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PART ONE
1. It All Began
It all begin with Chris and Tom on a San Francisco sidewalk. Chris was enumerating his favorite cliches.
"My grandmother used to say", he said, "'from your mouth to God's ear'"
"That's it!" Tom declared.
"That's what?" asked his friend.
"That's how you and I will change the world."
"Okay", Chris replied. He had always wanted to change the world.
The sidewalk, since you asked, was along Kearney Street near Post. It was a cold, foggy and windy evening. The two young men were bundled up and walking towards the Montgomery Street Muni Station on their way home after work. Chris would take the N-Judah back to the Inner Sunset, and Tom would take the J-Church to Noe Valley.
"I know what you're thinking", Tom said.
"Really?" Chris was genuinely curious. Was Tom a mind-reader after all? It would be news to him.
"You're thinking this is just another one of my hare-brained schemes that I'll forget about immediately and it would have come to nothing anyway, but you're wrong."
"I'm wrong?" Chris thought about this for a moment. It's quite possible I'm wrong, he decided, even if that is not what I was thinking, which it wasn't.
Chris was the older of the two, in his late twenties, tall, fair and expanding. Tom, in his earlies, was a carnival mirror image of his pal, short, dark and wasting away.
"Not this time." Tom declared. "Listen, we are always having lots of good ideas about how to make the world a better place, right?"
"Sure", Chris was being agreeable. Already his mind was on dinner, his favorite time of the day. Tonight there would be pork chops. He was convinced of that, although as far as he knew there were none at his house. One of his roommates might have brought some. It was always a possibility.
"So how come none of our good ideas ever make anything happen?"
"Um, because we're just a couple of shipping clerks working in the basement of a bankrupt bookstore?" Chris surmised.
"Exactly", Tom replied. "Every time we have one of those great ideas we're nobodies and we're nowhere. That's the essence of the problem as I see it."
"So", Chris was slow to reply, as they drew nearer to Market Street. "If we had those ideas when we were somewhere, and if we were somebodies, then. Then what?"
"No, no", Tom said, and instantly remembered a person he once knew who always began every sentence with the words "no, no", and Tom thought the guy was such a jerk for doing that, and here he was being that same jerk himself.
"I mean", he corrected himself, "that's not what I meant."
"Okay", Chris replied. It would often get like this. Most of those "great ideas" that Tom was referring to were vague half-uttered mumblings coming out of his friend that one could hardly even hear, let alone figure out what the heck.
"You know," Tom continued, "what I was saying about the spirit of the age."
"Oh right", Chris recalled and repeated, "people talking loudly in public in the vain hope of being overheard by someone more important."
"You remembered!", Tom was impressed. Usually he was convinced that no one even heard half of his obscurely spouted mutterings.
"I liked that one", Chris agreed, "it's right up there with 'shit or get off the pot'"
They were laughing as they entered the underground light rail station. From here they would usually wait on the platform interminably as any number of K, L, and M trains came by, with nary a J or an N in sight. Today, however, an N-Judah was waiting right there when they leaped off the bottom steps and Chris hurried onto it with a backward wave of goodbye. Tom had not yet gotten to the part about how. About how this idea was going to change the world.
He pulled out a small notepad from his jacket pocket, along with a bit of pencil, and rapidly scribbled down the rest of his idea before he forgot it. He wrote the following:
The right people in the right places at the right time, saying the right things in the right way - for starters.
Easy.
From there it was only a matter of who, where, when, what and how.
2. That Sparking Thing
Tom had to wait a long time for his train, which was super annoying considering he was planning out how to change the world and wanted to be doing that in the comfort of his own home instead of the noisy and smelly downtown Muni station. These things take a certain holistic approach, he told himself, and he wasn't feeling very holistic at the moment. He forced himself to stop thinking but that only worked for a moment or two. He was never good at meditating or even relaxing for that matter. He had a brain that went on overdrive for years until it finally burned out, many years later, and he became a much happier person. In the meantime it was think think think. Just then he was thinking about Chris and about the possibility that Chris would soon be marrying the brainy and beautiful Laurie, and the very strong likelihood that shortly thereafter they would begin producing a gaggle of spectacular and out of control little redheads. But that was then. Or would be. In the meantime, he felt that time was short and he would have to launch his plan into action quickly.
He finally made it home to the small basement apartment which he shared with two annoying cats and any number of small white mice. The fat gray cat liked nothing more than to sit on his shoulders while he was trying to work, and dig her very sharp claws into his back. The tiny yellow cat, meanwhile, spent much of her life swinging back and forth on his sneakers under the table. The table top itself was covered with partial inventions and their makings, a lot of electronic bits and pieces he had collected from the dumpsters behind the GreenVu recycling center, and stolen from his days working at World of Parts. Already he had created a variety of useless inventions, but felt certain that something he invented would someday somehow come in handy for some reason or other. He wouldn't worry about that now.
Amplification, he thought. Targeting systems. Tracking devices. Audio tuners and receptors. Computer software. Handheld devices. He felt confident he could deliver the technology. The worries he had were of a systems problem and a personnel issue. To do what needed to be done required people. Tom didn't know any people except Chris. Chris knew people. That was huge. It always seemed to Tom that whenever he mentioned anything - literally anything at all - Chris would always know someone who either did that thing or knew someone who did. Like giant paper balloons. Chris knew a guy who could make them. Like restoring medieval Church books. Chris knew a guy who could do it. Like flying to the moon. Chris actually knew one of those millionaire space tourists. Or sort of knew him. Actually, he had fucked the guy's wife. That ought to count for something.
But anyway, requiring people required also people skills, and Tom knew well enough he had none of those either. Again, Chris was the man for that. He was a charmer. I mean, he had fucked that guy's wife while the guy was actually walking around on the moon. The guy was even on the phone with his wife at the time. Calling from the fucking moon! She was like, yes dear. Yes, dear. Oh my, yes dear!
People skills. The people would have to be found, selected and trained. And then they would have to be volunteers too because neither of them had any money. Just great ideas. And the people would have to be trusted or else they might steal those great ideas when the whole great idea was to give away the great ideas for the betterment of mankind. Obviously they needed young people. People who still gave a shit about the betterment of mankind. No one over thirty, that was a given.
The ideas were coming thick and fast. He wished he could call up Chris and give him the lowdown but he didn't have a phone. No money, no friends except one - why have a phone? Instead, he tapped his notes into a homemade handheld device using a sharp, pointy stick. Might need money, he worried. This was the biggest problem of all. Tom was a freegan, except for rent and utilities and food and clothing. That meant he was poor and a cheapskate. He always said he didn't have a girlfriend because he was always broke, but that was only part of the reason. There was also the fact that he didn't like people very much. Potential girlfriends were turned off by the fact that he didn't really like them.
The strategy, however, was becoming pretty clear. To change the world they would need some agents of change. They would need some targets of change. They would need to bring those two together just enough. It would be like rubbing sticks to create a spark and make a fire.
3. Moth Flock
Chris was thinking about settling down, because it seemed to be the thing to do. Here he was, approaching thirty, and had not lived in the same place for more than one year in many, many years. That was all the fault of his intractable charisma. Everywhere he lived he made new friends, and the friends of his roommates begged him to come and live with them, to make their homes the centers of attention for a change. They offered him the best room, the lowest rent, all sorts of percs, if only he'd move in with them, and so he usually did, and stayed until the next great offer came along. In this fashion he'd lived practically rent free from Seattle to L.A. to Portland to San Francisco. Along the way he had gathered an immense collection of contacts. He had always wondered what he was going to do with all of them. It seemed like maybe the time had come.
He was currently living in the nice front room of a railroad flat by the park. Among his many roommates were a lawyer, an actress, a financial consultant, and a civil engineer. As soon as Chris walked into the house the others, who up until then had been moping around the living room, all gathered in the kitchen to see what they could offer him for supper. As he had anticipated, Karen (the actress) had stocked up on pork chops and so she won the day. Everyone else pitched in with drinks, table setting, and asking Chris for his opinion on various matters which came up that day. He was glad to oblige.
Frank, the banker, was convinced that Chris would like to play basketball that evening at the park, and was disappointed when Chris declined. Joe, the lawyer, thought he might like to see the new Pig Glut movie instead (Pig Glut Three, the Fattening, had just opened at the Wharfeum), but Chris was oddly not in the mood for that treat either. After Karen's blackened chops, Chris wanted nothing more than to visit his sweet Laurie, but she was trekking in the Himalayas, so that was out of the question. He then considered phoning Tom, but remembered that Tom didn't have a phone. As a last resort, he settled on Sidney, the engineer's, plan to walk up the street for ice cream cones, even though it was cold and foggy outside.
Along the way he thought about the spirit of the age thing. He asked Sidney what she thought it meant. Talking loudly in public places. How was that going to change the world? Sidney was certain that Tom had been joking.
"He's just toying with you again", she said.
"Again?" Chris was not aware of any previous toying attempts.
"Afraid so", Sidney repeated. "Like the time he taunted you about redheads. Said you'd have a handful of 'em someday, and you don't even have red hair."
"Laurie does", he replied.
"Wasn't that before you knew her?"
"Nope", Chris told her. "I knew her first, then him."
"Oh", Sidney muttered. "Never mind then."
She wasn't any help with the spirit of the age. She thought the spirit of the age could be captured with a camera if you found the right thing to take a picture of. She didn't know what that thing was, but if she saw it, and recognized it, and had a camera, and remembered to take a picture of it. Well then.
Joe, who'd come along for the walk even though he was allergic to ice cream and fog, was sneezing happily enough and contributed the thought that perhaps the spirit of the age was available at the local liquor store. It might be a kind of schnapps, he said.
Both Sidney and Joe had to move their little legs to keep up with Chris' long strides, one on each side of him hustling to stay with the pack. It was an odd thing, this charisma he had. He felt a little guilty about it, because he hadn't done a darned thing to develop it or earn it, and yet there it was, doing him favors all the time. He was like a light bulb in motion leading a flock of moths behind him. One of these days, he told himself, I'll make something of it. But he had no idea of what or how or when that would be.
4. Laser Tag
Back at work the next morning, Chris and Tom had plenty of time to plan their next move. The bookstore chain was "on hold" with practically every publisher and distributor in the universe. "On hold" means that they hadn't paid their bills, so no one was fulfilling their orders. The job of the shipping and receiving clerk is to open all the new boxes coming in, and packing up the boxes going out. With no books coming in, there were few books on the shelves. They had literally no work at all to do.
"Literally", Tom commented. "I like that. Being we're in a bookstore and all".
Chris had been making the most of the opportunity to catch up on "the classics". Of the few books remaining in the store, many were indeed "the classics". He was currently spread out on the pea green couch they'd rescued from the alley, and was finishing up his nineteenth century American collection with some Bret Harte stories.
"He kind of summed up the spirit of his age", Chris reported.
"Somebody's got to do it", Tom replied.
"Every age has got its spirit, I suppose"
"Speaking of which", Tom said, "I have some more ideas". Tom was now covered in post-its. He found it more convenient to stick them on his shirt to avoid them getting all stuck together. Chris reached over and plucked one off Tom's shoulder.
"Pick a card, any card?" He asked, and read out loud
"Raspberry Chocolate Graham Chunk Cereal? One Calorie?"
"Doesn't that sound good?"
"Sure, but why is it stuck on your shirt?"
"Well, I was thinking, I would like that kind of cereal, so that would make me happy, and other people might like it too, which would also make them happy, and then the world would be a better place if people were a little happier, right?"
"That's kind of stupid", Chris replied, "Aren't there enough happy-making cereals already?"
"I guess you're right", Tom said, and, snatching back the post-it, tore it up and tossed the pieces into the air as if they were confetti.
"If we're going to make the world a better place", Chris said, "it ought to be worth the effort."
"True", Tom said, and glanced down at his shirt. He found another couple of post-its bearing similarly dumb ideas and gave them the same confetti treatment.
"But all the best ideas are already out there", Tom complained, "like 'love thy neighbor' and shit like that"
"And a lot of good they've done", Chris agreed.
"How about this one?", Tom pulled a post-it from his armpit. "Hollywood movies should do more to save the planet."
"More what?"
"They should be greener", Tom said. "We can leave the details up to them. We just have to get the message out, they should be doing more to save the planet"
"Ok, I'll bite", Chris said. "Now what?"
"We get the message out", Tom repeated. "We need to get somebody out there, talking up this idea, but not just anywhere. We have to figure out where."
"And who", Chris muttered.
"Who what?"
"Who to do the talking"
"And who to do the hearing"
"I see what you mean."
"So what do you think?"
"Hmmm", Chris said.
"That's what I thought", Tom replied. It was still the sticking point. Agents of change and targets of change.
"And when we know who", Chris said, "I mean who to do the hearing, then we also have to know where and when, like where they'll be, you know?"
"I got that part down", Tom told him, "it's a kind of laser tag, you know that game?"
"Sure"
"I can brand them with an invisible brand, and then track them. Here I'll show you", and he walked over to his duffel bag and pulled out what looked like a pistol, pointed at at Chris, and before Chris could leap off the couch yelling 'what the fuck?", Tom had already pulled the trigger.
There was a quiet click, a flash of yellow-orange light, and that was all. Chris never felt a thing.
"Okay, now", Tom said, whipping out another variety of his homemade handheld devices, "here you are, see?"
Chris, on his feet now and still a bit startled, walked over and looked down at the grayish screen to see a little red dot pulsating on a grid.
"Take it", Tom said, holding it out to him, "and go walk around the block or something. You'll see how it follows you. There's even a trajectory mode", he added, grabbing back the device and pushing a couple of buttons on the side.
"Now it'll trace out a line wherever you go".
Chris took the thing back and walked out the back door into the alley and was gone for several minutes. When he came back into the basement all he could say was
"Holy fuck, does the C.I.A. know you have this thing?"
"It's only meant for good", Tom said. "That's why I have to hide my inventions. God only knows what people would do with them."
"How long does that tag thing last?" Chris wanted to know.
"Couple of days more or less", said Tom.
"So you can watch wherever I go the next two days?"
"Pretty much", Tom said.
"But shit, that pistol", Chris said. "You got to do better than that! You pull that out in public you're gonna get arrested."
"You're right", Tom said, "I'll put it in a stick or something. Thanks."
"I think I know who", Chris told him. "While I was out there walking around I remembered this guy I used to know in L.A. He was like a project manager, one of those guys who goes around to meetings and blabs a lot. Put that notion in his ear, he'll go to work on it. Guy's name is Harold Staley."
"Cool!" Tom said. "So now we just have to tag him and track him and when we know he's in a good spot, get him to overhear the agent!"
"Sounds easy enough", Chris was joking, but Tom didn't realize that.
"So where do we find him?" Tom wanted to know.
5. Gandhi With a K
They were still discussing strategy when the conference was interrupted by "the chirping presence" (Tom's description) otherwise known as Kandhi, the stock clerk. They were used to her varying but always dramatic entrances. It was her job to push an empty cart into the stock room, fill it up with newly arrived books, and push it back out to the sales floor. Usually she managed to arrive either inside of the cart, on top of the cart, skating the cart, sailing the cart, one time even carrying the large metal beast on her back. On entering she would call out some random greeting in an attempt to never make sense and never repeat herself.
"Watchtower Ho!" was her calling card this time, as she waded in, balancing aback wheel of the cart on each of her shoes, like you might walk an incipient toddler.
"Hi Chris", she shouted as she let the front wheels fall and clatter onto the floor.Tom did not like the girl, at least not that he would admit to anyone or even himself. She was too something or other. Girls were always too something for Tom. He turned away and went to work on one of the twigs from his collection. He had to figure out how to embed one of his tagging devices in there.
Kandhi was still trying to figure out how to embed Chris. Even since she found out Laurie had gone off into the wilderness, Kandhi was one (of many) who figured it was now or never. She sized herself up and thought she had a decent change. Where Laurie was a redhead, Kandhi's short and spiky hair was day-glo pink. Where Laurie had a vast array of freckles spread across her face, Kandhi had a lot of piercings. Where Laurie was as thin as an extension cord, Kandhi had plenty to grab on to. Besides, she was friendly, happy, and positive and who didn't like that?
"Hey Kandhi", Chris replied. "What's cooking?"
"So much work!" she feigned fatigue, wiping a hand across her brow. "Did any book come in?" she laughed. It was a frequent joke of late, the singular case. There had been a day recently where one and only one book did in fact arrive. It was a special order called "Hives and You". Everyone had made a big production out of it, solemnly placing it on a tissue on a platter and forming a procession to carry it up to the front desk where Harry, the ancient queen who ruled the register, snapped at them to cut it out.
"Not a peep", Chris told her. It was at this point where she would usually begin a new round of small talk, trying to sound just the right note, to make the right impression,but this time Chris surprised her by asking,
"Say, you're from the Southland, right?"
"Yeah sure", she told him, "Anaheim".
"Any chance you're going down that way anytime soon?"
"I could", she said. Could this be the chance she had been waiting for?
"Need me to do something for you?" she hoped.
"Maybe", Chris said, "I don't know yet. Hey Tom", he called out. Tom turned back with a look like he was trying to smile and scowl at the same time.
"What do you think? Possible agent of change here?"
This was the part Tom didn't want to deal with. He just wanted to stay behind the scenes, let Chris do all the people management, but they hadn't explicitly worked out that division of labor yet.
"Your call", he said. "How about you run the outside operation? Whatever you say."
"Wow", teased Kandhi, "you guys are running an operation from out of here? I hope it's not something too illegal!"
"I don't think so", Chris said, turning to Tom again. "Is it?"
"No way", Tom said.
"So?" Kandhi asked, "what do I do?"
"Well, it's like this", Chris started to tell her, but then stopped himself and asked Tom, "Do we tell her everything, or only on a need to know basis?"
"Need to know", Tom said.
"Yeah, I need to know", Kandhi cracked.
"Okay, okay", Chris continued. "It's pretty simple, really. There's this guy I know down there, and we want to give him this cool idea we have, so we need to find him and let him overhear it somewhere in public."
"Why don't you just call him up and tell him your idea?" Kandhi asked.
"Um. Yeah", Chris scratched his head, and turned again to Tom. "Why don't we do that?", he asked.
"That's not the point", Tom said. "What if we didn't know the guy at all. This time you happened to but next time no. It's a test."
"You're giving me a test?" Now Kandhi was confused. She was still part way through community college and the word 'test' was enough to make her feet cool down.
"Not you," Tom said impatiently, "the process. It's like a dry run. We've got to work out the kinks, see if it works. It's okay if you don't want to do it. We can find somebody else."
"So let me get this straight", Kandhi said. "You want me, or somebody else, to go down to L.A., look for a certain person, follow him around and then, when we think he might be in a good spot, say some idea out loud and hope he hears it?"
"Not just any idea", Chris said. "Our great idea! But yeah, you've got it. That's the plan."
"It sounds kind of creepy", she said. "The following around part. The rest of it just sounds stupid."
"You don't have to literally follow him around", Tom explained. "You'll tag him and then you can always see where he is on this thingie here".
Kandhi came over and looked at the handheld device, where Chris' little light was still pulsating in place.
"That's me", Chris said, joining them, and pointing at the light. "He tagged me so I could see how it works. Look, I'll walk around and you can see", and he headed out the back door. Kandhi grabbed the device from Tom and followed after him.
"This is fucking cool", Kandhi shouted as they went through the alleyway and out to the Post Street. "Where'd he get all this?"
"He invented it", Chris told her.
"No shit", she said. She was surprised. As far as she knew, Tom was just the cranky guy in the stock room who never talked much.
"How'd he tag you", she wanted to know, and Chris explained about the laser and the pistol and the stick. Kandhi pictured herself pointing a stick at someone and having some light shoot out of it. Sounded like magic. This could be fun after all, she decided. By the time they got back she had already agreed to go and "do the test."
6. Mustang GT
Naturally, Kandhi had assumed that she and Chris would be going together, so she was hugely disappointed when he happened to mention, while wishing her every success, that he would not in fact be joining her. When she asked why not, he came up with several truly lame and absurd excuses, but she got the picture. He didn't want to put himself in a situation where he was alone with her. He had a feeling that he really shouldn't get into that particular Pandora's box.
"Damn it", she announced up front at the info desk.
"What now?", her colleague Klehre inquired indifferently. Klehre didn't really want to know, but it was boring as hell at that station. They were alone together in the middle of the large and nearly empty store, with hardly any books on the lovely wooden bookcases that surrounded them, and not a single customer in sight. Way over by the front door sat Harry, reading a right wing gay men's magazine and occasionally sipping from a coffee cup filled with gin. Otherwise, it was just Kandhi and Klehre, and the situation was driving Klehre crazy.
"Want to go to L.A. this weekend?" Kandhi asked.
"No", Klehre replied. "I fucking hate L.A."
"Huh", Kandhi said, and shut up. The two young women were seated on barstools behind a long dark desk which was as empty as the rest of the store. This is great, she was thinking. I get sucked into driving to L.A. on some crazy stupid mission, I don't even want to go, and I don't get to go with Chris which I thought, for some reason, since he asked and it was his idea, and now I have to go alone? Fuck it. I'm not going, she decided.
"Okay", Klehre broke the silence. "I'll go. When do we leave?"
"You'll go?" Kandhi had to ask again. She didn't even know this girl, really. Klehre had only been working there a couple of weeks. Kandhi'd been there a year, about as long as Chris. Tom had arrived a few months back.
"Sure", Klehre said, "Actually I've always wanted to go there."
"You just said you hated it!"
"Everybody says it", Klehre told her. "It was just instinctive. Then I thought about it. How come I hate some place I've never even been? Stupid me. So yeah, I want to go. When are we going? Why are we going? Why'd you ask me?"
Kandhi explained the test. Klehre thought she was kidding. After Kandhi had told her everything she knew about it, Klehre was nearly speechless.
"I'm not a child", she said, "You're putting me on, right?"
"Nope", Kandhi assured her, "that's the idea in a nutshell".
"Nutshell is right", Klehre snorted. "Nutcase more like it. Those guys. What the fuck?"
Klehre was pretty sure she'd seen and heard it all in her twenty four years. After all, she'd left home at sixteen, supported herself ever since, working every kind of job that she could get - secretarial, retail, food service, gas stations, supermarkets, stripping, phone sex and now even this, a bankrupt bookstore. How low can I go? she asked herself. Well, not that low, she answered. She had achieved her variety of wisdom through a series of lousy boyfriends, tattoos, project living and public transportation. It was time for a change, again. It was always time for a change for Klehre. Why not check out L.A.? But she wasn't just going to follow the leader. If she was going to play somebody's game, she was going to play it her way.
She didn't have much use for Kandhi so far. She thought she was dim, maybe even retarded, always so fucking cheerful, and that stupid hair. Klehre had done the pink thing once. Now she was solid dark purple all the way. Only a ditz does pink, she thought. And Kandhi, what kind of a name was that? Still, she was pretty sure the chick had cash - they were going to need that - and probably a car.
"You have a car?" she asked, and watched Kandhi bob her head enthusiastically.
"Yeah, yeah", she bubbled. "I've got a Mustang GT Convertible. It'll be awesome!"
"Christ", Klehre thought. "What the fuck am I getting myself into?"
"Great", she said out loud. "So when do we leave?"
"Friday night?" Kandhi suggested. "If the stuff is ready, right after work? We can stay at my mom's. It's near Disneyland!"
"Great", Klehre gagged. "Yeah, okay."
7. Dots
Friday night found the women ready to hit the road. Kandhi had packed two suitcases full of necessary junk, leaving just enough room in the trunk for Klehre's knapsack.
"I thought we're only going for the weekend", Klehre said, eyeing the luggage.
"Yep", Kandhi chirped, "but you never know."
"I usually do", Klehre muttered to herself. She had made it through the patch of anticipation over the past few days. Now there was just the patch of reality to navigate. Kandhi had filled their shifts with endless tales of life growing up in the Southland. It seemed her childhood was a long and glorious event, involving an endless series of amusement parks, beaches, road trips and slumber parties. She had so many friends that she still even kept in touch with, after all these years. Of course, she was only twenty-one so that wasn't a huge stretch. The amazing thing was that she'd ever left L.A..
"I wanted to see the world", she explained one day while chattering nonstop at the information desk. "I just didn't get very far."
Klehre had spent the week wishing she had never agreed to this little jaunt. It was bad enough having to hear about Kandhi's entire life as if suddenly, by virtue of volunteering, she was best friend forever as well as confessional, there was also the matter of Chris and Tom.
Tom had been hugely disappointed that Chris was not going with Kandhi on the trip. He'd assumed he would be and didn't understand why he wasn't. Tom didn't trust Kandhi and he didn't trust Klehre with his inventions or his plans. He'd stayed up nights in a row fitting the laser tagger into a very nice thin stick, a small madrone branch he'd meticulously peeled the bark off of and drilled precision holes through. He'd affixed the required velcro trigger pad with krazy glue and made sure its aim was true. He'd also worked on the device screen to provide much greater resolution, as well as memory, zoom and more precision positioning. They were both of them things of beauty, and as he handed them to Chris, only to see Chris study them, and hand them back, he was speechless as Chris explained the social mechanics.
"Kandhi and Klehre?", Tom stuttered. "Kandhi and Klehre? But why? Why Klehre? Why not you? I thought that you."
"Well", Chris said patiently, "Think about it. How could I explain it to Laurie? It would be like that time I went to Germany with Uta while I was still involved with Magnolia in Denver. Maggie didn't go for it, not one bit. I kept telling her it was completely innocent, even that one night. No go. So I'm not going to go anywhere near that kind of situation now."
"But Laurie's on Mount Everest", Tom exclaimed.
"But she'll be back", Chris said. "And that's the problem."
Tom was unable to talk to either Kandhi or Klehre, but he had to instruct them on the usage of the devices. It was incredibly important. He tried to talk through Chris, but that was just as awkward. The four of them had gathered in the stock room and Tom talked only to Chris, and Chris turned around to repeat the words but Klehre interrupted and said,
"I can hear you, you know. I'm not fucking invisible here".
Kandhi was more polite.
"It's okay, Tom", she said. "Just keep telling Chris and I'll write down everything you say so we don't forget it later," and she did just that. Tom went over the stick and the device, but he was so flustered by the presence of the young women that he left out some rather critical details.
Klehre discovered this for herself as they were driving away from the store. She let out a whoop of joy as Kandhi lowered the roof and the cool fog breeze swept over her. She was holding on to the madrone twig, admiring its polish and color, when she decided to point it at random pedestrians and click away. That was when she noticed that every time she clicked at someone, another orange dot appeared on the screen of the device. Before she knew it, there were ten or eleven dots glowing and pulsating, each going their separate ways, making the map zoom out to keep them all in sight. Pretty soon the screen had expanded to cover half the city.
"Oh shit", Klehre muttered, and louder she yelled, "how long did he say these dots stick around?"
"Forty eight hours", Kandhi shouted back. "Give or take, he said."
"Fuck", said Klehre, hoping there would be some kind of workaround. They were about to head south on the freeway and the auto-zoom was taking the picture wider and wider by the second. At this rate, she thought, we might as well be in outer space for all the good it'll do us to find one of those dots.
Back in the city, waiting for a train in the metro station, Tom was seeing for himself what Klehre had done. He had a second device which was synchronized to the first.
"I knew this would happen", he said to himself, not without some pride. He used his own pointer stick, a bit of manzanita culled from the Coastside, and, double-tapping, removed each orange dot, one at a time.
"Huh", Klehre said, watching them vanish on her own device. "I thought he said forty-eight hours." Then she realized what was up.
"He's got a doomsday device", she said to Kandhi, who didn't hear. Klehre didn't bother repeating herself. She was mulling over the fact that Tom was watching them, and wondering if he had secretly tagged the two of them with a different type of laser.
He had. On his device, two little blue dots sat side by side as they hurtled towards the valley.
8. Grapevine
It can be a long drive from S.F. to L.A., and Klehre would have liked to have had some of that time to reflect, to think, even to breathe quietly, but it wasn't meant to be. If she had hoped that Kandhi had already told her everything she could possibly tell her over the past few days, she had hoped in vain. She was inexhaustible, one of those magical people who are never, ever at a loss for words. Klehre was reminded of those fairy tales about enchanted pouches that always seemed to have lunch inside, or the legends of non-stop rain for days and days and days. Kandhi talking was a lot like that. Taken in bits and pieces, some of what she said was even interesting. It was just too hard to filter, as if you could win a million dollars off a mosquito but had to take a billion bites from it first.
There was the time when she was a little girl. There was a time when she was a teen. There was a time when she was a baby. There was a time when anything and everything was possible and real. Kandhi had jumped out of airplanes. Not just once. Regularly. Kandhi had driven a bus, did you know that? An actual city bus. Kandhi didn't do well in geology. Memorization was never her thing and a rock is a rock, you know what I mean? Thought so. Kandhi had seen a bear in the wild. Kandhi had counted all the freckles on her boyfriend's back. That was her ex. William. Did I tell you about William? Well ...
Klehre did manage to process a few notions of her own. She realized that for all her worldliness, she had never done really much of anything but read. She had traveled a bit. Europe. North Africa. Nicaragua with a political group. She had majored in history and minored in cultural anthropology. She could talk about pretty much anything, given half a chance. She had been to Mississippi, and Florida, where she came from, originally. Didn't like it. Too sticky. Too I don't know, she would tell you. Too something for sure. She would much rather be on a couch, with a book, by a lamp, in the city, imagining the world while the passersby passed by.
It wasn't that she didn't like Kandhi. Kandhi was funny. Kandhi wasn't stupid. She was simply too cheerful. Klehre was never like that. I can smile, she reassured herself, when I mean it, but all of the time? No way. Nothing bothers this girl. Nothing gets her down. How does she do that? Klehre wanted to know, but didn't want to ask. What she did ask, eventually, was whether or not Kandhi wanted to stop somewhere to get a bite. They were approaching the grapevine and it was getting on towards ten. Kandhi pulled over at the next available rest stop.
Klehre went for a sandwich. Kandhi got Chinese, and they rendezvoused at a coffee shop where each of them added a drink to their meal. They sat inside, surrounded by a half-dozen tables full of other travelers, most of them sagging and weary.
"Yum", Kandhi declared, as she ploughed into her shrimp fried rice. Stuffing her face kept her quiet for a few moments.
"You know", Klehre said, inspecting her ham on rye with suspicion, "Do we really know what we're going to do down there? I mean, changing the world by talking out loud in public? I mean, that's what we're doing right now. Don't see anything changing."
"Sure", Kandhi bubbled, "that's why it's so important about when and where and who and what and all of that", but Klehre wasn't listening to her answer. Instead she was eavesdropping on the guy at the next table. He was maybe in his thirties, kind of cute, she thought at first, even with those horn-rimmed glasses and my god are those loafers, but he was laughing, and saying to his larger, hairier, less-cute friend,
"Did you hear what that chick just said? That's too funny. I've got to broadcast that on my socialnet", and he pulled out a device of his own, about the same size and shape as the one Klehre had left in the car, and started tapping away on it with an unsharpened pencil.
"What's with that clown?" she thought, and she was so pissed that he was laughing at her that she almost leaned over and tipped his coffee right into his lap.
"Of course we've got to find the guy", she heard Kandhi saying, and that brought her back to her own predicament.
"What do you mean, find him? You know where he is, don't you?"
"Minor detail", Kandhi chuckled. "That, and what he looks like."
"What?", Klehre jumped up. "What he looks like?"
The guy at the table was watching her now and she knew it. She was ready to give him a good piece of her mind. She even turned towards him and glared, at which he kind of sat up straighter and made a pucker face as if to say, "oh no, the mean girl's going to hit me". His friend cracked up and nearly fell off his chair. Klehre trembled with rage for a moment, but forced herself to sit back down. Then, although Kandhi's totally out-of-place smirk was driving her mad, she calmly and quietly said,
"Are you telling me you don't know what he looks like, or where we're going to find him?"
"Sort of", Kandhi chirped, but before Klehre could get all upset again, she reached out and patted her hand. "It's not that bad, actually. I do know where he'll be tomorrow morning. Playing racquetball He always does. That's what Chris says, anyway."
"And do you know where he will be playing racquetball?" Klehre asked, trying to control herself".
"LA Fitness", Kandhi assured her. "Marina Del Rey".
"God I hope so", Klehre exhaled. "This whole thing is beginning to freak me out."
"Don't worry", Kandhi said. "What could go wrong?"
9. Tiddlywinks
Tom never trusted anyone. Never. Well, as far as he could remember. He'd been on his own since the age of fourteen and in that time, life had taught him a number of pointed lessons. One, that people often suck. Two, that people usually sick. Three, that people almost always suck. He'd accumulated this knowledge through a series of dead-end jobs, a host of lousy roommates, basic crowds on the streets and public transportation, the nightly news, and almost every book he'd ever read and movie he'd ever seen. Even the good people have their moments, he knew, and though he had a suspicion that Kandhi and Klehre weren't necessarily "bad" per se, he didn't trust them, not for a moment. His lack of trust was vindicated by his witnessing of Klehre's random tagging of nobodies, and from that moment on he kept his eye on his device.
More particularly, he adjusted the settings to follow any posts of anyone on the socialnet within one hundred feet of Kandhi and Klehre. He wasn't sure if this was strictly legal, but neither was his tagging technology, so he didn't worry too much about it. He had routed the tracking through any number of mazes to the point where he was certain he could not be tracked back into. There wasn't much going on as the women drove through the central valley, just some random passengers or drivers heading the opposite way who had lots to say about nothing in particular. People were texting out loud in private and public to such an extent that Tom felt compelled to work on what he called a "drown-out" tech to preserve the general sanity. He hadn't finished all the details yet, but he thought it would be something like a hearing aid that you put in your ear, only it would filter out all the stupid things people were saying around you. Whether or not it filtered out your own stupid utterings, that was another matter. While he tinkered on this in his home office, one cat on his neck, another on his shoe, he tuned in periodically to see if "the kays", as he called them, were causing any notice.
And he saw it. Someone with the handle "tiddlywinks" had broadcast something that could only have come from the kays:
"so i heard this chick just now saying she was going to change the world by talking loud in public. can you believe that shit?"
"Damn it", Tom shouted loud enough to drive the cats away temporarily. As they circled around waiting for a more propitious time to jump up again, he tapped his fist on his table rapidly, a sure sign that he was trying to keep himself from destroying something of value. He had a really bad habit of doing just that, and he couldn't afford it, monetarily, so he tried to breathe, and breathe again, and take some positive action.
The thing to do, he decided, is follow that handle and all its fellow travelers (called FT's on the socialnet), and see what develops. Probably nothing. Most broadcasts disappear into nothing. He tracked back the last two days of broadcasts by the tiddlywinks and saw a parade of snarky remarks. Clearly a guy by the things he said about "chicks" and their "bods". He was a one-man freeway female-rating system, with his own refined standards and score keeping methodologies. Blonds dominated the ranks, but he had a definite thing for alternative hair. Twenty minutes later he circled back to "that chick" which Tom now knew to be Klehre, by referencing the purple on her head. He detailed her tight black top and how it revealed her "miniature water balloons", and lamented the looseness of her khaki shorts. He wondered where she was headed. He followed that up fifteen minutes later by responding to an FT, remarking that "the purple one" was accompanied by "a pink one" who was "nothing to write home about".
There was nothing else about them for awhile. Tiddlywinks was heading home to Marina Del Rey. He was a planning to party. Hardy. Pound some brews. Tom was pretty certain that guy presented no problems. At first he was worried that the broadcast might get picked up by somebody with substance or at least a brain, but there seemed to be no once like that in the tiddlywinks circle. Tom calmed down enough to allow the cats to resume their perches, and turned his attention back to the drown-out tech. Still he kept muttering under his breath about the kays and god only knows what they'd do next.
10. A Different Idea
Maybe it was the dinner, or maybe it was the hour, or maybe it was the drive through the mountains that separated the valley from the great population center, but whatever the cause, it was awhile before Klehre even realized that Kandhi had finally shut up. She was actually quiet behind the wheel, and the thoughts that had been previously overwhelmed now came flooding into Klehre's clear mind.
"Kandhi?", she asked, after an interval of thinking. "What are we doing?"
"We're doing Chris a favor", Kandhi cheerfully reminded her.
"But why?", Klehre wanted to know.
"I like doing things for Chris", was Kandhi's simple response. "I like him."
"I get that much", Klehre said, "but, think about it, okay? Tomorrow morning we're going to get up and go to Marina Del Rey and look for some guy named Harold Staley. Then we're going to zap him with this whatever-it-is, then follow him around until he's somewhere we can sidle up next to him and chatter about how Hollywood movies should be greener, or something like that."
"Yeah", Kandhi replied. "You got it."
"It's stupid!", Klehre nearly yelled. "I mean, really, I thought so from the start but the more I think about it, that guy back there was right. It's dumb. Ridiculous. I don't want to do it."
"But we're already almost here", Kandhi protested. "Besides, we said we would."
"I don't even like the idea", Klehre said. "Who gives a shit about Hollywood. If anything, we should be giving that guy the idea there should be better roles for women, not just girly fuck puppets, kick ass killers or wise old crones. That's what I would tell him. Sheesh."
"We could put all that in the conversation", Kandhi suggested.
"I don't want to have the conversation at all", she persisted.
"But we promised", Kandhi repeated.
"I know. I know", Klehre said. "But come on, who's going to know if we just blow it off. We could still go tag someone and make up a story later."
"I guess", Kandhi considered. "How would they know?"
"Oh shit", Klehre said. "I've got a feeling about that. I think that Tom tagged the both of us before we left, and he's been tracking us all this time." Klehre confessed about how she'd pointed and clicked at all those people as they were leaving the city, only to see them cleaned up minutes later.
"It had to be Tom", she said.
"He tagged us", Kandhi said again. "He's tracking us. That little prick!"
"I never liked that guy", Klehre said.
"Me either", Kandhi agreed. "I was just doing it for Chris. You really think he tagged us? Never mind. I believe you. Of course he would. The creep."
The women were silent again for awhile as they began the descent into the Los Angeles basin. Klehre especially was amazed by the sight. It was nearly midnight, and the lights below them seemed to stretch on forever.
"It's beautiful", she exclaimed.
"Home sweet home", chirped Kandhi. "But what are we going to do?"
"We'll think of something", Klehre replied. "You with me?"
"Oh yeah", Kandhi said. "I'm with you."
11. Off The Rails
"Things are not going according to plan", Tom said. He had trekked on foot all the way over Twin Peaks to Chris' house, and was demonstrating the problem on his device.
"These two blue dots", he said, as Chris and several roommates gathered around the kitchen table, "are Kandhi and Klehre. They're at Santa Monica Beach right now. Been there for hours already. Now over here, this orange dot? That's the target. It's way over in Pasadena by now and still heading east. Kandhi and Klehre are nowhere near it and they're not even trying."
"Maybe they know where the target's going to be later", Chris suggested.
"Wait a minute", said Joe, the lawyer. "Are you tracking people electronically through that little gizmo there? Do they know you're doing that?"
"Sure they know", Tom lied. "It's part of an experiment."
"Oh, in that case, it's okay", Joe nodded. "Otherwise we're talking major civil lawsuit. Invasion of privacy. Civil rights violations. Trespassing. Encroachment."
"Never mind all that", Chris said, and Joe piped down immediately.
Before Tom had arrived, the household was busy discussing what Chris would like to do that weekend. Frank was thinking of renting a catamaran out on the bay. Joe had found some obscure foreign film festival that he just knew would appeal to Chris. Sidney had thought of a picnic with volleyball in the park, and Karen was voting for that. As for Chris, he was still thinking of a phone call he'd received first thing in the morning, from an old friend in Seattle who was offering him a good job at a private library as well as a place to live in a nice house out in Redmond. Chris hadn't heard from this friend in several years, but was not surprised at this sudden, unexpected offer. Lately he was beginning to wonder if this kind of luck might not continue to rain down on him as it always had. Laurie had also been talking recently about the North West. It might be time, he was thinking. She was due back from Asia in a few days, so he had asked his friend for a little time to consider the offer.
Tom didn't know about this. He didn't know that Chris and Laurie would indeed move away, in a mere few weeks time. He didn't know that Kandhi and Klehre would return on Monday morning only to quit their jobs immediately and move to Los Angeles together. He didn't know that the "target" they had tagged was Kandhi's mother's standard poodle 'Trayce', which was on its way to a kennel vacation in Sierra Madre. All he knew was that things were off the rails.
"It's all messed up", he said dejectedly, at which Chris patted his friend on the shoulder and said,
"Don't worry. We'll change the world tomorrow", and even though he invited Tom to come along on the catamaran outing (Chris' final choice), Tom just wasn't in the mood, so he left the household to finish up its excursion planning, and decided to walk out to the beach and see if there were any pelicans hovering about.
PART TWO
12.Winter
----------
There were no pelicans at the beach, or any beach within a thousand miles. It was winter. Tom stuck it through to the bitter end, to the day the lawyers sent their minions in trucks to pack up every last bit of the bookstore and drive it away. He was the last one standing in the doorway when the landlord locked and chained the door.
He had become an automaton those last few weeks, without direction, without purpose. He could not believe what had happened, how his careful plans had simply vanished without even a puff of smoke. He wasn't bitter about 'the kays'. He never believed they would get it right, but he had hoped at least to learn something from their mistakes. Instead, they taught him nothing except you can't trust anyone. Mostly, though, it was the loss of Chris that left him stunned. Part of him knew that he had no hold on him, that no one had a hold on him, that everyone wanted and no one had. He had seen it in the mad scramble of the roommates and understood that Chris was lighter than air and, like a beautiful balloon, would some day float off in some unpredictable direction. And so he had.
For days he peppered Chris with messages before facing the bitter truth that Chris was not receiving them. Chris had never been a big fan of the socialnet; he had too many real live friends to waste much time on vapors. Tom forgot about everything, even money, until the day he ran completely out of food. He had really thought those jumbo boxes of saltines would last forever. It was time to get another job.
But what? He had tried the various other bookstores in town, even the little kids' bookstore, although he was terrified of children. He even tried some music stores despite the fact he detested music. He applied to all of the radio and electronic parts shops but did not present himself well enough at interviews. He received no offers. He thought he might be good at bagging groceries, but there were labor unions standing between himself and the bags.
During those long and dreadful days he planned to scour the socialnet for opportunities but instead his mind was filled with ever darker thoughts of bitterness and doubt. He knew now he could never fulfill his dream of changing the world for the better through ideas, but he was beginning to think of the opposite, of changing the world for the worse. Was it even possible? Looking around through his increasingly negative outlook, he even doubted that. The world looked horrible enough already.
He took to standing downtown on the street corners in the financial district, watching the people in their rush to make more money and spend it. He was cold and the days were short but he forced himself to stay there. One day he brought a tin can with him and set it down on the sidewalk by his feet, like he saw other desperate people do. Soon he heard the sounds of coins clicking, dropping in. He forced himself to remain absolutely still, not even changing the expression on his face, until he was like a statue. The rattle in the can grew louder. The less movement he made, the more money he made. At the end of a few hours he had enough to get some decent groceries.
Arriving home he wondered if he could really make the rent this way, could really keep himself alive by doing absolutely nothing. He decided to give it a try, and for several days in a row he repeated his experiment, on different corners but always where he sensed the money was walking by. He had some trouble with other vagrants who attempted to run off with his can, but he was observant enough to snatch it away in time. As he stood there, senseless almost, for he was barely even breathing at times, he began to form a thought in his mind. The thought came closer and closer, remaining vague but circling around the notion that if he could not get people to do what he wanted by asking them, then maybe he could get them to do what he wanted without them even knowing it.
Mind control.
It would be the ultimate invention.
13.The Greater Bad
At home in his living room lab, Tom quickly found the technical challenge to be meager. It was simply a matter of adapting the implanted words to the tonal quality and cadence of the sound of thought which naturally occurred inside the victim's mind. Trivial. He had already accomplished much of the task in a previous invention, the automatic universal translation utterance device. He'd stuck that one on the shelf since he had no real need to go around speaking Chinese or any other languages. The new mind control gadget would operate partly in reverse of that one, modifying the words going in, rather than the words coming out.
He knew that people tend to act based on what they think they are thinking in their heads. All you really need to do in order to control another person is inject your thoughts into their brain, in the form of their own inner voice. This was the easy part, and Tom found it even worked on cats. After a few hours of tinkering he was able to remove the one from his shoulder on silent command. The other one, on his foot, was a more intelligent cat who apparently was not so susceptible to having her mind controlled. Tom was not concerned. He had already concluded that cats are more difficult to master than people.
The real problem was not in the hardware, but rather the content. - how to make the world even worse than it already was. He dismissed the obvious notions readily. Making someone walk in front of a bus would terminate one life, devastate a family, and be a nuisance to numerous commuters, but such things happen every day. He knew that if he was planning a movie, he would need to make something more cinematic occur - explosions, fireballs, torture and crime. He could get some kind of war underway. He could have somebody poison the water supply, or spread disease, or pick up a gun and start shooting. Please, he told himself. That's just reading the daily news.
Bad things happen, to children, to old folks, to regular every day ordinary grown ups minding their own business as they steer through the world. Bad things happening to people was not enough to make the world worse. He could make people crazy. That would be easy, by merely injecting the thoughts in a scary, demonic voice, accompanied perhaps by snatches from a horror film soundtrack, but people go crazy pretty readily on their own. Would he derive any genuine pleasure from that?
This was the bottom line. It had to be delicious, it had to be creative, and it had to be fun. Briefly he considered altering a person's sense of their own sexuality. That could create a nice sense of individual panic! Or maybe he could figure out how to make people trade thoughts - a more challenging technical venture, but nothing a psychic mental ventriloquist couldn't dash off in a heartbeat. He could wander through the streets, leading a trail of fist fights, obscenities, vehicle crashes and general mayhem in his wake. Too easily traced, he decided.
This was not going to be as easy as he thought. To really make a genuine contribution to the greater bad was going to require more study. He might even need to consult with a child.
14.Dry Run
It was nearing the end of the month, and with rent coming due, Tom thought he would give his new device a dry run test. It wouldn't make the world any worse, but it might possibly help his financial situation. For the first time in years, however, he was dissatisfied with his technical design. He had wormed the tagging device into a nice small piece of eucalyptus, so he could keep it closely concealed between his thumb and index finger, but even with that, he still needed to manually enter the desired thought text into the device, and tap on the target dot to effect the injection. This made for a curious pose out there on the sidewalk; one hand slightly reaching out toward the passersby, the other stuck in his pocket to do the tap. He practiced for awhile in front of his bathroom mirror until he was satisfied he didn't look too peculiar.
He still felt strange, however, once he was out on the street in the financial district. The wording of the thought was carefully crafted to a gentle 'I think I will give that man some money'. As he pointed, clicked and tapped, the money began to roll in. He hadn't specified an amount, leaving it up to the whim of the pedestrians, and was interested to see how widely they varied. For many people, the idea of 'giving that man some money' meant reaching into their pockets and sifting loose change for a quarter. You would think, Tom thought, that after all these years, people would be giving more than a quarter. He himself had given quarters to panhandlers even when he was a teenager, and surely the value of a quarter had diminished somewhat in those years. Some of these people had probably been doling out a quarter for decades now!
There were others who opted for more; several coins, dollar bills, even the occasional five dollar bill. Tom could scarcely keep his eyes off the tin can while he watched it filling steadily. A few times he needed to pick up and move to another corner, so that he could empty the takings into his non-gadget pocket. By the end of the very first day he had accumulated nearly two hundred dollars. Rent was not going to be a problem any more.
He still had some residual pangs of conscience, but allayed those by telling himself that he really wasn't doing anyone any harm. Was he? It wasn't strictly theft, even if it wasn't strictly ethical. The important thing was that it worked, at least in a transitory manner. He wasn't sure how much staying power the thought could have. He would need to work on that, add some sort of scheduled repeater. He also wanted to improve the transfer mechanism, make it possible for variations, perhaps, or another way of data entry. Direct thought transfer would be the best, but perhaps voice command could also work, and a list of potential thoughts from which he could select depending on the target. There was just so much room for improvement!
He did wonder what the limits might be. Could he really get people to do anything he wanted them to do? It was more than hypnotic suggestion, it was actual directed internal thinking. Could he get people to want to do things for him, specific things? Did his friend Chris have some sort of natural or chemical version of this device? Could it truly be a bona fide charismulator? If so, he could have minions at his disposal, and who doesn't want minions at their disposal?
Well, Tom didn't really want minions. He would never be able to trust them, to believe in them, to fully enjoy his domination. The truth was, he wasn't much of a leader, since he never wanted followers. He only wanted to go his own way, but still, watching the manikins empty their pockets at his behest, he couldn't help but crave more power. The problem remained, however, the power to do what?
15.The Dark Tornado
Tom tried to think of something not merely evil, but dastardly, but was coming up short. He had assumed it would be easy, but he was stuck. He roamed the streets of San Francisco looking for inspiration, but all he found was crowds, noise, fog and the usual assortment of people who thought they were normal, but weren't, and people who thought they were weird, but weren't. He thought he would know it when he saw it, but he didn't. He avoided the Marina, because there was nothing to inspire anyone there. He stayed away from Twin Peaks, because it was just too cold and windy. He ventured out to The Cliff House, but the crazy old fun house equipment was gone. He heard it was somewhere in the East Bay now. He considered taking B.A.R.T. over there, but he hadn't actually set foot outside of the city in several years, and wasn't about to start without a good reason. Like most San Franciscans, he was pretty sure there was no intelligent life beyond the city limits.
He walked and walked and walked. He must have walked down every street in every likely neighborhood, grasping for inspiration. He had some minor diabolical notions having to do with parking spaces and stickers. He pulled a few mean tricks involving pedestrians and traffic lights. For petty amusement he let some strapping young men drop their bundles on the sidewalk and strain to pick them up again, filling their minds with the belief that, for example, a roll of paper towels was just too heavy for them to lift. He marveled at the power of mind under matter, but it was a kind of pathetic humor. He barely cracked a smile the whole time.
Walking through Dolores Park one momentarily sunny afternoon, he heard a sound that drew his attention. It was like a trail of children wailing, one after another, in a line that seemed to follow one particular boy. Tom watched as this boy made his way through the park, deliberately kicking other kids' toys, knocking kids down, pushing his way right through them. He was a larger boy, clearly a bully, strong and heavy with thick black hair and a loose flannel shirt that hung down nearly to his knees. Outraged parents could only gape in anger and frustration as this one-boy wrecking crew savaged his way across the park. Some of the moms stood up as if to challenge him, but he was already gone, like a dark tornado. Tom rushed to head him off at the corner of 16th and Dolores.
"Hey, kid", he called out as the boy approached, but the boy merely glanced at him and scowled, and hustled across the street.
"Kid, hey kid", Tom called again, hurrying after him, "Hey, I just want to ask you a question."
"Whatever!", the boy tossed over his shoulder, picking up speed. Tom matched and overcame his pace. All that walking had done his legs some good, and soon he was beside the boy and kept nagging at him until the boy finally stopped, turned to face him and demanded,
"What you want with me, man?"
"Just want to ask you a question", Tom repeated. "Easy now, okay?", he added, as the boy was putting on his mad face.
"What question?" the boy wanted to know.
"What would you do?", Tom asked, "If you wanted to make the world even worse than it already is?"
"What kind of question is that?", the boy asked. "You messing with me?"
"No, no", Tom said. "I mean it. I really want to know. Seemed to me like you might be the guy who could tell me."
"Lots of stuff", the boy said, considering. "But it's going to cost you."
"What?" Tom hadn't considered that the boy might have an asking price.
"Yeah, I'm hungry", the boy said, and after a bit of haggling they agreed to head over to his favorite local taqueria where the boy could get whatever he wanted, which turned out to be a super burrito, guacamole and chips, and a naranjada. By the time they found a corner table and got their food, Tom had found out that the boy was twelve years old, that he went by the name of LJ, and that he didn't like anyone messing with him and if they knew what was good for them they wouldn't even try.
"What you want to know for, anyway?', LJ inquired.
"That's my business", Tom told him. LJ seemed to respect that. He nodded, and thought carefully while chomping on his chips.
"You could always hurt people", he said. "That's the first thing, right? Make 'em suffer, Take away their stuff. Make 'em sick. Make 'em angry."
"Yeah", Tom nodded, "but that stuff happens all the time. That's not worse, that's normal. You see my problem?"
"You want something special," LJ reflected. "Especially worse. Not just regular worse. Hmmm. Could be tricky."
"Can't be anything that could happen any day", Tom agreed, "so that pretty much rules out violence, greed, corruption, crime, ..."
"... explosions, bombs, car crashes, murder", LJ continued.
"None of that stuff", Tom shook his head.
"How about earthquakes," LJ considered, "like the big one they always talking about."
"Can't do that", Tom said, and added, with a chuckle, "a man's got to know his limitations", but LJ didn't get the Dirty Harry reference. He just sucked in his lower lip and nodded.
"So what can you do?", LJ asked, and Tom hesitated. He wasn't sure how much he should tell the kid, but on consideration decided he really had nothing to lose, so he told him about the device. LJ laughed out loud.
"You full of shit", he said. Tom just sat there, biding his time.
"So you telling me", LJ went on, "you can put some thoughts in somebody's head and they gonna do what you want them to?"
"I'll show you", Tom said, looking around. He wanted to find a suitable target and make them do something that LJ would appreciate.
"See that girl?", he gestured toward the counter.
"The one in the black dress? With the barbed wire tattoo on her neck?"
"That's the one", Tom said, surreptitiously pointing the little stick at her and pushing down gently on the amber tag button. "What do you want her to do?"
"Heh", LJ said, embarrassed. "You mean anything?"
"No, I don't mean anything", Tom snapped. "I'll do it", and he tapped a few words onto the device with his stick. He held up the device and showed the phrase to LJ, who read it and shrugged.
"Sure", he said. "Whatever".
Tom pointed at the glowing yellow dot that represented the girl, waited until she was walking away with her order, then tapped on the dot. LJ watched astonished as the girl stopped walking, slowly bent down to put her foil-wrapped burrito onto the floor, stood back up again, and then stomped on it with her boots until it was a mushy mess. She casually turned and walked out of the restaurant, leaving the busboy staring after her and hurrying to clean up the mess.
"Holy shit", LJ declared. "You made her do that!"
"Exactly that", Tom said, and read from the screen, "I am going to put this on the floor, smash it, and walk away."
"You can really make anyone do anything?"
"Nothing they can't do", Tom clarified. "It's not magic. It's just mind control."
"Holy fuck", the boy said. "Holy shit."
"Watch your mouth", said Tom. LJ blinked rapidly and was speechless for a time.
"I'm going to have to think about this", he finally said.
16.Spoilage
After three naranjadas, LJ came to a conclusion. He set the last bottle down and, lining them up in a row and avoiding direct eye contact, he confided in Tom.
"What really bugs me most", he said, "is people just being happy. I don't like it and I don't think it's right. It's not how things is supposed to be."
"I don't get it", Tom said, puzzled. He wasn't sure how a kid would know the way things were 'supposed to be', whatever that even meant.
"You look at it", LJ said. "You come in the world and you're totally helpless. You go around for awhile, people supposed to be looking after you, but maybe they don't, you're on your own. You have to take care of yourself, look after yourself, but you can't. If you're a kid they don't let you make money. If you're all grown up, you just have to make money. All about money, all the time. People that got it, they can be happy. They pay for it. People that don't, still they go around trying to be. The way things is supposed to be, it's every man for himself and not all these rules, what you can, what you can't be doing, how you can and how you can't be doing it. You look at the animals, it's not about happy. It's about getting what you want however you can. That's the way."
"But plenty of people aren't happy", Tom said. "If we go around making people think they're unhappy, how's that making things any worse?"
"Seems to me your trick only works on one person at a time, am I right?", LJ asked, and Tom nodded. "So you can't be talking about making the whole world any this or that. You can only be doing it one at a time anyway."
"That's true", Tom had to admit, "but I was hoping to find a way to make it spread, you know? Find some kind of thought that could go contagious quickly."
"I just like to spoil their fun", LJ said. "That's what I like."
"Yeah", Tom said, "I saw you doing that."
"It'd be even better to do it your way", LJ brightened. "I got an idea. Give me that thing?"
"No way", Tom said. "Just tell me."
"Come on", LJ got up and headed for the door. "I'll show you."
17.Cumbia
Tom followed LJ back to Dolores Park, where the kid headed very deliberately toward a large family gathering taking place near the corner at Church Street. The people there were all dressed up, a small band was playing cumbias and many of the crowd were dancing. A table was loaded with food and drinks and every one who wasn't dancing was filling up on those. LJ stopped short of the party itself and turned to Tom.
"Put this into your thing", he said. "Nobody likes me. Just like that".
Tom had his little stick ready and tapped the phrase into his device.
"Now point that thing at all the people over there", LJ instructed, and Tom did. He got the idea. LJ wanted to spoil everybody's fun. Tom thought it would be interesting to watch, so he casually pointed and selected as many of the people as he thought would do the trick, and then started tapping away on the screen. LJ meanwhile had taken refuge behind a palm tree to watch the de-festivities. It did not take long. Tom literally watched the expressions on the people's faces drop and sag. The ones who were eating stopped in mid chew and wrinkled their brows. The ones who were dancing looked at their partners with sadness suddenly in their eyes. Even the musicians momentarily lost the beat. The party began to falter en masse.
Tom became aware that he has been noticed, as two burly gentlemen, looking straight at him, started to approach. Tom casually sidled over the where LJ was, but LJ wouldn't let him hide with him. Instead, he tried to use Tom as a sort of shield as the two men came their way. Tom, getting a little nervous, wriggled enough behind LJ for one of the men to shout out.
"Laurenciano Jose!! I see you, man. You come out of there right now"
"Fucker", the other man spat. "I shoulda known it was you. Get out here little brother. Fast".
LJ glared at Tom but obeyed the man and, head lowered, walked slowly out from behind the tree.
"I said fast!", the man yelled, and LJ picked up the pace of his shuffling. The man waited for him to get close enough, and then just like that gave him a swat on the head that sent LJ spinning and staggering to the ground.
"Whatever you are doing you will stop it now", the man commanded, and LJ nodded, shrugged, and shook his head, all at the same time.
"The little bastard", the other man cursed, and Tom could feel the alcohol on his breath heading his way. He figured it was time to make an exit, so he slipped out on to the sidewalk just as quickly and as quietly as he could. He could still hear LJ's older brother shouting about how it was their sister's quincinera and no little shit was going to spoil it for her, and with a last glance saw the man dragging LJ by the hair over to the food table where he sat him down and ordered two other young men to stand guard around him.
Tom picked up his own pace and headed up the hill towards home. He was almost wishing he had a way to undo the trick. It didn't seem right to spoil a young girl's celebration that way. He stopped, and after a brief consideration, typed the phrase 'I'm happy now' into the device, and tapped on all the glowing yellow dots. It was perhaps his own imagination but he thought he could feel the music getting livelier, and the people getting friendlier, and everything returning to normal back in the park below.
So much for my plan, he thought sorrowfully. Once again, it's all messed up.
18.Driftwood
The problem with mind control is the same as playing with toys in general. You get bored. It can be a lot of fun at first, making people speed up in their cars, or stomp on their brakes in the middle of the street, making them do all sorts of silly movements or say stupid things, change their moods willy-nilly, and treat them pretty much as puppets on your string. Tom sat on the rooftop of the building he lived in and did all of those things and more on the weekends. During the week he "worked" his money gathering racket downtown. After a few weeks of this he had thought of everything he felt like doing to people, and he lost interest in the trick. He still needed to keep the money rolling in, but he'd fine tuned the methodology so he got the most bucks for the bang, so to speak, and only had to "work" a few hours a day, a few days a week.
The rest of the time he tinkered in his workshop, but his inventing spirit flagged along with his spirits in general. He was beginning to think about moving somewhere else. He didn't know where, and he still loved the city, but it was wearing him out, and he was wearing it out as well. He kept dwelling on disturbing thoughts such as "I could be warm right now" or "it IS kind of noisy and smelly when you think about it". One day he even left the city, for the first time in years. He took a bus over to Marin County and walked around the headlands and the beach. It was nice to be outside and away from cement.
I've been thinking too small, he decided. Changing the world one person at a time is a non-starter. People change, it's what they do. Change is the only constant (he had once read) and so, logically, making change happen was no change at all. The real difference would be to stop change from occurring, if that were only possible. To make the world not better, or worse, but the same, unerringly, consistently the same every day for everyone. Some trick that would be. But then again, he wondered, why even bother? Sheer boredom was his only motivation so far. He needed to find something else to keep him busy, something that would keep him so busy that he wouldn't have time to think.
What could it be? What could he do? If only he was a risk-taker, he could do something terribly dangerous, like mountain climbing. Dangling off a cliff a thousand feet high would probably take his mind off things! How could he stop this thinking? He thought and thought as he walked around. He took to walking long distances, hiking down the coast and camping out along the way. He walked to Santa Cruz and back. He walked to San Rafael. These journeys took him days and still it didn't help. All it did was add to his collection of sticks - he found that driftwood made the best tools for his amber user interface.
He was walking along this way one day, just south of Devil's Slide, when a car pulled off the road ahead of him, and waited for him to approach. He didn't notice it at all until it was too late. He kept walking, staring straight ahead, not really seeing or hearing anything. A voice shouted out,
"Hey Tom", but he didn't respond, just kept on going, passed right by. The driver got out of the car and followed after him.
19.Means Justified
She had to chase after him because he was walking at a pretty good pace. When she caught up she reached out and grabbed him by the shoulder, repeating his name, and he whirled around with a frightened look on his face. He didn't recognize Kandhi until she'd managed to stop him and let go and convince him who she was.
"What's happened to you?" she asked. "You look terrible".
"I'm fine", he told her. "Nothing happened."
"Well, look", she said, "I'm just up visiting friends. I've been trying to find you, did you know that? Chris said you didn't have a phone but he gave me your address and I went by a couple of times, you weren't there."
"Chris told you?", Tom asked. He didn't hear the rest of what she said after she'd mentioned that name. "Is he back?"
"Back?", Kandhi took a moment to figure out what he meant. "No, no. I called him. He's in Seattle. You knew that, right?"
"Oh, right", Tom said, and started to walk away.
"No, wait", Kandhi said, hurrying after him and trying to get his attention. "Listen, I wanted to apologize. That was a rotten thing me and Klehre. Tagging the poodle like that."
"Poodle?", Tom turned again to face her. He had no idea why she was talking about a poodle.
"Yeah", she told him, and pressed on breathlessly. "We were kind of pissed that you tagged us too. Like you didn't trust us! Well, I guess you were right because we let you down. I'm really sorry about that. But anyway, it's okay because what I really wanted to tell you is that I felt so bad about that that me and my mom went down to that racquetball club the next week and we found that Harold guy that Chris knows, and we followed him to a juice bar and made sure we sat down right near by and then me and my mom talked real loud and all about your idea, about how Hollywood should do more to save the planet? And I'm sure he heard us because well for one thing some people kept telling us to pipe down, and for another thing we kept saying the same things over and over again? And this one time he looked right at us right after we had said the thing and from the look on his face I could tell he was interested? So", she exhaled, "so I just wanted to tell you that we did it like we promised, okay?"
"Sure", Tom said. He had managed to gather most of the information even though it was the highest concentrated volume of words he'd absorbed in some time. "That's okay. Thanks. I'm glad you did that."
"So I hope you won't be mad at us anymore."
"I'm not mad", he assured her. "Everything is all right."
"Oh, good", she said, "because I was really feeling guilty. That's why I called Chris and came by to try and see you so I could tell you in person. I never thought I'd see you walking down here along the coast like this. You do that a lot?"
"Some", he said. He was ready for her to go away, and she could tell.
"So, do you need a ride or something? I'm heading back down south but I could take you somewhere if you like. You don't have a car, do you? I didn't see ..."
"No, thanks", he interrupted. "I'm just going for a walk. I'll be fine. It was nice to see you. Thanks for stopping."
Kandhi bit her lip and turned to go. She felt it wasn't quite time yet, that she had more to say, but couldn't think of anything.
"And thanks again for doing the thing", Tom told her. That did the trick.
"Your very welcome", Kandhi said. "Anytime, really. Just give me a call, oh, I forgot. You don't have a phone."
Tom shook his head and, turning away, started walking again down the side of the road, leaving Kandhi behind. A few minutes later she beeped as she drove past him. He waited until her car was out of sight, and then he turned around. He nearly jumped in the air for joy. Suddenly he felt like going to the beach and leaping around in the waves. He ran, for the first time in years actually ran, to the steps leading down to the beach at Montara and, throwing off his shoes ran into the surf, up to his knees. The water was cold, frigid, freezing, the way it always is out there but Tom was happier than he'd been in weeks. He didn't even look to see if there were children or women laughing at him. He only noticed a big black lab that came running along to play beside him in the waves.
It worked, he told himself. I know it did. It really did. I can make it happen again. I know I can. But no more volunteers. No way. Who needs it? I don't. I can make all the volunteers I want. I can put the thoughts in their head and they'll just go and do it. Don't need tagging. Don't need tracking. Just get some target's names, dole 'em out at random along with the ideas I want them to hear. I'll send every one I see out on a mission to change the world, just by talking loud in public! This is going to be great!
And, as if to validate the new plan, and right on time, came a squadron of huge brown pelicans, gliding prehistorically overhead.