mr. Big Enchilada, said in a slightly demanding manner, “Why are you getting rid of this gorilla?”
Zoltan looked like he was going to cry as he shook his head. “It breaks my heart. He and I great friends. We work shopping centers and strip malls from Philadelphia to Camden to Washington D. C. All the children love Pongo. But times no good anymore. Children these days not interested in Pongo—they interested in pot, loud music, and sex. Nowadays, we lucky to play outside a doughnut shop.”
Marvin scrunched his lips up and said, “Alex, are you sure you really need this gorilla?”
“Absolutely,” replied Alex quickly. “I think Pongo is the perfect gorilla.”
“Do you think you will be able to handle him?” asked Zoltan.
“I think I can,” replied Alex with a big, comfortable smile. “I’m going to have lots of help from my wife and the government people I work with. We’re all going to become his best friends—I know it.”
“Speak for yourself, chum,” said Marvin under his breath.
“So, let’s do it,” said Alex to Marvin. “Please give Mr. Zoltan his check.”
Marvin took out the voucher and before handing it to Zoltan said, “This is a government voucher you understand. It’s good as gold. I’m giving you this for your gorilla. However, I have a paper here which you must first sign.”
“What paper say?”
“It just states that you have sold us one gorilla named Pongo for three-thousand dollars. Now, if you’ll sign it, I’ll turn over the voucher to you.”
Marvin put both the voucher and the paper on a nearby desk. He held out a pen for Zoltan.
Alex was anxiously awaiting the deal to be completed. Marvin looked like he couldn’t care one way or the other. Zoltan hesitated slightly but then in a manner of great decision, signed the paper, took the voucher and looked at it.
Marvin gave Alex an uninterested look and said, “Alex, my boy, I think you are the proud pappa of one gorilla named Pongo. I hope you two will be very happy.”
Alex smiled broadly. He and Zoltan shook hands. Marvin as though he were a power broker said, “I hope both parties are satisfied.”
“Oh, yeah, me happy. I see Mr. Alex a good guy. I think he and Pongo make great friends. When you want me to deliver Pongo?”
“What about this coming Saturday? I have a housing module that will be set up on Thursday and then we’ll be all set. I’ll take this coming weekend off from my water sampling studies so I can spend two whole days getting Pongo used to his new circumstances. Things are really falling into place. Wednesday is a big day for us, Marvin. We will finish emptying all the water you brought here into the vats. Wednesday will be something to celebrate.”
“Good idea, Mr. Alex. I bring him on Saturday. What time you want him?”
“Anytime in the afternoon will be fine.”
Marvin smiled and replied, “You mentioned we should celebrate on Wednesday. I’m all with you there—for sure both of us will celebrate.”
Alex didn’t understand and had a curious look on his face. “What do you mean, both of us?”
“You must promise me, Alex, you will go with me for a celebration drink at my favorite bar that day.”
Alex smiled and said, “I suppose we could have a quick one. I owe you that much. It truly will be a day to celebrate, finally getting all the water into the evaporating vats and getting my gorilla. ”
“Here, Mr. Zoltan,” said Alex. “Let me write down my home address for you. This is where you will bring Pongo.”
Zoltan nodded with a big smile and waited for Alex to finish writing out the address. Zoltan looked at it and said, “Oh, this easy address to find. Pongo and I do gig once at Dunking Doughnuts not too far from this address. By the way, Pongo loves cinnamon rolls. He really do big trick for you if you give him a cinnamon roll.”
“Well, that’s nice to know,” said Marvin trying to be cute. “I guess I should run out and get us a dozen right away.”
Alex tried to pass Marvin’s cuteness off as being nice. He shook Zoltan’s hand and said, “I’ll see you on Saturday afternoon. Now, would you like one of us to walk you back to your vehicle? One can easily get lost on this big university campus.”
“Oh, I’ll do that,” said Marvin with a smile. “I was just leaving. I’ll be glad to walk with you.”
“Oh, you’re not staying?” said Alex.
“No,” said Marvin. “I’ve got to go see an Indian about a blanket.”
“What does that mean?” asked Alex as though he were confused.
“It’s happy hour for me.”
“Of course. Home—your home away from home.”
“Which I will initiate you in this coming Wednesday.”
Alex shook Zoltan’s hand and said, “Glad to have seen you again, Mr. Zoltan. My associate Marvin is leaving and he will escort you back to the parking lot.”
“See you next Saturday, Mr. Alex,” said Zoltan.
Alex gleefully went back to his work. Marvin led Zoltan out of the laboratory and to the elevator. They both smiled at one another without much meaning.
Once they got outside the building, Zoltan scanned the area and then said, “Oh, I’m parked over there. So glad to have met you, Mr. Marvin. I am sure everyone will love my Pongo.”
Marvin later that evening was at Home and at his most disorderly, silly self. He was not trying to come on to any of the women around him but was quickly getting smashed as he looked for Anne.
Awhile later she showed up. She noticed him about the same time he noticed her. She didn’t look any too glad to see him. He waved her over.
“Hi there, hot stuff,” he said with a cackle as he rubbed his hands together.
She sidled up to him and said, “Well, well, if it isn’t dickey bird. Haven’t seen you around here for a few days. You and the professor into your usual water sports these days?”
“For your information, oh poontang bearer, my pogo stick is going to be up your wazoo Wednesday night.”
“Says who?”
“Says me. Didn’t you promise me if I got you an introduction to my California professor friend, you’d let me hang out for a session in your paradise pittypoo hole?”
“Sure, but I don’t see him,” she said as though she was totally unimpressed.
“No, not tonight,” Marvin said with an earthy grin. “But Wednesday about six I’ll have him here signed, sealed and delivered. You can finally see in person the guy I’ve been knuckle dragging with. Deal or no deal?”
She gave him a studied look to see if he were putting her on. She could tell by the horny, hungry look in his eyes that he would produce the elusive professor.
“Okay, okay, I’ll be here and once I’ve had my session with you guys, you and I will go off and trot the light fantastic in my grotto of thrills.”
He let out a big whoopee of delight that caught her off guard. She gave him a fetching smile and he ordered them a drink.
Randal was busy in his comfortably appointed office working with some words on a large blackboard. He stopped and reflected every so often. His beloved Twinkie was seated on a throne type stool. He would bark every so often when Randal would take a mental pause. Randal would smile and then reach into a gold-foiled box and take out a Godiva doggie treat which he would lovingly and daintily put into Twinkie’s mouth. The pint-sized dog ate it greedily and then awaited with its big eyes for the next bonne bouche. Twinkie thoroughly enjoyed the immense pleasure of being the only one in Randal’s life— especially since Randal sent his beard of a wife packing out of his hair to other pastures. Occasionally Randal and Twinkie would mouth kiss as only extremely close masters and dogs were prone to do.
A knock sounded on the door. Twinkie reacted with a low guttural growl. Yoki-san poked his head in and said, “Missy Anne to see you.”
Randal looked at his beloved Chihuahua and said, “I just wish she loved you as much as I do, lambie pie. Oh, well, we’ll put up with her a bit and as soon as she leaves, we’ll continue with your yummy treats.”
He nodded for Yoki-san to show Anne in. Moments later she entered breezily and with a flip of her long, blond hair greeted Randal. Twinkie growled at her and her wild hair.
“Oh, I see you still have that vile mutt around,” she said in total loathing.
“Please don’t talk about Twinkie like that. He has a very sensitive nature.”
“Oh, come on. You sound like you’ve been hitting the tap water.”
“So, what can I do for you, darling? Any news about that elusive California professor?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact that’s why I dropped by. I wanted to give you the good news. He’ll be on the slab as of Wednesday.”
“Oh, really,” Randal said with a pursed smile.
“Yes, that government worker I dangle on a string around my vagina has promised he will produce him Wednesday evening. So, I’ve put both of them down for a date with Little Susie.”
“Fabulous, dear,” Randal tittered. “Then we can get back to our work. This new administration is really making things difficult for us in a lot of ways. We are making it as hot for the president as we can but we simply must increase the rapidity of our dumb endeavors to overcome him completely.”
“I think things are working pretty well our way,” Anne said seriously. “The whole country is swimming in ignorance. We have the majority of the population only smart enough to sign a credit card purchase order.”
Randal shook his head and replied, “Yes, but I want more. I want conditions to get so bad that the country will shortly fall into my hands like a ripe plum. And to accomplish that, we’re going to have to double the amount of dumb potion we’re putting into the tap water supply.”
“God,” she laughed. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll turn the country into a bunch of blithering idiots overnight.”
“Good, good. That’s exactly what I want,” he said with a stern, positive look.
“Just can’t wait to take over, can you?”
“Absolutely, and I plan on changing everything to fit my world—and your world,” he said with a broad smile. “I want this new president to see as quickly as possible what he is president of. Won’t that be delicious? It’s just too utterly lovely to think about. I can’t wait.”
Anne smiled at him and said, “I hear the new president doesn’t do tap water.”
“Pity, that would have made our job a hundred times easier.”
“So what projects are you giving your attention to at the moment?”
“I’m having to revamp our entire Ponzi scheme since they nabbed Bernie,” Randal said as he stuffed a yummy into Twinkie’s mouth. “I’m actually going to take his place.”
“What area will you be concentrating on?”
“I’m doing exactly what Bernie did—the pension scheme—concentrating on college pension funds. That way I’ll be able to rake in tons of cash. I’ll also shut up most of those liberal college professors in one fell swoop when I leave them drowning in poverty.”
“And what will that produce?”
“A rudderless population without cultural or educational or monetary direction. Thanks to Bernie and the two of us, forty-percent of the world’s wealth has gone underground. It’s simply lost and cannot be accounted for. We’re the only ones who really know where it is. Fabulous thought, isn’t it, darling?”
“Tush Limberger claims on his radio broadcast he knows where it is.”
“He thinks he knows where it is. You don’t think I’d confide any real information to that big, fat piece of liposuction doo doo, do you? His Tush Limberger radio show is nothing but a gauge of how well our Republican and neo-conservative tap-water drinkers are doing these days.”
“To listen to him, you’d think he drank 8 glasses of Topeka tap water daily,” said Anne with a smile. “I’d also venture to say he will have to be dealt with somewhere down the line—once his dumb, fat mouth starts making us look bad. I’d say as big as he is, his carcass will translate into a healthy profit at the Dixie Rancho Grande burger outlets—a la our Polish friend.”
“Yes, but we must be clever with him,” said Randal. “We can’t become overanxious and get rid of him too early. He still can be of service to us. I love your verve, Annie. That’s why I have you as my partner.”
“Well, I’ll be off and let you get back to whatever plans you and Twinkie have.”
“I’m glad we had this talk,” said Randal with a relaxed smile. “Things seem to be fitting into place quite nicely for us, don’t they?”
“They will as soon as that pesky California professor is taken care of.”
“Good, then I will leave you to your job and I will resume mine.”
“What is that?” she asked with a frown.
“Why, feeding Twinkie his Godiva treats, of course.”
She looked at both of them as though they were nuts.
“Do you want to feed him a treat? You might make a friend of him.”
“What if I don’t want to be his friend?” she said with a drop-dead look at the dog.
“You just don’t know what you’re missing. You should get a dog of your own and you’d see. You can certainly trust them more than people.”
She rolled her eyes and gave him an uninterested look. She turned to go but stopped and looked at the blackboard he was working on when she arrived.
“What’s that you’re working on? It’s got your name and some other names and the months of the year.”
Randal gave a slightly modest look at her and said, “Just one of the plans I have for this country when we take over.”
“And what’s that?”
“I’m going to name the months of the year after myself, my mother, Twinkie and you, if you like. I still have a couple available for you to play with.”
“I’ve never thought of re-naming the months,” said Anne as she gave the blackboard an inquisitive look.
Randal came over and explained. “January will be Randal, February will be Turnbull and March will be Mildred and April will become Twinkie. I think Anne would be a lovely name for July and Coolidge would be a great choice for August. Think about it.”
“Oh, I will,” she said shallowly. “Oh, by the way, I’ll be on TV tomorrow.”
“Yes, with which show?”
“The Gloria van Cistern show.”
“That should be an easy score.”
“I thought so too until I was informed she’s having that black political comic Cleophus Shadrack on at the same time with me. It will be all I can do to keep from using Little Susie on him before fifteen million people.”
“Well, well, you must control yourself. That Cleophus idiot has a sixth sense about things. It’s all dumb luck on his part—nothing factual. Just a lot of black bravado. So, by all means, give it to him but not with Little Susie.”
“Okay. I’ll drop by Wednesday night and let you know how things went with the professor.”
She blew him a kiss, which caused Twinkie to growl. She smiled at the dog as though its days were numbered. She flipped her blond hair and was out the door.
Gloria van Cistern, a rather pedestrian looking woman in her early fifties, made her way onto a TV set after a rousing introduction from an announcer. The audience applauded with tons of shouts and squeals. Most audience members let their mouths fall wide apart with dogmatic smiles. Gloria stridently appeared on stage.
She marched around the stage, then bowed and took a seat at her interview desk. Next to her desk was a couch to accommodate her guests. She was not a pretty or stylish woman but her voice and personality made up for those lacking attributes. She looked as though she had a god-given talent for dealing with the vapid and vacuous. She had medium-length dishwater blond hair, wore very little make up and physically was not a very large person.
“Good afternoon, everyone, from lovely New York City,” she said with a tight grin as though something awful was about to take place. “I want to welcome you to a very special edition of the Gloria van Cistern Show. I can guarantee you that things are going to get heated up big-time just moments away. This afternoon as our very special guests, we first have that pom-pom girl of the conservative, Free-Market right, Anne Coolidge, whom liberals love to call shrill, bombastic and mean spirited. She has a brand new book just out called Liberal Assholes. Sorry, we had to bleep out half the title. Then for counter-balance from the left, we have that liberal guy who serves the ugly truth to you in a side-splitting manner—none other than Cleophus Shadrack.”
The audience went into a wild swoon prompted by the announcer. Gloria looked at her audience as though she were about to feed a group of sharks raw meat.
“Thank you, thank you, ladies and gentlemen. My first guest is that woman who makes the Democrats’ blood boil and I’ve never known her to have a good word to say about any of them. We’ll get her to tell us all about her new book Liberal Assholes. I give you—Anne Coolidge, one very cool woman.”
Anne walked out on the stage in a mini-skirt, a silky loose blouse and spiked heels. She flipped her hair and pulled it back from her eyes with her hands. She had a tremendous smile. The audience was eating her up.
Gloria stood and they exchanged air kisses. Anne sat on the couch next to Gloria’s desk in a provocative manner. Being that she had no breasts to speak of, she leaned forward to give herself the mirage of cleavage.
“Anne, you’re looking awesome,” said Gloria as she made herself comfortable in her seat behind the desk. “You must be up to something terrific to look this good. Tell us about it.”
Anne smiled in recognition of the compliment. She paused a long moment before answering to give the audience time enough to get their adrenaline pumped up.
“It’s good to see you again, Gloria. I guess it’s been several months since I was last on your show.”
“Yes, time enough for you to write another book,” she winked as she held up Anne’s latest book. “This one is called Liberal Assholes. Can you give us a little preview of what your book is about?”
“I’d be pleased to,” replied Anne with a wholesome, wide smile. “Liberal Assholes is really my take on why liberals are so disgusting. I give 101 reasons we should hate liberals.”
“Sounds really nice and juicy, Anne. Could you give us more? Tell us some of those reasons you discuss in your book,” Gloria said as she held up Anne’s book so the audience could see it.
“Oh, gladly, Gloria. I’m always ready to do my job to help make these nauseating people go away. For one thing, abortion is the liberal’s favorite method of birth control. Another thing, they’re in love with acupuncture, which anyone can tell you comes from Communist China and is doing its best to undermine the American pharmaceutical companies. Liberals believe adultery can strengthen a marriage. Their biggest love is the word alternative—like in alternative genders, alternative lifestyles, alternative energy. Nothing is real with them anymore. They’re trying to push a bunch of fake alternatives on us. They claim they are in touch with their feminine side, that is, unless they are Democratic women who for the most part are bull dykes or at least act like them. Liberals prefer backpacks to briefcases. They’re sweet on men marrying men. And most of all, they were born with plastic spoons in their mouths. That’s just a sample of why liberals are assholes.”
The audience applauded hyperactively as though they were egging her on to become even more over bearing.
Gloria beamed a mission-accomplished smile and said, “Oh, I see you’ve got the audience wide awake. Anne, someone recently wrote that you had made millions off of your books and that hate certainly sells. Your comments?”
“Hey, it’s one of the beauties of the Free-Market system.”
“Can you explain that a bit for us, Anne?”
“Of course. Be glad to. The Free Market is where you satisfy a need for a price. Frankly Free Market is just another word for greed. But, hey, Gloria, greed is good. It’s what makes capitalistic America work. The liberals want to limit the prices of things and put caps on things like healthcare and medicine and education and food—where we good Free-Market conservatives want the sky to be the limit with no restrictions. These frigging liberals only know one thing—taxes. Then they want to spend, spend, spend. And on what, you might ask? I guess if it were up to them, worthless people without jobs would all be driving BMWs. That’s what I’m working to change.”
The audience applauded not because they agreed with her but because they wanted more red meat to while away their afternoon with Gloria. Gloria, being one not to let her public down, gave them a big you-ain’t-seen-nothing-yet wink.
Gloria then looked at Anne seriously and asked, “Anne, we get your idea of what Liberals are but could you tell us what Conservatives are?”
“That’s an excellent question, Gloria. I cover that in Chapter 11 of my book. Conservatives believe in 6 things: (1) Religion—especially Jesus; (2) A love of making business and making as much money as possible; (3) Realizing that all people are not created equal and God wasn’t democratic when he passed out the brains. He was a real Republican. Some people are going to be rich while others are going to be poor—so just get used to it; (4) We love materialism and owning things is our greatest freedom; (5) For us, change is not a good thing; and (6) above all, the Free Market—which means government shouldn’t try to regulate us—big business does a much better job of governing us. So, there you have it, Gloria. You can see why we think liberals are assholes.”
Anne held up a copy of her book and waved it to the audience with a big smile. They applauded with bright eyes and mouths agape.
“Thank you, Anne. We certainly see where you stand. Audience, if you will look under your seats, you will find that each of you has a copy of Anne’s book Liberal Assholes—courtesy of the Gloria van Cistern Show.”
The audience in mass pulled out their copies of the book and waved them in the air. Anne nodded with false modesty and gave them a gratuitous smile.
Gloria silenced them with her hands and a tight smile. They calmed down because they could tell that the show was heating up.
“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to hear the flip side of Anne’s viewpoints. For that we have to bring on one of the kingpins of the liberals. So, here he is without further ado—the tart-tongued and always entertaining Cleophus Shadrack.”
The audience went into yelping applause as they could almost smell the red meat cooking. Cleophus came out on the stage waving to the audience with both hands. He had an unusually large grin on his face. He was a rather short person—a full foot less than Anne in height. His hair was in a spiked cut with the back part slicked down. He was wearing casual clothing consisting of a white shirt opened at the throat, suspenders and pants. He was a nice-looking man but in a character sort of way. He certainly wasn’t sexy. Instead he had a pixie manner and a smile that was infectious.
Anne moved over on the couch to let him take her place next to Gloria’s desk. Cleophus ambled over and first kissed Gloria’s hand with a big smile and a wink. He then went over to Anne, bowed like she was royalty and took his seat next to her.
Gloria wagged her finger at him and said snappily, “I had a debate with myself, Cleophus, as to whether to have you on my show again or not.”
“Yeah?” he said with a big grin. “What could I possibly have done to piss you off—as if I didn’t know?”
She reached down to the side of her desk and brought up a newspaper which she waved in the air. Anne smiled slightly but not enough to be part of whatever it was that was about to take place. Gloria pursed her lips and looked at him as if he were a naughty boy. She then looked at the newspaper.
“Let me refresh your memory, Cleophus. Here I have an article from the New York Times of last Thursday written by Arlene Butts. She is interviewing you and for some reason she brought me up. I will read your quotes for our audience. Arlene asked you what you thought of people like Gloria van Cistern on TV and here was your answer: ‘Gloria van Cistern proudly says she personifies the very real meaning of 21st century News. Translate that to mean Nothing Ever Worth Saying. She deals in gossip flavored with porn, sensationalized horror stories and a dazzling distortion of facts. She and others like her on TV are turning Americans into the best-entertained but least-informed people in the world. The public is allowing itself to become easy pickings for religious fanatics, esoteric gurus and political manipulators.’ Those are your words, Cleophus? Do I not have a right to be vexed with you?”
The audience waited expectedly for the next burst of afternoon TV schlock shock. Anne looked as though she couldn’t be more pleased. Cleophus beamed with false guilt. Gloria cocked her head toward him.
“You’ll have to admit, Gloria darling, you did not read all of the article. I was specifically referring to a certain Randy Hollywood, guru to the stars, who was on your program early last week. He came on here and threw his guru bullshit from one corner of this stage to the other.”
Baiting him to titillate the audience, she asked, “I thought Randy was fabulous with his readings of famous personalities. What was it you didn’t like about him?”
“Oh, just about every word he said. As you know, Gloria, these days practically everyone is hooked up with a therapist or a counselor to tell them what they want to hear —for a price. Supposed psychics like Randy spout out pure bunk about people’s futures—for big bucks of course. That’s not the worst of the matter. So I hear, needy people have organized into self-love groups who sell the baloney that if you believe enough in yourself, all your dreams of prosperity and love will come true. People are buying this crapola and using it like a drug. The problem is most Americans aren’t happy anymore. That’s not just me Cleophus Shadrack saying it. According to the National Bureau of Economic Research and the University of Pennsylvania, men and women’s happiness levels have gone down over the last few years with women being even unhappier than men. You listening to me, Anne? Everybody’s big problem is they’re buying verbal snake oil to apply to their unhappiness. This Randy Hollywood has got a lot of people thinking his snake oil is high quality shit. He’s not the only bullshit salesman these days—politicians, preachers and singers are knocking down a fortune with their claptrap. So, Gloria, I was jumping Randy more than I was you.”
“Okay,” she replied in a forgiving tone of voice, “but you made your comments to that awful Arlene Butts. What about her? She’s no angel when it comes to journalism. She hasn’t reported a real fact in ten years.”
She smiled as though their horsing around was great TV. She shook her head at him to let him know he was a naughty boy. He pretended to be suffering her schoolmarm’s wrath. She tapped him lightly with the newspaper.
The audience applauded in order to back up their girl Gloria.
“To get us started off, Cleophus, I’d like to get your opinion on something. What do you think about all of this same-sex marriage? It looks like we’ve got several states that now approve. What do you think would happen if same-sex marriage became the law of the land?”
Cleophus gave her a shrug and a nod and replied, “Nothing. You talk like it might mean that regular folks couldn’t marry any more or that it would do in marriage. See, it’s just more of that crazy talk going around. What happened in Canada when they legalized same-sex marriages? Their society didn’t come crashing down. Now that it’s the law there, very few people even give a damn. I suspect the same would be true if the U. S. passed the same law. Gay men and women would no longer be used to bring in money for right-wing organizations, churches and some politicians. When the white folks in this country gave up slavery that didn’t cause the walls of Jericho to crash—nor did the country go into a tailspin when women got the right to vote—nor the federal act against inter-racial marriage. These conservative naysayer friends of Anne would have you believe the end of the world is coming about because of the very word gay. Don’t believe them, folks, because absolutely nothing is going to happen except Anne and her buddies are going to lose their favorite scapegoat and cash cow. Without someone or something to make you feel terrified, they’d go out of business. So I say, stop all the dumb talk and get on with life. Oh, hi, Anne. How’s tricks?”
He gave her a big grin and the audience applauded. She looked at him, arched her eyebrows and gave him a pursed-lip smile.
“You know, Cleophus, for a moment there with your philosopher’s face on, I didn’t recognize you. I must say it was the most enjoyable moment I’ve had in a long time.”
Gloria and the audience laughed. Cleophus let her score one for her side by adding it to an imaginary scoreboard with his finger. He grinned and said, “You know, Anne, if you conservatives would stop telling lies about us, we’d stop telling the truth about you.”
“The way Cleophus handles the truth,” Anne retorted, “he ought to work for a weather bureau.”
“In that case, I predict stormy weather ahead on today’s show, Gloria,” he said with a big grin.
“What about our country, Cleophus? Do you see stormy weather ahead there?”
“Oh, absolutely, Gloria. We’re living in an age where never have so many people known so little about so much. I just read an interesting statistic yesterday. It seems these days more money is being spent on breast implants and Viagra than on Alzheimer’s. This tells me that by the year 2040, most old people will have great knockers and huge erections but won’t have a clue as to what to do with them.”
The audience cracked up and applauded wildly.
“What do you think about what Cleophus just said, Anne?” asked Gloria as a tease.
“I’d say Cleophus spends half his time trying to be witty—which is why most people generally regard him as a half-wit.”
“I see Annie is being her usual self,” said Cleophus briskly. “Vogue on the outside and vague on the inside.”
“Ha, ha,” said Anne with a shrug of her shoulders and a grin, “You know, Cleophus, you’re about as entertaining as an eight-month pregnant pole dancer.”
The audience was eating up the verbal tennis match. They laughed and clapped after each verbal volley.
Gloria was extremely animated by their verbal sparring and could feel the excitement in the air.
“Anne, I believe Cleophus just insinuated that there’s a lot of ignorance around these days. What are your views on that?”
Anne smiled and spoke straight to the camera. “Ignorance? I think it is one of our basic freedoms. It definitely should be protected under the constitution. Anyone should be free to be as ignorant as they like. Anyone complaining about ignorance should be branded as un-patriotic and then be told to shut up and leave our country if they don’t like it. We won’t miss you. If we had the nerve to tell this to all these whining liberals, it would terminate all their petty discussions—because ‘love it or leave it’ is the American way.”
Cleophus gave her a big grin and said, “It’s quite interesting, Anne, to hear you sticking up for ignorance since so much of it is around these days. I wonder why that is. I’m beginning to think something must be in our drinking water.”
Anne was taken back by his statement. She searched his face quickly to see if he were just talking through his hat or if he were indeed on to something.
“Oh, I see I hit a nerve with you, Anne,” he remarked as he looked her up and down.
She was decidedly upset for having let him wheedle an emotional reaction out of her. She rapidly regained her aggressive composure and said, “Cleophus, you should realize that here in the United States we have the purest drinking water in the world.”
“Oh yeah?” he shot back quickly as he pulled out a fancy medium-sized menu from his pocket. “The other night when the producers of this show took me to dinner to discuss my terms for being here today, we went to that extremely expensive restaurant Le Faubourg. The place is so expensive they have their own water menu—a copy of which I hold in my hand here. Let me read you some of the choices for water there: 10 Thousand B.C., bottled in British Columbia, Canada—a steal at only 23 dollars a bottle. Then there’s Aquadeco for thirty dollars; a bottle of Eisenham from England is only 20 dollars. Now we come to the heavy hitter—Bling H2O, Museum Edition, for 50 dollars. In all, the menu lists 45 different expensive drinking waters. If our drinking water is so fabulous, why would anyone pay up to 50 dollars for a bottle of drinking water? Do these people know something the rest of us don’t know?”
Anne grew very uncomfortable and would loved to have jabbed him with Little Susie but of course that was not possible before 15 million people on daytime TV. Instead she took the high road and said, “And which water did you choose?”
“None of them. I took plain tap water.”
“I’m extremely glad to hear that,” she said with a big smile. “You know, Cleophus, I didn’t come here to discuss water. I came here to discuss my book Liberals Assholes. I’d gladly autograph a copy for you.”
“Ah, yes, your book,” he laughed slightly. “Everything these days is green—jobs, food, living and especially your book. It’s out to make as much green as it can. Judging from all the disgust you have for us liberals, it looks like you’d give us a royalty.”
Anne smiled as though thanking him and said, “Your making my book sound successful is like a back-handed compliment from you, Cleophus. Are you actually saying something nice for once?”
“Nope, that would be like thanking a cobra for biting you. You know, Anne, I always smell a little fascism when I’m around you.”
“Sorry, Cleophus, but you’re not hanging that word around my neck,” she said with a big grin.
“Okay, then I’ll try it another way. How about corporatism? You know who coined that word?”
“I’m afraid to ask,” she replied with a smirk.
“None other than Benito Mussolini. He said that fascism should rightly be called corporatism as it is a merge of state and corporate power. Now, dear Anne, that is exactly your stand on things. Looks like you and Benito are doing the Italian Mambo.”
The audience laughed heartedly, which caused Anne to flush a bit. Cleophus saw he had touched a nerve and Gloria couldn’t have been happier.
“Our liberal Rock of Jello is lecturing us on politics, Gloria,” said Anne with a sneer. “Cleophus, if you smell fascism about me, I most definitely smell Socialism with a capital S about you. Hang that around your neck for size.”
“Sure, I don’t mind,” he replied speedily. “What really tickles me, Anne, is how you and your buddies talk up socialism as though it is the big, bad wolf. So many people on your side are crabbing about socialized medicine when they’re already on it with Medicare. I’m sure your parents are on Medicare and I bet you couldn’t pry it out of their hands. I have a white friend whose brother 40 years ago campaigned vigorously against Medicare as turning America into a socialist state. He was in the John Birch Society and his big god in the anti-Medicare rants was Bob Dole. Flash forward 40 years. Both men have had all sorts of medical problems to the tune of big bucks paid for them by the government. I’m sure they’re now lighting candles to the likes of Medicare. So Anne, you and your sidekicks can name call and rant all you like, but it’s just Republican ca ca as far as I’m concerned.”
The audience applauded vigorously. Anne smiled as though he had just told an empty-headed joke.
“Cleophus, at least I have a book to back up my beliefs. I see you arrived empty handed.”
“I guess I ought to take a clue from you, Anne, and write a book.”
“What would you call it, Cleophus?” asked Gloria with a devilish smile.
Cleophus thought a bit and then in an almost serious manner said, “I’d name it—Organic Hypocrisy: Plant hate and watch it grow.”
“Who knows?” said Gloria, obviously pleased that she had Anne and Cleophus in dead center of her red meat arena. “You might even give Anne a run for her money at the bookstore, Cleophus. Have you ever read one of Anne’s books?”
“Don’t have to. I already know what’s in them. She talks about how Conservatives have a love affair with their assault rifles, low taxes and brickbats which they hurl at abortion clinics. The only time she and her buddies think black is beautiful is in their accounting ledgers. They want business to stay out of government unless business needs government aid. Conservatives have careers rather than lives you know. Anne, I heard you dreamed the other night you were dead but the heat woke you up.”
“Always putting down America, right, Cleophus?” said Anne with a defiant smirk.
“Nope, I’m just trying to tell you and those who read your books that it’s possible to be proud of yourself without despising someone else. As I said, there must be something in the water to make most people carry on the way they presently do.”
“No, water has nothing to do with how people act. That’s stupid,” Anne said defensively. “Society would be a whole lot worse off if we hadn’t had Ronald Reagan and his Reagan Revolution. Thank god he took this country out of the dark ages.”
Cleophus smiled and said, “This country hasn’t been right since Reagan taught us to play the game of does our side look better if we make your side look bad. I know one thing that’s happened thanks to your Ronnie. He put into you conservatives’ heads that the American Dream is to do nothing and get paid big bucks for it. Try getting a real person on the phone—and most of us buy things from a mindless computer on the internet. I know people on your side believe he was a god, but from my take on him, his biggest achievement was turning our country into a banana republic. In the 1970s we had a very strong middle class and very few really rich people and very few really poor people. At the moment we have a powerful super rich. Our middle class has become lower middle class and our strong middle class has disappeared. The annual income in this country is $26,000 and that won’t even buy the tires for a billionaire’s Bugatti automobile—for which, incidentally, he paid over a million and a half dollars. The rich in our country these days are obscenely rich. Top movie stars make from twenty to thirty million a film while an extra in the same film makes from $20 to $40. Look at Wall Street and your big computer people. Many of them are making over 250 million dollars a year. Many sports personalities are taking home a hundred million a year. How much are the members of your studio audience making, Gloria?”
Anne arched her eyebrows, smiled and said, “Sounds like you’re pushing socialism, Cleophus.”
“Better socialism than becoming an unsocialized peon,” he said with a straight face to her.
The audience laughed and applauded. In her mind, Anne reacted to his last statements suspiciously and wondered if he really did suspect something underhanded was at work in the American psyche.
Gloria, who had gotten more red meat than she had bargained for, went to commercial break by saying, “We’ll be right back and continue our food-for-thought fight after our break. But before I go, I’d like to let you know that you definitely won’t want to miss tomorrow’s show. We’re going to have one knockdown, dragout mouthfest with everybody’s favorite transsexual neo-con, Glendora Beckman. She’ll be facing that 3 foot 2 dynamite of liberalism, Tator Hopkins.”
As the camera faded to a commercial, Gloria had a very pleased look on her face. Cleophus and Anne gave her their best smiles, and the audience gave them all a roaring round of applause.
The next day Randal was having lunch at one of the most expensive restaurants in Washington D. C. —Le Paradou. He apparently had just arrived and was being fawned over by a million-dollar looking waiter.
Anne came in swiftly. She saw him and headed for his table. She was intercepted by a rather formidable maitre’d but with a nod from Randal she was escorted over and seated.
“Anne, darling, you’re back from your TV stint in New York. How pleasant to see you but, frankly, I wasn’t expecting to see you until your prank this coming Wednesday night was a fait accompli. I was just looking over the water menu.”
“Did you see my show?”
“Of course, I did. I wouldn’t have missed it. That’s what gave me the idea to come here to Le Paradou—which you realize in provençale means Paradise. I hear they have the best water menu in town.”
“At least no one in this place can be accused of drinking dumb water,” she said as she looked around.
The water-menu sommelier came over and spoke to them in a discreetly haughty manner. “May I be of help, sir? Our special waters for today are Tasmanian Rain, and Iskilde from Denmark but most people of a certain social level seem to prefer the Bling H20 Museum Edition. I await your pleasure, sir.”
Randal looked at the water menu and said, “I see the Bling is going for only $45 today. So I think I’ll have a bottle of that.”
The waiter nodded with a self-aggrandizing purse of the lips and was away. Randal then turned his attention to Anne.
“So, Anne, what is the reason you have called this hasty meeting between us?”
“Didn’t you hear all the stuff that Cleophus Shadrack had to say?”
“You mean that liberal twat stuff he spouts? Surely you didn’t let that twist your panties? You have nothing to worry about. You’re going to sell millions of your book.”
“That I have no doubt. But didn’t you hear what he said about drinking water? He must have said dumb water about a half dozen times.”
“So? That is a total coincidence.”
“That’s what I’m wondering. He seemed a bit too confident for me.”
“You think he is on to something?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk with you.”
“We can’t have a conspiracy on top of a conspiracy—the double conspiracy theory simply does not work. I can well agree that this California professor whom you are going to dispatch post-haste is somehow connected to our Polish professor, but what would a rude comedian like this wretched Cleophus Shadrack have to do with him? No, no, Anne, Cleophus is simply out to gain laughter at our expense.”
“That may be true but I have him on my Little Susie list somewhere down the line.”
“Oh, my, you are a dangerous woman. I was raised in a house of angry women so I can see your wrath is not going to be easily quelled. Now, let’s eat. I’m famished,” he said as he picked up the menu. “I don’t know where your taste buds roam, but for you I would particularly recommend their Boudin aux Pommes de Reinette.”
“What is that?” she asked.
“Blood sausage with apples.”
Abby worked on her language board while halfway watching The Gloria van Cistern Show in the background. Gloria’s guests were a kewpie-faced, mean-Melanie of a transsexual neo-con and a very feisty female little person. Abby from time to time would alternate looking at her handiwork and the TV, where the two guests looked as though they might come to blows at any minute. The host of the show looked like she was having a delightful time.
The doorbell rang. At first she didn’t hear it because her mind was so deeply involved with her work and the TV was blaring away. The doorbell repeated several times and finally Abby realized someone was at the front door.
She put down her work and went to the front door. She opened it and standing there was a friendly looking person in her late forties. She was holding a tray of something that had a napkin over it. She appeared rather well heeled, upper middle-class and friendly.
“Mrs. Dr. Hayward?” the woman inquired.
“Yes. I’m Mrs. Hayward.”
“Oh, hi,” said the woman with a large, nervous smile. “I’m Adelle Franklin, your next door neighbor. I’m Dr. Strickler’s sister. We own this house. I’m sure she explained that it used to belong to our parents, who now live in Florida.”
Abby looked at the woman and immediately was reminded of her mother. The difference, she thought, was that this woman looked like she was always smiling and her mother hardly ever smiled.
“Oh, yes,” said Abby.
She wasn’t too interested in company at this particular moment but she felt she had no choice.
“I just wanted to welcome you. I brought you over a plate of freshly-baked cinnamon rolls. I hope you like cinnamon rolls.”
“Oh, yes,” replied Abby, trying to be pleasant. “Won’t you come in?”
Adelle was in before Abby could hardly bat an eye. Abby closed the door and accepted the rolls.
“I hope I’m not intruding,” Adelle said as though she were checking out the place.
“Oh, no problem. I stay busy so it was time for a break. Yes, I love cinnamon rolls. Could I get you a cup of coffee?”
“I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” answered Adelle, who had no intention of leaving.
“Oh, no trouble. I have a fresh pot I made about thirty minutes ago. It should still be okay. Here, let me turn the TV off.”
“Oh, I notice you watch The Gloria van Cistern Show too,” remarked Adelle.
“Only sometimes. Most of the time it’s just background noise for me,” Abby said as she turned off the TV.
“I watch her most of the time,” said Adelle gingerly, “but not today because on Wednesdays she always has one of those whining young pop singers who complains about the paparazzi or how many times she has flunked out of some fabulous rehab center.”
“Oh, I see,” said Abby with a smile. “Today though she had on a little person and a transsexual. They were putting on quite a show from what I could tell.”
“Oh, I don’t want to disturb you if you’re watching it,” said Adelle blankly.
“Not at all. I wasn’t really watching it. I’m glad you dropped by. I was ready for a break.”
“Did you by chance see Gloria yesterday when she had on that awful Anne Coolidge?”
“Yes, I did catch that—kind of.”
“Cleophus Shadrack certainly did set her in her place, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he’s quite a card,” said Abby as she headed for the kitchen.
Adelle followed Abby into the kitchen and looked around and surreptitiously checked out Abby’s use of the facilities. Abby took two cups out of the cabinet and poured them a cup of coffee.
“The house is certainly different from when my parents lived here. You’ve got it looking so academic. I find academic people very charming. I hope you like it here.”
“It’s extremely nice,” said Abby. “It’s much larger and nicer than our apartment in California. I think Dr. Strickler said you were responsible for getting us off on the right foot. That was certainly nice of you to furnish us with things until I could go shopping. Shall we go into the living room?”
They walked into the living room. Adelle noticed the big board that Abby was working on.
“What is that, might I ask?”
“It’s a communication board. I’ll soon be teaching a gorilla sign language and communication skills with it.”
“Oh, my,” said Adelle as her face lost a bit of its sheen. “A gorilla? My, my, it looks like these days we’d rather spend our time teaching people than a gorilla.”
“That is where I got my expertise for this experiment my husband and I are conducting. I was a special education teacher back in California. I don’t know if you know what that is or not,” Abby said as she indicated a place for them to sit and have their coffee.
“Oh, yes,” replied Adelle, shaking her head sadly. “I have a daughter Crystal who was a special education person.”
“Was?” asked Abby.
“Yes, she’s 22 now. I guess she did as well as could be expected, given her limited resources.”
“Where is she now?”
“She still lives at home. She works as a food demonstrator at Walmart’s. It’s not what I call a glamour job but she enjoys it. She loves meeting all sorts of people. My husband Ed works for the Food and Drug Administration. He’s a GS 24, mind you. I’m real proud of him. I really never tried to take on a job because I felt I should try and do my best with Crystal.”
“That’s very admirable, Adelle. You don’t mind my calling you Adelle, do you?”
“Oh, heavens no,” she tittered. “And you’re Abby, right?”
“Yes. I’m very glad you came for a visit,” said Abby, genuinely trying to be friendly. “I’ve been meaning to come over to your house and check in so to speak but we’ve been so busy trying to get settled in here.”
“My sister said you and your husband were in on some big hush-hush government project. She wouldn’t tell me a thing except that we were doing quite well by renting this house to you. As I said, academics are such lovely people.”
“It’s very pleasant here and I know we’re going to be happy,” said Abby.
“Now, what is this about your teaching a gorilla to communicate? Seems I’ve seen something about that on TV. Are you doing this for TV?”
“Oh, no. It’s part of my husband’s experiments.”
“And where will you teach this gorilla?”
Abby looked the woman over to see if she might react as her mother would in California. She was very cautious in her answer.
“Here,” said Abby calmly.
“Here?” said Adelle with a frozen smile. “Oh, my goodness. So that’s what Home Depot was calling me about this morning.”
“Yes, they are going to build a large storage module in the back yard for us tomorrow. We’ve already discussed it with your sister and got her permission.”
“And that is where you plan to keep this creature?” Adelle said in a rather alarmed manner.
“That is our intention,” said Abby, finding it extremely difficult to play defensive in all this.
“When is this ape supposed to arrive?” she asked as though she were talking about an earthquake.
“This coming Saturday, according to my husband. He’ll be here the whole weekend to supervise it all.”
“Oh, my goodness,” said Adelle as her fingers delicately clawed her throat.
“Is anything wrong?” asked Abby.
“Yes, Home Depot called this morning and told me the order for a storage module would not be delivered and set up tomorrow as planned. They said they would have to postpone delivery until next week due to a shipping problem from their central depot.”
“What?” said Abby as though she couldn’t believe what she had just heard.
Trying to be as sweet as she could, Adelle nervously said, “This is just terrible. What are we going to do? What should I tell my sister?”
“Oh, don’t worry, Adelle,” Abby said, trying to downplay the whole scenario. “Everything will work out just fine. I’ll simply tell my husband when he comes home tonight to have the delivery of the gorilla postponed for a week.”
“Oh, my goodness. A gorilla? My dear, do you know anything at all about apes?”
“To tell the truth, nothing—not a thing.”
“How awful. I just don’t know what it will be like living next door to a real, honest-to-goodness, live gorilla. It’s bound to make strange noises and the like.”
“I suppose so. If it’s any comfort to you, Adelle, I’m not all that keen on this gorilla stuff myself. But I have to go along with my husband.”
“I used to think Ed’s work at the Food and Drug Administration was bizarre but at least that didn’t involve gorillas.”
At Alex’s laboratory, he and Marvin were working away filling vats with the last of the water involved in his experiment. Marvin looked as though he was okay with helping out but was totally non-serious about what they were doing.
Alex very carefully added the water to the vats. He made sure that the water was flowing in at a very comfortable speed so as not to splash any of it out onto the laboratory floor.
“Alex, how much longer do you think this is going to take us?”
“It’s about three p.m. now. I presume we’ll be finished by five if we work steadily. Why do you want to know? Do you have another obligation?”
“It’s not exactly an obligation. You remember the other day when Zoltan was here? I told you we should celebrate and you promised you’d go with me to my favorite snake ranch.”
“Snake ranch? What are you talking about, Marvin?”
“You know, where I hang out. I’ve kind of got a girl friend there and she’s dying to meet you.”
“Why would she want to meet me? We don’t even know one another.”
“She knows enough about you.”
“Marvin, you know this experiment is confidential and no one should be divulging information about it.”
“Oh, I didn’t tell her but a smidgen. You know women. They’re just curious. Besides this one is money in the bank.”
“I’m afraid I don’t get what you mean.”
“You know, she’s good for a little session of parallel parking if you get what I mean—and if I play my cards right with her,” he said with a dirty grin.
“This sounds like a guessing game, Marvin. Can’t you just say what you mean so I’ll know what you’re talking about?”
“Sure. Fuck. Screw. Pound pussy. Get a piece of ass. The old bouncy bouncy. Nookie. Bush patrol. Now do you get the picture?”
“I think I do, but what has that to do with me? Surely you aren’t setting me up. I’ve got a wife I really care about a lot.”
“You’ve got everything all wrong again, Alex. I’m the one doing the dirty deed—not you. She just wants to meet you. We can go there for a drink. We do a little small talk and then you split and go home—and I head for her split. It’s as simple as that. So, what do you say?”
“I’d just as soon not. I have some notes I need to go through at the house after I get home.”
“Home—that’s where I’m taking you. Now, don’t rat out on me, Alex. When Zoltan was here, you most definitely said you would go and celebrate getting all this water into these vats.”
“Did I?”
“Of course you did. Now, we’ll just go to Home, meet Anne, and have a drink. I’ll of course end up dead drunk while you’ll probably end up a dead-ass in her opinion. I’m not meaning to dump on you, Alex, but you need to let go a bit or you’re just going to turn into a complete stiff before the night is over. I hope that dead-pan look of yours does the trick with Anne or I’m going to miss out on my game of night basketball.”
“Okay, okay,” Alex said with a frown. “I’m not all that happy about this but I do owe you a drink for helping me. I notice no one else came out here to help. Sure. We’ll go meet this friend Anne of yours and see what happens. I’ll try not to end up a complete stiff.”
Abby opened a cardboard garment moving box upstairs in their bedroom and began hanging and arranging some of their clothing items in the closet. She held up three sun dresses, shook her head and said to herself, “I must have been balmy bringing these to Washington D. C. I’ll never wear them in this climate. And Alex, these short sleeve shirts may be great for California but I don’t think they’ll do him any good here.”
The front doorbell from downstairs rang. She listened to make sure it was the doorbell and as she headed out of the room and downstairs wondered who it could be.
She got to the front door and opened it. Much to her surprise Zoltan was standing there and he had a wretched look on his face.
“Lady,” he said as though he were in pain, “you Mr. Professor’s wife?”
“Yes, are you Mr. Zoltan, the man with the gorilla? I’m sorry but my husband isn’t here. He isn’t home from work yet.”
“Sorry to hear that. Really sorry.”
“Mr. Zoltan, you look ill? Is something wrong?”
“Yes, I’m very sick. I think I’ve got appendicitis. I go to hospital now. Please excuse me a minute, lady.”
She could not imagine why this strange man had showed up ill at her place. She thought that maybe she should quickly give Alex a call. She closed the front door quickly and went over to the hall table to pick up her cell phone. Before she could dial, there was a loud thumping on the front door.
She opened it and to her absolute horror, she saw that it was Pongo. He had been the one who had knocked on the door. He was standing there holding a nice-sized suitcase in one hand and a duffle bag in the other. Standing next to him holding on to a chain connected to Pongo was Zoltan who looked sicker than ever.
“Here is Pongo, lady. I know I suppose to bring him on Saturday but I don’t think I’ll be out of the hospital by then. Besides, no one to look after him. So, here he is.”
He offered her the chain and out of total confusion, she took it. Pongo looked at her and then Zoltan and frowned.
“Tell your husband I very sorry for confusion of delivery but you see I not in good shape. Now, Pongo you be good and do what this lady says. You gonna like it here. This much nicer than living with me.”
Pongo, didn’t know what was going on. He looked at Zoltan and gave a few whines. Zoltan patted him and said, “You gonna be just fine here with these people. Now Pappa is sick and got to go see ju-ju doctor.”
Pongo calmed down a bit. Zoltan looked at Abby and said, “Lady, suitcase full of clothes and sack got all his favorite toys. You better watch Pongo or he’ll eat you out of house and home. He needs lots of food every day. He gets up at 6 a. m. and he takes a nap after lunch from one to three. Then he go to bed about eight o’clock every night. Oh, by the way, when he got to poop he make big face like it is a grin and show all his teeth. Then you let him out in your back yard and he come back when finished. Big job for you and Mr. Professor husband to clean up, but you wanted to buy him, so you got him. Now, be good, Pongo, This lady real nice.”
As though he were in excruciating pain, Zoltan smiled at Abby, patted and hugged Pongo good-bye, and was out the door closing it behind himself.
Pongo looked around and had no idea of what was taking place. Abby limply held onto the chain and was terrified. Pongo looked at her and frowned. He then beat his chest in a very upright position. Abby dropped the chain and let out a muted scream. She bound up the stairs and flew into her bedroom and locked the door.
She listened and heard nothing from downstairs. Her face went blank all of a sudden as she looked around. She said outloud, “Oh, no! There’s no phone up here and I left my cell phone downstairs. Oh, my God, what am I going to do? There’s a gorilla in the house.”
Marvin led Alex through the entrance to Home. Inside the place was so noisy that Alex covered his ears.
“Great, isn’t it?” Marvin yelled.
“You mean you actually like all this noise?”
“Sure. That’s what people pay for these days. There are big bucks in noise. It’s one way of fighting off stress.”
“I would have thought it would be just the opposite,” said Alex.
“Now watch that dead-head act, Alex. I’m used to it but it will for sure turn Anne off.”
“Who is this person?”
“Oh, she’s famous for writing all sort of books on how much she hates liberals. She’s on TV a lot. I’m surprised you haven’t seen her.”
“I generally don’t watch TV and especially the talk shows. I’m either working or in bed when they come on.”
Marvin went into the bar area of the upstairs lounge and began looking around. “Well, she’s not up here it seems. That means she must be in the Basement.”
“You mean there’s more to this place?”
“Sure is, buddy. Downstairs is where the real action is. The bar is a snake ranch and the dance floor one hot deck of scorching bodies.”
Alex looked as though he dreaded it all. He followed Marvin over to the steps leading downstairs and trailed him as he tried to keep from bumping into people. Marvin noticed him and laughed, “Hey, don’t be such a stiff. Loosen up. Bumping hot bods on these steps is what most people come here for. Get with it.”
Alex continued dodging people and before long they were downstairs. He looked around and was practically overcome with the noise and closeness.
“This is much worse than upstairs. Can’t we go back up there?”
“No, this is where I hang out. Now let’s see if we can find Anne.”
Marvin edged his way over to the bar area with Alex hanging on to his coattail as though he might get lost. Shortly he spotted Anne. He pointed her out to Alex. “Isn’t she a knockout?”
Alex looked at the string-pole person with the long, straight blond hair and shook his head. “I’m afraid you and I don’t have the same taste in women.”
“Just wait until you meet her. She’s going to knock you off your feet.”
Marvin waved to Anne and got her attention. She assumed a rather fetching look as she saw them coming.
Marvin gleefully charged into her area and said, “Hey, hey, look who we got here—the professor from California. Now, do I get my yum-yum stick serviced?”
She looked at him with a dull smile and said, “Marvin, jumping to conclusions is not a very good exercise. So this is your friend?”
“Yeah. Alex this is Anne and Anne this is Alex. Now, what say I get us some alcohol? You know, the cause of and solution to all of life’s problems?”
She looked at him and said,” You must have Alzheimers’s, Marvin. You know I don’t drink anything but Perrier with no ice.”
“Oh yeah. What about you, Alex? I’m a Scotch person myself.”
While Alex was trying to come up with an answer, Anne was checking out his social DNA.
Nervously Alex finally replied, “I’ll take a Scotch too, Marvin. But no ice or water, thanks.”
Marvin called a waiter over and placed his drink order. He turned back to the other two and said, “Excitement city here, isn’t it?”
Not looking at Marvin but still checking Alex out, Anne said, “Not since you got here, Marvin.”
“Hey, hey, doll, what more do you want? I brought the professor here, didn’t I?”
Anne smiled at Alex and said, “You’re from California, huh? You guys are kind of wild so I’ve heard.”
Alex laughed slightly and replied, “That certainly doesn’t apply to me. I’m much too serious about my work for that. I just don’t have time to be a party person.”
“Then, Alex, tell me what do you do with your time?”
“I’m a professor of Biological Evolution.”
“Oh, how impressive. What project are you working on at the moment?”
The bartender served the drinks. Marvin paid for them and served them in a party manner. “It’s drinkie winkie time, kids.”
Anne gave him a drop-dead look for interrupting her conversation with Alex and said, “Would you mind, Marvin?”
“What do you mean?” he asked halfway insulted.
“It means this. I’m busy talking to this charming man and you’re butting in. Okay?”
Marvin tried to laugh her remark off as though it were part of party time. He was miffed but could do nothing about it.
“So, Alex, that all sounds very interesting,” said Anne. “Now you were telling me about your latest project.”
Alex grinned and took a sip of his Scotch. “No, I don’t think I was,” he said pleasantly.
Marvin looked completely bored and she looked as though she had struck zero on her first effort for information out of Alex. She smiled at him and clinked her glass of Perrier with his Scotch.
“Do you find it interesting, Alex, that I only drink bottled water with no ice cubes?” she asked with an inquisitive smile.
Alex, who had not noticed before now what she was drinking, took a look and then shrugged his shoulders.
“Oh, I’m upset to see that I have made such a poor impression on you,” she said with a sad smile.
Alex saw he was not being very social and quickly said, “I’m sorry. I guess I wasn’t paying attention because of all the noise and crowded conditions.”
“I see,” she said as she looked at him directly. ”I predict that you will soon have a lot of peace and quiet.”
Both he and Marvin tried to laugh her statement off with a swallow of their Scotches. She gave Alex a kind of a cat-and-mouse look and rephrased her question. “Does it strike you as a bit curious that I drink only bottled water with no ice cubes?”
“No, I kind of wished I had ordered the same. This Scotch is going to my head.”
“Good,” said Marvin. “Maybe it’ll change this conversation.”
She urged Alex to take another swig of his Scotch as she again clinked her glass with his. He complied and looked at her, not knowing how to proceed.
As though it were just a casual thought out of the blue, she said, “Have you ever been to Poland, Alex?”
He smiled and didn’t know whether to take her seriously or not. He took another drink of his Scotch. She looked at him as though she expected an answer.
Trying to stand his ground, he asked, “Why do you inquire? Are you Polish?”
“No, but I’ve known a Polish gentleman or two in my time. I find them quite an intellectual people—always coming up with the unexpected. Have you found that to be true?”
“God,” exclaimed Marvin. “Are we playing Geography at school or are we at a screwing bar? I think the party mood just flew out the window. So what’s with all the questions—and especially about Poland of all places?”
“Well, you told me, Marvin, that Alex had a government grant to work on water and I thought I was just pursuing a topic which would make him feel at home.”
“He shouldn’t have told you that. I’m sorry, Marvin, but that is classified information. How much did he tell you about my project, Anne?”
“Enough to make you a very interesting person, Alex.”
Marvin looked caught between a rock and a hard place. He shrugged it all off by saying, “Oh, come on, Alex. It was just small talk. Nothing to get so upset about.”
Alex was not amused by the turn of events and shook his head as though he was feeling a bit woozy. He gave a half-smile and said, “I’m sorry, but I think I should be leaving. I’m sorry for being so unsociable but I guess I must be tired and this drink isn’t helping the situation.”
Anne with one hand reached down and touched Little Susie lightly. She positioned herself in such a way that Alex couldn’t leave or move. She undid the lid of the little ring surreptitiously and positioned herself to stab Alex. Suddenly a drunk stumbled in to her and caused her to miss Alex. She was furious but tried not to let it show. Marvin and Alex managed to get a little space out of the drunk’s bump. Anne quickly looked out at the dance floor.
“Alex, do you dance?”
“Not this kind of dancing. I’m sorry.”
“What about me?” said Marvin quickly as he tried to drag her out to the dance floor. “I’m great at this sort of hog wrestling.”
“Then I leave you to it,” said Alex as he tried to extract himself from the crowd around them. “I’m sorry for being such a dead head. Please excuse me.”
Before he could say another word or take another step, Anne grabbed him and dragged him out to the dance floor. Marvin cracked up at the pair and shook his head as they hit the dance floor full of crowded bodies. He waved bye-bye to them as he ordered another drink. Alex had a look on his face of total shock.
Anne began dancing and flinging her scrawny body around and flipping her stringy hair to the music. Alex looked super embarrassed and at her urgings began swaying his hips to the music. From a distance, Marvin clapped and egged them on.
Anne without Alex’s being aware turned Little Susie around to the palm of her hand, opened it and unsheathed the poisoned needle. She maneuvered Alex further into the dancing crowd until they were totally obscured from Marvin’s view. She then began trying to strike him in the chest with the needle as they danced. Alex was completely oblivious to what she was up to and tried to imitate her swinging hands.
The alcohol had loosened him up considerably and he was really swaying and grinding to the music. Everytime she tried to strike him with the needle she missed. She became frustrated and decided to make one grand thrust at him.
Before she could complete her thrust, Alex tripped and fell down. Her strike instead hit another dancer. Alex, greatly embarrassed by his fall, looked at his watch. He quickly got his breath, grinned good-bye to Anne and darted up the stairs and out of the club.
The man Anne struck turned purple and his eyes bulged. He fell over dead. In the ensuing pandemonium, Anne slithered from the club.
Randal re-arranged Twinkie on a soft white-satin pillow and then went back over to his easel where he was painting a portrait of his beloved pet. Twinkie had attitude galore and Randal was trying to capture it in the painting.
“That’s right, darling. Hold that pose while Daddy captures it in paint.”
Just as he was about to make a broad stroke with paint on the canvas, a soft knock sounded at the door. Very vexed, Randal turned and shouted out, “What is it now?”
Yoki-san stuck his head in as though he feared for his life and said, “Sorry, sir, to disturb you—.”
“You should be sorry. I was just at the height of a creative stroke. I’ll never get this portrait of Twinkie finished if I’m constantly being interrupted.”
Twinkie barked at Yoki-san as if to punctuate his master’s displeasure. Randal put down the brush and gave Yoki-san permission to enter.
“It is Miss Anne. She here to see you. You want me to tell her to go away?”
“Oh, my God. It’s Wednesday. She’s here with what could be some very good news. Please, show her in.”
Yoki-san closed the door. Randal looked at his handiwork on the canvas and blew a kiss over to Twinkie. Shortly after, Yoki-san opened the door and showed Anne in. She looked to be in a foul mood.
“Ah, my dear Anne. I was just admiring the portrait I’m doing of Twinkie. What do you think of it?”
“I thought it would be obvious I’d be the last person on earth you’d ask an opinion on Twinkie. But since you did, here’s my answer. When Twinkie was born, something terrible happened. He lived.”
Twinkie barked at her. She gave him the finger and a dirty look. The dog cowered a bit.
“Oh, you’ve hurt his feelings. You don’t seem to be in an up mood. I expected you’d be bounding over with joy. So, tell me. What’s what?”
“I failed.”
“You failed?” he said with astonishment. “How’s that? You’re one of the most cleverly lethal people I’ve ever met. That’s why you’re the perfect partner for me. ”
“Failure is not a word that comes easily out of my mouth,” she said as she paced a bit.
“Please sit down and tell me all about it. Did you at least meet this California professor?”
“Yes, I met him. He’s much like you would imagine. He’s bookish but nice-looking in a way. I turned the charm on him but it didn’t work.”
“What do you mean charm?” he asked quickly.
“My extroverted sex-appeal. It did nothing. I became desperate for information. I asked him several questions.”
“Such as?”
“What he was working on? I got nowhere. So I thought I’d be daring and ask him a direct question.”
“Ah, this is interesting. What direct question did you ask him?”
“I asked him if he had ever been to Poland.”
“And what did he say?”
“He didn’t say anything. He shut up like a clam.”
“Was he suspicious?”
“It’s hard to tell. He’s just about as big of a dork as that government guy he works with. Both of them are social duds.”
“Did you have drinks?”
“Yes, and he was feeling it. I got the idea he doesn’t drink very much.”
“So, let’s get to the heart of the matter. You were supposed to finish him off with your Little Susie. I take it that did not happen.”
“No, it didn’t. I have never failed with Little Susie before.”
“Why did you fail this time?”
“As I said, I asked him some vague questions about his work and Poland but he didn’t respond. He was feeling his drink and decided he wanted to go home. I quickly grabbed him and took him out on the dance floor. He did loosen up a bit on the crowded floor which made it a perfect set-up to strike him in the chest with Little Susie.”
“Yes, yes. So?”
“I kept missing because he was moving around like a mad man. I lined up the perfect strike but he lost his balance and fell. I did not strike him but my hit did contact with another person dancing next to us.”
“What happened to him?”
“Well, of course he died immediately.”
“No, not that nobody. But what happened to the California professor?”
“He quickly got up and left.”
“And what did you do?”
“In the confusion that followed the man’s dying, I quickly left and came here.”
Randal frowned and said, “Not good.”
“Why? Whoever got jabbed by Little Susie was a person of no importance.”
“That is obvious. But your prey got away,” he said as he gave her a rather cold look. “I thought you were going to finish off his government partner.”
“No, I figured I had to keep him alive. He’s the only contact I have with this professor. In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m not finished with this California guy yet.”
“In spite of my liking your spirit in defeat, one thing does not set well with me.”
“And what is that?”
“This professor now knows you by sight and name. He probably knows you are a well known person. If he repeats his little escapade to his wife or some of his colleagues, someone is going to get very suspicious that just out of the blue you were asking him about Poland. Do you see what I mean?”
“Of course I do. I’m not an idiot, you know. I fully intend to get him taken care of once and for all and quickly.”
“Any ideas how?”
“Not at the moment,” she said frankly. “But trust me, I will work on this immediately.”
“You’ll have to because in a way we are now exposed. Our cover of being totally anonymous no longer exists. The sooner you take care of this matter, the sooner we can breathe easily once again. I’m sorry you failed, Anne. It would be so neat if you had put this California professor in the past tense tonight.”
“As I said, failure is not a choice word in my vocabulary.”
He thought a long moment and then said, “You know, Anne. Before you turn your attack machine on this man, it might be nice to know exactly first-hand what he is up to. You mentioned that you didn’t find him clever. If that is the case, perhaps he will not even put two plus two together on your Polish question to him. He might even grant you an interview. You are a journalist, aren’t you?”
“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll let you get back to immortalizing Twinkie. I need to go home and think wicked deeds. That always cheers me up.”
Alex drove his car into the driveway of his home, got out and looked around. The place was unusually dark he thought. He went up to the front door and noticed no lights were on. He had a puzzled look on his face. He shrugged his shoulders and as he was about to put the key into the front door discovered that it was unlocked. He opened the door cautiously and entered. He looked around in the dark and couldn’t figure out what was going on. Usually Abby kept too many lights on.
He walked over to the stairs and noticed that something like a nightlight was coming from under the door of his bedroom. He bolted up the stairs trying not to make a lot of noise. He got to the bedroom door and tried to open it but it was locked. From the other side of the door, he heard a whimper.
He knocked on it somewhat softly and said, “Abby? Abby? Are you in there?”
The door flew open and a terrified Abby dragged him quickly into the bedroom and closed the door. Alex was so taken back by her actions, combined with the effects of the alcohol, that he almost lost his balance. He speedily righted himself on the bedpost.
Abby threw her arms around him and said, “Oh, thank heavens you’re here! I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my entire life. But how did you get up here?”
“Like always—the stairs,” he replied feeling a bit woozy.
“Have you been drinking?” she asked.
“Marvin insisted I go out with him for one drink where he usually goes for Happy Hour. He wanted me to meet his girlfriend. I’m not really drunk if that’s what you’re asking.”
“What did you see downstairs?” she asked in a slight panic.
“Nothing,” he said as he looked at her strangely.
“Then you must be drunk. You didn’t see him?”
“Him? Who? What are you talking about, Abby?”
She shook her head and looked at him as though he must be blind. He looked back at her and said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t see anyone downstairs. And why have you locked yourself in the bedroom and turned off all the lights?”
“Your ape came,” she said almost not believing it herself.
“What? Where is he?”
“Downstairs, I presume. I thought you would have run into him.”
“Oh, my gosh! He wasn’t suppose to deliver the gorilla until Saturday. I don’t understand what’s going on.”
“Nor do I. And I’m all of a sudden thinking my mother is correct about you. You’re a nut. A real, live gorilla is in our home. I just can’t believe it.”
“Please, Abby, will you calm down for a moment and tell me exactly what happened?”
“This Zoltan man showed up here late this afternoon. He was very sick—said he was coming down with appendicitis and had to go to the hospital. He said he had no choice but to bring Pongo on over today—as he had nobody to look after him until Saturday.”
“Didn’t you tell him our outdoor module wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow?”
“That didn’t come off either. Dr. Strickler’s sister Adelle, our next door neighbor, dropped by to introduce herself. She said they’re not delivering it until next week.”
“Didn’t you think to ask Zoltan for the transportation cage he brought Pongo in?”
“Are you kidding? I was so caught off guard I didn’t know what to do. I thought I’d call you but before I could, he brought Pongo into the house on a chain and handed him over to me.”
“And then what happened?”
“Zoltan quickly excused himself to go to the hospital, closed the door behind himself and left me holding the chain with a gorilla on the other end of it.”
“And?” said Alex as though he were a teacher talking to a student.
“What do you mean and? I looked at the gorilla and he looked at me. He began thumping his chest. I panicked and ran upstairs and locked myself in here. Unfortunately I left my cell phone downstairs and there’s no phone in this bedroom. I can’t believe you didn’t see him when you came in. Maybe he’s escaped and gone someplace. You and your gorilla! What are we going to do now?”
“I’m kind of at a loss for ideas. What do you think we ought to do?”
“Go back to California as quickly as possible,” she said with a whimper.
“That’s not going to happen,” he said rather sternly. “We’ll just have to deal with this situation.”
“Oh, great, Alex. What are you going to do? There’s a gorilla somewhere downstairs and we’re just supposed to overlook the fact and get a good night’s sleep and deal with it tomorrow?”
“Now don’t get worked up, Abby. Give me a minute. I’ll come up with something.”
“Like what?”
“Well, we could go and see if we could find him.”
“Oh, no. You go. I’ve already had that beast pounding its chest at me. It’s your turn. I’ll stay right up here, thanks.”
“I guess we could call someone. I have my cell phone,” he said as he unclipped it from his belt.
“Who could we call? If we call the police, they’ll just take him away from you and cart him off to some animal shelter—and then there goes your gorilla. Then which one of your colleagues could you call? That Marvin is a loser and would be of absolutely no help. And Dr. Strickler? She’d throw us out into the street. You’re the PhD, Alex. So tell me what we should do.”
He thought a long moment and finally said, “Let’s go downstairs.”
“Really? You’re not afraid?”
“Oh, come on, Abby. We’ve got to show Pongo we’re friendly.”
“I’ve heard everything now.”
“After all, Abby, you’re going to be teaching him everyday. You need to get over your first-day fright.”
He took her by the hand and led her over to the door. He undid the lock and they went out into the hallway. They descended the stairs very slowly and quietly. Alex turned on the small stairways entry light. They tiptoed a bit into the living room. All of a sudden they spotted Pongo. He was stretched out on the floor sleeping. He had made a nest of some throw rugs and pillows and was fast asleep. He was even snoring a bit.
Alex smiled and whispered, “Look at him in his nest. I imagine he’s exhausted from having to move into a new place.”
“So what are we going to do?” she whispered back.
“The same thing he’s doing. We’re going upstairs and go to bed and deal with all of this tomorrow morning. It’s been an exhausting day for me.”
“It hasn’t been a bed of roses for me,” she replied.
“More the reason we should take ourselves upstairs and go to bed. Things will work out just fine tomorrow morning. I presume you’re prepared to begin working with him immediately.”
She looked at him and nodded with a look of disbelief. “How did I get myself mixed up with you and a gorilla?”
“He gave her a slight hug and kiss and replied, “It’s going to be fun, Abby. Trust me.”
He turned off the stair light. They went upstairs and into their bedroom. She locked the door.
That night Alex didn’t have a hard time going to sleep. He seemed to sleep soundly and with no problems. Abby, on the other hand, slept fitfully and kept one eye open most of the night. She did get some sleep but it was far from quality sleep.
About six-thirty the next morning Abby and Alex were sleeping quite soundly when all of a sudden there was a loud bellow, followed by another bellow and a lot of chest thumping. Alex remained totally asleep but Abby’s eyes popped open in sheer horror. Several more bellows sounded. She sat up in bed. She looked over at Alex who seemed lost somewhere in the fifth-dimension of dreamland. He even had a slight smile on his face. She shook him and he roused slightly.
“Alex! Alex!” she said as she shook him. “Wake up! We’ve got a problem!”
He finally woke up. He turned over with a big smile and looked at her.
“Good morning, Abby.”
He reached up and kissed her. He then turned over for another snooze. She was absolutely upset with him and gave him a violent shake.
He sat up in bed and said, “What? What’s going on?”
She looked him in the face and said, “Have you forgotten? We’ve got a house guest downstairs.”
At first he gave her a puzzled look and then a big smile. At that moment, Pongo let out another bellow.
“Does that mean he wants to kill us?” she asked with a blank look of alarm.
“No, no. It just means he’s awake and hungry and probably has to go to the bathroom.”
“Oh, yes. Mr. Zoltan said if he gave a big grin and showed all his teeth it meant he wanted to go to the bathroom.”
“That could be a problem. I don’t know how Zoltan handled such situations with Pongo, but I know for sure our toilet seats would not accommodate Pongo’s weight. Besides I’ve read that urinating and defecating are natural and pleasurable acts for most animals and they pretty much like to perform these functions wherever they like—that is unless you train them like dogs and cats.”
Abby frowned and said, “I’d say for Dr. Strickler’s sake that would preferably be outside.”
“I’m amazed that Mr. Zoltan trained Pongo to at least let him know by a facial grimace when he needed to go,” Alex said as he got up and put on his bathrobe.
“Zoltan said to just let him out into the back yard and when he was finished, he’d come back to his quarters. He also said we’d have to clean it up and that would not be a pleasant job. And, while we’re discussing such mundane things—yes, I signed on to teach this gorilla but not to clean up his poop.”
“Of course not,” Alex said as he combed his hair. “We’ll hire a sanitation service. I’m sure the committee will pay for it. Okay, put on your robe.”
“Why?” she said.
“Because we’re going downstairs and welcome our new colleague.”
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“Can’t afford to be, honey. Okay, on with the robe and let’s go.”
She put on her robe slowly as she looked at him. “You know,” she said, “I wonder how it is my two sisters ended up living such normal lives and here I am facing cooking breakfast for a gorilla.”
He put his arm around her and said, “Oh, just don’t think of him as a gorilla.”
“Oh, yeah, tell me all about it when he starts with that chest thumping.”
He led her out the door. She stopped him and said, “Wait. Don’t we need some kind of weapon to defend ourselves?”
“What would you suggest?”
“An elephant gun but I don’t think we own one,” she said a bit peeved. “In fact, we don’t even own a gun, do we?”
“No, and if we did what good would that do us? We don’t know anything about guns. Okay—up and at it!”
They quietly and cautiously went down the staircase. She hid behind him as though for protection. They stopped every so often to listen for tell-tale noises but heard nothing so they would take another couple of steps. They finally reached the bottom landing. Alex bent forward and leaned around the wall. A huge hairy arm reached out and grabbed him. The gorilla then came into view and look confused. He began mussing Alex up and jerking him around. Abby let out a yell and jumped out in front of Alex and tried to distract the gorilla.
“What should I do, Alex? Help! What should I do?”
Alex who was being slapped and shoved around tried his best to talk. “Be calm like me! Don’t excite him!”
She was terrified and yelled, “How do you expect me to be calm when a gorilla is mauling you?”
She noticed that the gorilla was not even paying her any attention and Alex was getting worn out. She suddenly got very tired of the entire situation and went over to Pongo. She slapped him on one arm and said in a very school marm type voice, “Pongo. Stop it. You just stop that immediately. You are being very bad with Alex.”
Pongo looked straight at Abby and dropped Alex to the floor. Pongo then made a big grin showing all his teeth.
“Oh, I see,” she said. “You want to go to the bathroom?”
He looked at her as though he understood what she had just said. Alex got up on his feet. He grinned at Pongo. Pongo took him by the arm and then looked at Abby.
“I think because I grinned at him,” said Alex, “he thinks I have to go poop too. So how do we handle this, Abby?”
Without speaking, she took Pongo by the chain and guided him to the back door. He held on to Alex tightly. Very carefully she undid the chain from around Pongo’s neck and got rid of it. She then opened the door and indicated for Pongo to exit. He took Alex by the arm and both of them went out the door.
“I have no intention of pooping along side of him in the backyard.” Alex said a bit frustrated.
“Sorry,” said Abby with a semi-smile. “I’m afraid that is just what’s going to happen. And while you’re out there, any suggestions on what takes place next?”
“I presume you have to fix us breakfast.”
“What do you think he wants?”
“Anything except meat. He’ll probably be thirsty so get him some water—bottled water not tap water. We don’t want a dumb gorilla on our hands.”
“Okay, then knock on the door when you guys are finished,” she said as Alex and Pongo walked out the back door together.
She then walked to the kitchen and began putting together some items for breakfast. She saw the cinnamon rolls that Adelle brought and she put them with the things she was gathering.
She began making scrambled eggs and a big pot of oatmeal. She got out some fruit from the refrigerator and put that together with the rest of the items.
She looked around and spotted a very large, metal bar stool. She pushed it up close to the kitchen counter. Pleased, she went back to her cooking.
A bit later, there was a knock on the back door. Abby stopped her breakfast preparations, went over and opened the door. Alex entered and he then motioned Pongo to follow him into the kitchen.
Pongo, who had a rather refreshed look on his face, entered. Alex looked very embarrassed. “I hate to admit it but he wouldn’t do anything until I showed him what he should be doing out there.”
“I just hope no neighbors were watching.”
“They couldn’t see us because the wall is too high out there, thank goodness.”
“Okay, Alex, you need to go and wash your hands. Pongo, sit on that stool over there and let’s hope it holds you.”
Alex left to wash his hands. Abby took Pongo by the arm and led him over to the stool and indicated for him to sit. He did as she beckoned and the stool miraculously held him. She then went over to the sink, got a dish towel which she dampened and returned. She took one of Pongo’s huge hands and washed it and then the other one. She ripped off some paper towels and dried them. He got a big kick out of the drying process and wanted to do it himself. She then gave him a large bottle of water. He quickly put it to his lips and drank.
Alex came back in and looked on in amazement. He said to Abby, “I can’t imagine you’ve got things so well under control.”
“I don’t believe it myself,” she said with a much more relaxed look. “I can’t understand why he isn’t murdering me right this minute.”
“I think he likes you. That’s going to make it easier for you as his teacher.”
“Okay, Alex, have a seat next to Pongo there and let’s eat.”
She put a plate of food down for Alex and then served Pongo his food on a large serving platter. She opened a drawer and pulled out a big salad spoon, which she gave to Pongo. She pointed for Pongo to watch Alex eat and for him to do the same with the big spoon. It took very little for Pongo to dig into his breakfast. He wasn’t all that neat but she went and got a towel and put in around his neck and another one in his lap. Pongo ate his oatmeal and loved it. He enjoyed the scrambled eggs and fruit. He seemed very happy.
She took several cinnamon rolls and put them on his plate. He took one, smelled it and then devoured it in one gulp. He ate the second and third ones just as fast. He then jumped off the stool and did a little dance, twirling around. He did a bit of a dance step while clapping his hands. He then came back and took his seat.
“What do you make of that?” Abby said a bit startled.
“I’d say he considered those cinnamon rolls a special treat. I believe I remember Zoltan saying Pongo loved cinnamon rolls and would do a trick for you if you gave him one. Apparently that’s how he got Pongo to perform.”
“Anyway I’ve used up most of our week’s provisions in this one meal for him. I’d say this fellow is going to eat about thirty pounds of food a day. That’s going to run me ragged fixing it and feeding him—muchless our paying for it. Ever think of that? Any suggestions?”
“Some of the members of the committee are going to help out.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it. They’re not going to sit around and socialize with a gorilla. You and I—we’re nuts so we don’t count. We’ll gladly do it. Any ideas what we do with Pongo when Mom and Dad arrive?”
“No, not a clue. We’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“And what about that awful wild animal smell he’s got? His breath has a horsy smell and is very pungent. I can’t imagine trying to give this one a bath but I’m going to try and introduce him to toothpaste and a toothbrush.”
“I leave all that to you,” said Alex proudly. “I’d say you’re off to a great start.”
“Talking about getting started. The first thing on your list of things to do today is to get into contact with that sanitation service and get them over here immediately before Dr. Strickler gets wind of what’s going on out back.”
“Good idea.”
“I was just wondering,” Abby said. “What are we going to do for a week until that storage module arrives? We can’t keep him in the house. Dr. Strickler would have a fit.”
“I don’t know if he can stay out in the back yard. He’s bound to bellow and beat his chest. I’m sure the neighbors would call the police.”
“Then you’ll probably have to stay out there with him,” she said nonchalantly. “He probably won’t bellow and beat his chest if he’s got company. I think he’s a big fake with all that anyway. He’s probably just trying to play big, tough guy.”
She went to the fruit bowl and took out a banana. She was about to give it to Pongo but Alex stopped her.
“Point to the banana, say it like you would in a class of students and then say it in sign language.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Because his education has to start somewhere and right now is as good a time as any.”
She pointed to the banana and it certainly got Pongo’s attention. “Now, Pongo, this is a banana.”
She then did sign language for the banana, which is one finger standing up and the other hand acting as though it is peeling it. She was about to give the banana to Pongo but Alex said quickly, “No, not yet. Sign it again until you can see he gets the connection.”
She repeated her efforts and peeled her finger. She looked at Pongo and could see that he truly understood she was issuing some element of communication.
“I think he’s very smart,” she said. “I think we’ll probably do quite well teaching him some communication skills.”
She gave Pongo the banana. He ate it instantly with gusto. He gave her a sort of wooing sound.
“I think he wants another banana.”
Abby reached to get him another one but again Alex stopped her. “Make him try to do it in sign language.”
“Okay, Pongo,” she said sweetly as she held onto the banana. “Banana— banana—.”
She then signed the finger peeling for banana several times. Pongo moved his fingers and tried to imitate her but didn’t exactly do it correctly.
“Should I keep doing it until he gets the finger symbol right?” she asked.
“Oh, no,” said Alex with excitement in his eyes. “That would only frustrate him and he’d probably bellow or beat his chest at you. Give him the banana.”
She did and Pongo was very happy. He gave a smile without showing all of his teeth.
“That means he’s happy,” said Alex with a big beam of a smile. “Anybody could tell that. I think the two of you are going to get along famously. So, after we clean up you can take him into the living room and give him some more lessons. How long do you think his training session should be at the beginning?”
“I’d say about thirty minutes,” she answered as she started taking the dishes over to the dishwasher. “Then we’ll have to do some other activity and then have a break. Then we can try another thirty minutes. You know, Alex, he’s going to be hungry for lunch. You’d better go to the grocery store and get him some things until we get this down to a science.”
“You’re not afraid of being alone with him?”
“Not like I was earlier. I think he trusts me. He’s like any animal—the person that feeds them is tops in their book. And that means me at the moment.”
“Mr. Zoltan said if he gets agitated to just give him one of your eyelashes. It seems to work like a tranquilizer.”
Pongo watched Abby load the dishwasher. He got up off the stool and took his big spoon and plate over to her. She and Alex were both impressed. They patted him on the back and he gave them a grin—with no teeth showing.
“I think I should take my bath, get dressed and be going,” said Alex.
“You’re just going to the grocery store. You don’t need to get dressed up for that.”
“I was thinking that now you have established a nice rapport with Pongo, you wouldn’t mind if I went to the laboratory after I go to the store. Besides, I have a meeting with the committee this afternoon. I need to bring them up to date on things.”
“What? All of a sudden because I do a banana trick you think I can handle this nearly four-hundred pound gorilla all by myself? A half hour for you to go to the store, okay, but to leave me here alone with him all day? I’m not so sure about that.”
“He’ll take a siesta later on and that will take a big chunk out of the day. I think you’re doing just fine and you look like you’ve built up your confidence.”
“Appearances can be deceiving.”
“Oh, you’ll be fine. After you feed Pongo his lunch, just let him take a nap. Most animals like naps.”
“So do we humans but we rarely get to take them,” she said showing a bit of tenseness.
“I really do need to go by the lab and check on the water. I want to measure how much it has condensed. That way I can have an idea of when I will have some definite information to share with the committee. My meeting with Dr. Reichler and the others is at three. So, I should be home by five at the latest.”
“That is if you don’t stop off at a bar.”
“Absolutely not,” he laughed. “I learned my lesson last night.”
His laugh scared Pongo a bit. Pongo looked at their verbal sparring and made a bit of a hoot sound. He raised his fists as though he were going to thump his chest.
“Oh, my goodness,” said Abby quickly. “You don’t think he is going to attack us, do you?”
“Of course not,” Alex smiled. “He probably just wants us to get on with things. So, why don’t you hastily go up and dress and I’ll take care of things down here until you get back down?”
“By the way, Mr. Zoltan brought over some of Pongo’s toys with him. They should be in the living room. Maybe you could sort them out with Pongo. That’ll more than likely entertain him until I get back.”
“Great idea, Abby.”
She shut the dishwasher and turned it on. She patted Pongo slightly and left to go upstairs. Pongo made a hoot noise as though things were happening too fast for him. Alex gently took him by the arm and led him into the living room.
Alex looked around and saw a blue duffle bag. He sat down on the floor and opened it. Pongo took a seat beside him. Alex opened the duffle bag and pulled out a plastic duck, a furry cat that if squeezed it would get you a large meow, a nice-sized teddy bear and a kiddy xylophone with two rhythm sticks. Pongo was very pleased to have his toys. He hugged the cat and the teddy bear. He picked up one of the rhythm sticks and began hitting the keys of the xylophone. It was not music but off-key noise. Alex took the other stick and struck some notes of You Are My Sunshine. Pongo was very impressed. Each of the notes of the xylophone was a different color according to which musical note it was. He first showed Pongo how to hit all the notes of the color yellow. Then he encouraged Pongo to do the same. After several tries, Pongo managed to show he recognized colors by hitting all the yellow notes.
“You are definitely headed for a PhD., Pongo.”
All of a sudden, the doorbell rang. It disturbed Pongo and he turned around with a harsh stare on his face and made some low hoots.
“Pongo, it’s nothing. It’s the doorbell—doorbell. Now, you be a good boy and play with your toys while I go see who it is.”
He got up and left the room and went down the entryway to the front door. He opened it and standing there was Adelle. She had a big smile on her face.
“Hi,” she said sweetly. “I’m your neighbor next door, Adelle Franklin. I came over yesterday and introduced myself to your lovely wife. I take it you are Dr. Hayward?”
“Yes—I’m Alex,” he said as he returned her smile.
“I’m Dr. Strickler’s sister. She and I own this house. It used to belong to our parents. I hope you’re finding everything to your satisfaction.”
“Oh it’s quite nice and fits our purposes quite well.”
“I’m sorry for intruding like this but I just had to bring you over another little housewarming gift and try and meet the man of the house. Yesterday I brought over some cinnamon rolls. It seems I’m always baking something. I hope you don’t mind but I brought you over some homemade doughnuts. Do you like doughnuts?”
“Oh, yes. I think we’ll find a very good use for them. I’m sorry but Abby is upstairs dressing.”
“Then I won’t bother you,” she said as she held on to the doughnuts and made no effort to leave.
He looked at her quickly and said, “Oh, I’m sorry. Won’t you come in?”
“Oh, thank you. Don’t mind if I do. Your wife yesterday was so gracious.”
“Your cinnamon rolls made quite a hit at breakfast this morning, I can tell you that,” he smiled.
He obviously had forgotten about Pongo and ushered her into the living room. She had the plate of doughnuts and was about to offer them to him just as Alex remembered who was in the living room on the floor. Adelle noticed the gorilla at the same time he did. She froze and let out a silent scream. Pogo got upset and stood, bellowed and beat his chest. She held on to the plate of doughnuts as though they were her only protection.
Pongo sniffed and walked over to where she was. He reached down and grabbed the plate of doughnuts out of her hand.
“Pongo, that’s not nice,” said Alex quickly as he tried to placate Adelle at the same time.
Pongo devoured three of the doughnuts while Adelle looked on in horror. Alex took the plate from Pongo and returned it to Adelle. She wanted to run but she found her legs wouldn’t obey.
Pongo after wolfing down the doughnuts came out into the middle of the room and did a ballet turn with his finger on top of his head. He danced a bit and went over and turned Adelle around several times. Adelle was horrified and finally managed to let out a shriek. Pongo cringed, looked at her and let out a bellow.
Abby came running down from upstairs. She flew into the living room and said fearfully, “What is going on?”
Pongo sat back down on the floor and once again got interested in playing with his toys. Adelle was trying to move backwards in an attempt to make a quick exit.
“Abby, this is Adelle, Dr. Strickler’s sister.”
“Yes, I know. She paid me a visit yesterday.”
“She brought over some doughnuts and Pongo kind of went ape on her, so to speak. We’re so sorry, Mrs. Franklin, we’re just getting used to this situation ourselves.”
Adelle looked on in bewilderment and managed by the hardest to speak. “I thought my sister made it clear that no gorilla was to be brought into the house.”
“We realize that,” said Abby, trying her best to appease Adelle. “It’s a very complicated situation. You see, the man who owned the gorilla arrived shortly after you left yesterday. He was ill and told me he was going to the hospital and had to leave Pongo now—this is Pongo—rather than Saturday. My husband was not here and I was in a bit of a panic myself. Alex came home and we stayed locked in our bedroom until this morning when we came down. And believe it or not, we’ve kind of made friends with him.”
Adelle looked at her as though she didn’t understand a word Abby had said. Alex smiled at Adelle and said, “Actually he’s a very nice young gorilla. Very well behaved.”
“And he won’t attack me?” she said doubtfully.
“I don’t think so. I tell you what, Mrs. Franklin. Why don’t you give him another one of your delicious doughnuts and I’m sure you’ll make a friend of him for life.”
Adelle hesitated but under Alex’s urgings, she took one of the doughnuts off the plate and held it out in Pongo’s direction. He sniffed and grabbed it from her.
Alex quickly said, “No, Pongo. You must be nice when people offer you things.”
Alex took the doughnut back from Pongo and everyone waited to see if Pongo would attack Alex. Alex quietly and slowly put the doughnut back on the plate. He looked at Pongo and said, “Nice, Pongo.”
Abby repeated the word nice several times with a smile and then with a smile gave it in sign language, which is like you were wiping dirt from your hands. Pongo looked at everyone with a somewhat wild look. Alex prompted Adelle to hold out the plate again. At Alex’s urging of the word nice and Abby’s signing it several times, Pongo took the doughnut in a very dainty fashion and ate it. He then went over and bowed to Adelle. She could hardly believe what she was seeing.
Adelle got a bit of her composure back and said, “You are very brave people. I can’t believe I’m this close to a real, live gorilla. Think what my sister is going to say about all of this.”
Abby and Alex looked at one another quickly and then at Adelle. Alex smiled slightly and said, “Mrs. Franklin, things have happened so fast for us here that we are ahead of ourselves. The man brought the gorilla too early and you informed my wife yesterday that the backyard storage module wouldn’t be in place until next week. We are desperate not to lose this gorilla so could we ask you not to tell your sister until we get everything under control—say sometime next week? If you tell her, I’m afraid she will become very angry and order us to leave or worse—call the police.”
“Where will you keep this animal until its home arrives?” she asked.
“Out in the backyard. I’ll sleep out there too so as to keep him quiet. That way he won’t disturb anyone. Could you do us this favor, please?”
She thought a bit and then said, “Yes, I suppose I could. Even so, if my sister did find out, I think I could explain things to her in a way she could understand.”
“Oh, thank you,” said Alex. “We really do appreciate this.”
“And what is his name?”
“Pongo. It’s what the natives in Africa call a gorilla.”
“I never thought I’d be having a gorilla as a tenant. I can’t imagine what my parents would think. He certainly likes my doughnuts.”
“And your cinnamon rolls—which he had for breakfast. So, anytime you want to spoil him, come on over,” said Alex with a big grin. Pongo smiled.
Later that morning Alex finally arrived at his lab. He had bought a lot of food and taken it back to his house beforehand. He had left Abby giving Pongo lessons on the big board she had created. He felt very optimistic that indeed she was in charge and could handle things all by herself. When he left, he gave her a wink and she shrugged as though she had no other choice.
The first thing he did was to start checking the vats to see their progress. He was heavy into his work when Marvin arrived. Alex didn’t notice him. Marvin went over and said, “Hi, how ‘s your water doing?”
Alex jumped a bit by being caught off guard. He turned around and said, “You should whistle or something when you come up behind someone.”
“Sorry about that,” said Marvin as he whistled.
“I hope you came by to help me.”
“Yeah, but not for too long. I’ve got to go home and take a nap. Last night was something else,” he said looking kind of hung over.
“Why? What happened?”
“Oh, nothing much. A guy fell over dead on the dance floor, that’s all.”
“Really?” said Alex as he looked up from his water.
“Yeah, in fact right near where you were dancing. I’m surprised you didn’t see it but you dashed off so fast I didn’t get to say good-bye.”
“What happened to your girlfriend?”
“She split just about as fast as you did. She has a habit of doing that.”
“How well do you know her?”
“Oh, not really. She’s just someone whose pants I’m trying to get into.”
“From what I remember, I don’t think you are close to hitting a home run with her. Besides I didn’t like her asking me all those questions. Why would she ask me if I had ever been to Poland?”
“Well, have you?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact I have. I went there one summer to attend the wedding of Abby’s former roommate. For me, it was actually the beginning of this project. Her father was the well-known scientist I talked about my first day with the committee. That is very curious that she mentioned Poland to me.”
“Don’t look at me. I didn’t even remember your mentioning that you had been there,” said Marvin as he tried to make light of the situation.
“If memory serves me right, Marvin, I think you have told this woman something about our project.”
Again trying to minimize things, he said, “Oh, I didn’t tell her anything more than I had met a young scientific professor from California who was going to be working where I was. Alex, you really ought not be so suspicious. It’ll drive you to drink.”
“Is that what drove you to drink?” asked Alex with a kind of smirk.
“No,” answered Marvin. “It was women.”
“I’m surprised you’re not married.”
“I just have never met the girl-rilla of my dreams,” he said trying to be funny.
“I recently heard that same joke from Mr. Zoltan about Pongo. And speaking of Pongo, he arrived yesterday late afternoon.”
“What?” said Marvin as though he hadn’t heard correctly.
“Yes, Pongo arrived. He’s at my house now.”
“You’re kidding,” said Marvin with his mouth halfway open in surprise.
“No, I’m not,” replied Alex. “Mr. Zoltan came by late yesterday afternoon and was quite ill. He told Abby he thought he had appendicitis and had to go to the hospital. He said he had brought Pongo by because there was no one to look after him and he doubted he’d be out of the hospital by Saturday.”
“He just left him with Abby?”
“Yep,” said Alex as he continued inspecting his water.
“In a cage, I presume,” remarked Marvin as he followed Alex.
“Nope. He just handed her Pongo’s chain and left.”
“Oh, my god!” said Marvin. “So what happened?”
“Apparently Pongo was a bit discombobulated by the transfer. He bellowed a bit and beat his chest.”
“Is she alive?” asked Marvin half-joking.
“Yes, very much so.”
What did she do?”
“She panicked and fled to our bedroom where she locked the door and waited for me to get home.”
“Couldn’t she have phoned?”
“Nope, she left her cell phone downstairs when she ran upstairs and there was no phone in the bedroom.”
“What happened when you got home?”
“I didn’t see Pongo at first and went up to the bedroom. Abby was quite shaken up and was still pretty upset. We went downstairs carefully to see what was what and we found Pongo had made himself a nest of cushions and was fast asleep.”
“Yeah? And then what did you do? Call the police?”
“Absolutely not. They’d just take the gorilla away from us and that would set us back to square zero.”
“Unbelievable. So?” exclaimed Marvin.
“We went to bed. Pongo had us up at a pretty early hour—you know, nature calling and all that. Then Abby fixed him breakfast. I went to the store and bought some provisions and then came here to check on my water.”
“And you left Abby there all by herself with a gorilla?”
“He’s very nice and for the most part polite.”
“What was going on when you left Abby and the gorilla? Was he chasing her around the house?”
“Not at all. Nothing like that. She was teaching him sign language.”
“And he wasn’t attacking her?”
“Not that I know of. She hasn’t called me with any complaints. And I haven’t called her.”
“Why not? It looks like you’d be calling her every five minutes.”
Oh, I couldn’t do that. The ringing of the telephone might set Pongo off. Believe me, if anything is going wrong she would call me. She is wearing her cell phone around her neck.”
“Amazing. I can’t imagine your leaving her all alone there with a grown gorilla. And you said you had to contend with a call from nature on his part? How was that answered?”
“Out in the back yard. He let us know that he had to go by a big grin showing all of his teeth.”
“That sounds awful. Are you eventually going to have a problem out there?”
“No, I’ve hired a sanitation company to come by daily. I’m sure we can work that into the budget.”
“I guess you’re going to go into all these details at this afternoon’s meeting?”
“You bet. And a whole lot more.”
“What about that storage module? Did it come?”
“No, it was supposed to be delivered today but they had to put it off a week.”
“So, where is this ape going to stay?”
“I thought you wouldn’t mind sharing your place with him for a week,” said Alex jokingly.
Marvin blinked several times and said, “Oh, no you don’t. I’m not getting within seven miles of that ape. You people can get your brains kicked out but not me.”
“I was just kidding,” said Alex. “He will be spending the day inside the house. At nights he and I will sleep outside. I don’t think he would stay out there by himself. He might bellow and disturb the neighbors.”
“What do you think Dr. Strickler is going to say about an ape in her house?”
“I don’t intend to tell her. I’ll just hope while we wait for that storage module that no one will tell her. Can I ask you not to tell her?”
“I suppose so, only because I would hate to hear the whole whining opera she would go into.”
“Thanks. And another thing, Marvin. If you run into that woman again, please don’t mention a thing about our experiments—or Pongo, or the water—nothing. I don’t have a good feeling about her.”
“Alex, you shouldn’t let small things get to you. It’s all perfectly innocent, I can assure you.”
“Maybe—maybe not. But not a word from now on to anyone, okay?”
“Sure, if that’s the way you want it. Not a word.”
Alex moved on to another tank and got Marvin to hold a large jug while he dipped some of the water out. They took it over to a laboratory area where Alex put a drop of it on a glass slide and began studying it under a microscope.
He said without looking up at Marvin, “Oh, Marvin. You’re invited over for dinner tonight.”
“Are you kidding? You want me to break bread with a gorilla? No, thanks. You’ve got the wrong party.”
Alex looked up at Marvin and said, “I’m inviting all of the committee members on different nights. Pongo must get to know each of you if we’re to make any progress in our experiments with him. I thought I’d invite you first so you could kind of cheer the others on. They have you down for such an adventurous person, they’d listen to you.”
“Alex. I don’t know about that. Don’t you think Abby will get upset at my just dropping by uninvited?”
“No, not in the least, especially since Mr. Zoltan appeared with no advanced warning.”
“Let me think about it. I’ll let you know after our committee meeting.”
After Alex left that morning to go back to his laboratory, Abby took a seat on the floor with Pongo and they played with his toys, including the xylophone. She tried to keep a bit of distance because every so often Pongo would stop what they were doing and look at her. He belched several times and his fetid breath almost knocked her over. She tried to keep calm and make no big note of it. Finally she decided it was now or never time.
She looked at Pongo in the face and smiled. “Okay, Pongo it is time that you and I get the show on the road. We can’t play this xylophone forever.”
Pongo looked at her and gave her a slight smile. She stood and he was about to get up but she indicated for him to stay seated on the floor.
“No, Pongo you sit on the floor.” She made the sign of the index fingers curled and hooking and unhooking with one another.
“Sit,” she said several times and signed it each time. Pongo looked at her as though she were crazy. She did it all over again and this time she could tell he was at least trying to take in what she was doing.
“Good,” she said as she put the palm of her hand up to her mouth and then put it in the palm of the other outreached hand. She said this and signed the word several times. Pongo watched and as though he were part of what was going on blew at her. His strong-smelling breath nearly knocked her over.
“I’m sure that means something in your language but I’m not sure of what. Now I wonder if I do the same thing to you what will happen. Oh give me the strength to go on with this.”
She then took a deep breath and blew back at him. He seemed very delighted. She could tell it in his eyes.
“Oh I see I’ve got to learn Gorilla too. I suppose that means you’re happy. So I just as well teach you the word for happy.”
She took her flat hand and passed it over her heart a couple of times and repeated the word happy. She then blew on him and signed. As though it were all quite natural, he tried to imitate the sign and then blew on her. Again the power of his breath almost overtook her.
“I just don’t know how much of your happiness I can take.”
She walked over to her communication board, which consisted of 9 rows and five columns of squares. An object was in each of the 45 squares representing something.
“Let’s look at the communication board, Pongo. I am going to touch some of the squares and then tell you what each represents. Right now though I can tell in your eyes and face you haven’t a clue what this board is all about. Hopefully soon it will be a way for us to communicate. You’ll know what I want and I’ll know what you want.”
She took her finger and went to the top left square which was a hand with the fingers bent over and said, “Tickle.”
Then she continued with the other squares. As she pointed out each one, she pronounced the word several time and repeated it twice in sign language. The other squares she pointed out after tickle were good which was a big smile, banana had a banana in it, bed which had a bed in it, TV which had a TV in it, downstairs which had a big triangle at the bottom of some stairs, upstairs which had a big triangle at the top of some stairs, milk which had a glass of milk, toothbrush which showed a toothbrush, bathroom had a shower with water coming out of it, phone which had a telephone, spoon had a big spoon, play was a blank tick-tac-toe, want was a white diamond shape drawn on a black background, paint had a paint brush, toy was represented by a big white squiggle on a black background, book had a book, quiet was a big, white, capital letter Q on a black background, dance was a big red musical note, sleepy was a big black Z, I don’t understand was a big yellow question mark.
When she finished, Pongo had a puzzled look on his face. He took a seat on the floor where he had earlier been sitting. She braced herself and walked over to him. She looked down at him with a big smile on her face.
“In preparing for you to come and live with us, Pongo, I went to the Internet and Googled gorillas and found out a few things about you guys. One of the things I learned was that you like to be tickled. I don’t, but that is beside the fact. Apparently you and your crowd really go for it. So, I am now going to take my life into my own hands and attempt to tickle you and see what happens. If I am wrong about this, I fully expect you to knock the living daylights out of me.”
She leaned down and with the same big smile on her face pointed to the first square in the first row and said, “Tickle.”
She then took her hand and began to tickle him a little bit under his arm. He let out a rather loud grunt and a look of pleasure came on his face. She stopped and he took her hand and put it back where she had had it before. She gave him a few more tickles and it was obvious he was eating it up.
She stopped very gently, got up almost in slow motion and hoped he wouldn’t notice her having discontinued the tickling. He watched her in awe to see what she was going to do next. She smiled and went over to the board. With her finger, she tapped the square that showed the hand with the bent-over fingers and repeated the word tickle out loud several times as she signed it.
Pongo got up off the floor and lumbered over to the board. He took his finger and tapped it in the square tickle. He then lifted his arm and waited for her to tickle him. She was absolutely amazed. She then cautiously tickled him.
“Oh, my goodness, Pongo. You’re quite the fast learner.”
He blew on her and she almost keeled over. She tried not to let it show and she blew back on him. He sniffed her a bit though.
“You see, Pongo, I don’t have bad breath because I wash my teeth. But you do have bad breath and I, as your only friend here at the moment, must tell you that.”
He breathed on her again and let out a grunt. He then let out a belch which was bad breath personified. She had to wince as she was so close to him. All of a sudden he looked puzzled and she could tell in his eyes he was confused by her actions.
She went over to the board and pointed out the square for toothbrush and with her forefinger up to her mouth acted as though she were brushing her teeth. She then said the word outloud several times. She pointed out the bathroom square and said the word outloud several times as she made a fist that faced outward and looked like she was washing a window. She then went to the square for upstairs and repeated the word several times as she took her first two fingers and climbed imaginary stairs with them. Once again she worked with the three words.
Then outloud to herself and Pongo, she said, “I am really taking a gigantic chance with you here, big fellow. I know I’m crazy but I’m going to try and teach you to brush your teeth.”
She went over to Pongo and indicated with her hands for him to get up. She smiled at him. He got up without any hesitation as he looked like he knew exactly what he was doing.
She went over to the board and pointed out upstairs to him and signed it to him. She got in front of him and beckoned him to follow her. He hesitated. She smiled and left him momentarily to go into the kitchen. She came back almost instantly with a doughnut. She walked over and gave it to him with a smile. He took it and wolfed it down in one bite. He then blew on her and grunted several times.
“I think blowing and grunting mean in Gorilla talk that you’re happy. Okay, if that is the case, follow me.”
She motioned him to follow her out of the room to the stairs. Once there, she took a few steps up the stairs backwards and indicated for him to follow her. He waited as though he were confused. She signed to him upstairs. He tried to sign back.
“That is wonderful. Now, come on, Pongo. Let’s go.”
Knuckle walking he slowly began climbing the stairs. She would go up a step and he would follow her. They got to the top of the stairs and she motioned for him to come with her into the bathroom. He cautiously followed her in. Once inside, she signed the word for bathroom and with her hands pointed out the place to him. She then reached inside a drawer and got out two toothbrushes and some toothpaste. She then signed toothbrush several times and pronounced the word outloud as she was signing. He grunted a few times but didn’t try to imitate her.
She undid the cap of the toothpaste and put some on one of the toothbrushes. He carefully watched her. She put it in her mouth and starting brushing her teeth. She then spit out the toothpaste. He seemed to get a kick out of that.
She put some toothpaste on the other brush and handed it to him. She then put her brush back into her mouth and began brushing away making sure he saw her teeth. She indicated for him to do the same.
He watched a moment and bared his teeth. She was a bit petrified but tried to act as though all was as normal as could be. A moment later, he put the toothbrush in his mouth and imitating her, he began brushing his teeth. She signed good to him and said the world good out loud several times. She spit out again and got him to do the same. She then put some more toothpaste on his brush. He began having a wonderful time.
Suddenly the doorbell rang downstairs. Pongo let out a hoot. She could instantly tell that a hoot meant displeasure in Gorilla talk.
“Be good, Pongo. Don’t be upset. Stay here. I will go see who it is. Stay here.”
As she talked, she tried to pacify him and indicate for him to continue brushing his teeth. As easily as she could, she quickly rinsed her mouth and put down her toothbrush. Pongo got back to his brushing as though it were a new toy.
She edged her way out of the bathroom while he was busy with his new plaything. She made her way down the stairs trying to make the least noise possible. She got to the front door and opened it.
Standing there was a vague-looking young girl in her early twenties. She had mundane blond hair and was dressed in Goth accoutrement. She had on black eyeliner and her nails were painted black. Her lipstick was somewhere in between black and red. She had a bored look on her face. In spite of all this, she was somewhat pretty.
Abby blinked as she looked at the young woman. She couldn’t imagine what she was doing standing there.
“Yes?” said Abby in a totally uninviting way.
“Hi, I’m Crystal. Are you Abby?”
“Yes, what can I do for you?”
“My mother said you had a gorilla over here.”
Abby was completely taken back by this person's persona and dress and seemed not to understand who she was.
“Your mother?”
“Yeah, I’m Adelle’s daughter. Dr. Strickler is my aunt.”
“Oh, my goodness,” said Abby quickly trying to be hospitable.
“Mind if I come in and take a look?”
Abby had no idea what to do except open the door and let the young lady in. Crystal looked around but spotted nothing that caught her attention.
“I knew she was telling a fib. She does that you know. She always overcooks things. Then don’t get me started on that aunt of mine.”
“You didn’t by chance come over to tell me we have to vacate the premises, did you?” said Abby a bit on the edge.
“No, but my mother did send me over to make sure she saw what she thought she saw. You know, sometimes I think she’s got a leak in her think tank,” said Crystal a bit disappointed. “Do you really have a gorilla here?”
“Yes, we do,” said Abby trying to be pleasant. “So what happens now?”
“Does my Aunt Elizabeth know about this gorilla?”
Abby didn’t know whether to trust this young lady or not. Crystal nonchalantly strolled around as she waited for an answer. Abby closed the door and hardly knew what to do next.
“If I go back and tell my Mom you’ve really got a gorilla over here, she’ll more than likely tell my Aunt Elizabeth and then you’ll be in for it. Aunt Elizabeth is one mean truck driver.”
“Thanks for your concern,” said Abby not knowing how to take this young woman. “Your mother has already promised us she wouldn’t tell your aunt. I hope that clears everything up for you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m very busy at the moment. So much has happened around here in the last twenty-four hours that I’m not so sure myself of what’s going on. I do hope you don’t mention anything to your aunt.”
“What’s to mention?” said Crystal with a shrug of her shoulders. “I haven’t seen any gorilla. How do I know that you’re not making all this up?”
“Why would I do that?” said Abby becoming slightly irritated.
“I don’t know why anyone does anything anymore. You tell me. Besides, is that where you always wear your cell phone—around your neck?”
“I’m the forgetful type. Now, I’m sorry, but I’m very busy. I’m right in the middle of an experiment.”
“Oh really? What kind of experiment?”
“It’s really too hard to explain.”
All of a sudden there was a bellow from upstairs. Abby grabbed her heart with her hand and walked over to the bottom of the stairs. Crystal followed her over.
Pongo had come out into the hallway from the bathroom. He was still holding his toothbrush. He hooted when he saw Crystal.
Abby gave Crystal a slight smile and then turned her attention to Pongo. She looked up at Pongo and said, “Oh, you have finished brushing your teeth. That’s very nice. Come on down and join us.”
She didn’t dare go up to meet him as she had no idea what he might do. She beckoned him with her hands to come on down. He hooted again.
Crystal didn’t seem at all disturbed by his sudden appearance. She looked at him with curiosity and said, “Why is he making that hooting sound?”
“That means he’s frightened—a bit disturbed by your presence,” Abby said.
“That’s not a very nice welcome,” said Crystal a bit disappointed.
Abby with a big smile to Pongo said, “Come on down, Pongo.”
She coaxed him to come down by signing and saying good and toothbrush. Pongo very shyly tried to sign back a little. She smiled and motioned for him to come down the steps.
Finally he conquered his discomposure and started lumbering down step by step. He found it very awkward and then turned and knuckle walked all the way down the steps. Crystal didn’t move but just watched him as he came very near to the two of them.
“The experiment I mentioned was trying to show him how to brush his teeth. It appears he has a very strong breath,” Abby said as she signed the words for toothbrush and good.
“What are you waving your fingers at him for?” asked Crystal.
“I’m trying to teach him to speak via sign language.”
“Oh, is that what that is? I thought for a moment you had lost it.”
Pongo looked at both of them. He then blew his breath at Abby and then at Crystal. Neither flinched.
“You’re right”, Crystal said. “Even with a mouth full of toothpaste I can tell he’s got a bad case of barf breath.”
“That actually means he likes you,” said Abby smiling at both of them.
Pongo reached out and touched Crystal with his finger. She gave him a nondescript look.
“What’s he up to now?” she asked a bit indignantly.
“He’s just trying to be friendly.”
“Oh, yeah? He’s the fresh type, isn’t he?”
“I don’t know about that,” said Abby.
“What are you raising a gorilla for? Can’t you have kids on your own like everybody else?”
Abby trying to be tactful said, “Pongo’s being here is a long story and I’m sure one that wouldn’t make any sense to you. It’s somewhat academic. You’d probably have a hard time understanding it.”
“You bet I would if it had anything to do with books. I had a hard time getting through school. It just wasn’t for me.”
“Yes, I think I understand.”
Abby then hooked her forefingers together from one finger to the other several times as she said the word friend outloud. She patted Crystal and then repeated the word again. Pongo made a slight attempt to mimic her.
“Is he trying to ape you?”
“Yes, quite literally I imagine. Now I think we’ve got to do something about that toothpaste still in his mouth. She signed toothbrush and began motioning Pongo to follow her into the kitchen. He looked at Crystal.
“I think he wants you to come too,” said Abby.
“Oh, okay. I didn’t know apes brushed their teeth.”
“They don’t, as far as I know,” Abby said as she led everyone into the kitchen. Once there, Abby signed toothbrush and said it out loud in a pleasant voice. She reached her hand out for Pongo to give it to her. He looked at her a bit and finally offered it to her. She then got a large glass out of the cabinet and filled it with water. She took some of the water in her mouth, rinsed her mouth and spit it out. She did it three times. She ran the faucet and put her hand under it and then put her little finger and thumb together and with the three upright fingers tapped her chin. She said the word water several times outloud and then signed it. Crystal tried the signing process.
“That’s very good, Crystal. I think you might be good at learning to sign.”
“That’s what it’s called?”
“Yes, and since we can’t teach him to speak, he’s got to learn to sign if he wants to communicate with us.”
“Why can’t apes speak?”
“It’s very complicated but they don’t have a voice box like we do.”
Abby got out another big glass, filled it with water and gave it to Crystal, who without thinking rinsed her mouth out. Pongo was quite impressed. Abby then took another big glass, filled it with water and gave it to Pongo. He didn’t want to take it.
Crystal looked at him and said, “Take it. It’s not going to bite you.”
She then signed water. Pongo without hesitation took in a big gulp of water, rinsed his mouth and spit it out. He repeated this until all the water was gone. Crystal kind of bared her teeth and smiled at him. He imitated her. Abby was quite impressed at Crystal’s handing of Pongo.
“I’m amazed, Crystal,” she said with a bit of amazement. “Now that you’ve met our gorilla, what do you think of him?”
“Oh, he’s not much different from some of the guys I hang out with. I kind of expected to see him swinging from Aunt Elizabeth’s chandeliers. Has he got a name?”
“Yes, it’s Pongo. He’s a young male gorilla from the eastern lowlands of Africa.”
Pongo then gave them a grin as though showing off a bit. Abby thought just a minute and said, “Crystal, go over there in the pantry and get Pongo a banana.”
She did as Abby said and brought back a banana, which did not go unnoticed by Pongo. Very quickly Abby stuck up her forefinger and peeled it with the other hand.
“I suppose that’s the word for banana,” Crystal said.
“Very good, Crystal. Let’s see you do it before you give him the banana and see if he will try and follow you. Say the word out loud as you’re signing.”
Crystal held the banana under her arm. She signed and said the word out loud. Pongo tried to imitate her. She then gave him the banana.
“My goodness,” said Abby. “You’re a very good helper, Crystal.”
She got Pongo’s attention and said thank you out loud several times as she touched her mouth with her hand and then held it out toward the person being thanked. This was like the trick Pongo had been trained by Zoltan to do and that was to blow kisses at the audience. Pongo got the idea immediately and was pretty good at signing the phrase. Crystal laughed a bit and signed the phrase back to both Pongo and Abby. Pongo seemed to be having a very good time. He gave them a smile.
Abby said Crystal a few times as she made a fist and with her thumb stroked the side of her chin.
“Oh, my God,” said Crystal. “Don’t tell me that’s my name in sign language.”
“Well almost. It’s actually the word for girl but it will do for the time being,” she said as she looked at Pongo. “Pongo, this is Crystal—your new friend.” She then hooked her two forefingers together a couple of times and said the word friend. Crystal, acting as though she were on to a new toy, imitated Abby and said friend outloud as she patted Pongo slightly. Pongo looked at her and let out a big gust of breath in her direction.
“I think he’s going to need regular brushing,” said Crystal. “He’s got a really bad case of grunge breath. But I imagine that will improve over time.”
Pongo reached out and tapped Crystal on the shoulder. The weight of his hand almost caused her to hose her balance.
“Hey, watch it there, big boy,” she said as she got her footing back. “You don’t know your own strength.”
Abby smiled and repeated the signs of friend and girl. Pongo seemed to be enjoying himself.
“Let’s go back into the living room and I’ll show you how I’m training Pongo—that is if you’re interested.”
“Oh, sure. I haven’t got anything better to do. But I’ll have to leave by one o’clock cause I work part-time at Walmart’s. I give out frozen pizza samples. I work three afternoons a week there. You and Pongo can come and visit me anytime and I’ll treat you well—if you get what I mean. You know, extra samples. “
“That would be nice but I don’t think Pongo will be going out and about anytime soon. Now, let’s proceed to the living room, shall we?”
Pongo followed Abby and Crystal into the other room. Once there, Abby signed for Pongo to sit and said the word sit several times. He just looked at her and then Crystal.
“You know, I think he wants you to sit with him. Do you mind?”
“No, if he just keeps his hands to himself.”
“For both our sakes, let’s hope that he does,” said Abby trying to be friendly.
Crystal took a seat on the floor next to Pongo and they both looked at Abby as though wondering what came next.
“Crystal, this is a communication board. In each square is a lexigram—that means a representation of the word we’re using. I am teaching Pongo by pointing to lexigrams. Sometimes I use hand signals to try and get over a meaning, like telling him come. Humans have a lot of natural sign language. But for the most part we use our voices. Just because Pongo can’t speak, doesn’t mean he can’t be taught to understand. Even though I am teaching him to talk with his fingers, you can make your own signals up to him. I did that with come with us to the kitchen, remember?”
“That’s pretty neat. And what will happen if I speak his language to him?”
“If you blow on him, he will be very complimented because that means happy. I don’t think you should try to beat your chest though because he would probably consider that a threat.”
Crystal did her best to understand what Abby was talking about. She looked at Pongo and said, “Can you speak his language?”
“Well—no, not really.”
“They’ve got to have their own language, don’t they?”
“Yes, but it’s not as developed as ours. We have thousands of words to mean all sorts of things. Gorillas have a number of facial expressions and about 12 sounds to express themselves to their fellow gorillas.”
“Like what, for example?”
“Well, if they fold their lips inside and out, it means they’re upset about something. Then if they hoot, it means they consider something a danger, if they whine or make a crying sound it means they’re unhappy just like humans, also if they let out a big burp it means they’re thanking you or have enjoyed something, if they chuckle, it means they are enjoying being playful and if they give out a low growl, it means they are enjoying something but if they let out a big growl, it means watch out as they’re coming for you.”
“Don’t they beat on their chests? I think I saw that in an old Tarzan movie on TV.”
“That means they could attack you. It’s really to get your attention so you will realize they aren’t happy. Oh, and one other thing. If he shows all of his teeth with a big grin that means he’s got to go to the bathroom.”
“Oh, wow, I bet that’s something to see.”
“Not really,” said Abby with a slight shrug.
“Does he use the regular bathroom?”
Abby who had just as soon not go into the details said as nicely as she could, “No, he’s too heavy. And he’s not potty trained.”
“So how do you handle that?” asked Crystal frankly.
Trying to make short work of the topic, Abby replied quickly and frankly, “We escort him to the back yard. When he’s finished, he comes back in. Anymore questions?”
“Well, yes. Isn’t that going to create a mess out there? I’m real sure my Aunt Elizabeth will kick up some dust about that.”
“My husband’s already contracted for a daily sanitation service to take care of the problem. I’d just as soon not discuss this particular subject anymore if you don’t mind. It’s not one of my favorite topics dealing with Pongo.”
“Wow, you know a lot,” said Crystal.
“So do you now. I think you already know his language quite well. As I told you, they don’t have a lot of different words like we do.”
“Why is that?”
“For one thing, a human being’s brain weighs over three pounds but a gorilla’s weighs less than a pound. It’s not that they’re stupid. They just don’t have all the equipment we do.”
Crystal looked at Pongo and said, “No, I wouldn’t say he is dumb. He’s just not hip, that’s all.”
“That’s an interesting way to put it, Crystal. I tell you what. Why don’t you come up here and get on one side of the communication board and I’ll get on the other? Then we’ll talk to him a bit. Is that okay with you?”
“Oh sure,” she said as she stood.
Pongo started to get up but Abby very quickly signed for him to sit. She said the word sit several times very pleasantly. He sat back down.
“Okay, here’s what we will do, Crystal. You choose any ten squares you want and one by one point them out to Pongo. Make sure he follows your finger with his eyes. Then as you say the word, I will get his attention and sign it.”
Crystal looked like she was having a great time of it. She chose the following words: happy, play, friend, good, water, tickle, spoon, toy, dance and banana. As she pointed to each one of them, she said the word and then Abby signed them.
“Let’s do it a bit slower for him,” said Abby.
They repeated the words at random this time but much slower. Pongo watched them and tried to absorb what they were doing. He even fiddled with his fingers and tried to imitate Abby.
Then Abby looked at Pongo and told him to stand up. She signed the words and then repeated stand up several times. Pongo got up and then looked at the two women.
“Okay, Pongo. Watch what Crystal and I are going to do.”
She then got Crystal’s attention and said, “This time, Crystal, you do not point. You just say the word. When you do, I will put my finger into the proper square.”
Crystal called out certain words in a loud voice and Abby signed and put her finger in the square.
“Now, this time,” said Abby, “I am really going to hope this doesn’t upset him. Same thing, Crystal, but this time I am going to take Pongo’s finger and put it into the square when you say it—then I will sign the item.”
With a very nice smile, Abby lifted Pongo’s finger. Crystal said the word spoon.
Abby took his finger and very gently put his finger in the square. Then she signed the word.
“Very good, Pongo,” said Abby and Crystal together.
By the time they had done this several times, Pongo was having a very good time. Crystal seemed to be enjoying herself very much too.
“Now Pongo, it’s your turn. Crystal is going to say the square and I want you to put your finger in the square.”
The word Crystal chose was water. She said it several times and Abby signed it. Pongo looked at them and all of a sudden he put his finger into the water square. Both Abby and Crystal were overjoyed. They did the other words and Pongo on his own got five out of the ten without any help.
Abby said quickly under her breath, “Crystal, go get him another banana.”
Pongo was a little startled by her quick exit but calmed down when he saw Crystal with the banana. She gave it to him and signed. Without being prompted, he went over to the communication board and pointed out the square with his finger.
The two women laughed. Abby said, “I think our boy Pongo is a genius.”
She then signed thank you and hoped Pongo would try to sign it to Crystal. To her delight and amazement, he did a somewhat credible job.
Crystal looked at the word tickle on the square. “What’s that doing up there? Nobody likes to be tickled.”
“Apes do,” said Abby. “Try it on Pongo.”
Crystal, as though she was being put on did a halfway job of tickling Pongo. He loved it and took her hand to do some more. She gave it to him this time. He almost did a dance of happiness. He blew on her.”
“Wow, he does have strong breath, doesn’t he?”
“Remember, that means he’s happy. So, if you’re happy, blow back on him.”
She blew back on him and said, “This gives new meaning to the expression blow job.”
Abby laughed, and shook her finger at Crystal. Abby then looked at the communication board and said, “Look up here. See the square play.” She signed it to Pongo who had a vague look on his face that mirrored Crystal’s.
“So, what’s this all about?” asked Crystal a little bit suspiciously.
“Play can be a game but he’s not at that level yet. In the wild about the only game gorillas have is catch. They chase one another. But obviously we’re not going to do that here. What we have to start off with Pongo is pantomime.”
“Oh, that?” said Crystal dejectedly. “I’m not good at that at all. I hate playing Charades because I’m absolutely terrible at it.”
“You’re safe here,” said Abby. “There’s no guessing. You just play like you are doing something. But probably the reason you weren’t very good at playing Charades is you weren’t doing it right.”
By this time Pongo had gotten bored and tired. He took a seat and watched them carefully to see what they were up to.
Abby said to Crystal who didn’t seem too interested. “Okay. First of all when you do pantomimes, the object you’re portraying must be actual size—not smaller or larger. For example, the steering wheel of a car. It has to be actual size. Could I see you do a car steering wheel for me, Crystal?”
Crystal felt a bit dumb but did a very passable job of driving with a steering wheel. Pongo watched and to both their amusement, he imitated Crystal.
“See, Crystal, you were so good you got Pongo doing it. I think your Charades rating just went up a thousand percent. Good, Pongo.” She said the word several times as she signed it. Pongo knew he was being talked to.
Abby continued. “Part number two. Your actions must be bigger than in real life. Like lifting a suitcase. You make it very heavy or struggle to lift it and make a big deal out of it. And three, your expressions and gestures have to be exaggerated—sad or angry, cry with lots of tears or smile with lots of teeth. If you stump your toe, it has to be big and make it look like you’re falling. Would you like to try your newfound expertise out on Pongo?”
“Sure, why not?”
“Okay, I’m going to call out a few things and let’s see how you do them.”
She called out brushing teeth, washing dishes and smelling a flower. Crystal gave each one her best shot. She was actually pretty good, especially in the use of her emotions. She could be cheerful, energetic, amused, bored and friendly. Pongo looked at each of her creations and tried to imitate her in his own small way. He seemed to be fascinated with Crystal.
“My goodness,” exclaimed Abby. “You were very good. Pongo, you were very good too. She signed good to both of them. Crystal said Thank You and signed it, having remembered the finger movements from earlier in the kitchen. To Crystal and Abby’s amazement, Pongo signed it back.
“I tell you I think he might be a genius,” said Abby.
Crystal looked on the communication board at one of the squares they had previously done and said, “What do you have dance up there for? Do Gorillas dance?”
“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” replied Abby. “I just put it up there because dancing is such an important part of our lives.”
“I know a lot about dancing,” said Crystal openly. “I go to a hip hop club once or twice a week and have a super time.”
Abby thought a minute and then went over to the radio and turned it on. She searched until she found some dance music—a bit far out for her taste.
“Can you dance to this?” asked Abby.
“Oh, sure. I can dance to anything.”
“Then let loose and I’ll join you and we’ll see what effect it has on Pongo.”
They began dancing and as they danced they said the word dance outloud. Abby signed it by taking her two fingers like legs and moving them like dancing in the palm of her other hand. Then they motioned Pongo over to where they were dancing He moved over cautiously. When he got close to them, they each took one of his hands very gently and began swaying. He gave them a very studied look and then as though “what the heck,” he began imitating them. They had a very good time and were laughing—even Pongo who was making a grunting sound.
When they finished they applauded and Pongo imitated them. Abby looked at the clock and said, “Oh, oh, it’s a little after noon. I bet our boy here is starving. So, Crystal, what do you say we go see what we can give him for lunch?”
Abby and Crystal walked toward the kitchen. Crystal turned around and gave Pongo a look and motioned him to follow. He quickly caught up with them. Much to Abby’s surprise, Pongo went over and got his iron stool and brought it over to the counter. He waited a bit and then he gave out some small hoots.
“I think he’s trying to tell us he’s not interested in anything but food at the moment,” said Abby. “So, let’s see what we’ve got.”
Abby got the large platter she used for breakfast and put some carrots, kale, and sweet potatoes on it. Crystal served it to him. Pongo took it but before Crystal would give it to him, she made sure he said thank you.
Abby noticed and said, “I’m impressed, Crystal. You’re really getting into all of this.”
“It’s a lot easier than regular schoolwork, I can tell you. In fact, I find it fun.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Oh, you’d better put a couple of towels in his lap. He can be kind of messy.”
Then she fixed him a plate of bananas, a cut cantaloupe and a couple of Adelle’s doughnuts. She also opened a jar of peanuts and placed it in front of him. She hardly had to prompt him to say thank you.
Abby then took out some lettuce and a cold, grilled chicken breast from the refrigerator. “I’ll fix us a salad if that is okay with you.”
“Oh, sure,” said Crystal. “But I’ve got to be out of here pretty soon to my job at Walmart’s.”
“Okay, I’ll make this fast,” said Abby.
Pongo was savoring his lunch and gave out several belches of delight. He paid the women very little attention and they were likewise with him.
Abby served them their salads and they sat on stools at the counter alongside Pongo. All of a sudden, a thought entered Abby’s head.
“You know, Crystal, you’ve very good with Pongo. I wonder if you’d like another part-time job.”
“Like what?”
“Oh, doing what you’ve been doing since you got here.”
“You mean, I’d get paid for having fun with this gorilla?”
“That’s exactly what I mean. You certainly aren’t afraid of Pongo. That’s for sure.”
“What’s to be afraid of? He’s a creampuff to some of the guys I know. Are you serious about a part-time job? How would that work?”
“I haven’t a clue. I’d have to talk it over with my husband and see what he thinks. I’m sure he could get a stipend for you to help me.”
“What’s a stipend?” she said blankly.
“Some money to pay you. Even so, it will not be up to my husband. He will have to take it up with the Committee your aunt is on. Do you think she would be agreeable to our paying you?”
“I suppose so but she’d probably do her usual act.”
“Which is?”
“Saying that I have no stickability as far as jobs go. She’ll more than likely point out to everybody that I’ve had 14 part-time jobs in the last three years. My latest is this one at Walmart’s but it doesn’t pay me much of anything.”
“I think you will do just fine here. Pongo seems to like you and I find you a very good companion for him in his program. I predict you’ll be a lot of help.”
“Oh, thanks. My mother’s not going to believe this.”
“She will when she sees how well you handle Pongo.”
“When are you going to ask your husband?”
“Oh, I’ll ask him tonight when he comes home. I’m expecting him about six or so.”
“Is he a cool guy?”
“Cool? No. He claims the word cool has been the downfall of our present-day culture. He claims no one even knows what the word means.”
“Boy, he is old fashioned. Cool is what it’s all about. What does he think about the word chill?”
“He’s not there yet. He’s still working on cool.”
“Do you think he and I would get along working together?”
“Oh, sure. Alex gets along with everyone—and everything or else he wouldn’t have had a gorilla move in with us. I’m pretty sure he’ll approve your helping me out with Pongo. For me, you are a godsend. Even so with your help, I wonder if we can really get anywhere with Pongo.”
“Where do you want to get?” Crystal said, making short work of her salad.
“Alex wants him to learn to communicate as quickly as possible. I know sign language okay but I’m no expert in it. The main thing though is I know next to nothing about gorillas.”
“All this sounds weird to me, but you have to understand—most everything is weird to me. So—when I run into cool, everything makes sense. As far as I’m concerned both you and Pongo are cool.”
“That’s real nice of you to say, Crystal,” replied Abby with a smile.
“Then you think I’ll work out okay with you and Pongo?”
“Better than me by myself, that’s for sure.”
Crystal looked at her watch and said, “Oh, I’ve got to get out of here. I don’t want to lose my job at Walmart. That would really bust Aunt Elizabeth’s brain bucket.”
“Brain bucket?”
“Yeah, her motorcycle helmet,” answered Crystal.
“She rides a motorcycle?”
“And how. Well, time to go,” Crystal said as she finished her salad and jumped up. Her rapid movements unsettled Pongo. She went over and patted him and said, “Bye-bye, Pongo. See you later.”
Abby got up and followed her out of the kitchen. She signed good-bye by letting her four fingers on one hand go up and down like saying bye-bye to a child.
Crystal stopped at the door and said, “Just wish me luck that my old clunker of a car gets me there in one piece. It makes me late for work a lot.”
“What kind of car do you have?” asked Abby
“A big-ass, old Cadillac hearse. I got it for eight hundred dollars. My mother said she wouldn’t be seen dead in it. But I like it when it runs. Okay, bye-by,” she said as she opened the door. She suddenly stopped and turned around. “Oh, you wouldn’t mind if I came over after work and met your husband, would you?”
“Oh, no, that would be an excellent idea. We can get this job situation settled one way or the other.”
“Okay, see you later this afternoon. Bye-bye, Pongo.”
Crystal swiftly was out the door. Pongo looked in her direction and did a passably good job of signing good-bye even though she had already left. He then quickly returned to his platter of food.
Bunky Muldoon was sitting at a table by himself out on the patio of The Old Glory BBQ Restaurant in Georgetown. He was devouring one of their specials called the What’s Smoking Combo, which consisted of a big helping of St. Louis short ribs, sliced brisket and Virginia ham smothered in fried okra, collard greens and BBQ red beans.
Bunky was an overweight, tall man in his late forties with a kind of baby face that was always producing perspiration. He had on a dress shirt but it was unbuttoned and his tie was pulled lose around his neck. His suit jacket was thrown over the back of his chair.
A homespun type waitress passed by and said, “Hon, I noticed you done ate up all your cornbread. Want another helping?”
“Yeah, little darling,” he said in a folksy way only a super rich person talks to a peon. “It’s absolutely fabulous. Just like my grandmother used to make—no sugar. She always used to say it was a Yankee trick putting sugar in cornbread.”
“And right she was,” said the waitress. “That’s the reason ours is so good. How you doing on water? Want another bottle or would you like some really good ice cold faucet water from the pitcher?”
“Oh, no, honey, I’ll stick to the bottled water. I’ll leave that pitcher to you.”
She didn’t know if that were more cute corn pone talk from him or if it were a dig of some sort. Always having to think in terms of big tips, she gave him a real cute, saucy smile.
“You eating all by your lonesome?”
“Nope, sweetie pie, I got company coming. They’re a bit late though. But what can you expect from Yankees? I’ll probably be finished by the time they get here.”
She walked away in a kind of a hop and skip and left him to the slurping down of his food. He tore into the ribs on his platter and sucked them dry. He let the bare bones drop one by one on a paper towel next to his platter.
He was so totally absorbed in wolfing down his food that he didn’t notice Randal and Anne walk up.
“Hi, Bunky. I see you’re up to your favorite pastime,” said Randal with an indulgent smile.
Bunky slightly looked up but hardly enough to stop his momentum with a baby rib and said, “Hi, you guys are late.”
“I can’t believe you’re counting time on us when you have a Mt. Everest platter of goodies staring up at you,” said Anne with a slight smile.
Bunky motioned for them to take a seat, still not looking up from his food. Randal and Anne sat down on the other side of the bench from him.
“Randal, you could take these here bones home to that mutt of yours if you like,” said Bunky as he pointed down to the pile of bones next to his plate.
“Horrors,” said Randal. “My Twinkie has no idea what a bone is. He is a quality canine. His food actually costs more than yours.”
The waitress sashayed over to the table with a plate of cornbread for Bunky and a big smile for the new arrivals.
“I see your company came. I felt so sorry for him sitting here all by himself. But as you can see, he don’t need no help with that platter there. Now, what can I get you fine folks?”
Anne and Randal gave the menu a quick looking over. Anne said as though even the thought of food bothered her, “I’ll take the Grandma Minnie’s fried chicken salad.”
“Oh, that’s one of our best. You gonna really love that. And what about you, Mister? What can I get you?”
“I’ll have the same. And we’ll take a large bottle of Evian water.”
“Coming back right away,” she said as she took off.
Bunky got to halftime in his chowing down. He looked up at his two tablemates and said, “I thought the patio would be a better place to meet and talk. Fewer people out here.”
“I would have preferred one of the better restaurants in town,” said Randal, “but I do quite understand your proclivity for earthy sort of food, especially since you own a chain of hamburger restaurants.”
“So, what’s going on with you two? You didn’t call me just to be social.”
“Guilty, guilty, guilty,” said Randal with a slight, erudite smile. “But before new business, could we talk about old business?”
“Sure, I suppose you want to know how things are coming along with the Vera Chips,” said Bunky as he suppressed a burp.
“Exactly,” said Randal. “When we met a couple of months back, you had a contract from my company in Arkansas to come up with some people to try the Vera Chip out on. So we’d like to hear how that went.”
“Oh, everything went great. The experimental phase is over and done with and they are now actually manufacturing Vera Chips. By year’s end, they’ll have several million of them ready to go. All they need, they say, is your okay and the NHIS program can get kicked off.”
“Ah, did you hear that, Anne?” said Randal. “The National Human Identity System is functional and already has an acronym—NHIS. Just think. Soon every person in this country will have a NHIS microchip implanted in their body and it will make keeping up with them a breeze. ”
“It’s probably the best idea you’ve come up with since the one we’re presently working on,” she replied with a smile.
“And what’s that?” asked Bunky.
“Oh, it’s much too complicated to go into. Your expertise is in dealing with the finality of unnecessary people and we should just keep it at that,” Randal said with a smile.
“Before we begin cheering,” said Anne with her eyelids lifted upward, “we’ve first got to see how this new president goes. We will have to be extremely clever and convince his administration that the Vera Chip is for medical records and security and part of his new Health Care Program.”
Randal nodded his head in agreement and said, “As Confucius says, He who defines the terms, wins the argument.”
“Who’s that guy and what’s he talking about?” asked Bunky completely in the dark.
“A Chinese philosopher and his statement means that if we hoodwink everybody as to what we’re really up to, they will think we’re doing them a favor. Now, Bunky, what was your particular contribution to the final development of the Vera Chip?”
“Them guys was having a bad time finding the perfect place to put the chip in people so they told me they needed some bodies of all ages to experiment on. I provided them with about fifty people. They really worked them over. They tried implanting the Vera into the brain but that caused some sort of stroke that killed most of them. They ended up finding the best place was on the under arm. They said it would be especially easy on newborn babies there. So, the NHIS Corporation is loaded and ready to rock and roll when you are.”
“And what happened to these people you rounded up?” answered Anne with a bit of gleeful curiosity.
“They became hamburger meat like that professor you turned over to me. We couldn’t have the people we experimented on going out and spilling the beans on what we were up to. Now could we?”
Randal smiled and said, “You’re a good man to have around, Bunky Muldoon.”
“Bunky, we have another job for you,” said Anne with an appreciative smile.
“That’s what I do for a living. You name it and it’s done—that is, unless it’s legal,” he said with a big laugh.
Randal and Anne didn’t share his mirth but instead gave Bunky a look that indicated they appreciated his expertise.
Anne looked at Bunky directly and said, “What we have in mind is another professor type job. There’s another professor we want served at one of your Dixie Rancho Grande fast-food restaurants.”
“It’ll be a pleasure. The same price?”
“No,” said Randal with a smile, “we’re prepared to give you a bonus if you can handle this one immediately.”
“Sure, no problemo,” grinned Bunky. “So where do I find this cat?”
“I’ll have to contact you later about that,” Anne said. “I don’t exactly know his whereabouts at the moment but I will shortly. Then I will contact you.”
“At the Home Bar?” Bunky asked.
“No,” she said as she was thinking. “No not there. I’m tired of that place. But, don’t worry, I’ll I find a good place for us to meet.”
“Look forward to it, little darling,” he said as he resumed guzzling his food. Anne interrupted his pigging out by saying, “Oh, Bunky. While we’re at it, there’s another person I’d like to turn up on the Muldoon missing list. He goes by the name of Marvin. He hangs out at the Home bar. Everyone knows him and believe you me, he will not be greatly missed by anyone.”
“This ain’t no two for one deal, is it?”
“Oh, no,” she replied with a sweet smile. “This is personal. He’s a loser and a shit head and he’s really gotten on my nerves.”
“I get it. He’s the reason you don’t like Home anymore.”
“You got that straight. By the way, do you serve chili at your place?”
“Yeah, why?”
“Then I want him to end up in your chili pot. He thinks he so hot—let him prove it.”
With that she let out a raucous laugh that even startled Randal.
“Anne, my dear,” said Randal. “This person of interest must have really gotten under your skin.”
“Yeah, and as you can see, he’s going to pay for it. Bunky, the sooner you turn him into a covering for hot dogs the better as far as I’m concerned.”
The waitress giggled her way up to their table with Anne and Randal’s food on a tray. She served it with tons of homespun sweetness. Bunky grabbed her lightly by the arm as she was about to leave.
“Hey there, sweetheart, I wonder if you could lay your hands on another order of them sumptuous baby-backs for me.”
She wrinkled her nose cutely and was on her merry way back to the kitchen with a big-tip infested smile.
Marvin and Alex walked into the outer office of the National Esoteric Analysis Foundation. Trudy looked up at them from her desk.
“You guys are the last to arrive. They don’t look like a happy group.”
“Did my wife call?” asked Alex a bit anxiously.
“No, she didn’t. Were you expecting a message from her?”
“Not really. Actually it’s good news if she didn’t call—at least I think it might be very good news.”
She smiled at him as though she had no idea what he meant. As far as she was concerned, anything he said was okay by her.
“I guess we can file that under no news is good news,” she smiled back at him.
“We’d better get in there and take our medicine,” Marvin said as he tugged at Alex’s sleeve.
They walked into the conference room. Dr. Reichler was speaking to the group in a pleasant manner. Dr. Hopkins was trying to mirror Dr. Reichler’s affable look of congeniality. Dr. Botsford had his head on his hand and looked extremely bored. Dr. Strickler had arched eyes and pursed lips. Dr. Pearlmutter was doing mental crossword puzzles. Dr. Chestermire had an indifferent look on his face.
“Ah, Doctors Pencock and Hayward? So good to see you both. Won’t you have a seat? I was just going over some of the minor details of our project. As you can see, we’re very excited to hear the latest.”
Marvin and Alex took a seat. Marvin didn’t seem anymore interested in being there than anyone else. Alex, with his usual optimism, gave forth with a nice smile.
“I can tell from your face, Dr. Hayward, that you have interesting information for our group here. Won’t you please take over the meeting and bring us up to speed on your latest activities?”
Alex jumped up energetically and looked over the group. The only ones who seemed to even pay him any attention were Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Reichler. Even Marvin went into a mental catatonic retreat.
“Lady and gentlemen, I have superior news. The gorilla has arrived and is now at my home. In fact, he arrived yesterday afternoon.”
Everyone but Marvin came to life all of a sudden.
“Good heavens, man,” said Dr. Botsford. “The miserable thing wasn’t to arrive until the end of the week if my information was correct. That storage shed isn’t supposed to be delivered and assembled until tomorrow.”
“Oh, we got a call about that. It won’t be delivered until next week due to a shipping problem,” said Alex as though it were a trifle.
“Even though that may be the case,” continued Dr. Botsford, “why was the animal delivered before its expected date?”
“Mr. Zoltan came down with an acute case of appendicitis and had to go to the hospital. He had no place for Pongo, that’s the name of the gorilla, and so he brought him over to our place a bit ahead of time.”
“Dr. Hayward?” asked Dr. Strickler in a sort of croaking voice. “If indeed this creature has arrived and you have no storage module to house him, may I ask where he is currently being billeted?”
“During the day he is inside with us but at night he will be sleeping outside in the backyard under the trees.”
“My heavens!” she said indignantly. “Surely that filthy creature is not inside my beautiful home.”
“I’m afraid he is for the moment, Dr. Strickler,” said Alex a bit apologetically.
“Are you telling us that at this minute that thing is alone in the house with your wife?” she retorted.
“Yes, and I presume she is doing quite well. I told her to phone me if anything went wrong. She didn’t call me at my lab and Trudy says she didn’t leave any messages here. So I presume everything is A-okay.”
“You presume?” said Dr. Chestermire. “For all you know, the creature could have strangled her—and then of course she couldn’t call and leave messages. Have you thought of that, Dr. Hayward?”
Alex was caught off guard. He hadn’t thought of that and it showed. He smiled and said with a smile, “Abby can take care of herself. I’m sure of that.”
“Just a curiosity,” said Dr. Pearlmutter as he raised his hand meekly. “What about this creature’s creature habits? Is he bathroom trained?”
“That has already been taken care of. No, he is not potty trained. He is too big for an indoor toilet—he probably would crush it if he sat upon it. So, we are having him use the back yard—you know, in the free air.”
Everyone gasped and looked at one another. Dr. Reichler had no emotion to cover this unmentionable topic that had so suddenly arisen. Marvin rolled his eyes and tried to dial them all out. The others were horrified.
“Don’t worry about the back yard,” said Alex cheerfully. “I have already contacted a sanitation service for cleanup maintenance out there. That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. I presume the committee would agree to fund this service.”
“I don’t quite know what to say,” Dr. Strickler shot back. “An ape roaming around in my house and then fouling my backyard. I can’t imagine what my sister will say?”
“Oh, she’s okay with the idea. She’s already met Pongo.”
“Did she faint?”
“No, in fact they got along quite well. She’s already spoiling him with some of her excellent homemade pastries.”
“This is going too far,” commented Dr. Strickler to the others.
Dr. Reichler rapped the table and said in a decisive voice, “The sanitation service fee will easily be absorbed by our departmental budget. There is no problem there. So, please, Dr. Hayward, we’re waiting with baited breath to hear details.”
“My wife has already begun teaching the gorilla sign language and he appears to be a very apt pupil.”
“Unbelievable,” said Dr. Chestermire. “You’re actually interacting with that beast in your living quarters? Please tell us how that is possible.”
“I can’t clearly describe it to you. You’ll just have to see how it works for yourselves.”
They all cringed a bit at the thought. They looked away from him and stared at anything but him.
In an effort to change the subject, Dr. Botsford said in a commanding voice, “Enough of this ape talk. How is your project coming long? What’s happening with all that water? When can we expect to hear some results? That’s the real purpose of this meeting today.”
“Oh, fine, fine,” said Alex. “I am happy to report that the water has been reduced down by about a third. I expect within a week when it hits the halfway mark in its reduction, I will be ready to perform some initial examinations. At the present we will just have to play the patience game.”
Most tried to have a sympathetic reaction to his announcement but none felt enthusiastically compelled to endorse his statement.
Alex clapped his hands, which startled Doctors Pearlmutter and Dr. Chestermire. The others wondered what he was up to.
“It’s show and tell time, folks. This means it’s time that I share Pongo with you. You must get familiar with him and he must get familiar with you. Therefore, let’s make this a social situation from here on out.”
“Social situation?” said Dr. Reichler. “In what way, Dr. Hayward?”
“You must all begin pitching in and helping with Pongo,” replied Alex.
“Yes, I remember your mentioning that at a former meeting,” said Dr. Reichler. “I think I was in charge of his Shakespeare lessons.”
“That’s correct,” said Alex. “I seem to remember also that Dr. Pearlmutter and his wife Henrietta volunteered to teach Pongo as if he were a 4th grade student. Dr. Chestermire, I believe you were going to make a poet out of our Pongo.”
Marvin spoke up quickly and said, “I don’t think I should have any additional duties with this ape as I’m helping Alex out at the lab.”
“True,” said Alex with a wink, “but we wouldn’t want you to miss out on the fun. I suggest as a little extra bit of socializing, you teach Pongo skate boarding.”
Marvin rolled his eyes as though they might fall off of his face. Alex looked around and said quickly, “I think that just leaves Doctors Hopkins and Dr. Botsford.”
“Oh, no you don’t!” rebuffed Dr. Botsford. “My wife and I went to the trouble of getting that living module for the creature.”
“Yes, that’s right, Dr. Botsford. I appreciate your help there more than you know, but that was only one day’s work. I thought you and your wife being vegetarians had agreed to be in charge of Pongo’s meals, a fellow vegetarian.”
“I didn’t realize that we had been accepted,” said Dr. Botsford.
“Absolutely,” said Alex, “and with great appreciation.”
Dr. Botsford looked around rather grandly at the others.
“And Dr. Hopkins, I believe you and your lovely wife are going to turn our Pongo into a Picasso, are you not?”
“I suppose we would be pleased to,” he said a bit unenthusiastically.
“This means we’ll be giving up a lot of our free time, Dr. Reichler,” said Dr. Pearlmutter.
“If it’s free time you’re looking for,” said Dr. Reichler, “it’s almost a given that we all will have more than we know how to deal with if this project doesn’t fly. I’d suggest everyone get the lead out of their shoes.”
The committee understood but were not a happy lot of campers.
“And you, Dr. Hopkins,” said Alex, “I believe you are still in charge of my project so you’ll end up probably getting to know Pongo the best.”
Dr. Hopkins gave him a rather unwell smile but nodded his head in agreement.
“Yes, of course,” he replied, trying to be as agreeable he could. “But I must admit this creature scares me as much as the next fellow.”
“You will get over that very quickly,” said Alex with high enthusiasm. “I just started with Pongo this morning and already I kind of look on him like a member of the family.”
“I will certainly second that,” said Dr. Botsford under his breath.
Alex looked at Dr. Strickler and smiled. She did not smile back at him.
“I have just the job for you, Dr. Strickler.”
“I already have a job,” she snapped defensively. “I’m in charge of the house you live in.”
Alex laughed and said, “Yes, that is very true. So that means you are technically in charge of the sanitary maintenance there. I will write down and give you the name of the people you are to contact.”
She was not amused to say the very least. She gave him an uppity look and then said in a loud, clear voice, “Your water project is bizarre enough for us to have to deal with but, pray tell, why do you want to teach a gorilla to paint, do sign language, and participate actively in an educational program? You must have some valid reason whether it be rational or not. Tell us, Dr. Hayward, why this gorilla? I still fail to connect the dots between the water and this gorilla.”
Alex’s smile froze for a moment. It then melted into a more somber vehicle of expression. He looked up at them all.
“Of course you are going to misinterpret what I am about to say. I would preferred to have kept it all to myself until I was closer to my theory becoming a reality. What I am about to confide in you, only my wife knows. As you are thus far aware, I am condensing all this tap water in hopes of finding an additive which I believe is turning our general population into a bunch of apes—or idiots at the very least. It is my assumption that I will find what I call Elixir X. Furthermore, I am convinced Elixir X if given full-strength to a human would turn that person into an ape.”
“Yes, yes,” said Dr. Botsford as though he were past the point of being amused by Alex’s strangeness. “You’ve explained all of this to us before. What I’d like to know is what good is it going to do anybody if you do find this Elixir X of yours?”
“He can report it to the authorities,” said Dr. Hopkins trying to be of help to Alex.
“Fiddlesticks,” said Dr. Chestermire. “That would just cause panic and a lot of finger pointing. In all reality, no actual good would be achieved. Investigation after investigation would take place and eventually the general public would be worse off than before they were told they were turning into apes.”
“I quite agree,” replied Alex nodding his head in agreement.
The others were rather surprised to hear him in such ready agreement.
“Oh, so you do believe this all to be more academic than pragmatic?” said Dr. Strickler. “It’s about time.”
“Not so hasty, please,” said Alex as he looked around at the group. “I in no way am admitting to any negative compromise concerning my project. You must hear me out. I said I hope to find Elixir X. My idea has never been to take any results I discover to the authorities.”
“They wouldn’t believe you if you did,” said Dr. Chestermire. “They’d want proof and how would you handle that?”
“I suppose I could simply ask one of them to let me inject them with a straight dose of Elixir X. If my theories are correct, that person would immediately turn into an ape.”
“I doubt if anyone would be dumb or brave enough to volunteer to let themselves be injected with some unknown substance,” said Dr. Chestermire. “So what proof could you possibly afford anyone? Most of all us. Maybe that falls within Dr. Pencock’s duties—volunteering to become an ape.”
“Not on your life,” said Marvin in annoyance. “Just because I’m Alex’s lab sidekick doesn’t mean I’m dumb enough to let him use me for a guinea pig.”
The group did a lot of low mumbling amongst themselves until Dr. Reichler rapped his hand on the table and they came to order.
“Lady and gentlemen,” said Dr. Reichler, “we must not get off tract. I believe you were leading up to a point you wanted to share with us, Dr. Hayward. Is that correct?”
“Yes, most definitely,” said Alex. “All of you are extremely educated people and as such have heard of the ying and yang theory—in other words, for every positive you have a negative and for every negative you have a positive. The most practical application of that is for every poison we have an antidote or at least try to have one.”
“Fine, fine,” said Dr. Botsford tiredly. “Ying yang? What is your point? What’s ying and yang got to do with Elixir X?”
“Actually a tremendous amount. You see, ying and yang have suddenly become the new focal points of my project. Several days back I examined some of Professor Poniotofsky’s work which previously had been unfamiliar to me. I discovered that not only had he formulated Elixir X but also he was convinced via the ying and yang theory that there was an Elixir Y. Let me quickly explain. Let’s say I do find Elixir X—then if the ying and yang proposition is true, from Elixir X I can come up with its opposite—which would obviously be Elixir Y. You see lady and gentlemen, that is the crux of the entire project—the one you are so generously helping me bring to a successful conclusion.”
“You have totally lost me, Dr. Hayward,” said Dr. Botsford tiredly.
“It’s simple as daylight, Dr. Botsford. Instead of telling anyone about Elixir X being in their water, we merely introduce Elixir Y into the national tap water systems. People will immediately begin turning into intelligent citizens once again. No more of all this cultural dumbness we see around us at the moment. That has been my true quest since day one.”
Dr. Hopkins doing his best to continue being of encouragement to Alex said with conviction, “I totally understand the overall point Dr. Hayward is making and I’m with him one-hundred per cent.”
The others came around a bit but were not committing themselves. Dr. Pearlmutter cleared his throat and said as forcefully as he could, “I still don’t see what that has to do with trying to educate a gorilla.”
Alex with a big smile said, “That is part B of my project. Once I have procured Elixir Y, I intend to inject Pongo with it and see if I can’t turn him into a human being. If all goes as planned, he should be as human as you or I in possibly about a week’s time.”
“So what are you proposing, Dr. Hayward—that we go to Africa and turn all their gorillas into people? Why? For what good purpose?”
“None that I know of. This is strictly a little off the beaten path scientific experiment. Remember, our first goal is to reverse the dumbing down of the United States. Pongo is just a little evolutionary twist. Via him, we could at least learn a lot of first hand information about gorillas.”
“Very far-fetched stuff but nevertheless quite interesting,” said Dr. Chestermire. “As long as we are playing mental games, I presume Elixir X could be used in our prisons to control them. You know, have the incorrigible prisoners injected with Elixir X and serve out their sentences as gorillas. It would be much cheaper and effective.”
He looked around and the rest of the committee blinked their eyes in astonishment at his statement.
Alex quickly jumped in and said, “I can well imagine the academic avenues certain portions of what I have said might inspire in you, but my central idea as always is for me to continue in my search for Elixir X. Without it, none of my thoughts have any validity except as those which pertain to Pongo. I would still like each of us to do our best to educate him and get him ready in advance for his possible introduction into human society if indeed Elixir Y does become a reality.”
Alex visually surveyed the group with an air of self-confidence. The committee appeared shocked and speechless. All of them except Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Reichler looked at Alex as though he were a complete crackpot.
Finally Dr. Botsford cleared his throat noisily and said, “I think if we took a vote right this minute, we would find you totally incompetent, Dr. Hayward. So, Doctors Reichler and Hopkins, since this is your can of worms, what say you?”
Dr. Reichler and Dr. Hopkins looked at one another and were momentarily at a loss for words. Alex didn’t smile but instead had a deadly serious look on his face.
Finally Dr. Reichler nervously coughed twice after a long moment of silent deliberation. He looked at Alex and then everyone else.
“Yes, I must say this piece of news is extraordinary. In a way, it turns this entire project on its head. Dr. Botsford, you are the most vocal one here it seems. What would you have us do?”
Dr. Botsford smiled as though he held the trump card. The others waited eagerly for his suggestion.
“I say we should abandon our connection with this far-fetched and utterly improbable project being foisted upon us by Dr. Hayward.”
Dr. Reichler quieted the others with his hand so they wouldn’t attempt to speak. They awaited his reaction to what was just said.
“It seems that Dr. Botsford has just offered us a hypothesis. In the world of the hypothesis, we also have ying and yang—in other words, the game of opposites. Dr. Botsford suggested we abandon the project. The yang hypothesis would be that we do not abandon the project.”
“This is getting extremely academic,” injected Dr. Strickler. “This is a moment of action—not protocol.”
Dr. Reichler nodded his head in agreement and said, “Dr. Botsford suggested we abandon the project. I see nothing wrong with that as long as we put it to a vote. So, if we are to have a vote, we vote either to continue the project or abandon the project. Ying and yang have no in-between.”
“Such a vote would be fine by me,” said Dr. Botsford with great gusto.
“I wouldn’t be too hasty on which way to vote just yet, Dr. Botsford. If we vote to continue the project, we will continue as we have known it up to this point. If we vote to abandon the project, then what do we do next? Obviously we would have to inform the General Accounting Office that we abandoned our one and only project. How then could we justify our large monthly salaries to them? Wouldn’t an abandon vote be tantamount to resigning? We would surely become the laughing stock of those who know us and in a matter of days, we would become unemployed. So, Dr. Botsford, let’s have our little vote. I will now turn it over to you to make the motion for a vote.”
Dr. Reichler looked at Dr. Botsford who was totally frustrated. His face turned beet red as everyone looked at him. The others waited for him to speak. Alex remained extremely stoic as if this were a very large blank moment for him. Dr. Reichler with his hand motioned for Dr. Botsford to speak.
Dr. Botsford breathed in and out deeply and then cleared his throat. He looked at the others.
“In view of what Dr. Reichler has pointed out, I make a motion that we continue the project. All in favor raise your hands.”
Slowly all hands went up. You could hear a pin drop. Dr. Reichler waited a moment and then counted their hands.
“It looks like it is unanimous,” he said. “We continue with the project. Dr. Hayward, would you please carry on with your presentation?”
Alex broke into one of his sweet smiles and gave everybody a look of sincere appreciation. The others in the room at least paid more attention to him than they had previously.
“Okay, committee members,” Alex said with an enthusiastic clap of the hands. “Over the next few days you will be invited to Abby and my home to break bread with Pongo and officially meet him. I am sure you will have a wonderful time. To kick things off, Marvin has graciously agreed to come to dinner tonight. That will be at seven, Marvin. Dress is casual.”
Alex smiled at Marvin, who looked like he had just gotten kicked in the groin.
Marvin tried to smile but only a smirk would come out. Halfway under his breath he said, “This is going to call for a couple of stiff drinks at Home before I get there.”
Most people tittered but then blinked their eyes in realization that their turn was coming up.
“Dr. Botsford and Dr. Chestermire, you are invited for this coming Friday evening at seven. Be sure to bring your wives. Then Dr. Pearlmutter and Dr. Hopkins, we’d be very pleased to have you and your wives on Saturday night—same time. Dr. Reichler, you and your wife and Dr. Strickler are invited for Sunday evening. I can safely promise each of you a very interesting evening.”
Marvin went into Home and headed like a man with a mission to his usual seat at the bar downstairs. He sat tiredly with his head perched on the socket of his left hand. The bartender saw him and came over.
“You look like you’ve had a rugged day, my friend. Could I interest you in a drink?”
“Only if it’s a double,” he shot back.
“Oh, that kind of day. What about a tall vodka with lots of ice?”
“Sounds delicious. Tonight I’m splurging so make it Belvedere Vodka. Nothing but the best because tonight could be the end of me as you now know me.”
“Oh, I’d better get you that vodka pronto.”
He turned around and walked down the bar. At the other end, the bartender went up to a kind of happy-go-lucky, swarthy man. He pointed down at Marvin and said something. The bartender nodded yes and the guy gave him a ten-dollar bill. The man studied Marvin a minute, then picked up his drink and moved down to where Marvin was sitting.
“Is this chair next to you vacant?” asked the man pleasantly.
“Yeah, my grandmother’s using it,” answered Marvin with a jittery edge. “You see, she’s a ghost. That’s why it looks like nobody is using it.”
“Oh, I can see you’re a real kibitzer. Mind if I join you?”
“Go ahead. I don’t own the stool,” said Marvin.
The bartender served Marvin his drink and looked at the man with a wink. The man ignored him and turned his attention to Marvin.
“What are you drinking?”
“Vodka but who wants to know?” asked Marvin as he finally took the guy into his visual field.
“Oh, yeah. I’m Chuck Baloney—and you’re who?”
Marvin laughed and beat the counter with his fist a couple of times. The man just continued smiling.
“Chuck Baloney? What kind of name is that?”
“Chuck is short for Charles and Baloney—well that is really a corruption of the Sicilian name Balonezzi.”
“I think I would have kept the real name. I can’t imagine people calling you Mr. Baloney.”
“But they do, my friend.”
“I’ve never seen you around here before. You new?”
“Yeah, pretty much. I just got a job that brought me to town. I take it this is your home away from home.”
“Yep, I’m here a lot of my free time. You don’t know a woman by the name of Anne, do you?”
“Yeah, but she doesn’t live in Washington. She’s in Cincinnati.”
“It’s not the same Anne I know.”
“What do you like about this place?” asked Chuck as he flashed a gold-tinted smile at Marvin.
“It’s certainly not the gay guys. They’re upstairs. That’s where they hang out. So if you’re interested in them, you’re at the wrong level.”
“Do I look like I’m gay? Say, is this a gay bar?”
“No but a lot of in-the-closet gay Republicans hang about upstairs. What a bunch of creeps. They are the ones who make it rough for gays. In their public lives, they all pretend to be anti-gay and such family and church people, but upstairs they’re just a bunch of nelly Señor- eaters.”
Chuck laughed and said, “Pretty good play on words—Señor- eaters for Señoritas. Good sense of humor. So, what’s your name?”
“Marvin—just Marvin will do. Some of the girls call me marvy-poo—though I’m not having much luck with the ladies recently—especially with that Anne person I mentioned. Sometimes I believe she thinks I’m a creep. I don’t know why. All I want is to get into her pants.”
“Oh, I see what’s wrong with you, Marvin. You’re on a forced pussy diet. That’s tough.”
“Tell me about it. I have this stupid job that pays me well but I’ve got the cravings if you know what I mean. What about you?”
“Oh, I’m not on a diet, my friend. I have an interesting job. I’m into procurements for a chain of fast food restaurants—the meat division. They pay me to go all over and fulfill contracts. They put me up in fine hotels everywhere. They give me a great expense account which means I enjoy the best of everything in the fun department—if you get what I mean, Marvin.”
“Yeah and it gets my goat. I’m into tap water. That’s sure not going to put me up in a fancy hotel.”
“You’re feeling sorry for yourself, Marvin. Not good. You need some fun.”
“Of course I do. I come to this place and wait around like a cat crying for cheese. Say, what are you doing here? Looking for girls yourself?”
Chuck laughed and slapped him on the back. “No, I just came by to have a drink and kill a bit of time. Actually my hotel is a couple of blocks from here—the Four Seasons. The concierge there told me this was a friendly bar to hang out for a while. So, here I am.”
“Yeah, me too. I’m hanging out here until I have to go and have dinner with a gorilla.”
“What do you mean gorilla—some sort of tough guy?” asked Chuck a bit suspiciously.
“No, I mean a gorilla. A real gorilla. It’s part of some experiment connected with my work. I’m really not looking forward to it.”
“I don’t blame you. You’re better off with a chick I can tell you.”
“I presume you’re going to have a private panty raid tonight.”
“You got that right. I got a couple of girls coming by in about a half hour. We’re going to have a few hors d’oeuvres and drinks and then do a lot of the dirty.”
“You take them two at a time? I’m having problems even rounding up one.”
“No, one is for me and the other girl is for my friend Bunky but he got busy at the last moment. So, here I am stuck with double chicks who are hot and already paid for. I wish you weren’t taken for dinner. You could come and fill in for Bunky.”
Marvin straightened up as though his ears were antennas. He looked at Chuck with a weak smile and said, “I’d love to join you. Believe me, it would be a pleasure for me to stiff those people for dinner and stiff one of your girls instead.”
“Wouldn’t they get pissed if you didn’t show up?”
“Hey, which would you choose—chili or a piece of pussy?”
“You got something there. Chili—that’s the rest of your life; pussy that’s for right now. So, man, if you’re willing, let’s blow this place and head for some hot nookie.”
Marvin finished his drink quickly and they got up from their seats and left. As they were walking through the upstairs portion of the bar, Marvin pointed out some congressmen who were in their temporary fairy modes. Chuck laughed and they walked out the door.
Outside the early evening air invigorated Marvin. He looked up the street and saw the Four Seasons Hotel. They walked toward it in a fast gait.
“How often do you get to town, Chuck?”
“Oh, it depends on my work. I generally only stay a day or two at the most. I come in and do my job and then get the hell out. I like it like that.”
“You’re lucky. I’m working with a bunch of jerks who are no fun at all, I can tell you. I’ve often thought of quitting my job. I’d love to change everything about me so most people wouldn’t even recognize me.”
“You may be closer to that new reality than you think, Marvin.”
Marvin felt renewed and they continued their brisk walk on to the hotel. They walked a bit more and Marvin stopped all of a sudden.
“Oh no, my shoestring broke. I knew that was going to happen. That’s what I get for putting things off. I just hope the girls don’t notice.”
“Oh, no big deal, man. Just take off your shoes and it’ll make you look more like you’re ready.”
“Good idea,” said Marvin. “You’re pretty cool, Chuck.”
They walked a bit further and Marvin saw that Chuck was headed straight for a mound of uncollected dog poop.
“Hey, watch it there, Chuck—dog shit ahead. Don’t step in it!”
Chuck searched quickly with his eyes, spotted the nasty mess and did almost a ballerina pirouette missing it. In the process, he slid and would have fallen down if Marvin hadn’t caught him.
“Wow, you almost took a dive into that humongous pile of poodle poop.”
“Yeah. Thanks for helping me, Marvin. It’s the fault of these new shoes I just bought,” said Chuck. “I bought them thinking they were really cool mothers, but they’ve got leather soles and you have to watch or you’ll slip and bust your ass.”
“Even so, these people and their dogs are fouling it up for everyone,” said Marvin. “They should know that most of us aren’t partial to dog shit like they are.”
The two men arrived at the entrance of the hotel and as they were about to enter, Marvin quickly asked, “Chuck, do we need anything—you know, vodka, scotch or party hats? I’d be more than happy to oblige.”
“No,” Chuck replied with a smile. “I’ve got everything we need, including the head gaskets. Besides we both drink vodka so I always have lots of that.”
They entered the lobby, went to the elevator and Chuck pushed level fourteen.
“Ever been here, Marvin?” Chuck asked as the elevator took off upward.
“No, not recently. I was here once for a meeting about two years ago. It’s really a nice hotel. Up on floor fourteen from your balcony, you must have a great view of the city.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty nice.”
The elevator stopped and they got out on the fourteenth floor. Chuck took out his card key and they went down the hallway. They arrived at a door, Chuck quickly stuck in the card key and after the green light came on, he opened the door.
They entered and Marvin looked around. “I was right. This is a nice place. I’m sure the girls will be impressed.”
“They should be. I hope you’re horny.”
“Horny? Me? Just 24/7.”
“That a boy,” said Chuck. “Now let me fix us a drink. Get comfortable and make yourself at home. Consider this your night.”
“That’s awfully nice of you, Chuck. I really appreciate your hospitality. Do you think we could sit out on the balcony until the girls get here? I think it might be nice to have a drink out there and just take it all in.”
“Sure, sure,” said Chuck. “You open the door, take a seat and I’ll be right out with our drinks.”
Marvin went over and slid open the balcony door. He went outside and looked at the city. He breathed in and out and looked at his watch nervously. It was six and he was due at Alex and Abby’s at seven. He shrugged his shoulders as though he were trying to put it out of his mind.
Chuck went over to a briefcase with his back toward the balcony and pulled out a garrote, a chord with handles on it that is used in gang executions. He folded the weapon and put it in his pocket. He fixed two tall vodkas and then took them out to the balcony.
Marvin looked up and said, “Ah, just in time to save my life—a vodka.”
Chuck indicated for him to take a seat. Marvin took the drink and sat in one of the chairs. Chuck put his drink down on a small table and reached into his pocket and was about to pull out the garrote when Marvin smiled and said, “You wouldn’t have a twist of lime or lemon, would you?”
Chuck looked a bit disappointed but broke into a friendly smile and answered, “I’ve got lemon if that’s okay.”
“Sure, that would be great,” said Marvin.
Chuck put the garrote back into his pocket and went in to get the slice of lemon. While he was doing that, Marvin reached down to attend to his shoelace. He inadvertently knocked over his drink and it spilled all over the smooth floor of the balcony. He was so excited about the girls that he didn’t even realize what he had done. He got up and went into the room.
“Hey, Chuck, I think I’d better take my shoes off and besides I’d better go to the bathroom before the girls get here. I don’t want my sex life interrupted by potty patrol. You can just put the lemon in my drink, thank you. I’ll be right out.”
Marvin went into the bathroom and closed the door. Again Chuck was somewhat miffed at the turn of events. He put down the garrote and picked up a piece of lemon. He walked to the balcony and saw Marvin’s drink glass turned over on the table. He quickly turned to get out of the liquid spilled on the floor but in doing so, his slick leather shoes caused him to lose his balance. Before he knew what was happening, he fell off the balcony. He plunged fourteen floors down and landed up belly busters on the roof of a car parked near the entrance of the hotel.
Marvin came out of the bathroom. He walked over to the bar area and he didn’t see Chuck. He looked out on the balcony and didn’t see him. He looked around the room again and looked in the closet.
“Chuck? Chuck? What happened to you?”
He stood in the middle of the room wondering what in the world was going on. He had no idea what was what. He looked at his watch and it was six-fifteen. He breathed out, went back to the bathroom and got his shoes. He put them on and called out Chuck’s name several more times but got no answer.
He shrugged his shoulders and walked out of the room and left the hotel. When he got out on the street, he saw a lot of people looking at something. Shortly the police arrived. He started to go over and see what was happening but he looked at his watch and decided to take off quickly to Home, get his car and hot foot it to Alex’s.
About the same time Abby, Crystal and Pongo were playing in the living room. Abby was directing Crystal and Pongo in some pantomime games.
“Okay, you two are walking through a forest or in Pongo’s case, a jungle. Let’s see you do that,” said Abby as she tapped on the communication board to the word walk which she also signed. “Walk, walk, walk.”
Crystal bent down and looked like she was clearing a path for herself through tall undergrowth. At Abby’s insistence, Pongo did likewise. The two of them walked around the living room. Crystal would stop every so often and make a cover for her eyes with her hands as though she were searching for her way. Pongo smiled and enjoyed it all. He followed and in a way mimicked her.
Then Abby said as she signed, “Stop! You two are now going to play a game that hopefully will work.”
“What do you mean?” asked Crystal.
“Meaning maybe Pongo won’t go along with it and will lose his cool. If he ever does around you, just take one of your eyelashes and feed it to him. It’s like a tranquilizer. It will calm him immediately.”
“Are you kidding?” said Crystal as though it was beyond her.
“No, just do it in case he gets upset.”
“Okay. Now what is it you want us to do?”
“It’s called living patterns. You turn around. It doesn’t have to be fast. I will say in a loud voice freeze—and that’s what you will do until I say turn. Then repeat the game. Each time you freeze, you can bend, reach out your hand, kick out one leg or put your hand on your head. Anything like that.”
“You think he’ll do that or even understand it?”
“I haven’t a clue. That’s what we’re going to find out. So, let’s begin,” said Abby.
She said the word turn, then signed and illustrated it. Crystal turned around. Abby prodded Pongo to turn. He looked at both of them. He then gave a very nice smile and turned. Suddenly Abby said freeze in a loud voice. Crystal stopped and she stuck out one foot like a kick. It took Pongo a minute to understand he should do the same. He finally complied. Once he did, Abby and Crystal bragged on him. They continued this for several more times. Finally Crystal stopped and plopped herself suddenly on the couch. Pongo took a seat on the couch next to her.
“Both of you did very well,” said Abby. “I think it’s time for a treat.”
She went over to the board and tapped her finger on the square for food. She signed the word and before she knew it, Pongo got up and waddled swiftly into the kitchen.
“He certainly is a quick learner,” said Abby. “To think, this morning he knew none of this. I just wish I were more competent in signing and the communication board and knowing what makes a gorilla tick—or get ticked off.”
Abby and Crystal followed Pongo into the kitchen. He was already sitting at the counter by the time they got there. Abby got him some fruit from the refrigerator and served him some Gatorade. She then fixed Crystal and herself a snack plate of cheese and crackers and fruit. They took their seats at the counter.
“Oh, I forgot to tell you, Abby. I met a very interesting person at Walmart’s today. His name is Bryan Parks.”
“That’s nice. I take it he was somewhat taken with your samples,” said Abby, trying to be curious but at the same time friendly and not judgmental.
“I could write a book on the people who come up for free samples. Believe it or not, people have gotten pretty picky over what they’ll let you give them. For example, today I was giving out samples of Uncle Eddy’s pizza and at least half the people asked me for the fat content. I didn’t even know what they were talking about.”
“What about this Brian person? Was he one of them?”
“No, he just asked me if he could have a second piece. I told him sure as it was no skin off my back. So he had a second piece and I told him he must like it. He said he was buying it for some drama club he helped out with at the school where he taught. I really made points with Mr. Dean, my supervisor, cause I talked Brian into buying five of them. It’s stuff like that that gets you noticed at Walmart super sampler stations.”
“That all sounds grand,” said Abby still trying to be polite and show interest. “I’m sure you do meet all types there.”
“Yeah, but they don’t really pay you any attention except to ask you dumb questions. I bet Pongo could do my job as well as I do. Oh, I just forgot. Here’s the good part about Brian.”
“There’s more?”
“Oh, sure. Lots more. See, Brian was just about to finish up his second sample of Uncle Eddy’s and out of nowhere down Aisle E came two girls—spitting images of one another. They were doing the same thing you do with Pongo. They were talking on their fingers.”
“They were signing? That’s interesting. Did you recognize any of the stuff you learned here with me?”
“A couple of things like friend and drink and food-eat. I didn’t try them out cause I was too embarrassed. Then you know what?”
“What?” said Abby almost as though she were talking with Pongo.
“That Brian if he didn’t all of a sudden cut loose with them and he was shooting off stuff to them with his fingers like a machine gun. Those girls laughed and carried on with their fingers like you wouldn’t believe. I think they were sweet on him. I tried to break up all that cause it was bothering my sample trade. I sure didn’t want that Mr. Dean coming by and breathing down my neck. So I offered them a piece of Uncle Eddy’s and they let out shrieks like I had handed them a poop sandwich. Talk about bad manners.”
“I suppose so. But that was interesting his doing signing with those girls,” said Abby.
“Well, you ain’t heard nothing yet,” replied Crystal excitedly. “When they left, Brian told me the two girls’ names were Candy and Sugar. They were identical twins whose parents were deaf. He said the girls had invited him to come to a Goth dance bar they go to called Hex in the City because that’s where they always hang out. It’s suppose to be a hot sort of place with lots of loud music and weird people.”
“That doesn’t sound like the sort of place for Alex and me—unfortunately. At least you had a nice run-in at your work today.”
“But wait, there’s more.”
“More?” she said as she looked over at Pongo. He just continued eating and paid them very little attention.
“Yeah, it turns out this Brian is a teacher at a local university,” said Crystal as though she were coming through with the dirt. “You know what?”
“What?” said Abby getting tired of her you-know-whats.
“He teaches at some University over on Florida Avenue. He teaches deaf and dumb people there. He says the whole play those kids are putting on is packed full of people talking on their fingers.”
“Did he tell you what he taught?”
“Biology, whatever that is.”
“Oh, my gosh,” said Abby taking in what she just said. “How old is this Brian?”
“I’d say he was about thirty.”
“Do you know what this means, Crystal?”
“What?” Crystal replied blankly.
“It means he might be someone who could help us enormously with Pongo.”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. You know what I told him?”
“No, what?” Abby said, all of a sudden starved for information.
“I told him about Pongo and how you and me were teaching him to talk with his fingers. I didn’t tell him I was doing much more than helping out but he sure seemed interested. I told him Pongo’s name was Pongo and that he lived in the house with you and your husband. He got real excited and wanted your phone number. Well, I’m not good at phone numbers so I couldn’t give it to him.”
“What a shame,” said Abby. “I really need to get in touch with him.”
“Oh, you will,” said Crystal. “You want to know how I know?”
“Yes, please tell me.”
“I gave him your address and told him to come over anytime because I didn’t think you’d be out of the house much.”
Abby patted Crystal on the back and said, “Good work, Crystal.”
Crystal got a sour look on her face. Abby noticed.
“What’s wrong, Crystal?”
“Nothing, but you ain’t going to give him the job you had talked to me about, are you?”
“Of course not. More and more I’m seeing how much I’m going to be relying on you to help out. Okay, snack time is over. Let’s go back to the living room.”
She tapped Pongo on the shoulder, gave him a sign and said living room out loud to him three times. She got up and headed toward the living room and gave him the come-gimme signal which is four fingers beckoning. Pongo looked at Crystal. She gave him the come-gimme signal and followed Abby. Pongo got off his seat and left his eating area, which was pretty messy, and followed them.
“He sure left a mess back there. You ought to make him clean it up. My mother always tells me I messed it up so I can clean it up.”
“Okay,” said Abby with a smile, “you can start that with him tomorrow.”
They went into the living room. Abby put her finger on the chart that said music and gave the sign for it, which is the hand moving rhythmically back and forward above the arm She said music several times as she pointed out its visual on the communication board. She then went over and turned on the radio. She found some good dance music. She then began dancing and encouraged Crystal to join her. She gave the sign for it which is two fingers making an upside down V representing two legs dancing on the palm of the other hand. Crystal did the sign. Pongo attempted to make the sign. Abby and Crystal danced and they encouraged Pongo to dance. He began making some steps while watching them.
Suddenly the front door opened and Alex briskly stepped into the hallway leading to the living room. Pongo quickly got very upset. He stopped dancing, let out a large hoot and beat his chest. Abby thought he might attack Alex. She quickly got an eyelash and gave it to Pongo. He quieted down. Crystal was very amazed.
Alex had no idea what was going on. He looked and imagined the worst. He was surprised to see somebody else there with Pongo and Abby.
“Oh, Alex, hello there. We were just having our dance lesson. Do you want to join us? I suggest you do until I get Pongo to remember you. Alex, this is Crystal, the daughter of Adelle our neighbor and niece of Dr. Strickler. Pongo, this is Alex.”
Abby quickly signed the word for husband, which is like tipping your hat and shaking hands. She did this several times while saying Alex several times.
“Pongo, you remember Alex. He was here this morning for breakfast.”
She then signed breakfast, which is a combination of the letter B, which is the thumb tucked into the palm and the four fingers putting food up to the mouth.
“Alex, sign along with us. You too, Crystal.”
Alex signed and said outloud several times, “Breakfast.”
Pongo looked at Alex and then gave him a slight smile.
“I think he remembers you now. Alex, join us in our dancing.”
Abby did all the signing for music and dancing and got Pongo back into the mood. Alex began dancing with the three of them but was completely confused as to what was going on.
“Abby, I can’t believe this. You have performed miracles. Here we are all dancing. Unbelievable. How has your day gone?”
“Interesting to say the least. While I seem to have your undivided attention, Alex, I would like to tell you that in no way could I have gotten through the day without Crystal’s help.”
“We’re very thankful, Crystal,” said Alex.
“It goes beyond thankful, Alex. I have promised Crystal a job helping me gorilla-sit Pongo. As you can see, she has absolutely no fear of him.”
“I don’t understand,” he replied as he blinked in ignorance.
“You would if you’d had to spend the entire day with Pongo. I think you and I— and especially you—have bitten off more than we can chew. Pongo is a handful and one person isn’t the ticket. So, I’ve proposed to Crystal that the committee would be very pleased to hire her part-time to help me with Pongo. She gets along famously with him as you can see. So, what do you say?”
Alex hardly knew what to say but he smiled at Crystal when he saw the very sincere look on Abby’s face.
“Oh, sure. I feel certain the committee can cover that. Imagine how surprised Dr. Strickler will be.”
Crystal looked at Abby and said, “Does that mean I’ve got the job?”
“Yes, and you start immediately,” said Alex.
Crystal smiled, thanked him and seemed very happy.
“I might as well tell you, Alex, that team Pongo might have another addition if we’re lucky,” said Abby.
“How’s that?”
Abby went over and turned off the radio. Everyone stopped dancing. Abby signed for Pongo to sit and she said the word three times very nicely. Pongo looked like he was more than ready to sit. He dropped to the floor and kind of leaned his face on one hand.
“Thank goodness,” said Crystal as she fell onto the couch. “I’m about to drop after all that standing on my feet at Walmart and then having to come here and dance.”
“Crystal has a part-time job at Walmart’s and she runs into many different types of people there. This afternoon she ran into a young man who teaches at a university for the deaf here in Washington D. C. And what do you think he teaches?”
“What?” said Alex like a parrot.
Abby came to her senses and said, “Sorry about the what business. It seems to be catching around here. He teaches Biology. Crystal gave him our address so he might show up at any time.”
“You want to hire him too?”
“No, not unless I have to. But he is a college level instructor and obviously lectures by signing and not only that—but if he teaches Biology, wouldn’t it be likely that he knows a lot about gorillas—or could get his hands on a lot of information?”
Alex thought a moment and looked at the others, “Sounds great to me. Do what you have to do, Abby. We have to get Pongo as educated as we can as fast as we can. Oh, I just remembered. I invited Marvin over here for dinner tonight.”
“What?” said Abby. “You got to be kidding. Why?”
“I want him to meet Pongo. At our meeting this afternoon, I invited Dr. Botsford and Dr. Chestermire and their wives over Friday night, then on Saturday Dr. Pearlmutter and Dr. Hopkins. And Sunday, we have Dr. Reichler, his wife and Dr. Strickler—and perhaps your mother, Crystal. Am I piling too much on you, Abby?”
“Oh, no,” she answered airily. “And my parents are coming soon and goodness knows what other little lovelies will pop up in the meantime. You see now how this is all too much for just one person, don’t you? Thank goodness Crystal came to the rescue and hopefully that teacher will arrive. Now, about Marvin. Pongo has eaten us out of house and home today. What do you suggest we have for supper?”
“Pasta?” said Alex meekly. “At least Pongo could eat that.”
Abby thought a moment and said, “I think I can whip that up fast enough. Crystal, do you like pasta?”
“Yeah, most of the time. Are you inviting me to stay for dinner?”
“Yes, and consider that your job has already started. Okay, Alex, you need to go get cleaned up a bit before Marvin gets here. I’ll start the pasta and then run up and make myself presentable as I can. Crystal, you can entertain Pongo.”
“Like how?” she said. “Not anymore of that dancing, I hope.”
“No, why don’t you turn on the television? We haven’t tried that. He might like Animal Planet or some of the cartoon shows. Also that blue bag in there has his toys in it. Let him play with them while he watches TV. Okay, let’s get things going. Alex, upstairs. Me into the kitchen and Crystal, you and Pongo with the TV.”
Alex took off toward the stairs with Pongo watching. He started to get up and follow him but Crystal attracted his attention to the TV.
Abby called up to Alex on the stairs, “Don’t be very long. I need you to set the table and get drinks ready.”
He nodded and hastily continued on upstairs. Abby went into the kitchen and quickly cleaned up the mess on the counter that Pongo had left. She then took some pasta from the pantry and took a jar of pasta sauce from one of the cabinets. She took out a big bowl and began making a large fruit salad out of what leftovers she had from Pongo’s gargantuan appetite.
After finishing the fruit salad, she checked into the living room to see what was going on there. Everything looked okay to her. Crystal had the zapper and was changing from one channel to another. Pongo hugged onto his stuffed cat and watched the moving images on TV.
She went upstairs and in their bedroom met Alex coming out of the shower. She quickly disrobed and took her turn in the shower.
“I still can’t believe we’ve got a 400-pound gorilla living with us,” she shouted over the running water.
“What?” he asked as he began dressing.
“I think he’s working out well though,” she shouted back.
Presently she turned off the shower and came out with a towel wrapped around her.
“Did you hear what I said, Alex?”
“Yes, that Pongo is fitting in quite well. But I’m not surprised,” he said with a smile. He walked over and gave her a quick kiss.
“Thanks,” she said. “I needed that.“
“I always knew you were a worker of magic,” he said. “I’m sure glad I married you instead of one of your sisters. Imagine what they’d be like around Pongo.”
Both of them laughed at the thought. She went back into the bathroom and quickly brushed her hair while he finished dressing.
She came out of the bathroom and flew over to the closet. She picked out a nice hostess-type dress and put it on.
They looked at one another. “I guess all is ready to start launching Pongo into society,” she said.
“At least Marvin society. Thanks, Abby,” he said as they headed for the door.
She winked at him and he followed her down the stairs. They looked in the living room where Pongo and Crystal were very busy watching things on the different channels from So You Think You Can Dance to America’s Got Talent to the Discovery Channel, Animal Planet to the local news shows.
Abby pulled Alex into the dining room where they quickly set the table. No later than putting the last plate down, the doorbell rang.
“There’s Marvin,” said Alex. “I’ll go get it.”
He cheerfully went to the door. The TV distracted Pongo from hearing anybody arrive.
Alex opened the door and was ready to say something semi-snappy to Marvin, but instead it was Adelle. She had a kind of a long-drawn-out smile on her face.
“Hello, Dr. Hayward. I’m sorry to bother you, but I was just wanting to know if you knew the whereabouts of my daughter Crystal. The last thing I know of her was that she headed over to your house to meet your wife and that was this morning.”
“Oh, hello, Adelle. Yes, actually Crystal is here in the living room. Won’t you come in?”
He held the door open for her and she crept in cautiously. Abby came out of the kitchen expecting to see Marvin. She was surprised to see Adelle.
“Oh, hello, Adelle. How are you?”
“I was just looking for Crystal,” Adelle replied. “I haven’t seen her since early today. Your husband says she is here in your living room.”
“Oh, yes. Let’s all go in,” Abby said.
She ushered Adelle to the living room. Adelle stopped in mid step as she saw Crystal and Pongo on the couch watching TV. She let out a small screech which got Pongo’s attention. He turned in her direction and let out a large ape squeal. Adelle almost fainted. Alex caught and steadied her.
Abby came into the room and did some signing to Pongo to calm him down. Crystal looked up and recognized her mother.
“Oh, hi, Mom. I meant to give you a call after work and tell you I was over here at the Haywards’. They’ve invited me to stay for dinner.”
“Crystal, hadn’t you better get yourself away from that dangerous animal?”
“Oh, he’s not dangerous, Mom. He’s pretty cool if you ask me.”
“Cool?” said Adelle exasperatedly. “I don’t know what you mean by cool most of the time, Crystal.”
“I’m with you there, Adelle,” said Alex with a big smile.
“Mom, guess what?” asked Crystal.
“I’m tired of playing your what games, Crystal. If you’ve got news, just let’s hear it.”
“Abby and Alex hired me part-time to help take care of Pongo. Isn’t that awesome?”
“Awesome?” said Adelle with a poker face. “I don’t see what is so awesome about it. Is she serious, Dr. Hayward?”
“Remember, Adelle, it’s Abby and Alex. And yes, Crystal is correct. She has bonded quite nicely with Pongo and is even learning sign language so they can communicate with one another.”
Adelle shook her head in disbelief and said, “She always has had a habit of making friends with people I don’t approve of. It surprises me none that she should now take up with an ape.”
“Okay, now that we have gotten that taken care of,” said Alex, “would you like to join us for dinner, Adelle? We have a colleague of mine dropping by for dinner tonight—Dr. Pencock. Perhaps you know him.”
“I’ve heard my sister speak of him. Thank you for your invitation, but I’ve got dinner ready for Charlie, my husband, and he’s waiting. So, I’d better be off.”
Crystal waved bye and so did Pongo. Adelle tried her best to make a friendly exit as she walked cautiously toward the front door.
Crystal looked at her mother and said, “Mom, maybe you ought to invite everybody here to dinner one night. Mom’s a great cook.”
Adelle made a fast move to he door and said, “Oh, perhaps, dear. We’ll have to wait and see about that.”
She gave a quick smile to Abby and Alex and was gone like a light. The two of them closed the door and went into the living room.
Alex spoke to Crystal and said, “I’ll be inviting my friend Marvin in here for drinks shortly. Would you and Pongo be able to freshen the place up a bit?”
“Oh, sure,” said Crystal.
She began picking up toys and cushions and getting them out of the way. When Pongo saw what she was doing, he also helped somewhat but she was too fast for him. He almost got dizzy watching her move around so fast.
Abby and Alex went into the kitchen. Abby began preparing the pasta and poured the sauce into a pan. She tried to improve upon it with some extra green peppers and pimento. Alex got some bottles and glasses out of the cabinet. He filled the ice bucket and made a little bar.
The doorbell rang. Alex stopped what he was doing and said, “That’s got to be Marvin this time. We don’t know anybody else.”
Pongo this time heard the doorbell. He got up and met Alex as he went to the door. Alex with an invented sort of sign language got him under control while he opened the door. Standing there was Marvin. The minute he saw Pongo, Pongo saw him. Pongo reared up and beat on his chest. Marvin went white and was too much in fear even to move. Alex grabbed Marvin by the arm and dragged him in.
“Marvin, this is Pongo. Pongo, this is Marvin,” said Alex as he shoved his colleague into the living room onto the sofa. “And this is Crystal, Dr. Strickler’s niece who is helping us out with him. Seems they’ve become great friends.”
“Hi,” said Crystal. “Yeah, I just met him today and already I’ve got a job looking after him. I’m staying for dinner with you guys tonight.”
Abby came in and said, “Hello, Marvin. Welcome to Africa. What can Alex get you to drink?”
Pongo took a seat on the sofa next to Marvin. Crystal sat in a chair off from the couch. Alex and Abby stood.
“I don’t want anything to drink,” said Marvin in a shaky voice. “And please don’t leave me with this thing sitting next to me. Can’t I just please leave?”
“I presume you want a vodka of some sort,” said Alex.
“Any sort,” replied Marvin.
“Coming right up,” said Alex. “And how about a cherry on top for this special occasion?”
“That would be peachy,” said Marvin stiffly. “Are you sure this gorilla is not going to strangle me?”
“No, you’re as safe with him as most people you run into these days,” said Alex. “What about you Abby and you Crystal? What will be your pleasure?”
“I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay,” said Abby. “And you, Crystal. I suppose you’re drinking age so it would be okay whatever you want.”
“Oh, I have to be careful with alcohol. I hardly ever drink it. Got a diet cola?”
“Sure,” said Alex with a smile. “Now, Abby, what do you think I should serve Pongo?”
“I think I have some grape juice out there. That should do nicely for him. Serve it to him in a glass and let’s see how he handles that. Now, everybody, I will return in a moment. I have to go assemble the pasta and we’ll be ready to eat shortly. In the meantime, make yourselves at home.”
Alex and Abby left the room. Pongo looked at Marvin and Marvin attempted to look anywhere but in his direction.
“And so you work with my aunt?” said Crystal.
“Yes, very nice lady,” he said low as though not to disturb Pongo.
“You must be talking about somebody else because most people don’t call her nice,” said Crystal. “They generally call her tough.”
Marvin tried to smile. He said in total horror, “Have it your way. I’m really not that interested at the moment.”
“You’d rather watch TV. We were just watching a dance show. Here, you choose something,” she said.
She pitched the remote control to him and he caught it. Pongo shifted at the movement and Marvin froze.
“Don’t you know how to work it?” asked Crystal.
“Yes, but I’m a little shaky at the moment what with a 400 pound gorilla breathing down my neck.”
“Oh, don’t let him get to you. He’s really nice at heart.”
She winked at Pongo. He smiled. Marvin watched both of them as though they were from some horror movie.
“Hit the zapper,” Crystal said.
Marvin got control of himself somewhat and hit the remote control. The local news came on.
“Oh, that’s one we haven’t seen yet,” she said enthusiastically. “Let’s see what Pongo thinks of it.”
“How do you know if he likes something?”
“He lets you know. If he like something, he’ll let out some hoots—like this.”
She hooted several times and Pongo hooted back. Pongo put his hand up on Marvin’s shoulder. Marvin turned around slowly with a sick look on his face expecting the worst but all he got was a broad grin from Pongo.
“I think he’s warming up to you,” said Crystal.
Alex came back in with their drinks.
“Okay, let’s see. Here’s a vodka tonic with a cherry on top for Marvin, a diet Coke for Crystal, a glass of white wine for Abby and a glass of red for me. And, Pongo, here is nice glass of grape juice for you.”
Everybody took their drink but Pongo. He watched them cautiously. Alex held out the drink to him. Pongo didn’t look like he knew what to do. Crystal finally took the drink from Alex and thrust it into Pongo’s hand.
Abby came in with a plate of hors d’oeuvres which she put on the coffee table. Pongo watched her. Alex gave Abby her glass of wine.
Alex raised his glass and said, “I propose a toast to Pongo. May his stay with us be an enjoyable one.”
Everybody took a drink. Pongo watched them. He then lifted his glass and drank the entire contents at one time. He then let the glass drop to the floor.
“Well, he at least now knows how to drink from a glass. He just has to be taught what the word sip means,” said Abby.
Suddenly Pongo looked over at Marvin. He reached over and grabbed his vodka and tonic from him. He dug his finger into the glass, extracted the cherry, swiftly ate it and then tasted the drink. It wasn’t that much to his liking. He then handed the glass back to Marvin, who by this time was a bit shell-shocked.
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Marvin,” said Abby. “He really was just being friendly, I’m sure. Alex, I think you should go get Marvin a fresh glass.”
“Oh, sure,” said Alex. “No problem.”
At that moment on the local news, they showed a photo of the man with whom Marvin had gone to the hotel. Marvin dialed it in and blinked. The others noticed.
“Marvin? What is it? Do you know this person?” asked Alex.
“I don’t know. What is it saying?”
Crystal turned up the volume and they all watched. Abby passed around the hors d’oeuvres. She served Pongo last. He finished the rest of them off in several bites. She tried to smile it off. The others didn’t seem to mind because they became interested in the report on television.
The TV showed a photo of a dented car and a gathered crowd.
The news announcer said, “The entire episode is a big mystery to the police. Apparently this person is identified as Carlo Abruzzio, a wanted assassin. He is thought to be the principal hired killer for some underground group operating out of the area. In his hotel room was found a garrote, an execution device that is the preferred weapon of paid murderers. Apparently he was in the process of carrying out a hired assassination on someone. Somehow it went wrong and he became the victim himself instead. Abruzzio either accidentally fell from his balcony on the 14th floor of the Four Seasons Hotel or he was pushed. Further investigations are pending.”
They showed the garrote on TV as well as the photo of the man who had died in the fall.
Almost in half-consciousness, Marvin said with all the blood drained from his face, “Chuck Baloney.”
“Baloney?” said Alex. “What’s this about baloney?”
“Oh, nothing,” said Marvin with a sick smile.
“Have you ever heard of this person before?” asked Abby.
“No––no,” said Marvin all of a sudden reverting to his outgoing persona. “I just meant all that looks like a lot of baloney to me. Hey, did I tell you I’m finished with that bar Home?”
“Oh, what happened?” asked Alex.
“Nothing. Just got tired of it. I doubt if I’ll ever set foot in the place again,” said Marvin with an idiot’s grin on his face.
“That’s not all bad,” said Alex. “It wasn’t my idea of a fun place. I told you about it, Abby. That’s where Marvin took me once for Happy Hour.”
“I guess I’m not as much of a swinger as I thought,” said Marvin. “Hey, you know, I’m starved.”
“Good, then let’s go eat,” said Abby.
She then did signing for the word eat to Pongo and repeated the word outloud several times. She went over to the communication board and pointed out the visual for the word.
Marvin watched and then watched Pongo try to repeat it. He saw that Pongo was getting a bit excited and it made him nervous.
“So that’s how you’re working all this training, huh?” Marvin said.
“Yes, and I must say he is a very quick student. In just one day he has made amazing progress. We still have miles to go though. Pongo will not be eating at the table with us tonight. I feed him at the counter in the kitchen. He makes a terrible mess but Crystal and I will begin working on that very soon. Perhaps by the time some of the other committee members dine with us, he will be table trained.”
“That should be something, knowing what the other members on the Committee are like,” said Marvin. “Your aunt, for example. She’s so tough, she might scare Pongo.”
Crystal laughed and the others tittered. Abby led everybody into the dining room and had them take a seat. She and Crystal led Pongo into the kitchen. They sat him at the counter and then prepared him a big bowl of pasta and sauce. He got very excited when he smelled the food. He quickly began eating with his fingers.
Abby looked at the instant mess he was making and said, “We’ve definitely got to do something about his eating habits.”
“He’s not much more of a slob than a lot of the guys I hang out with,” said Crystal. “I can just see myself trying to teach them manners. Let’s hope we have better luck with Pongo.”
Abby and Crystal took another bowl of pasta, sauce and fruit salad into the dining room and placed it on the table.
“Is he eating?” asked Alex.
“I think he had it all gobbled down by the time I left the kitchen. He has very few table manners—but that will change, right, Crystal?”
They took a seat and everybody began passing the food around and serving themselves. They had hardly begun eating when Pongo appeared and stood in the door between the kitchen and dining room. He had a big grin on his face and was showing all his teeth and let out a few grunts.
Marvin, trying to be conversational, said, “Does that mean he liked his dinner?”
“No,” Abby said shaking her head. “That means he has to poop. So, Alex, sorry to ruin your dinner but apparently you’re the one who has to do the honors.”
Alex shrugged his shoulders with a grin and said, “Well, when nature calls, what’s a guy to do?”
“Where exactly does he go?” asked Marvin.
“In the back yard, but we’ve hired a sanitary service to keep it nice out there,” said Abby.
Alex got up and went over to Pongo and indicated for him to head to the back door through the kitchen. He turned around and looked at Marvin.
“Marvin, you can join us if you like. It’s really an eye opener of an experience.”
“No, thank you,” said Marvin with an uptight grin. “I’ll just stay in here with the pasta.”
“Mind if I come?” asked Crystal in high spirits.
“No, not at all,” replied Alex glad to have the company.
“I told you she was a treasure, Alex,” said Abby as she watched Crystal jump from her chair and join Alex and Pongo.
Anne entered the Rutherford B. Hayes building late the next afternoon. She was completely unrecognizable. She had on a black wig with short hair and bangs. She was dressed very fashionably. A young man accompanied her with a television camera on his shoulder.
She looked at her watch and it said a quarter to five. She smiled as she and the young man went over to the wall index of offices. She took Marvin’s business card he had given her the first time they met out of her purse and looked at it. She then perused the index board with her finger until she came to the name National Esoteric Analysis Foundation. She smiled as she found the office number.
She and the cameraman went over to the elevator and took it to the 7th floor. Once out of the elevator, they entered the Foundation office in a flourish. The interior was quiet as a tomb. The only hint of a living person was Trudy sitting at a computer finishing up some reports. Anne, followed by the cameraman, went up to her and cleared her throat.
Trudy looked up blankly and said, “Yes?”
“Excuse me, please,” said Anne in a phony but well-modulated French accent. “You appear to be closed.”
“No, we’re not closed,” replied Trudy as she scanned Anne. “How may I be of help to you?”
“It appears no one is here.”
“That’s right. Just me. Did you have an appointment or would you like to make one?”
“Yes, I had an appointment,” said Anne with a controlled French-type smile.
Trudy leaned back in her chair, looked at Anne and said, “What’s your name?”
“I am Mademoiselle de Voullet. Here is my card. I am so terribly sorry to be late. I work for French television and I am doing a special show on your Foundation. This is Max, my cameraman. We have the most viewers in France on my show. It is called the Suzy Voullet Show—every Sunday. The country literally stops when it comes on. ”
Trudy looked at her appointment book and then raised her eyes to Anne.
“Sorry, dear, but I don’t see your name here—not for today, yesterday or tomorrow. So there must be a mistake. Who was it you wanted to talk with? Dr. Reichler? He’s the head of the Foundation.”
“Oh, no, not him,” Anne said as she wiggled her finger back and forth in a truly Gallic manner. “Oh, yes. I am supposed to talk with a young professor—très charmant—I believe he recently arrived from California. I think his name is Monsieur Alex.”
“Well, you’re in the right office,” replied Trudy with a smile and a shrug. “He is hardly ever here though.”
“What a pity. He is such a nice person for my report. I promised him I would only say nice things. What shall we do, Max?”
“Leave and go for our other interviews,” he said as though he had been cued.
Anne tisked-tisked with an oval shaped mouth as the French are prone to do when they are disappointed.
“My viewers in France, they will love Monsieur Alex on my show. Oh, well, I am so sorry your Foundation does not have this wonderful opportunity. Quel dommage! Perhaps some other time.”
“Did you want me to try and get a hold of him for you?” asked Trudy all of a sudden trying to be helpful.
“Oh, no. I was supposed to meet him here today so he could take me to his home. That is where we were to film and do my interview. I really don’t know what to do.”
Trudy thought a long moment and searched Anne’s face. She reacted to the very disappointed look she saw there.
“I tell you what I will do—and it’s really against office policy—but I will give you his home address. Dr. Hayward you see has a lot on his plate and he tends to be forgetful. I am sure he has forgotten all about your interview.”
“That will be magnifique!” Anne exclaimed joyously.
“That way you can just show up there later this afternoon and conclude your business. How about that?”
“Oh merveilleux,” said Anne almost over-doing it.
Trudy wrote out Alex’s address on a piece of paper and handed it to Anne.
“Oh, merci, merci. You don’t know how happy you have made me. When he is famous in France, he will have you to thank, ma cherie.”
“Oh, it’s nothing,” said Trudy appreciatively. “Just glad to help out. If he’s not there, his wife will be and she’ll know how to get in touch with him.”
“Oh, you’re so very kind,” said Anne as she blew Trudy a kiss and headed toward the door. “Au revoir et merci.”
Anne exited in a friendly flourish and left Trudy in a high.
Two days later, Randal and Anne met Bunky over in Fairfax, Virginia, at the Patriot’s Dome for an evening of World Extreme Cage Fighting called Rumble on the River. That night the main event in the Octagon arena was a bout between cage-fighting star Fifi Le Kique, a drag-queen fighter, and Biff Dynamite, billed as the Human Sledgehammer.
Bunky was inside a private, glass-enclosed spectator area where everything was first-class and rather quiet. He was drinking beer and munching away on a couple of hot dogs and watching two guys in the arena duke it out with their fists and leg kicks. He was deep into the stimulating trading of blows.
Anne and Randal were shown in by an attendant. Anne looked as though she appreciated the combat down in the ring and seemed stimulated by all the blood and savagery going on down there. Randal looked at the entire spectacle as though it all were doings from another planet. Bunky turned as he caught them out of the corner of his eye.
“Hey there,” he said looking up at them. “You found the place.”
“Sure did,” said Anne. “You picked a real interesting place to have a business conference.”
“Hi, Randal,” said Bunky looking up at him as he beat the last big bite of hot dog down his chest with his fist. “Bet you never seen nothing like this.”
“How right you are,” replied Randal, attempting to ignore the surroundings.
“Hey, hey, have a seat. Want me to order you some dogs? What about a beer?”
“No thanks,” said Anne. “But if they have a nice Chardonnay, I’m sure Randal and I could be forced into having a glass of that.”
Bunky got the attention of a roving waiter, snapped his fingers and the man came over quickly.
“Bring me an order of chili fries and a couple more hot dogs. My friends here want a glass of Chardonnay wine, but it’s got to be good, get me?”
“Oh, definitely, sir. I shall be glad to attend to that. What about your guests? Would they like something to eat?”
Bunky laughed and said, “Her, she hasn’t eaten in years and him, I think he might be a salad person.”
“We have a selection of excellent salads,” said the waiter quickly.
“What about it? Want a salad?” Bunky asked as he looked at Anne and Bunky.
“That might be nice,” said Anne. “Do you have Chinese chicken salad?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied with a smile, “and I’m told it’s very good.”
“Okay,” she said. “What about you Randal? Come on and be sociable.”
Randal nodded and also ordered a salad. The waiter left. Bunky gave Anne and Randal a grin as he took a swig of beer.
“Speaking of chili,” Anne said with absolutely no warmth, “Your man botched the Home job.”
Oh yeah, sorry about that,” said Bunky. “He was one of my best too. Your guy must have been pretty much of a tough guy.”
“Are you kidding? He’s a creampuff, for God’s sake. Any four-year old could have whipped his ass. It was obvious the fault was with your guy.”
“Yep, had to be,” agreed Bunky. “Something sure must have gotten fouled up. My man never missed except this one time and he ain’t around to tell us about it.”
Anne took a piece of paper from her purse. She held it out a bit but not so he could take it.
“Here’s the address of the guy we need to get rid of and out of our hair. He lives at this address with his wife.”
“You want me to do her in, too?”
“Sure, why not? That way no one will be the wiser of what happened,” said Anne.
“Then it’s hamburger time for both of them?”
“Absolutely,” she said with a smile.
“What about you, Randal? What do you have to say?” asked Bunky.
“Oh, I don’t need to hear any of the details. All I care about is that this person no longer exists. No excuses will be permitted.”
“I do need to hear details,” said Anne. “What do you have in mind?”
“Simple home invasion during the night. They won’t know what hit them. Then we’ll take the bodies and within 24 hours, they’ll be between buns. ”
“That’s fine. Only one thing. I want you to work on this job personally. Somehow I don’t exactly trust your little buddies after the Home episode. If you screw up, we know where to put the blame.”
Bunky broke out in a little sweat and tried to smile it away. He took a slug of beer and wiped his mouth and the perspiration off his upper lip.
“Sure, sure, no problemo,” he laughed.
“I hope not,” Anne said as she gave Bunky the piece of paper with Alex’s address on it.
He grinned and put the piece of paper in his coat pocket. The waiter came back with Bunky’s order, the salads and the Chardonnays. He served them their items and left. Anne, Randal and Bunky made a silent toast and drank. The announcer in the middle of the ring began speaking.
“Oh, great!” exclaimed Bunky. “Here’s the main event of the evening. It’s between this humongous guy and a drag queen. This is going to be lots of fun. Wait until you see this guy Fifi Le Kique. He’s hell on wheels. And Biff Dynamite is going to knock your socks off.”
“Is this your idea of humor,” asked Randal, “having us over to this clod concert?”
“I thought it might appeal to you guys in a kinky sort of way. Besides I thought you guys might like to look over the two people who’ll be helping me on your upcoming job.”
“Those two?” said Anne with a turned-up smile.
“Yep—Fifi and Biff—The one and the same,” said Bunky. “Ain’t that a kick, Randal?”
The announcer presented both of the participants and when the bell rang, they look like they had been shot out of a gun into the middle of the ring. They flew into a frenzy attacking one another full force. Fifi’s big bouffant wig appeared to have been stuck on with Super Glue as it did not move at all in the rough tumbling.
“So when do you think you will pull this off?” asked Anne.
“I’d say Sunday night—always the quietest night of the week.”
“Then Sunday night it is,” she said with a smile as she watched Fifi and Biff try to beat one another’s brains out.
The following day, Marvin dropped by the Lab to check on things. He walked in and saw Alex transferring water from one vat to another. Even though Marvin wasn’t chipper, he tried to give the look of his usual self.
“How goes it, Alex?”
“Fine, fine. I was just making my calculations. I am really making progress here. Most of the vats are now reduced down to about two-thirds. I am combining the contents of the Washington D. C. water into two vats. I’m certainly glad you dropped by. You did come to help me, I hope.”
“I hadn’t planned on it but now that I’m here, how can I say no?”
“That’s wonderful, Marvin. I’d appreciate it if you would take the water from vat #7 and put it into vat #8. Believe it or not, if you can help me get all the D. C. water into only two vats, that will be of tremendous help. It means we’re only about three weeks from Elixir X time. Isn’t that exciting?”
“It does sound exciting,” he said unexcitedly as he began helping Alex in the water transfers.
Alex noticed his lack of enthusiasm and said, “You don’t look yourself, Marvin. Am I keeping you from your social life at that bar?”
“Oh no,” he said wagging his head. “I’m not going back there anymore.”
“Yeah, you said that last night. I was surprised to hear it. Anything happen there?”
Marvin hastily tried to shift into his old groove and said, “No, I just got tired of the place. You know how that goes.”
“As far as bars go, I’m afraid I don’t,” Alex smiled. “I was thinking you might be upset that I roped you into dinner last night with Pongo.”
“No, I’m still alive and I guess that counts for something.”
“What do you think about Pongo?”
“What does anybody think about a gorilla? I was rather amazed though to see that he kind of acted like he belonged there. What are you doing about overnight arrangements? That living shed for him still isn’t due for a couple of days more.”
“Oh, he makes a nest in the living room and is happy as can be,” said Alex as he briskly worked with the water.
“If we stay here until all of this is done,” said Marvin, “won’t Abby be upset with you? I mean leaving her there all alone with a gorilla.”
“She has Crystal with her. As you can tell, Crystal and Pongo get along quite well together.”
“Yeah, they make quite the couple,” remarked Marvin. “I wonder what the magic attraction is?”
“Oh, just having a good time. They both don’t seem to have any fear of the other. Actually gorillas can be powerful animals if their fear comes into play.”
“I certainly had the fear factor myself last night,” said Marvin as he trudged with the water.
“No, you didn’t,” said Alex. “You were quite okay with him. Now tomorrow night Dr. Botsford and Dr. Chestermire and their wives are coming. I hope they adjust as well as you did.”
“I’m sure that will be a sight to see.”
“You can come back if you like,” said Alex.
“No, thanks,” said Marvin with a grin.
“You’re welcomed any time.”
Marvin nodded his head and Alex’s statement went in one ear and out the other. He then all of a sudden thought of something.
“Oh, Alex. I dropped by the office before coming here to see if Dr. Reichler needed to send anything to you.”
“And did he?”
“Well—he said that it would be quite okay to hire Dr. Strickler’s niece. He seemed to think that $10 dollars an hour would be a fair salary.”
“Oh, yes,” said Alex. “I’m sure she will be thrilled.”
“And another thing. Trudy and Dr. Reichler wanted me to find out how your French television interview went.”
Alex kept working and said as though it were nothing, “Oh, I don’t know anything about that. I didn’t have an interview with anyone. France? No. Why would they ask that?”
“A French TV woman and her cameraman dropped by late yesterday afternoon and the woman said she had an appointment with you. Said you were to take her to your home and there conduct an interview. Trudy and Dr. Reichler were very excited about it. Trudy gave her your home address so the woman could come and get the interview.”
“That is very strange. No French TV woman has been to my house or I would surely know it. Maybe the whole thing was all a big mistake. Anyway such an interview would have been nice.”
“Trudy said the woman was quite a looker. Why doesn’t anything like this ever happen to me?”
“Beats me,” said Alex with a smile. “Now if we can just get these vats combined tonight we’ll really be on our way—French TV or no TV.”
Later that afternoon Crystal arrived back from Walmart around four. She was very surprised that Pongo was so glad to see her. In fact he was so full of himself, he began chasing her in a fun way. She then turned and chased him. Abby was amused by their game. After they had finished, Abby invited Pongo and Crystal into the kitchen to have a snack.
While they were eating, Crystal said, “You know, I can’t see how you keep from falling over what with all you’re doing. Most people don’t have a gorilla to look after and now you’ve got not only Pongo but also your husband and me. My mother says I’m a handful.”
“You may be a handful but it’s the right handful for me. The problem that eventually is going to get me down is sticking around this house 24/7. I can’t get out to shop or have any free time. Alex manages to help out as much as he can before he goes to his lab every morning—which is very appreciated—but it’s only the tip of the iceberg.”
“Iceberg?” asked Crystal.
“Oh, just an expression meaning in essence that I do about everything around here,” replied Abby a bit tiredly.
“We could go to Walmart’s one of these days together.”
“What would we do with Pongo?”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” said Crystal as she looked at Pongo. “I don’t guess he’s ready to go out anywhere yet, is he?”
“Not by a long shot. He would probably go wild for all I know. He stays very calm here. Then I have another problem coming my way in a couple of weeks. My parents are coming out from California for two weeks.”
“Oh, that’s nice,” said Crystal. “I wonder what they will think of Pongo?”
“I don’t even want to think about it,” said Abby. “I’ll have to cross that bridge when I get there.”
“What bridge?” asked Crystal.
“That’s just another expression meaning I’ll wait until they get here and see what happens. I’m sure you will be of great help.”
The doorbell rang. Pongo turned around quickly, got up and beat his chest. Abby patted him gently on the shoulder and got him to sit back down to his food.
“Crystal, would you go see who that is, please?”
Crystal got up and went to the door. She opened it and standing there was Brian Parks. He was in his early thirties, and a very clean cut, blondish young man with a nice smile.
“Hi, remember me?” he said with a big grin.
“Oh, yeah,” she said nodding her head. “You’re the schoolteacher I met at Walmart’s the other day. Come on in.”
As he entered he asked, “Do you live here?”
“No, I don’t. I kind of help out around here. You know, baby sitting their gorilla.”
He looked at her as though she might be joking about a gorilla being at this address.
“Come on into the kitchen and meet Abby and her gorilla.”
She led the way into the kitchen, Abby noticed the young man about the same time Pongo did. He got up from the counter, let out a nasty sound and thumped his chest. The young man did not seem intimidated at all. Abby did her best to calm Pongo down with half a papaya. She finally managed to get him reseated.
“Hello, I’m Brian Parks,” Brian said. “I met this young lady at Walmart the other day. She said you had a gorilla living with you and invited me over. My curiosity got the best of me and here I am—and she was right. You do indeed have a gorilla living with you.”
Abby came over after seating Pongo and shook his hand. Pongo looked on with a bit of apprehension. Crystal looked on as though she were pleased with herself for having arranged this get together.
“I told you there was a gorilla living here,” said Crystal.
“Oh, excuse me,” said Abby. “I’m very glad to meet you. My name is Abby Hayward. My husband, Dr. Alex Hayward, is doing a project here in this area which includes the educating of a gorilla. I believe Crystal told me you are connected with education. So is my husband. He teaches at Sierra Bonita University in California. I believe Crystal also said you taught at a local university that specializes in hearing impairment students.”
“Yes, she’s right. I teach at Gallaudet University here in D. C. I’m in the biology department. I went to the California School for the Deaf in Freemont, California.”
“What a small world,” said Abby. “That’s where I went during three summers to become proficient in signing. My field is Special Education and I teach in Monterey near where my husband’s university is located. Since you’re speaking to me, I presume you were a special student.”
“Yes, both my parents are deaf and that provided me admission. I always wanted to work in the hearing impaired division of education,” he said.
“Oh, please. Here we are chatting away about signing and California and I’ve neglected to ask you if I can offer you anything to drink.”
“Thank you. Anything will be fine—just so it’s liquid.”
Crystal jumped up and said, “Oh, I’ll get it.”
She went to the refrigerator, got out the orange juice and poured him a glass. As she handed it to him, Pongo made a low growling sound.
“Oh, don’t mind him,” said Abby. “He’ll be okay.”
“I know quite a bit about primates,” said Brian. “He is expressing to me that this is his territory and that Crystal and you are part of his family.”
Abby invited Brian to take a seat on a stool and the four of them looked like some very bizarre family.
“We’ve only had Pongo—that’s his name—for three days. Then Crystal joined us yesterday and I’ve managed to get her a stipend to help me out. Would you like for me to show you the training I’m attempting with Pongo? Let’s go to the living room.”
Brian, Abby and Crystal got up from the counter to go to the living room. Abby made the come-gimme sign to Pongo, the please sign and then pointed to the living room.
“Oh, you’ve already started signing with him,” said Brian.
“Yes, but my version is a simplified system I’ve dreamed up. Maybe you can give me some suggestions.”
Brian smiled at Pongo and signed the same things Abby had just signed. He then let off a lightening round of sign language. Pongo watched him with fascination.
Abby led the group into the living room. Via sign language she indicated for Pongo to sit. Brian reissued the signs and then did other signs. Pongo watched him carefully and took a seat.
“This is a communication board I’ve dreamed up. We do communication in three phases: pointing to the board, signing the word and then I speak it slowly and distinctly.”
“That’s very good except I have one suggestion. Don’t speak the words slowly. Speak them distinctly but at ordinary rapidity. Even though his brain is far from the size of ours, he can recognize sound at the same speed we can.”
“I see you are going to be of great help,” said Abby with a smile. “Oh please say you will help me.”
“Thanks, I would love to be of assistance,” said Brian.
He went over and took a seat next to Crystal and Pongo. Brian signed to Pongo that he was his friend as well as the friend of Crystal and Abby. Pongo smiled a bit and did his best to return the sign for friend. Brian clapped his hands and nodded his head up and down. Pongo clapped his hands. It was apparent that Pongo was accepting Brian. Abby seemed relieved and Crystal took it as a normal happening.
“I’d like to know, Abby, what work your husband is doing exactly. I’ve heard for many years about people teaching members of the ape family to communicate via sign language. So that of course isn’t anything new in itself. You obviously must be involved in a new twist of some kind with Pongo. That’s what interests me.”
“Ah, yes—anyone would like to know why people are training a gorilla in the art of communication and are willing to let one live with them. Let me go get you a refill on your orange juice before I begin plying you with all my convoluted information.”
Crystal jumped up and said, “I’ll be glad to get it. I’ll get myself another Coke. Pongo, you want anything?”
Brian quickly signed the word water to Pongo. He then said water three times very clearly and at the normal rate of speech. He then pointed to Pongo. He signed yes and Pongo signed yes back.”
“Oh, he’s coming along quite well,” said Brian. “This is going to be fun.”
Before Crystal could leave, Abby stopped her and said, “Crystal, while you’re out there, could you pour me a cup of coffee?”
She then turned to Brian and said, “For me to bring you up to speed on my husband, his project and Pongo, it’s going to take a second cup of coffee.”
The next afternoon Brian finished teaching a zoology class of his at Gallaudet University. As usual students crowded around him, asking him questions via sign language. After a few questions, he told everyone he was sorry but he had another appointment and had to leave. In his good-natured way, he said he’d tell them all about it in class one of these days soon.
He took off as quickly as he could over to the Theater Arts Building. There he looked for Janet Harberson, the custodian of the costume department. She was a somewhat large, fun-type woman in her mid thirties. One could tell immediately she was without a doubt a truly outgoing sort. He saw her fitting some students and walked in her direction. She was signing to the students and they were animatedly signing back to her.
She saw Brian approaching. She broke into a big smile and waved him over. She was fitting the students with toga robes. They all seemed to be in high spirits.
Brian walked up and greeted everyone in sign language and they answered him back. He then spoke vocally to Janet.
“Hello, Janet, my friend. I see you are busy turning these young people into early Christians. Will you be long?”
“Oh, I think I’ll be tied up here for awhile if that’s what you’re asking. These young people are doing Terence McNally’s play Corpus Christi which means I’ve got 15 of these robes to come up with before I leave today,” she said as she kept fitting one of the students.
“I was hoping you’d be able to do something about my request,” he said with a disappointed frown. “As I told you this morning, I needed something for tonight.”
“Don’t be such a worry wart,” she chided him good-naturedly. “These guys are having the time of their lives waiting around to get their costumes. I think a silent version of this play will be something else. I’m sure you’ll be there as you’re their pizza counselor.”
Brian signed to the students that he certainly was pleased with their enthusiasm. They signed back and thanked him.
“So why shouldn’t I be a worry wart?” Brian asked with a nervous smile. “Do you have something for me?”
“Sure I do,” she said as she winked at him.
She stopped with the student she was working on and motioned for Brian to follow her. They walked to another part of the wardrobe department.
“This morning you told me you needed a shirt and pants that would fit a gorilla. I took you at your word. I found the biggest shirt and pants I could and even let them out. So, who is this person that is so large?”
“A gorilla," he replied with a smile as they reached her office. “An actual gorilla.”
She turned around and said, “You’re kidding me, right?”
“No, not at all. I have these friends who have a gorilla living with them. They’ve only had him for three or four days though. He has no new clothes and I thought it might be a nice housewarming present. I’m due over at their place this evening for dinner.”
“Now I’ve heard everything. Are they having that hard a time adopting?” she remarked with a smile.
“It’s nothing like that. It’s an experiment and they’ve asked me to help them,” he said.
“You’re the perfect person, my friend. Nobody here at Gallaudet is as adventurous as you. Been everywhere, done everything. I expect to see you on TV one of these days like those other daredevils who brave crocodiles and snakes. Oh, you can have all those creatures as far as I’m concerned.”
“My parents really didn’t understand me either. Other kids wanted toy trucks or video games. When it came Christmas, I wanted a spider or a baby crocodile or a snake.”
“You wouldn’t have lasted long in my house,” she laughed. “My mother was the type who would faint if she even saw a mouse.”
“I can quite understand even though I was never like that myself. Anyway, what have you got lined up for this gorilla friend of mine?” he asked.
She took him over to a corner where she had a lot of costumes hanging near some sewing machines. They were obviously being refurbished. She took a large somewhat tropical looking blue shirt off the rack and then a large pair of dark blue pants and held them up to him.
“How will these do?” she asked.
Brian was delighted and replied gratefully, “You’re a miracle worker. I think they will fit him perfectly. Thank you, thank you, Janet.”
“Here let me put them in a sack for you. Also, while I’m at it, I’m going to put the largest pair of suspenders I’ve got in there too. A belt simply won’t work for your newfound buddy. Let me know how it all goes.”
“I’ll do better than that. I’ll bring him here and let him thank you in person,” said Brian jokingly.
“Yeah, that’ll be the day, Tarzan. I’m glad I was able to help you. Now I’ve got to get back to my Corpus Christi gang,” she said.
He took the sack, gave her a hug and was out of the place. She waved good-bye to him and went back to her students.
He went to the parking lot, got into his car and quickly took off. He drove in pretty thick traffic until he got into Maryland. There by clever maneuvering he was able to get out of several traffic jams and actually made good time.
He looked at his watch and it was about five thirty. He was a bit nervous as he drove because he wanted to get to the Hayward’s house with plenty of time to spare. The dinner guests were supposed to arrive at 7 p.m. and being that they were university people, he was sure that they would be there right on the dot. He also needed some extra time to meet Abby’s husband. So far he had only heard about Alex via Abby’s lengthy explanation. He couldn’t tell exactly by what she had told him if Alex were going to be easy to get along with or not. He definitely wanted to make a good impression on him. He had even brought along a résumé to let Alex know what a serious person he was. He also wanted enough time to try and dress Pongo up for his first formal dinner.
Brian was very pleased when the flow of traffic allowed him to get to the Hayward house a little before six. He parked the car, picked up the package, got out and walked briskly to their front door. He rang the doorbell. Crystal and Pongo were there almost instantly.
“Oh, hi,” said Crystal with a big smile. “Come on in. Pongo and I are completely tired out. We’ve been playing chase for the last half hour out in the backyard.”
“Then he couldn’t be happier,” said Brian as he entered. “That’s their favorite game.” He signed the words for game and chase to Pongo. He then reached over and tickled Pongo. Pongo was delighted and tickled him back.
“I don’t see how he loves being tickled. I can’t stand it myself,” she said.
“No humans do but gorillas love it. Where’s Abby?”
“She’s in the kitchen. You can go on out there. Pongo and I are supposed to be cleaning up the living room.”
She gave the sign for come-gimme to Pongo and the sign for go and pointed to the living room.
“I see you’re picking up signing yourself,” Brian said happily.
“You have to if you’re going to fit in around this place,” said Crystal as she led Pongo off into the living room. “It’s a pity you had to leave before Alex got home last night. He’s a neat guy. I’m sure you two will get along just fine.”
“I sure hope so,” said Brian.
He went into the kitchen and Abby was delighted to see him. She was in the process of getting dinner prepared.
“I thought that would be you,” Abby said. “You’ve come at just the right time. This place is turning into a three-ring circus. In ring one we have Pongo, in ring two we have Abby trying to deal with Pongo and in ring three, Abby trying to play hostess.”
“I’m sorry,” said Brian. “Is there anything I can do?”
“Nope. Not at the moment. Shortly though you might have to help me keep my sanity. When I invited you to dinner last night, I told you two of Alex’s colleagues were coming. That’s not the real size of it. They’re his most vocal critics and I have no idea how they will react to being in the proximity of a live gorilla.”
“Is your husband not home yet?” asked Brian.
“No, he said he would be late as usual. I wish I could say it was with another woman but alas it is only water of which we speak,” she said jovially. “He thought he was going to get all his Washington D. C. water collected into two vats yesterday but it didn’t happen. So, he had to go attend to it today—which has left me holding the bag.”
“Speaking of bags, notice I have one in my left hand,” said Brian with an academic smile.
She looked at the sack and said, “Is that for me?”
“No. Amazingly enough it is for Pongo,” he said as he reached into the bag and pulled out the contents.
“Looks like clothing,” she said as she stopped making deviled eggs for a moment so she could see.
“You’re right. I had the lady in charge of costumes at the university come up with a costume for Pongo tonight,” he said as he displayed the garments.
“You want to dress him up?”
“Oh, absolutely. He might really like it. And I think your guests would be more at home around him if he looked a bit like a person.”
“Now that’s what I call a sensible idea,” said Abby. “Let’s go and see what happens.”
They went into the living room where Pongo and Crystal had just finished picking up all of the pillows and straightening the room up.
“We have a big surprise for Pongo,” said Abby. “Brian brought some clothes for Pongo. He thinks he’ll go over better with our dinner guests tonight if he looks a bit more human. So, what say we try to dress him?”
“That should be fun,” said Crystal. “I bet he looks cute in something besides his birthday suit. Last night when I got home my Mom said she didn’t know if she approved of my working around somebody with their privates in full view.”
“Then maybe Brian has a point. Let’s see if we can’t spiffy him up a bit. At that moment Pongo breathed out heavily to show his pleasure at all the obvious fun that was going on. Crystal who was the closest to him held her nose.
“Phew!” said Crystal. “His breath could knock over a full-grown elephant.”
Abby smiled and said, “Yes, I think we should do something about that. You know, Crystal, the other day when you first came here, I was teaching him how to brush his teeth. Would you like to take him upstairs to our bathroom and get him to brush his teeth?”
“I suppose so,” replied Crystal.
Abby directed Pongo’s attention over to the board and pointed to the toothbrush in one of the squares. She then signed several times and said the word out loud. Brian went over and did the same thing. He then signed come and up.
“Abby, Crystal and I will take him upstairs and brush his teeth and put on his clothes. That will free you up for the kitchen.”
“You two are a godsend,” said Abby. “I’ve got to get to a stopping place soon so I can get cleaned up myself. I’m sure I must look like I just came out of the jungle. Alex should be home anytime now. Oh, by the way, Pongo’s toothbrush is the blue one in the medicine cabinet. Alex’s and mine are on the counter. If you need a toothbrush for yourselves, two green ones are in the right hand drawer.”
She left and returned to the kitchen. Crystal and Brian led Pongo up the stairs. Brian signed to him all the way up and into the bathroom.
Abby finished preparing the deviled eggs and some other hors d’oeuvres. She looked up at the clock and noticed that it was six thirty. She jumped into making the salad. She looked tired but managed to continue with all the chores in an energetic manner.
A small time later, Alex came in the front door. He looked tired but not as drained as Abby. He checked the living room and saw no one. He passed by the staircase and heard a lot of activity upstairs. He was about to go up but Abby came out from the kitchen and set some sauces on the dining room table.
“Oh, there you are,” said Alex.
He walked over and they gave one another a kiss. She looked him over and he looked her over.
“I can tell you’ve had a rough day,” he said, “and it’s far from over I’m afraid.”
“Did you have to remind me? You don’t look like a million dollars yourself. How’s the water growing?”
“I finally got it all into two vats. I had hoped that Marvin would drop by to help me but he didn’t. I guess he was afraid I’d force him to another dinner here with Pongo—not to mention Dr. Botsford and Dr. Chestermire. I predict it will be a rough evening.”
“I’d say you are right. But not to worry. We have help. Crystal is here and Brian just arrived. He’s that university professor I told you about. He’s a godsend. You’ll see.”
“What are they doing upstairs?”
“Getting Pongo ready to receive our visitors. They’re having him brush his teeth. You know his breath is pretty awful. And, you’re not going to believe this. Brian brought Pongo over some clothing to wear. He says he thinks it will calm down our dinner guests if Pongo looks less like a gorilla in the wild. Besides Adelle doesn’t seem pleased that her daughter is running around with a nude gorilla.”
They both had a good laugh and took a seat for a moment’s rest. Abby shook her head at Alex and smiled.
“Honestly, Alex, are we crazy?”
“What makes you ask that?” said Alex.
“I don’t know. We’re just so off base from all the normal people I know—like my sisters. Can you imagine if they were coming over for dinner tonight?”
They had another laugh. They gave one another a quick kiss.
“Alex, if you could set the table that would be great. I’ll finish up here and then jump into the shower. We’ve only got a short time till they’ll be ringing the doorbell.”
Before they could get up, they heard a lot of noise. They looked up and Pongo appeared from the bottom of the stairs wearing his shirt, pants and suspenders. He smiled to show his clean teeth. Abby and Alex were completely surprised by how human he looked. Behind him came Crystal and Brian.
Abby jumped up, took Alex by the hand and pulled him over to Brian.
“Brian, this is my husband, Alex. Alex, this is godsend number two.”
“I’m so pleased to meet you, Professor Hayward,” said Brian with a professional smile. “I hope I’m not intruding.”
Alex reached out and vigorously shook his hand. He could tell that he liked this person right away.
“Oh, no, you’re not intruding. My wife tells me nothing but good things about you. In a way, I feel we already know one another. But one thing. You can’t stay in this house and call me Dr. Hayward. I’m Alex, okay?”
Brian smiled and said, “That’s quite doable. I brought some clothing for Pongo. I think he likes his outfit.”
“Ready for the runway, I’d say,” smiled Abby.
Brian looked at both of them and said, “I have a suggestion. Let Crystal, Pongo and me do the rest here. I’m sure you need a few minutes to get yourselves ready for your dinner guests. I’m quite sure they will be here on the dot.”
“Didn’t I tell you he was a godsend, Alex?”
“Brian, I see you’re very adept with Pongo. How good are you with bears?” said Alex with a straight face.
“I don’t quite get you, sir,” Brian replied.
“None of that sir stuff either,” said Alex. “The reason I asked that question is because we have a bear coming here tonight. His name is Dr. Botsford and I’m not on his top ten list if you get what I mean. Hopefully you’ll be able to help me tame him.”
“I get what you mean. Don’t worry, Alex. I have actual experience with bears in Alaska. I lived among them one summer and am still here to tell about it. So bring this Dr. Botsford on.”
Abby and Alex smiled and nodded their heads in agreement that Brian was a true find. They waved bye-bye to Pongo and the other two and headed for the stairs. Brian quickly stopped Alex.
“Alex?” said Brian as he took his resume out of his pocket and held it out to him. “My resume. I know my timing is bad but I would like you to see, if you have a moment before you come back down, my qualifications.”
Alex took the resume, looked at Abby and asked, “Is he applying for a position on our team?”
“I don’t know,” said Abby, “but he’s hired if he is. I must tell you, Alex, no longer is this project of yours able to be run by just you and me. First it was Crystal and she’s worth every penny your committee is paying her. And now Brian fell out of the sky into our laps.”
Alex looked at Brian and said, “I don’t know if the committee would approve another stipend. I haven’t won them over on much of anything as you’ll find out tonight. We appreciate your help but I don’t think we’ll be able to hire you.”
“Not even if the salary was zero?” asked Brian.
“You would work for nothing?” said Abby.
“Yes, I would,” Brian replied with a smile. “I came into this with my eyes wide open. I just gave that resume to you, Alex, so you would realize that I could be of some help if you needed me. I don’t expect any reward of any kind. It will be a privilege helping you. Such opportunities don’t come along every day.”
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