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Then Philip went and
preached unto them... But there was a certain man, called Simon,
which beforetime in the same city used sorcery, and bewitched the
people...

-- Acts 8:5-9

 


 


 


The pointed finger of the
stage hypnotist was the same finger used by ancient healers in the
Temple of Sleep.

-- John-Ivan
Palmer
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I

 


It’s dusk in the American
heartland, a zone so flat that the curvature of the planet is
detectable on the horizon. The sun is setting as far away as it
possibly can over solid ground.

In the middle of a Kansas
rodeo corral, where the steers normally stomp around, stands a
husky farm-boy named Biff. He does a Jerry Lee Lewis impression to
a scratchy old record of Great Balls of
Fire, which plays full-blast on tin
speakers. Biff lip-synchs the verses of the song, using an upturned
water trough as a pretend piano.

At first, it’s hard to tell
how this behavior could hold the attention of the small-town folks
who sit, spellbound, among deepening shadows in the stands. But a
closer look reveals something strange and amazing about
Biff.

His performance is uncanny.
His lips match the words perfectly, and his fingers make the exact
motions of Jerry Lee’s piano riffs. The expression on his face, the
wiggling of his butt—everything he does is inspired. Biff is almost
better than the original. Weirdest of all, his eyes are shut the
whole time. He seems unaware of his own presence in the
corral.

Standing off to one side is
a man dressed in an electric-blue tux with a plum satin cummerbund.
His hair is done in the big way of professional stage entertainers,
and his face is made up theatrically. This is Phil Deacon, The
World’s Greatest Stage Hypnotist, according to a glittery placard
propped nearby. Thirty-five years old, tallish, slim, and kindly,
Phil has a good baritone speaking voice that he tones down, making
it somewhat flat and nasal, to avoid intimidating his
audience.

He switches off the music
and says, into a microphone, “Okay, well done. When I snap my
fingers you will no longer be Jerry Lee Lewis. You’ll go back to
being Biff. You’ll feel calm and relaxed.” He snaps his
fingers.

Poor Biff nearly dies when
he sees the whole town staring at him in amazement. When they burst
into applause, all he can do is clamber over the corral and
skedaddle across an alfalfa field. Biff heads west, toward the
setting sun and Main Street, which stretches along two blocks at
the far edge of the field.

After the gas station, the
town’s most conspic-uous building is the Bijou, a little movie
theater straight from the forties. Through the accumulating gloom,
the manager can be seen unlocking the front door and dragging in a
big plastic bag of the region’s characteristic produce,
popcorn.

But Phil’s not looking
across the field at Main Street. He stares at his audience instead.
He listens to their cheers, and realizes for the first time what a
great show it’s been.

Eagerly, he says, “Wasn’t
that fantastic, ladies and gentlemen? Biff’s a splendid lad, but
you know as well as I that he couldn’t have given us such a stellar
performance without a little help. And where did that help come
from? I’ll tell you where. Inside his own head. In the same place
where every human being has limitless stores of talent and energy,
which most of us are never aware of, and—”

The folks have stopped
listening. They’re vacating the stands.

“—and you’re abandoning me
faster than most sod-busters do. Must be time to change the filters
in your kitchen meth labs.”

Nobody heard that, and
Phil’s not surprised. But he is puzzled at the speediness of this
particular mass exit. Then he turns and sees that the Bijou has
switched on its lights for the evening. According to the marquee,
tonight’s feature is—

 


M e L g I B b S U n s p A S i O N O f F
C h R I z
t

 


“Stiff competition,”
mutters Phil into the mike as he watches the folks make their
pilgrimage through alfalfa stubble.

Only one person remains.
Hulking by the beer concession is a very large middle-aged woman
with strange vacuum-eyes. She wears a black bra under a loose tank
top. A faded tattoo between her de-flated breasts makes her
cleavage look like a seismic crack in a granite wall. Her whole big
body is flexed, like a single anguished muscle. She stares at Phil
with a mindless kind of appetite.

He knows this big weird
woman all too well, and averts his eyes.

 


 


 


 


II

 


When the sun returns, it
catches up with Phil speeding along the ruler-straight interstate,
cutting across the prairie toward the eastern slope of the Rocky
Mountains. He’s trying to make it to his next gig on
time.

He reaches into the back
seat and grabs a well-worn old book: The
Life and Times of LaFontaine the Mesmerizer. Steering with his right hand, he holds the book in his left
and begins to read. Moving his eyes back and forth from the page to
the road, Phil gradually starts spending more time reading than
driving.

The needle on his
speedometer climbs ever closer to the eighty mark.

_______

 


It’s 1874, and LaFontaine
is having one of his usual triumphs. Huge and perfect, a demigod
with a mountain of shining black curls on his head, he stands on
the stage of the freshly built Paris Opera House.

The place is a marvel of
neo-baroque opulence, with marble statues, jewel-studded arches,
crystal chandeliers, and gold-leafed pillars gleaming everywhere.
The vast dome overhead features a fresco of God in his Heaven being
serenaded by hundreds of plump, rosy angels.

Several princes are in the
audience, along with marquises, duchesses, and various other
continental glitterati of the time, each dressed more beautifully
than the next. It’s a capacity crowd and they’re all on their feet
loudly expressing their amazement and their love for Monsieur
LaFontaine, the greatest of all mesmerizers.

______

 


Doing eighty now, Phil has
dropped the book and removed his hand from the steering wheel. He
has mentally traveled across the Atlantic and back in time, to
share the soul of LaFontaine.

Phil does the same thing
with LaFontaine that Biff did with Jerry Lee Lewis: synching his
eloquent lips, mirroring his facial expressions, mimicking his
grand gestures to perfection. Phil’s eyes are shut just as tightly
as Biff’s were, as the car speeds along.

_______

 


LaFontaine bows gracefully
as a ballet dancer, as red roses rain down on him. He waves
massive, white-gloved hands through the air like a magician or a
priest.

Stretched out before him is
a young noblewom-an, completely under his power. She looks like an
angel in a white satin gown. Her body is suspended between two
intricately carved rosewood chairs, which touch only the back of
her neck and her ankles.

“You hear only my voice,”
LaFontaine tells her, and what she hears is magnificent. “Your will
is not your own, but has merged with the vital fluid that emanates
from my mind...”

_______

 


The flatlands lurch into
the foothills of the Rockies. Phil’s heading straight for an
outcrop of granite.

He mouths the great
mesmerist’s words: “Universal forces hold your astral body in
suspension, like a pearl dissolved in ocean water...”

With grace worthy of
LaFontaine, Phil regains control just in time, and penetrates the
canyons of Colorado.

 


 


 




III

 


High-country right-wing
fundamentalists picket Phil’s appearance at a student assembly in a
suburban Denver high school. They carry signs equating him with
Satan, Bin Laden, and Bill Clinton.

A local TV news crew is on
the scene. The reporter, a happy-talker in her early twenties,
giggles into the camera, “Speak of the devil, here, um, he is!” She
fumbles with her notes. “Phil Dinkum, The World’s Greatest
Magician! Welcome to the Denver area, Mr. Dingus!”

She gets hit with an egg
intended for Phil.

“I didn’t know sawing
ladies in half could be so controversial,” says Phil. He pauses to
consider whether it’s worthwhile dealing further with the broadcast
media. The decision is made for him when the demonstrators surge
forward and knock the cameraman on his ass.

At the front of the mob,
doing most of the pushing, is Simon Magus. As his moniker might
suggest, he’s in show-biz, too, like Phil. But Simon is sleazy and
sinister. His sharp, envious eyes notice everything. Today he has
camouflaged his big-city flashiness under Intermountain Western
attire and manners. He’s got the natural-fiber, earth-tone shirt,
but his gaudy gold neck chains glint between the
buttons.

Phil is trying to get into
the venue without being burnt at the stake. He stops just long
enough to face Simon Magus.

“Since when do these
people need the services of an outside agitator?

When Simon replies, he
disguises his evil-sounding New York accent under a bland
Far-Western twang: “Go to Eye-rack and feed on A-rab children
instead of ours!”

“I guess this is the only
way you can get near a high school nowadays, eh, Simon?”

Angry now, Simon begins
shouting, “Beelzebub! Moloch!”

The fundamentalists take up
the cry and turn it into a chant. The loudest chanter is the big
weird woman. She has beaten Phil here, all the way from Kansas.
She, in her loose tank top, black bra and tattoo, doesn’t fit in
with the crowd at all, but it seems not to bother her. In fact,
nothing bothers her. She has all the emotions of a zombie. The big
weird woman has eyes only for Phil— which is strange, because she
has linked arms with Simon Magus, and is clearly associated with
him in some bent way.

Among the fundamentalists
are two housewives, one plump, the other skinny. They are deeply
offended by the idea of stage hypnosis, and by Phil himself. Their
faces are red-hot and their bodies pulsate with strong emotions.
When Phil elbows through, brushing them with the electric-blue
tails of his tux, these two women nearly faint in righteous
mortification. Their husbands, a couple of suburban wimps, blush
and simper apologetically at Phil.

_______

 


Inside the high school, a
beefy rent-a-cop encour-ages a German shepherd to gnash and claw at
students’ lockers. The dog’s snarls are drowned out by the beeps of
metal detectors that occupy several doorways.

Outside the nurse’s office,
regular boys wait to be chemically castrated for the day. The
school nurse, who’s built like an Olympic hammer thrower, hands out
pills like candy. A couple of troubled teens, made up like Marilyn
Manson, try to sneak past her, but she detains them.

“Very funny. Bratty
kids.”

Using half a packet of
Wet-Wipes and a quantity of grandmotherly saliva, the nurse soon
has their pimples makeup-free. She fusses over them and sends them
on their way with a couple love-pats on their butts.

“Now, you rascals behave
yourselves today.”

They ignore her and slip
into the auditorium, joining some other bad kids in the back who
aren’t paying attention. They’re entranced by ear-plugged
electronic radios and pocket video games.

A teacher, stuck with
patrol duty, cowers nearby. He suffers from all the tics of
terminal nervous exhaustion. Someone snaps bubble gum and he ducks.
The bad kids don’t even bother to laugh at him. That’s how jaded
they are.

The fundamentalists’
chanting can be heard outside, muffled through barred windows:
“Beelzebub! Moloch! Beelzebub! Moloch!”

On the stage, Phil has put
a half-dozen nice kids under hypnosis. A sweet little punk girl is
up there, all black leather and pink lace, with a flashing tongue
stud and turquoise-spiked hair. She’s faking it, but Phil doesn’t
mind in her case.

The nice kids currently
think they’re on the moon.

Phil says, “Time for you
astronauts to put on your space suits, so we can leave the landing
module and stretch our legs.”

The cooperative boys are
good at this. They give their imaginary helmets that half-twist,
which every sci-fi fan knows is required to lock the apparatus on
your shoulders.

“Don’t forget your gravity
boots,” says Phil.

Leaving her classmates to
struggle with nine-pound footwear, the punk girl exits the
spacecraft, blissfully unshod, and dances ten feet over the lunar
surface. Phil stands in a crater below, observing her with fatherly
affection.

Quietly, into the mike, he
says, “Watch out for meteors, dear.”

The planet Earth rises over
the pearly-white horizon, bathing everything in bright blue light,
including Phil’s face. With a couple waves of his hands, he brings
down Jupiter and Saturn, and stretches out the punk girl between
them, just like LaFontaine’s lovely noblewoman.

“Stay up there, honey.
It’s much safer.”

He hears the cheers
and bravos of the
princes, marquises, and duchesses at the Paris Opera House. Phil
takes a deep bow, with all the grand flourishes of LaFontaine, but
snaps out of it when the few students who are paying attention
start laughing at him.

_______

 


Simon Magus infiltrates the
building, walking through the metal detector and right past the
checkpoint without being subjected to the routine cavity search.
The rent-a-cop doesn’t notice Simon. Even the German shepherd
stalks by without snapping at him.

He slinks down the
corridor, slips into the auditorium, and loiters at the back among
the bad kids. He eyes the punk girl lasciviously as she wriggles
and slides around the stage.

Glaring at Simon, Phil
says, “I know there’s at least one wanna-be hypnotist out there,
and I’d rather my secrets not get stolen. So, pay no attention to
this.”

He points at Simon and
snaps his fingers—to no apparent effect.

The two troubled teens
slither onto the stage and follow the punk girl around, mocking her
dance movements in a mean teen way. Phil tries to put them under
with a couple light bops on the forehead. They fake it, stumbling
all over the place, thinking themselves quite clever. He’s not
fooled.

“Thanks so much, guys,” he
says, and adds, off mike, “You can go away now.”

They put their faces right
up against his in a challenging manner, and lift their tee shirts
just enough to reveal a couple of nine-millimeter semi-automatic
handguns tucked under their belts.

Phil looks straight into
their faces, one after the other, and says, “You kiddies should
pull up those darn britches. Everybody can see your
thingies.”

The troubled teens have
been put further under than they know. They cover themselves and
leave the stage, rapidly as five-year-olds who need to go
potty.

“The Ritalin must have
kicked in,” says Phil, winking at the punk girl.

Simon hasn’t missed a thing
that just happened. He quietly claps his hands; applauding Phil’s
handling of the situation, pretending to be merely amused. But
Simon is, in fact, impressed by Phil’s skill. His face contorts
with a flash of agonized envy. He considers Phil a professional
rival.

The punk girl looks at
Simon in fascination, until Phil sends her and her classmates on
another errand.

“Let’s play a little
B-ball at the bottom of a sea of kiwi marmalade.”

The cooperative boys
dribble and slam dunk more realistically, but the punk girl has the
marmalade down pat.

“The darn ball sure is
buoyant. Don’t let it get away from you!”

As he works, Phil keeps one
anxious eye on Simon’s doings at the back. By some invisible means,
Simon has attracted several of the bad kids to his side. He chats
them up, no doubt implanting all manner of anti-social
post-hypnotic suggestions into their already addled
minds.

Simon discreetly purchases
a baggie of Ecstasy from them, and passes some to the big weird
woman, who has materialized in the shadows behind him. She gobbles
the poison obediently. He hands her some more, and she gobbles
that.

The bad kids are amazed
when Simon repeats the process yet again. This time he adds a
theatrical flourish of the hands, causing the big weird woman to
stiffen like a board, her arms out in the crucified
position.

The bad kids are the only
ones doing any applauding today.

 


 


 


 


IV

 


That night, the two
housewives from the demonstration come looming out of the darkness
of a cheap Denver motel parking lot. Their faces and bodies are
stained lurid red by a big VACANCY sign. They seem to be lying in
wait for someone.

Their wimpy husbands have
been told to wait in the SUV. One cowers behind the steering wheel,
the other cringes in the death seat. Both are looking out the
windows self-consciously and murmuring back and forth.

“Can I share
feelings?”

“You know I’m
here.”

Earnestly searching for
words, the husband in the driver’s seat starts to choke
up.

“It’s okay. It’s
okay.”

“Well...sometimes I really
feel that it can be kind of, um, emasculating, in a way, to be
married to someone who’s so...well, so darn brim-full of the Holy
Spirit.”

His companion is feeling
too emotional right now to reply. He can only reach out a hand to
stroke the plump cheeks and pouting lips of a plastic Jesus
magnetized to the dash.

_______

 


Phil just wants to get into
his squalid motel room, but the housewives bar his way.

Breathlessly, the plump one
intones strange words: “He used enchantments, and used
witchcraft—”

The skinny one continues
the utterance: “—and dealt with a familiar spirit, and with
wizards.”

“And he wrought much evil
in the sight of the Lord, to provoke him to anger!”

“Chronicles Two, chapter
thirty-three—”

“Verse six,” says Phil.
“You don’t say.”

The housewives are strongly
affected to discover this evil man’s familiarity with the Word of
God. They begin to close in on him, the skinny one reciting, “The
Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man.”

Waving her fingers
hypnotically, the plump one says, “A deep, de-e-e-ep
sleep.”

Eyeing the door of Phil’s
room, the skinny one says, “And while he slept—”

“—took one of his ribs and
closed up its place with f-f-f-flesh.” The plump one almost faints
at the F-word.

“And with the rib, he made
woman–” The skinny one hikes up her skirt to display a scarlet
thong. Phil is not surprised.

“—and brought her to him!”
cries the plump one, also hiking up her skirt to display an
identical scarlet thong. Hers is barely visible under rolls of
cellulite.

“Genesis, chapter two,
verse...whatever,” says Phil. “Christ almighty.”

He’s already opened
The Life and Times of LaFontaine the
Mesmerizer and found his place before
shutting the door on the housewives squeals and grunts.

He kicks off his shoes,
undoes his plum satin cummerbund, tosses it over the television,
and stands in the middle of the room. Holding his book up high,
like an opera singer with a libretto, Phil reads more.

_______

 


LaFontaine stands
majestically in the middle of the floor in an opulent Parisian
parlor, furnished in the most elaborate style of the
day.

It’s a soiree of late
nineteenth-century Europe’s most brilliant intelligentsia,
including a poet, a few artists, a couple philosophers, and their
aristocratic hangers-on. The host is a fabulously wealthy
nouveau riche from the
world of international finance, who knows just enough to keep his
mouth shut. Also present, of course, are several of the world’s
most beautiful women. They stare at LaFontaine, enrapt, flushed
with spiritual aspirations.

Remaining aloof is Baron
Dupotet. Plump and swarthy, with a cruelly sensual mouth and
serpent’s eyes, he simmers with envy.

“Monsieur LaFontaine!”
says one of the philosophers. “I heard you were languishing in a
southern prison.”

“And so I was. The King of
Naples allowed me to roll the stone from the sepulcher and come
forth.”

A painter says, “Surely you
mesmerized his Neapolitan Majesty to gain such
clemency.”

“He did set one
condition,” says LaFontaine.

“Which was?”

“That I cease restoring
sight to the blind and hearing to the deaf.”

“But, Monsieur
LaFontaine,” says the poet, “why would The King have you behave so
uncharitably toward the wretches of this world?”

“A small matter of the
all-too-faithful imitation of Christ.”

Everyone titters at this
near-blasphemous remark, except Baron Dupotet.

“You imitate Christ,
LaFontaine?” he bellows. “Bah! Mesmerism’s pretensions toward
healing were pooh-poohed a hundred years ago by no less a personage
than Doctor Guillotine—”

“—who deserved to be
consulted on the topic of staying healthy,” says a beautiful woman.
“Right up till the moment of death.”

More titters are
heard.

LaFontaine looks at her
with chaste appreciation, and she nearly melts under his eyes. He
turns to deal with The Baron.

“It’s a matter, my dear
Dupotet, of psychologizing—or animal-magnetizing, as you would
inaccurately say—the astral body, which is poised intermediate
between the spiritual and physical—”

“I don’t require schooling
on the rudiments of our art.”

“But I’m afraid you do. I
wouldn’t call it our art, in any case.”

Baron Dupotet swells with
anger.

The poet looks as though
he’ll expire like a delicate flower if this conflict escalates any
further. He withdraws from the inner circle and approaches a purple
couch situated in the corner among exotic potted ferns.

Sitting upon this couch is
a seven-foot-tall Punjabi Hindu. Curled up next to him is a Roman
Catholic Cardinal, capped and robed in red satin, an envoy from the
Vatican. He’s almost as tall as the Hindu, and is obviously his
lover—for tonight, at any rate.

The Hindu wears a vast
white turban with a fist-sized ruby pinned at the helm. Wrapped in
the serpentine hose of an exquisite jade hookah, he shares slow
sips of soup-thick narcotic smoke with the Cardinal. The two of
them listen to LaFontaine with a pleased look in their
eyes.

The poet tries to
appropriate some opiated hashish from an alabaster box that the
Hindu holds in the palm of one gigantic hand.

“That’s soma,” says the
Hindu. “Or something near enough. It’s not intended for profane
consumption. Aryans only.”

“But,” replies the poet.
“Those two megalomaniacs are going to draw stilettos any moment.
It’s so unpleasant to have corpses bleeding underfoot at soirees
this time of year.”

“I’m enjoying their
contretemps,” yawns the Cardinal

“LaFontaine is quite
good.”

“But The Baron needs
mollification,” says the poet.

The poet and the Hindu have
a friendly mock battle over the narcotic morsel, slapping one
another’s hands away. The poet prevails, and comes away in triumph
with the prize.

The Cardinal calls after
him, “Don’t mollify our two wonder-workers too much. His Eminence,
The Holy Father in Rome, has a very important job for both of
them.”

The poet lays the hashish
on the green marble mantelpiece and proceeds to knead it together
with some potent-looking herbs from his waistcoat pocket. The
resulting concoction is nestled in golden spoons and passed around
on a silver tray.

Baron Dupotet gobbles two
helpings, then three. His eyes grow red and aggressive with
intoxication.

“So, LaFontaine,” he
leers, “do you have your way with those lovely young subjects of
yours?”

Glancing at Dupotet’s plump
belly, LaFontaine replies, “I’m not quite so comfortably confined
in my coat of flesh as you are in yours, Monsieur le
Baron.”

Dupotet is enraged by that
remark. He snatches a golden spoon of the hashish mixture and
brandishes it in LaFontaine’s face like a poisoned
dagger.

The great mesmerist turns
aside in revulsion.



_______

 


Standing at the bathroom
mirror in is squalid motel room, Phil turns aside in identical
revulsion from his own foaming toothbrush. He lip-synchs
LaFontaine’s reply:

“Unlike yours, Dupotet, my
body plays host to no demons that demand nourishment.”

Through the corner of one
eye, Phil observes the image of himself in the mirror. He practices
arching his eyebrows and lowering his eyelids with haughty
disdain.

But he doesn’t disdain his
toothbrush for long, because dawn light is already seeping through
the hideous motel drapes. He’s got a long drive to his next
gig.

 


 


 


V

 


A native-American Indian
named Milton, wearing plaid Bermuda shorts and a loud Hawaiian
shirt, squats and smokes cigarettes at the edge of a high sandstone
cliff, deep in the southern Utah desert. He appears to be standing
guard, in a very relaxed manner, over a nearby cavern, whose
entrance has been fitted with a sturdy aluminum grate and a
padlock.

He looks out into the
bright distance and sees a small cloud of dust moving slowly along
the unpaved road, far below. It’s being raised by Phil’s car.
Milton smiles, takes a drag on his cigarette, and blows smoke in
the direction Phil’s traveling.

_______

 


At the terminus of the
unpaved road is a large wooden gate. The keeper of this gate, an
old Indian woman, sits on an upturned Royal Crown Cola crate,
holding a battery-operated cassette tape player to her ear. Eyes
closed, deep in the groove, she scats toothlessly along with
Thelonious Monk’s Epistrophe—

“Sha-boopadee-yop
a-gloopadee pow-pow-wow.”

For no apparent reason, she
looks up and smiles. She climbs slowly to her arthritic feet, and
starts to untie the lasso that fastens the entry to her people’s
world.

_______

 


Phil’s car, with him at the
wheel, eases through the sand and rocks. He sticks his head out the
window now and then, watching for chuckholes. As if trying to
hypnotize his car, he murmurs, “Let’s not break an axle today,
shall we?”

On the left, a
T-intersection appears. Leading off at ninety degrees is an asphalt
road—a strange enough sight for these parts. The freshly painted
yellow stripe down the middle is almost blinding in the desert
sunlight. It stretches into the waterless distance, toward
something that, in the wobbling heat waves, resembles a small state
penitentiary, or a military installation. A sign reads—

 


SAMARIA, UTAH

INCORPORATED
MUNICIPALITY

POPULATION 140

 


A billboard stands nearby.
It features a classy white woman who would look right at home in
the big city, busting mighty men’s balls at the helm of a major
corporation. It says—

 


RE-ELECT JEZ AHAB, COUNTY
ATTORNEY

 


Shuddering, Phil tries not
to look at her. He continues driving straight down the dirt road,
toward the Indian reservation, a little faster than
before.

He is not surprised to hear
a helicopter crossing his path overhead.

_______

 


It’s a scarlet Huey,
trimmed in black, bearing a severe-looking stylized letter A. At
the controls sits an eighteen-year-old, red-haired, blue-eyed
pilot, dressed in a brown uniform resembling those worn by military
cadets.

Simon Magus is strapped in
a passenger seat, grinning down at Phil’s car and its little cloud
of dust. Simon straightens up a bit when, up front, through the
cockpit window, his destination heaves into view.

Samaria is an anti-oasis of
concrete and asphalt, seeming deader and drier than the surrounding
desert. Several simple, low-slung, but solid buildings are arranged
in an orderly compound, secure behind the sort of razor wire and
electrified chain-link that brings heavily regimented institutions
to mind. The gate is heavy and motorized, and bears the same
letter-A logo as the helicopter.

There’s no sign of life,
other than the sentry, another red-haired, blue-eyed lad, who
stands at attention in a uniform identical to the pilot’s. Though
barely more than a child, he is far too disciplined to look up at
the approaching chopper.

_______

 


The Big Heap o’ Wampum is a
casino that the Indians maintain on their reservation. Despite
their attempts to trot out every stale redskin stereotype that
might appeal to ignorant Caucasians—teepees, totem poles, etc.—it’s
a sadly languishing concern.

A few white ranchers from
the vicinity wander in and out, by no means high rollers. Three
sunburned Japanese tourists in dusty hiking clothes stand on the
casino’s front stoop, looking puzzled.

“Ask somebody where the
arches are,” says one of them in Osaka dialect.

Most alien of all is a
middle-aged couple from back east. In a very thick accent, the wife
says, “Oh, look, Lenny. Papooses.”

She’s referring to several
dozen Indian youngsters, boys and girls, toddlers, teens and
everything in between, who move past in a quietly cheerful mass.
They steer clear of the visitors, politely declining to pose for
photos, and proceed around to the back of the casino.

The youngsters approach the
tribal meeting ground, an open-air enclosure, the periphery of
which is marked with a circle of interestingly shaped sandstone
boulders. Propped against one of these rocks is a life-size
cardboard cutout of Phil. He’s in his electric-blue tux and plum
satin cummerbund, and he’s got hypnotic eyes and hands. Glittery
letters read—

 


PHIL DEACON, WORLD’S
GREATEST STAGE HYPNOTIST

 


An old fellow leans against
this cut-out, his gnarled brown hand resting on Phil’s shoulder.
His fine turquoise necklace, along with the white eagle feather
stuck in the band of his cowboy hat, reveal him to be the tribal
Medicine Man. He does a Phil-impression for some older boys, who
grin back at him, and pass into the enclosure.

An amazingly beautiful girl
of about fourteen walks by. She trusts the Medicine Man enough to
try out what promises, someday, to be a formidable set of
flirtatious skills. She eyes him sidelong and makes tentative
little motions with her slender hips.

The Medicine Man tilts his
head and sighs, as if overwhelmed with adoration. His knees start
to wobble comically and he grabs his chest. She breaks into girlish
giggles and scampers off.

A tiny tyke comes to a halt
before the cutout. Sucking an index finger, he looks up at Phil’s
plum satin cummerbund, unsure if it’s safe to go any
further.

“You’re gonna love this
guy,” says the Medicine Man. “He’s a riot.”

_______

 


Meanwhile, across the arid
plateau, in the Samarian compound, cadets aged six through eighteen
march in lockstep down the harshly fluorescent-lit corridors of a
paramilitary academy. Silent and unsmiling, the boys are buttoned
tightly into uniforms like the pilot’s and the sentry’s.

In the third-grade
classroom, little cadets, perfectly disciplined, file in and occupy
desks bolted in rows on the glaring linoleum floor. In unison, they
take out spotless copies of their textbook: a facsimile edition of
a stern-looking nineteenth-century primer.

_______

 


The Indian youngsters move
into the tribal meeting ground and sit on wooden benches, creating
an easy, natural order of their own accord, needing no authority
figure to tell them how to go about it. They rearrange the benches
as they please, without making a big deal of it. A general circular
con-figuration is more or less preserved, with loose adjustments
here and there to make sure everyone gets a good view of the
upcoming show.

A big boy has taken the
scared tyke by the hand. He leads him to a good place and sits next
to him. With mock solemnity, he says, “Don’t worry. I’ll protect
you from the weird white guy.”

The tyke looks up and
starts to laugh.

_______

 


In the Samaria Boys’
Academy martial arts room, ninth graders are learning to defend
themselves against broken bottles and flung chairs.

_______

 


A grandpa and grandma show
up at the tribal meeting ground. The grandpa’s carrying a big
thermos and a stack of paper cups. “We want to be entranced,” he
says. “Can we come too?”

Lots of kids scoot over for
them.

Grandpa says, “I brought
lemonade.”

“And trail mix,” says
Grandma, holding up a big plastic bag.

The tyke makes an icky face
at the big boy, who responds in a whisper, so as not to hurt
Grandma’s feelings. “So pick out the pine nuts and feed them to my
gerbil after the show. If you can stay awake.”

Delighted at that prospect,
the tyke opens his eyes wide and fixes himself firmly to the bench.
He is determined not to fall asleep.

_______

 


Tacked on the walls of the
Samaria Boys’ Academy twelfth-grade classroom are schematic
diagrams exposing the guts of machine guns, surface-to-air
missiles, tanks, Bradley Urban Assault Vehicles, and various types
of obnoxious-looking helicopters.

Teen cadets file in, even
more militaristically than the third-graders, and take their
bolted-down seats. They begin to pore, in unison, over the pages of
the Anarchist’s Cookbook. But they don’t snicker
with naughty delight, as most red-blooded American boys do when
reading this classic. None of them cracks a smile.

There is something weird
about the student body of this institution, even stranger than
their fascist dress and behavior. Most of the boys, grade-schoolers
as well as upperclassmen, have red hair, like the pilot and sentry.
Even the few blonds and brunettes bear a very eerie resemblance to
their carrot-topped classmates. If they don’t have similar blue
eyes, their chins or noses match. Only blood brothers could mirror
each other so closely.

Something is very odd about
the faculty as well: they also bear a resemblance to one another.
But it’s not genetic. They’re all classy women of the same
intimidating type as County Attorney Jez on the
billboard.

The twelfth-grade teacher
is a prime example of that boilerplate classiness. She says, in the
sharp, assertive tones of an educated back-easterner, “Turn to the
chapter on phosgene.”

In this scene of almost
perfect order, there’s a slightly jarring element. One of the
students, a black-haired youth, has a hint of individual
personality, well hidden, but conspicuous under these
circumstances. This is Elijah. He turns to the chapter on phosgene
and digs in with more enthusiasm, and more comprehension, than his
brothers.

_______

 


At the Samaria Textile
Factory, forty or so female virgins, of all juvenile ages, but only
one physical type, sit at spinning wheels and looms. They’re
dressed in uniform mid-length denim skirts and plain white blouses.
These girls are obviously the bio-logical sisters of the cadets in
the academy.

Ahab stands before them.
He’s an old polygamist patriarch, tall, with a very powerful back.
His ponytail was once red as most of his children’s, but has faded.
His huge sky-blue eyes, long nose and powerful chin are the
originals from which the cadets’ and the virgins’ features are
derived. Ahab is the source of Samaria’s under-age
population.

“My daughters,” he
announces, “I’ve come to acknowledge, on the advice of certain of
your mothers—”

He glances at his
number-one plural wife, none other than County Attorney Jez, who’s
hovering at his elbow. Her smug expression makes it obvious that
she’s been henpecking him.

“—that certain tensions
will build up inside the modern young woman’s heart while working
under these apparently stultifying conditions.”

He waves his hand at the
ceiling fans and looks exasperated and puzzled, as if to say, ‘What
do you want? Air conditioning?’

“The result, I am told,
can be acts of personal excess, so to speak, once the modern young
woman is out from under the yoke of paternal authority. She’s like
a shaken pop bottle.”

That’s Jez’s cue to hold
up a copy of today’s Salt Lake City
Tribune for all the virgins to see. On the
front page, a red-haired, blue-eyed, long-nosed, powerful-chinned
female American soldier mocks an Iraqi’s penis.

Ahab cringes. He can’t help
running a quick defensive hand over his own genitalia. Jez nudges
him before he can forget his lines.

“So, against my better
judgment, I have been prevailed upon to allow—for the first time in
Samarian history—those of you virgins who have been behaving
yourselves to participate with your brethren in the yearly Casting
Out.”

None of Ahab’s daughters
makes a sound or a motion in response. But it’s clear, from the
sudden change in the color of their faces, that a few of the
preadolescent ones are terrified. Many of the teenaged virgins, on
the other hand, are excited by this news, in particular a pair of
strapping identical twins seated at adjacent looms toward the rear.
Continuing to face forward, as all young Samarians do when being
addressed by their patriarch, these two glance at each other
sidelong with gleeful anticipation.

Ahab continues: “You are
now dismissed early from work—another first in Samarian history—to
prepare yourselves. Consult your respective mothers on the proper
hygienic procedures.”

As the virgins file out,
the helicopter is heard approaching. Ahab turns to his number-one
plural wife and says, “Simon, the Magus, descends upon Samaria. The
Master of Ceremonies has arrived.”

 


 


 




VI

 


As the chopper hovers down
into the polygamists’ world, Simon gazes thoughtfully at the person
strapped into the seat across from him, who happens to be the big
weird woman. She stares dumbly back.

“Still fetching as the
night we met,” says Simon.

He closes his eyes and
remembers a dark, dripping New York City slum neighborhood, in
which wobbles a building that should have been condemned and
abandoned ten years ago.

_______

 


Strange sounds from within
rattle its paint-blackened windows, frightening droves of rats into
the street: hoots, screams, maniacal laughter, and a slurring
saxophone.

The Smoldering Gehenna
Nightclub is more of a purgatory than a place of social resort. The
patrons are, without exception, scary. They embody every nightmare
that heartland folks have about the wormy bits of the Big
Apple.

Simon Magus moves among his
people, doing his act—and it couldn’t contrast more hideously with
what we’ve seen of Phil’s wholesome brand of Midwestern and
Intermountain Western family entertainment.

Since all of Simon’s
subjects have been spawned and bred in sunless urban canyons, not a
square inch of healthy tan skin can be seen. With their eyes closed
in hypnosis, they look like those eyeless albino creatures that
float sluggishly around volcanic vents in ocean
trenches.

On the night in question,
Simon has any number of wretches deeply hypnotized, all going in
different directions at once. He has at least three ambiguous
creatures from Times Square displaying unassign-able body parts. He
has a middle-class junkie from Long Island finding veins in places
where she didn’t know she had places. He’s made a gutter-cripple
blind, and a Wall Street miser is buying invisible drinks for
everyone.

“And remember, ladies and
gentlemen,” yells Simon over the ruckus, “it’s impossible to
hypnotize people to do anything they wouldn’t do
otherwise.”

“So why bother?” says a
working-class stiff, who’s obviously wandered into the wrong
dive.

In a dark corner, a
competition appears to be going on. Using unidentifiable pigments,
a decadent big-city painter, eyes closed, puts incomprehensible
images on the wall, while a troupe of sophisticated performance
artists do inexplicable things with food items.

A female gypsy cabdriver
stands by, watching them, her head turned critically to one
side.

Simon says, “You guys will
have to do better than that if you want the grant. Right, Mrs.
Guggenheim?”

“I’d sooner throw money at
a good bowel movement,” replies the gypsy cabdriver.

Simon is screaming out for
more volunteers just as the big weird woman stumbles in off the
street, black bra, loose tank top, seismic-crack tattoo and all. At
first sight, he’s fascinated.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he
leers, “we have someone with rare talents here, I think. A
once-in-several-lifetimes opportunity, if I’m not
mistaken.”

_______

 


It’s the wee hours in the
Smoldering Gehenna Nightclub. There’s no closing time, and most of
the scary patrons are still around, slumped in exhausted stupors on
the floor.

Simon Magus is working on
the big weird woman. He has spent all night pushing her deeper and
deeper into the bottomless pit of her psyche. In fact, she’s flat
on her back on the floor. The expression on her face belongs on a
corpse.

_______

 


At the bottom of a hole in
a Victorian London grave-yard lies a woman with that very facial
expression. She’s dead, as it happens, but is being rousted from
her eternal repose by a couple of cockney resurrectionists, whose
illegal vocation is to supply the Royal College of Surgeons with
bodies to dissect.

“Gin and pies tonight, as
they say at Buckingham Palace.”

A dark, plump figure hovers
in the shadows behind a nearby gravestone, supervising these two
louts—though they are unaware of his existence. Baron Dupotet has
not bothered to introduce himself to his subjects
tonight.

“Right, Jasper. Be so
pleasant as to grab that trotter. Heave-ho.”

The two resurrectionists
carry the dead woman through the darkness, discreetly stuffed in a
burlap bag.

_______

 


Simon waves his hand over
the big weird woman, and she rises to her feet. The leer has left
his face, and now he is concentrating in a clinical way on his
craft.

They exit the nightclub and
venture down the sidewalks of New York.

_______

 


The resurrectionists
approach the back door of the Royal College of Surgeons, giving
wide berth to the paid-off bobbie who stands in their path, very
obviously paying no attention.

A white-coated surgeon
admits the resur-rectionists with their load, whispering, “Make
haste, make haste, you two—er, three.”

An entity slides out of the
shadows and slips unnoticed into the college on the
resurrectionists’ heels. Before the door can close, he glances back
over his shoulder, revealing himself to be Baron
Dupotet.

In no time, the cadaver’s
delivered to a dissection room, and a professor goes to work,
soberly and respectfully. His interns gather around, paying
clinical attention. Few of them ogle her bosom, and none sees
Monsieur le Baron creep past the door.

He moves down a corridor
softly gas-lit and quiet as a temple, past a series of lecture
halls where macabre but useful studies are being
pursued.

_______

 


Simon walks the big weird
woman down the sort of shadowy alley that even God would shrink
from. He presents her to a succession of stuporous bums and
catatonic madmen, giving her time to ponder each one.

_______

 


Baron Dupotet sneaks into a
lecture hall, unseen, and leans against the back wall. He has come
to heckle his rival, LaFontaine, who stands at the podium,
delivering a formal lecture.

The great mesmerizer has
dressed himself a bit more soberly for this occasion than he does
for his public performances and soirees. His manner and voice are
modulated for the academic circum-stances. But he is no less
impressive for that.

The lecture hall is full of
frowzy old physicians of various specialties. In their outdated
frock coats, pinchy wire-rim spectacles and bushy gray beards down
to their watch-chains, these codgers look as though they wouldn’t
crack a smile if LaFontaine were to levitate the whole building, or
cause elves to materialize.

They listen to him
carefully, anyway. It’s clear, from the skeptical look in their
eyes and the sardonic way they stroke their whiskers that they want
only to dissect his ideas and expose them as unscientific. But
LaFontaine seems to be getting through to a number of their younger
colleagues, who stand at the back, unaware of The Baron’s presence
among them.

“Gentlemen,” LaFontaine is
saying, “please be aware that mesmerism entails the conscious or,
indeed, unconscious projection of the vital fluid. Certain deluded
amateurs insist on describing this process as
‘animal-magnetism.’”

He glances at Dupotet, who
swells with anger, and screams, “We’ll see who’s
deluded!”

Nobody but LaFontaine heard
that.

As if nothing has happened,
LaFontaine continues his lecture. “The potency of the vital fluid
is determined by the mesmerist’s spiritual status and moral
condition...”

_______

 


The big weird woman stands
over a bum sleeping between two garbage cans. When Simon’s hand
reaches out of the darkness to touch her shoulder, she gets down in
the filth. She begins to imitate the bum’s posture in a tentative
way, starting with an arm, then a leg.

All the while, she keeps
silent and her face remains expressionless.

_______

 


“Herein lies the danger of
the practice,” says LaFontaine. “For if the mesmerist is corrupt of
heart, foul of mind, and diseased of soul—”

Dupotet bows, as if
acknowledging a compliment and accepting applause.

“—the vital fluid which he
projects will be tainted...”

_______

 


Simon stands on a gutter
curb, bowing graciously as various street creeps applaud the
behaviors he elicits from the big weird woman.

Continuing down the alley,
he puts her through further stages of development. At first she
imitates sleeping derelicts’ postures, then their facial
expressions, and then, with ever-increasing skill, their snores,
coughs, even sleep-talk.

The big weird woman comes
to a maniac with Tourette syndrome, palsied, babbling, grimacing
all at once. She does him handily, without Simon having to tap her
forehead or snap his fingers.

Even Simon is surprised at
this performance. Perhaps he’s getting a bit scared.

_______

 


As he speaks, LaFontaine
glances again toward the back of the room, and is distressed to see
that The Baron has vanished.

“Under the influence of
such tainted vital fluid, the subject can become morally and
spiritually weakened...”

_______

 


The Tourette maniac storms
down the middle of the street, causing several accidents as the
traffic dodges him. He screams and waves his hands.

The big weird woman is
right behind, mirroring his every move, echoing his every sound,
suffering his every agony.

_______

 


“And this will constitute a
grave danger to the subject’s life.”

 


 


 




VII

 


Ahab, patriarch of Samaria,
stands with eyes raised to the heavens in joyful
anticipation.

He is escorted by an honor
guard composed of seven of his favorite teenaged sons. Their
uniforms are resplendent with gold epaulets and white silken
shoulder braids. They have been selected for stature as well as
especially red hair, blue eyes, long noses and powerful chins—seven
chips off the old block.

At the head of the escort
stands the most splendid lad of all. He is the proud captain of the
honor guard, a full eighteen years of age, and every bit as tall,
gleaming, and impressive as the old man.

The scarlet Huey lands,
blasting sand into the captain’s unflinching eyes. Simon alights
and is greeted warmly by Ahab.

“Simon, the Magus.
Welcome, welcome, my good friend. Has it been a year
already?”

“It has sir,” replies
Simon, very respectfully.

“And are you ready to help
my spawn release a little hellacious steam?”

“It will be an honor, as
always, sir, for me to do my best.”

“Excellent. I have a
surprise for you. This year my daughters will attend the Casting
Out.”

“No fucking shit?” Simon
grabs hold of himself. “I mean, er, that’s an interesting idea,
sir.” He suppresses a wicked smile. “I’ll see what I can
accomplish with them.”

Ignoring these
vicissitudes, Ahab offers another pleasant surprise. “This time
you’ll be performing under a roof, for what I trust is a welcome
change.”

“Really? I’m honored!
Thank you so much, sir!”

“As there is no space in
Samaria to erect a permanent venue for such infrequent frivolities,
we have rented an excellent room for you, with colorful lights and
a wicked Dolby sound system. Everything an artist requires to work
his magic."

“Not magic, sir,” simpers
Simon. “Hypnosis.”

“Of course, of course.
Shall we go? The family convoy awaits.” Ahab glances toward the
helipad. “Don’t forget your, shall we say, stage prop.”

The big weird woman has
wandered off the chopper, and stands under the whirling blades.
She’s too weird to bother ducking, and big enough to make it
extra-dangerous not to. A sudden shift in the desert breeze nearly
results in the removal of the top of her head. She loses some hair
but doesn’t notice.

Then she goes into
convulsions, rolling on the ground and foaming at the mouth. The
chopper blades suck and swirl a lacerating tornado of sand all
around her.

Simon runs to squat at her
side. He lays his left hand on her forehead. In a pleading,
yearning, tender voice, like a small boy, he says, “Stay with me.
Please don’t go away.”

Using his handkerchief to
dab most of the foam away from the big weird woman’s quaking mouth,
Simon looks abashedly back at Ahab, who waits unperturbed among his
seven sons.

Simon shouts over the
chopper, “Won’t take a minute, sir. Long trip.”

“Of course, of course.
I’ve got three or four of my own, just like her.”

“No, you don’t, asshole,”
whispers Simon.

“Start her on Sanka
decaffeinated as soon as she can hold down liquids. Does the trick
every time.”

_______

 


Ahab’s silver Mercedes Benz
approaches the T-intersection, leading a convoy of yellow school
buses down the asphalt road. All the vehicles bear the letter-A
logo. This procession passes County Attorney Jez’s billboard, and
turns left onto the dirt road that Phil earlier negotiated, on the
way to the Indian Reservation. The members of Ahab’s family are
neatly packed in the buses.

The driver of the oldest
sons’ bus is the sort of barefoot and pregnant drudge you’d
normally expect to find in a desert polygamist’s harem. The only
thing lower than her intelligence is her self-esteem. She couldn’t
be more unlike her co-wives, the classy women on the boys’ academy
faculty.

The cadets she’s
transporting all sit ramrod straight, affectless, in full dress
uniform. Ahab’s honor guard occupies the front seats. Simon Magus
lounges among this elite seven. With his usual perversity, he has
set himself the impossible task of trying to chat these robots
up.

To the captain, he says,
“So, Admiral. A couple of those little textile workers are pretty
hot.” He reaches out to fiddle with a gold tassel on the lad’s
epaulet. “They’re only your half sisters, right? Are you allowed
to, sort of, mess around with them?

No response is forthcoming.
Never before in the history of show biz has there been a more
unprom-ising audience. But Simon doesn’t appear to be worried. He
relaxes back into his seat. Casually, he looks over his shoulder
and appraises the other passengers, with the sharp eye of a stage
hypnotist scoping out his marks.

Unlike the other cadets,
dark Elijah looks right back at Simon, and smiles.

_______

 


At the wheel of the
littlest daughters’ bus is yet another barefoot and pregnant
drudge. While driving, she suckles a two year old in a cute
miniature cadet uniform. He stands by the dashboard and fiddles
with knobs as he slurps and burps. He makes the doors open, and his
mommy slaps his hand away, without interrupting the
meal.

As this bus is the last in
line and eats all the dust, it contains the lowest-ranking
Samarians, namely the youngest females, not much older than the
thirsty toddler. The small virgins are dressed for the occasion in
matching calico aprons and gingham gowns, straight out of “Little
House on the Prairie.” They don’t move or make a peep. But from the
contorted expressions on their little faces, it is clear that
they’re out of their minds with fear, because the big weird woman
rides with them.

Having recovered from her
convulsions, but retaining a few flecks of dried foam about the
chin, she mutters a frantic song in nonsense language, punctuating
the choruses with clipped bursts of hysterical, but silent
weeping.

A little brown-haired girl
has been assigned the seat next to the big weird woman. A typical
Samarian child, she’s too disciplined to show her mortal terror,
except by a certain palsy of the eyeballs, which grows worse every
time the big weird woman suffers a spasm and rams an elbow into the
side of her little head.

_______

 


The convoy arrives at the
Indian Reservation gate. Ahab gets out of his silver Mercedes and
personally greets the old gatekeeper, who’s seated on her upturned
Royal Crown Cola crate, still scatting to Thelonious Monk. This
time the tune is Manganese.

The patriarch looms up
before her, exerting all the charm that has drawn so many women to
his bed. The old woman doesn’t acknowledge his existence on the
planet. Neither does she pay a lot of attention to the fleet of
vehicles idling in her face.

Slowly, as if for personal
reasons that aren’t especially urgent, she climbs to her old feet
and starts to fiddle with the lasso that fastens the gate. This is
going to take a while, because she only uses one hand. The other
holds her cassette player up to her ear.

“Shab-wabba-gloop. I’d
sooner make babies with a Hanta-virus rodent. Ooh-bop a-yiddle,
wham.”

_______

 


The Big Heap o’ Wampum
Casino’s gaming room is almost deserted. Three or four drugstore
cowboys, from some no-doubt horrible little town nearby, languidly
play the one-armed bandits and neglect their cans of
beer.

It’s dead quiet and boring
to the point of time stopping altogether. Even the payoffs come in
sluggish trickles, eliciting no response at all. The drugstore
cowboys don’t even reach down to collect their dribbles of
nickels.

Then, all at once, the
doors bang open, and about two dozen lactating drudges barge in
with their yowling nurslings, aged a few hours to nearly five
years. These Samarian intruders dispose themselves among the slot
machines, setting up nests on clattering metal folding chairs,
which they have toted in themselves, along with several bales of
cloth diapers.

The drudge who drove the
littlest daughters’ bus plops down next to a slot machine that
supposedly pays off in silver dollars. Her two year old dogs her
steps and soon resumes his feeding schedule.

“Jesus Mahogany Christ,”
gasps a drugstore cowboy, wincing at the sight.

He and his pardners leave
quickly. They brush past the Medicine Man, who stands by the door,
gaping at the nursery, or perhaps dairy, which Ahab’s pregnant
spouses and their suckling offspring have turned the place into. To
the fleeing cowboys, he offers, “They’ll be gone by first light.
With any luck.”

Jez approaches.

He asks, “Are you gonna
wean them by the time they’re old enough to start paying for some
beers around here?”

Bothering neither to
respond nor even look at him, Jez forks over a Samaria Corporation
check, which he takes like an inoculation. Then she turns her back
and walks off.

To nobody in particular,
the Medicine Man says, “Of course, for all that, she don’t forget
to wiggle her ass.”

_______

 


The Big Heap o’ Wampum
corridor features wallpaper with canoes, pine-trees, and
Hiawathas. The utter corniness is lost on County Attorney Jez. All
business, she takes her position as number-one plural wife quite
seriously, and has no time to master the subtleties of interior
design.

Jez approaches a triangular
door that is apparently supposed to resemble a tent-flap. It’s
labeled—

 


TOM-TOM ROOM

 


A piece of construction
paper scotch-taped to the wall nearby reads—

 


RESERVED FOR ‘CASTING
OUT’

SAMARIA CORP

 


This is the party venue
reserved for white folks. It’s tarted up to look like Gene Autry’s
idea of a redskin camp, even cornier than the corridor.
Moccasin-shaped ashtrays dominate the cocktail tables. The swizzle
sticks look like tomahawks. Cardboard quivers full of rubber arrows
hang everywhere, by way of decor. Cellophane feathers of unnatural
colors have been stapled to every stationary surface. The
wallpaper depicts buffaloes whose big asses bristle with
spears.

Jez enters, and goes to
take her appointed place among the family. Starting at the rear of
the room, she first passes among Ahab’s multitude of daughters,
from the youngest to the oldest. The virgins are seated in folding
chairs at the periphery of the party, just as they occupied the
last buses in the convoy. All dressed up in matching calico aprons
and gingham gowns, they behave no less perfectly than their
brothers.

The cadets have been
assigned lounge chairs around tom-tom-shaped tables. They’re not as
nervous as their sisters, because the Casting Out has been a yearly
event for them all their lives. Nevertheless, their backs and necks
are stiff and straight. The only hint of an organic shape among the
cadets’ right angles is Elijah, who sits in a relaxed
posture.

An armchair has been placed
up front, reserved for the patriarch, who has not made his entrance
yet. He will enjoy the show surrounded by his harem.

To the right of Ahab’s
throne sit the classy women, including the twelfth-grade teacher
who’s been introducing Elijah and his classmates to the wonders of
phosgene. On the left are the non-lactating drudges, such as the
driver of the oldest sons’ bus. She and her fellow bus drivers are
bored already, with no heavy machinery to operate. The
non-lactating drudges are holding, at the ready, many mops and
buckets, plus rolls of white adhesive tape and big bales of cotton
batting, to accommodate the puke and blood that will be
spilled.
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