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The lines quoted at the beginning of Real Inn are from Alice Cooper's "The Second Coming".
"St James Infirmary" (Anon) forms the musical ground of the cabaret act in Found My Baby There.
"Memo from Turner" (Mick Jagger / Keith Richard) and "Le Lais" (Francoys Villon) are quoted in Answer, Echo.
Stray allusions elsewhere are too numerous to mention here, but happy hunting.
I had a great deal of encouragement and feedback from an online writer's workshop where I posted chapters of this for comment, and assistance on the translations in Native Lingue. My main assistance on Native Lingue came from my niece in Brussels and a French editor who's a friend of hers.
Chapters and passages from this, sometimes in somewhat different forms, have appeared in Black Cat Review, Jeremiad, Dog Oil Press, Sein Und Werden, Bannock Street Books, The Evitable, Open Salon, smokelong quarterly, monkeybicycle and The Pen Syndicated Fiction Project.
*
"Each time he returned from his extraordinary travels, Marco Polo described the cities he visited to Kublai Khan. I feel a little like old Marco now, for that journey was a wonder. I saw a green cock that crowed every morning on a tower, a blind man shouting in a crowd, a lunatic talking on a tall building, cockfights that degenerated into bloodthirsty brawls, a tattooed giant and a female dwarf. I crossed the Talrus mountains, passed through Knojmo and Brno where there was a great fair. Hundreds of people buying and selling hats, firs, clothes, fish, pickled apples. The noise and the smell. The dust rose in such clouds you couldn't see the sun. But I was more concerned to meet radical groups in damp cellars and talking into the night of the great new dawning. There was one young man with white hair who spoke, I think, seven languages and had read everything, including Marx and the Babylon and Jerusalem Talmud.
. . . Have you ever noticed, Grossard, how cities are like dreams? They are made up of our desires and fears. Anything imaginable can happen in them."
~ Peter Barnes, No End of Dreaming
And if you hear vague traces of skipping reels of rhyme
To your tambourine in time,
It's just a ragged clown behind
I wouldn't pay it any mind,
It's just a shadow you're seeing that he's chasing.
~ Bob Dylan, Mr. Tambourine Man
Now a lady with a pearl-handled necktie
Tied to the driver's fence
Breathes in my face,
Bourbon and coke possessed words
& quote; haven't I seen you somewhere in hell,
Or was it just an accident?
(you know how I felt then, and so:)
Before I could ask was it the east or west side?
My feet they howled in pain
The wheels of a bandwagon cut very deep,
But not as deep in my mind as the rain
And as they pulled away I could see her words
Stagger and fall on my muddy tent
Well I picked them up, brushed them off,
To see what they say,
And you wouldn't believe:
`come around to my room, with the tooth in the middle,
And bring along the bottle and a precedent.
~ Jimi Hendrix, My Friend
The moment when: the guard blew his whistle; the fat woman in the fur coat, like a mammoth whale, bent down and with her gloved hand adjusted the plastic pants on the rear end of her miniature poodle; the passenger in the train window slid his tongue out between his lips into the left ear of the fashion mannekin in the glass case on the platform on the other side of the train carriage; the girl sitting on the platform bench, dressed completely in black, groaned, leaned forward and thrust her leather-gloved hand up the front of her sweater.
~ Ian Breakwell, Diary 1964-1985
"Part of me is staring into the depths of Hell
Part of me is looking up to Heaven
Happy hour people are thinking 'Why doesn't that guy
Lighten up?' I just hope I don't
get up one day have to look at myself in the mirror and say
'You had fifteen billion dollars blew it all flushed it down the toilet.'
What are you afraid of?
I'm afraid of missing my plane
I'm afraid I'll be outside when
There's a crime in my neighbourhood
Even if you're not afraid, the beauty is
With proper marketing, we can make you afraid
Take a suicide note Ms. Clemenceau but first
Write yourself a glowing letter of reference this cheque is for a full week's severance
No reason you should suffer oh no, company's future never looked brighter
I didn't lose fifteen billion in rash speculation, no
Even if I did I don't want a bailout no!
Probably find another slot for you here
Keep the letter of reference anyway souvenir of times gone wrong
Why did I ever think they went right's what I want to know?"
~ Wayne Blackstock, Overheard
Duchamp: You know I've always felt this need to escape myself. . .
~ Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp
Adante.
"Penny a dream mister, missus, penny a dream!"
*
*
*
*
*
*
i
Poised to Drop Through Infinite Space
They say that when we dream all the people we meet are really ourselves. So I'm the woman with long blonde hair trailling at extravagant length down her back is that the beginning of red-gold scales at the hissing ends? with the impossibly pale complexion like a line out of a Procul Harum song except when it's impossibly ruddy and there are rumours amid thickening static on podcasts throughout the city (all cities) of heaped corpses drained of blood with puncture marks at the neck? busy night glider whose gleaming immaculate teeth sometimes show improbably sharp bladelike fangs, a trick of the light surely, is me even when I see her hungrily, one gleaming driblet of red saliva poised to drop through infinite space from each fang, eyeing what I recognize in waking life as my own true form in the mirror? I'm hungry to sink my own teeth into my neck? Not at all, I'm a demure maiden shy and trembling before her potential ravisher what's this? I didn't know I had those take that! foul seducer and bleed for your crimes I suppose it's not impossible, I've also been told the world is round because its gaping maw is firmly closed on its writhing tail. I'm not saying this is a widely disseminated theory—then again, some aspects of me are saying exactly that if my dreams are to be believed, and some of me says "Hogwash! the world is round because of improbable coalescence of gasses! because of gravitational pull! because otherwise there'd be no place to put the North and South Pole! because life forms, especially intelligent life forms, crave the illusion that they're travelling in straight lines when they're really going round in circles! because a slightly irregular sphere is the ideal reflective surface! it has nothing to do with appetite at all, could you pass me a bit of the continent of Africa?"
____________
ii
CityPlanner
I get on the elevator at the ground floor of First Canadian Place, Toronto, press '44' and walk up the corridor to an expansive boardroom windowed on three sides in an office complex whose name I can calligraph without too much error in the brushstrokes but not pronounce, in downtown Tokyo. That might seem odd at first, but think about it: if all the people in the boardroom are me—the harridan with extensive ties, it's rumoured, to three leading Yakuza families, the board chair of impeccably charming mien who might well put 'resurgent fascism' at the head of his list of personal hobbies, the deep cover CIA agent who's had all the requisite skin darkening and eyebrow slanting but still hasn't mastered elementary school Japanese or the use of chopsticks, the Brazilian/Japanese import/export scion who I know for a fact lists throwing indigenous people off their land as his favourite pastime, the French expatriate from Kobe with the duelling scar and the cruel monocle—is that a diamond inset just off centre to the right?—whose fortune was considerably augmented a few years back by a massive earthquake insurance payout—if those and the twelve or fourteen others around the table, not to mention ancestral ghosts collecting in the shadows and two or three of the company's familiar demons are all actually me, why shouldn't every city really be all cities?
The meeting goes smoothly—good, I didn't want to be late for an important lunch in Bucharest. It's only two blocks from the ground floor lobby, pleasant walk, should make it there with time to spare. Hope they have enough tables for all of us.
We ought to get a couple of familiar demons for our Toronto office, they boost efficiency like you wouldn't believe.
____________
iii
Can't You Hear Them Sob?
"What's behind that door?" Noisy pounding. Seepage.
"Don't go there!" says the face in the handle as I'm about to grab it, maybe just doesn't want to be twisted. Loud drum roll, flap! rattle of cards being emphatically slapped on a table. "You know what's in there? Parents! You don't know what's going on inside their craniums and other big words. Some of them have hair growing out of their ears!"
"I win! I win!" cries a voice in the middle distance behind the door.
"See what I mean? See what I mean? Always say that, always say that and worse! You know what winning is when it's at home? Not pretty, not pretty and that's not all. Random acts involving leather straps and cookies! Horrible tasting drinks that make them stumble and keel over. Hurt if they fall on you! Hurt you if they fall."
"Come on now. Can't be that bad! you must have parents."
"Not proud of it, not proud of it at all! Trying to get it treated! Trying to get it cured! Can't you hear them crying? Can't you hear them sob?"
"Now that you mention. But so low and muffled. . ?"
"Don't even know they're doing it! Don't even know themselves."
"You're not crying are you?"
"Not much I'm not! I laugh at you little. . . what are you anyway?"
"Is there another door that's a little less talkative?"
"Big talk! Big talk! You don't want to go there you don't want to go there."
"Where?"
"Even! You don't want to even."
What am I anyway? Not to mention who? Talking doorknob, there's a profession with a future!
____________
iv
MindLight
"What do you think of the light in our city at night?" It spreads out in every direction, following the hills and valleys of the city, visible into the far distance from the Penthouse party room on the 44th floor.”
"Gorgeous! must really eat up the nonrenewable resources though?"
"Nah! pilot project—other cities observing us closely to see if it succeeds. Every light in the city is powered by thought."
"There's enough of that for a lightshow like this?"
"You'd be surprised. Just because people don't use their brains doesn't mean they cease to exist. And when you consider the whole population of Greater Cuidad Fabella. . . "
"Everyone in the city. . . ?" Your hostess nods as a passing server presents you each with a brightly coloured drink. "Even visitors."
"You mean I. . . ? Don't know if I like that how much brain power can any of us afford to have sapped off?"
She shook his head. "You misunderstand. Lighting the city doesn't sap our minds, it exercises and tones them. You arrived here jetlagged eighteen hours ago. You haven't slept since. Do you feel mentally drained?"
"Just the opposite. I feel more mentally. . . alert than when I . . . hmm. A. . . nd—that's how it effects all of you?"
"If it's how it effects you it must be how it effects all of us. I could introduce you—you've already introduced yourself—to prodigies in the arts and sciences who swear that, prior to the MindLight project, they hadn't had an original thought in their whole adult lives."
"I've noticed I can more nearly comprehend this intricate theoretical book I picked up from the paperback racks at the airport bookstore. But tradeoffs? must be some, negative effects, worrying. . . ? I don't know, you tell me!"
"We have noticed that when a significant percentage of our citizens are in REM sleep, weirdnesses sometimes"
"You mean like the purple rippling aura that way to our left? The red shift to our right or whoo! the ground level aurora borealis of green shimmer moving right up the middle of the city?"
"Picturesque but we monitor. There may be dangers hidden in the dazzle that we need to nullify or, in the ideal case, creatively employ."
____________
v
Real Inn
"It would be nice to walk upon the water
Talk again to angels by my side.
I only know hell is getting hotter
The devil's getting smarter all the time."
"Those are real nails hammered into the singer's hands and feet! Real blood from the wounds puddling on the stage floor!"
"Not kosher to dip your finger in and taste before midnight."
"It's a real cross of wood too, what did you expect? Some kind of Las Vegas flim flam f-f-fakery?"
"Everything's real here from the Polish sausage hors d'oeuvres made from real Poles"
"To the kill-your-own dinner for the main course."
"Some people tell you the wine they serve is blood red. How do you know if you've never tasted the real thing?"
"I'm not up there on the cross I'm at a fancy table in the first row drinking wine made out of water."
"Real water, real wine."
"Keep telling yourself that. Tell us too if you like."
"The two-legged creature will believe anything!"
"You must go through a lot of performers if you stage this show every night."
"One extreme anemic. Change 'em every six months is all."
Balloons start descending. Noisemakers, whistles. Sobs, flap! rattle of cards. 'Auld Lang Syne' sounds very different when the lead singer drones the lyric from a cross.
"Most places now, at midnight serve you champagne."
"We serve the real thing." If you'd looked a fraction of a second sooner might have dodged the board or at least the rusty nail hammered into its business end.
____________
vi
Over the Hill to the Left
The site may have been used for the early equivalent of all night raves—sound engineers have lavished praise on its acoustics. "I'd record here in a heartbeat" is a not-untypical observation.
The site probably was used for human sacrifice, but only a little. It was never used for gladiatorial combat, that would have been ahistorical and besides you'd need rows and rows of tiered seats and an audience the comparatively scant populace of the time could scarcely have supplied. It was very likely used for Bacchanal and Saturnalian rites, every culture that's ever been studied has some equivalent ritual.
The site was a finely honed weapon of astronomical observation, sorry did I say 'weapon'? I meant 'instrument'. I was thinking of the wife.
The site remains an ever-popular tourist destination right up to the present day, particularly in the high season. Over the hill to the left are the portapotties.
____________
vii
Things Are Looking Up
Tightrope walk for charity to the floor your office is on—does that strike you as a sensible idea? Half of us have never seen the inside of a gym. I'm on floor 23—the line starts on the ground and makes a beeline diagonally up, better hope some joker in office supply isn't in charge of opening the window, make you sweat a few extra seconds before releasing the latch to let you in? Those few seconds could be literally life and death, and how much you want to bet the fucker responsible wouldn't even be demoted? Red Rorschach blot on the pavement, that is not my principal ambition in life.
Whose bright idea was it to run the line up from the ground? Walking across in a straight line from the twenty-third floor across the street would be plenty hard enough, but this is like walking up a hill at a forty five degree angle of incline, only the hill's the width of a tautly drawn steel wire! (better be tautly drawn)—it just massively multiplies the difficulty. "Six weeks training with a professional tightrope artist in the leadup to the event" I mean seriously: how could anyone possibly imagine that's going to be enough? I'll tell you how: if they're not making the walk themselves, like our CEO and Board of Directors who've voted in their wisdom to refuse any guy wires to arrest an employee fall or even safety nets in the street below. I know for a fact that the nets at least are mandated by law for an event of this kind and the boys at 51 Division are looking so far the other way it's a wonder their necks don't snap, and the mayor and city council are no better. No joy from the provincial government either—they say it's a federal matter and the federal government insists its a provincial one. Just wait 'til they have to start paying wrongful death lawsuits in the millions of dollars. Who'll they pass the buck to then?
Of course it could be worse and isn't that a truth universally acknowledged? Some Boards of Directors are appointing employees as proxies to make the walk up to their 44th floor, 47th, 52nd floor office suites what have you. Then again you're not going to be any more dead falling 44 storeys than you will falling 23.
Wisest maybe to take a dive at a height of ten-fifteen feet, with any luck I'd break a leg and be unable to continue. Collect a little workman's comp and most of my work's at a desk anyway so I could still keep up with it. Have to make it persuasive though, if they suspect fraud it'll go on my permanent record.
"Safety net pff! our boys have better cojones than that." What is the ancient long-running fart who drives the engine of our company getting at with this remark, anybody care to hazard a guess? I mean I know they talk about the balls of your feet, but I don't see where they really have much bearing. Keep in mind the changing complexion of the work force. A lot of us gals'll be making the walk, all of them in flat, sensible shoes I can guarantee you that. Nobody's made a single complimentary reference to the superior quality of their ovaries.
Well a lot of us will be plunging to our deaths pretty soon, while others will be permanently crippled; some'll get off lightly with a part in a cast for two months, four months, whatever it takes. What the hell, it's for a good cause oops! gotta go, they're calling me now.
____________
viii
Elf Club Impromptu
I can't believe I'm seeing all you lovely people.
I wonder looking out if you believe yourselves.
Fictitious cigarette smoke wreathes the microphone.
Who knew? licensed nightclubs in the burrows of elves.
Off-world liquor imports through extinct volcanoes?
Who knew a space this big inside could look so small without?
Who imagined I'd stand here now singing impromptu?
Familiars of my vocal cords would doubt.
It's amazing looking out at all your faces.
Do you look back from a mirror lit within?
Who knew when I was shaving this fine morning
A million YouTube hits would soon result
From the fallout of a thousand i-phones clicking in the din?
Through what doors and hidden trapdoors did you gather?
The hole in earth that leads here one can just squeeze through.
It took an hour just to brush dirt off this outfit
But dust motes in the light don't land on you.
You bathe a languid hour, shave legs, fix make up
In the mirror where you practice fuck-me eyes.
Dance close as clothes and manners will permit now
Will he tremble in the doorway, move to kiss you?
Will he teach you something new in moans and sighs?
It's so lovely being all you folks this evening.
There is such a bond with mobs when you perform.
Did they feel it even in the death arenas?
But in underground clubs blood sport's not the norm.
I know an uptown club does crucifixions
Dives that ask you check your switchblade at the door
In some they carry to use at their displeasure
That kind of crowd you never want to bore.
I'm running out of steam on this impromptu.
Our elf m.c. I see is showing 'time'.
It's been a joy to see and even be you
Whilst tinkling keys shored up my little rhyme.
Thank you ladies and gentlemen, and please enjoy the rest of the evening as much as I intend to.
____________
ix
Babel
It was hard getting on in the days after the great tower project fell through. In order to marry you had to learn, from scratch, a whole new tongue, or resign yourself to communicating only by gestures and throat-noises. (Admittedly the divorce rate fell sharply in those early years when couples remained blissfully ignorant of what each other was saying.) The rush to wed, in spite of these obstacles, was great, because people yearned to hear their own speech again, and reasoned that in three years' time a properly raised infant would begin to speak it. Frequently this simple dream went unsatisfied; many children, how no-one knew, developed their own new language, untroubled by the fact that no-one else in the world could follow what they were saying: others learned from one parent but not from the other, so that there was much frustrated seeking after lovers and mistresses in order to try again; the vast majority of the young picked up a little from every language they heard, and could be understood tolerably by other children who had learned the same way, but not by their elders who were too set in their ways to master a dozen dialects and offshoots, each with its own complex rules, merely to understand what their child wanted for supper! children seemed to feel language was a game, but it's not a game! it's real. The older ones with few exceptions never were able to catch up after. Those who survived middle age eventually had no words in common with the multiglottal young, and because they lacked the words gradually lost their ability even to identify the most everyday object—even the food they ate, except by pointing, and the teeth they lacked to chew it, except by running their ancient fingers ruefully over their gums.
____________
x
Pacific
"What do you think air freight charges are these days?
"Depends. How much air were you thinking of shipping?"
"Exactly. Do they give bulk rates? What do you mean, how much air do I. . . ? Now that you mention, not such a bad idea."
"Good to explore all the market possibilities. Some destinations have better air than others. This is one strange inflight movie."
"I think it's a television programme."
The plane proceeds smoothly, but there seems to be some difficulty about landing. Nobody knows how long this will persist, but since the flight overflew land some time ago, and nothing was visible below, through breaks in the clouds, but vast stretches of the Pacific ocean, all concerned are happy to have that problem persist awhile yet.
Inflight screens present an hypnotic spectacle. The story concerns an airplane flight unable to land. Passengers aboard that flight are watching a movie about passengers aboard an airplane unable to land, and so on.
This is not as monotonous as it sounds. Each story-within-a-story has a fully differentiated cast. Even so it became hard to tell with certainty at any given time which of the multiple story lines was unfolding. Every time the image zooms in close on another in-flight screen, there is visible flinching.
"Why doesn't anybody switch? These all come with multiple channel options now."
"Have you tried switching the channel on yours?"
"Those don't seem to be func—oh!"
"Can't turn 'em off either."
"Some of the passengers have gone blind watching. I envy them."
"I envy the woman who came aboard blind, if people wouldn't keep trying to explain to her what's happening."
"On the screens?"
"I suppose. Say—what if we're being shown on screens like this somewhere ourselves?'
"That tears it! I'm jumping, even if they haven't got any parachutes."
"Drink orders, ladies and gentlemen? Something from the snack menu? Suicide pill?"
"That tears it!" says a voice on all the screens.
____________
xi
Hallowe'en Themebook Composition
Naturally as knowledge spread we began to watch each other more closely. Who ever knew what to look for and yet what detail could we afford to overlook? Somebody was committing horrible and mutilating crimes. The playground wasn't safe, or the lab, or the gym, or home room or any other class. Was the principal's office safe or the principal? We wondered if even the guidance counsellor might be next to go. Some of us suspected he might know more than he was saying.
It happened in daylight which meant that the comfortable myths that enshrouded us were only that, myths. Ozone breakdowns made daylight if anything more intense but the creature wasn't scared off or dissolved. Nothing was true protection.
Fangs unusually large? You bet we looked, even best friends for years. Fools! Wasn't it obvious for purposes of concealment they'd have to be retractable? You wanted to know who you were walking home with. If somebody scraped a part or had a nosebleed you looked at everybody for signs of interest. The merest twitch would do. Did the person know? Interest in mirrors was at a premium.
It's almost time to hand in now. The teacher we have this year is unusually pretty. Her nail polish is red like candy and her lips. I envy her, you can see why all the boys go ga-ga. There's footsteps and she leans close, I can smell perfume and feel the breath on my neck.
____________
xii
Language Study
So in this scenario behind sleep's eyelids, I'm the instructor and student both, that's the theory?
"A mieda yenski i'stvada miliacum. Keremzin gi'evodja 'distract'?"
" 'Distract' erm arennski? Arenski si comincj aremca. Ja'dsvo i chomski ner'yem. Arci j'armi tu divesma. Are' chum chum. 'Divert' 'reconfigure' 'lead astray' sincompsi."
" 'Lead astray'? Ha ha misonji capomba jamifa 'funny bubbly words'."
"Ha ha! sivraimo. 'Bubbles up champagne'."
" 'Bubbles up nose flute.' "
"Ha ha! Y'romski me 'Class come to attention!' "
"Keremzin gi'evodja 'flutter'?"
" 'Flutter'—e'romaczi 'schmetterling' de'utzcher 'papillon' Francesko 'butterfly' inglesic. Inglesic fratso: 'butterfly flutter'."
"Aremca?"
"Aremca!"
" 'Bubbles up words!' "
"Y'romski me! Y'remna yesa vitaln'ya 'one short hour'."
"Keremzin gi'evodja 'kiln'?"
" 'Kiln' erm inglesic? 'blaze flame cla erm clay clay? yacro, 'clay' aremca!"
" 'Clay'. Erezni mistva 'not so much bubbles'."
"Ha ha!"
"Keremzin gi'evodja 'parade'?"
" 'Parade' erm. . . comer zem bida gefan'mir ensumtja mintsna yu'mna mna mna erm 'stamp feet tuba' asiparto."
"Aremca?"
"Aremca. . . cosi cos."
"Keremzin gi'evodja 'story'?"
" 'Story' erm ingles 'begin middle end. Action suspense. Plotline character. Social values redeem. Laughing tear.' Ja'mvo inposme guridzema yo vida menscomptje 'churn out the words'."
" 'Story is distract?' "
"Cosi cos. 'Distraction.' "
" 'Story is kiln?' "
" 'Clay bake fiction piece show?e—-'ja misrepz'ja."
" 'Story is flutter?' "
" 'Makes flutter butterfly flutter' e'ja misrepz'ja. Cosi cos."
" 'Story is parade?'"
" 'Parade' erm e—ja. . . aremca! 'Story is parade'."
"Aremca?"
"Aremca! E vod volni yemisva 'one short hour see you next week'."
Then why do I understand their language no better than they evidently do English?
____________
xiii
Found My Baby There
From behind a thick crimson curtain of velvet as it
starts to open slowly
"I went down to St James Infirmary"
comes a deep resonant baritone singing voice
"Found my baby there"
whose apparent source is the thin, pasty anemic
singer revealed at centre stage as the curtain con-
tinues drawing back
"Stretched out on a long white table"
dressed, if you can picture it, in nothing at all but a
loin cloth.
"So cold, so sweet, so fair."
The voice just in itself has hypnotic power, but
coming from so improbable a source
"Went to see the doctor."
the power and the mystery deepens.
" 'She's mighty low,' he said."
What are those, zits, pustules, blood boils mapping
the surface of the skin?
"Went back to see my baby,"
All of the above seems the most probable answer.
Gangrene too? sure.
"Great God! She was lying there dead."
A woman hearing that voice on the radio would feel
a moistness in her panties.
"So I went down to Old Joe's Bar Room"
Even the incongruous sight of him can't totally
diminish the physical impact of the voice.
"Down in the corner by the Square."
Definitely want to wear surgical gloves in the
clinches.
"They were serving drink as usual"
"Have you considered. . . I don't know. . . a year's
therapy with a skin specialist?"
"And the usual crow——wd was there."
Pillow talk. Moist grime on the pillow.
"To my left stood Big Joe MacKennedy."
It'd be a nightmare introducing him to the folks.
"His eyes were bloodshot red."
Why! why! why! can't the course of true love ever
run smooth?
"He turned to the folks all round him"
Just because the object of your love is bottomless-
ly noble and visually repulsive?
"And these are the wo——ords he said:"
None of us is perfect after all.
" 'Let her go, let her go, god bless her' "
The tender ache of love inevitably lost.
" 'Whoever she may be.' "
Resign yourself girl and get what you can
" 'She can search this wide world over' "
then get while the getting's good. Flap! A giant
playing card, Ace of Spades, whips across the
stage
" 'She'll never find'
shearing the singer at the neck.
" 'another sweet head like me.' "
The head, still singing, rises like a balloon as the
playing card wings back on a curved path like a
bird slap! adhering to the backstage wall.
"When I die, I want you to dress me in straight laced shoes"
the body falling in extreme slow motion
"Box back coat and a Stetson hat"
flap! flap! flap! flap! ace of clubs, eight of spades,
eight of clubs, jack of diamonds in rapid succession
fan out next to the first card
"Put a twenty dollar gold piece on my watch chain"
Aces over eights—known in popular folklore as the
'Dead Man's Hand'.
"So the boys'll know I died standin' pat."
thud! the body lands onstage.
"Give me six crapshooting pallbearers"
The first of the cards, now having sprouted dan-
cer's legs with fishnet tights and high heeled tap
shoes, jumps to the stage
"And a chorus girl to sing me a song."
The other four sprout similar limbs and follow suit.
"Put a red hot jazz band at the top of the hill"
They link arms in a can-can line.
"We can raise hallelujah as we go along."
Meanwhile the head has been swelling in size
"Now you've heard my story."
swells
"Hey boys! gimme a bit of that booze"
swells, as the voice does
"And if anyone should ask, you just tell them
I've got those St James Infirmary Blues."
Pop! goes the giant head, raining glitter on the high
kicking dancers. Blackout.
Polite applause. Murmurs about dinner reservations. Boy! tough first night crowd what do you think people, I've got an encore that's going to top that? Ziegfeld on acid you're expecting or what?
____________
xiv
Notes Left in a Guest Book
1. While still a youth my hands were frequently marked by powder burns.
2. Rope burns.
3. Lipstick traces.
4. A succession of tunnels led here by an easy yet confusing way.
5. Without attaching any particular merit to myself, I have privately renounced the smoking of cigarettes.
6. Eels.
7. Who leaves behind such pretentious notes?
I was momentarily interrupted in my reading by a passing hedgehog.
8. Hedgehog funds. Transparent futures. Indices of growth and repetition. Card tricks of the light.
9. I began to note my feet were becoming see through. Should I celebrate this or report to my nearest precinct? Nearest shadow shop.
10. What time is dinner? What place is harvest?
11. Are we guests or prisoners?
12. Well . . . I do like to be handcuffed, personally.
13. Please visit my room! I have cuffs of every manner, nationality and description.
A swaying lightbulb caused the lettering to jump and curlicue in arbitrary patterns. Afterward it was too scattered and fragmented to read except in a foreign and perhaps unique language. I hadn't the necessary concentration or Berlitz. Shaking the book only dissolved and shattered the letters further. Some scampered about the floor like frisky small animals growing incomplete mantles of fur. There were staircases I knew, but could I find one soon enough to service my needs? Some led to bedrooms, some to pantries, some to desolate marshlands. One seemed to spiral infinitely upward but led straight to Hell: between you and me. Could I save myself by a well-timed, hastily scribbled, immaculately articulated note? But the guest book had turned into an eagle. Eagles are notorious for not caring to be written on.
____________
xv
Cheat
Gimme another swig, you evil genius. So I call for a new deck at 9:22, do we synchronize our watches? Check, and do you really think a man with his eye for the three-way shuffle with deck intact won't notice the backs only because the cards come wrapped in cellophane? Oh that I'll grant you, the markings are subtle, wouldn't've taken me seven weeks to learn 'em otherwise. True enough, my alternative's most likely a bullet through the temple. Believe me I appreciate that little point, like most people with a head on their shoulders I'd prefer mine intact (incidentally—your bust line in that mauve top's most flattering). Funny thing is he has these sudden impulses of wild generosity, I seriously thought of simply asking for the money, even as a loan or an investment, I mean the scheme I have in mind's well thought out and might appeal, but as you rightly point out his fiery outbursts of giggling violence are equally sudden. Dependable? what do you think! you've seen me shuffle, you've seen me deal 'em, five cards apiece to a table of five faster 'n I could get to the punch line of the joke about the plastic surgeon who hung himself. Sure, not in the last seven months what with strangers so solicitous for my health they'd bump into me on the street to inform me how long it takes broken fingers to heal. You really think in that short a time these ten little beauties would have lost their cunning? But I see that gleam, you want to test for yourself touch! go ahead, bend if you like oww! not that far. Um-hm, I suppose wrapping your tongue snug around the middle one is to test its length and flexibility, you are aware it's the thumb I use to deal? tell you one thing, he gets wind of this I want to be as far from here as humanly possible, but not from you. Mm, that's very sweet to say. I owe him a lot from the old days, but in both directions and anyway times change, they wouldn't be times if they didn't. Oh yes, most captivating pair I've ever seen, but when I look into them, when they look into me,
I wonder if the effect's quite real, I suspect smoke and mirrors. No, not a place in the world before midday when I visit the tailor, the gunsmith and my bookie, you? That's so lovely put, for me too never! ever! ever! before this instant so fiery and intense, and no place in the universe I'd rather be, yes I love the cut, no I won't bite hard, if I nibble at your neck by the nape where the hairs curl it's the better to drink in the subtle ingathering pattern of your back.
And at 10:22 sharp, fasten seat belts, pedal to the metal, make the airport at Indy speed—-check? A new life, together, free, not really too much in hiding.
____________
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Mirror Cousins Left Eye Right
Late at night this is what may happen
an egg cracks the world's shell
mice scamper along hedgerows
mice on tiptoe that's not an ordinary thing
they nibbled state documents and ingested caution?
fires laid at hidden depth may inflame a generation
golden glow shimmering through fields of alien corn
space ships may hover you never can tell
retrospectives in midnight houses popcorn real butter
turnstiles spin with clients passing
cash register ca-ch-ch-ching
saws bust dust that swept in piles
packed and sewn inside leather dolls
sheds words of prophecy you'd be surprised
late at night when shadows linger
pregnant with upcoming dawn
dawn that shows a rosy finger
to a day will soon be gone
late the night this day succeeds
shadows stretch o'er half the world
half still bathed in next day's sunlight
from what sling's the sun-stone hurl'd?
did you get all that down?
late at night stenographers charge a fortune
late at night dance dream or both
midnight wards where screams collect
midnight beds where babies form
inside porous world-shaped eggs
sleep and waking each the norm
asleep awake are mirror cousins
one's the left eye one's the right
should they mate all things may happen
all may happen late at night
____________
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At the Vomiting Party
It was generally agreed that events got out of hand. The caterers disavowed all responsibility for the appalling turn things took, and you could hardly blame them.
"I haven't had a bowel movement in as many weeks," says the proud hostess. "And I'm so slim—don't you think?—I never used to be able to get into a dress this size. Now it only seems to want to slip right off me. Soon I'll be even slimmer. So will you, dear. Enjoy yourself, and remember—no B.M. on the premises" with a playful wag of her finger which the guest, in antic mood, bites, drawing blood. "Oh by all means if you feel that way—suck, it all lands in the same bucket anyway. You're not carrying anything infectious?"
She is referring to the plastic tubs our service provides.
"That's what I like at a party—bombed and fed and puking!" says a latecomer poring over choice holographs of tainted meat. Smell-o-vision. We are thorough, state-of-the-art in our dedicated service.
"Takes a strong stomach to run with this crowd let me tell you!"
"I'd think a weak one would do just well under the circumstances."
"I don't know why Violetta always feels it's mandatory to invite you fairies!"
"Go ahead, hit me you savage—I haven't thrown up in two hours and I'm getting bored."
"Queer as a left-handed screwdriver I wouldn't give you the satisfaction."
"Never mind him, Maurice. See Nanna Anne over there?"
"Labia Anne?"
"I heard they called her that, and between you and me she's a real see you next Tuesday."
"Not a lot there for us then. Standing by her own photograph, with the dress on fire?"
"Almost didn't get the extinguisher going in time. Performance piece if you know what I mean."
"My God!" said a balding fellow running off to one of the bucket stations to upchuck. "He's not much good at it at all," says another between tears at a turkey leg. "Seen any of the videos where these gobblers are tortured? Classic stuff, anyway, looks like he's spilling his guts out, for ten minutes at a time, but when you come to examine it, I know babies one year old can put it out more and thicker. His is just like chicken noodle soup without the chicken or the noodles."
"I know a woman, you'd never even catch her eating, but she'd fill a ten kilogram bucket three times in a night, it was wonderful!"
"I know the one you mean, it was really thick stuff she sicked up too! That's one woman I don't hesitate in saying can puke as good as a man. She here tonight?"
"Nah! emergency hospital."
"Yeah, I suppose you can overdo just about anything."
"Wouldn't be much point in a party like this if you couldn't."
"I had the operation I'd been scheduled for on my ulcer."
"How'd it go?"
"Complete success. One hundred percent externalization above and to the right of the belly button." The speaker was spooning an elegant brandy-seasoned trifle in past both rows of gleaming teeth.
"Wanna see!" The cry started to echo about the room. People crowded in to observe as the sweater was drawn up to show the flesh with the pulsing red sore that opened and shut, giving off a sucking noise, like the gaping blooded mouth of an eight pound trout. (Skin in the immediate vicinity of the ulcer even resembled flaking scales.) Interest was high at first, people would hold near the wound such foods as inflamed it, watch it draw together in a pucker, almost turn round corners in the soft flesh of the belly to avoid: pizza slices gashed with tomato sauce, dripping fatty boiled wieners, pastries overrich in gooey undigested sugar etc. etc. These are the specimens of over-processed machine-stamped food we always set up at a mock buffet, so that customers will admire the catered delicacies we provide even more. People are not forbidden to sample these rank foods, some of them already tainted and smelly, but it is considered de trop. Quality puke has been a badge of class in every historical age. Nevertheless there are plenty, and among the most elegant, who really dig in. I don't like to see it, when there is so much truly splendid cuisine, the finest any civilization to date has come up with.
Because of all the brouhaha in the one corner of the room where the ulcer is performing, nobody notices the handful of people gathered round a fire built up in the middle of a shag rug, tearing flesh off the suckling pig revolving on a spit. They shovel it in and it's obvious some of the meat is still half raw. I don't approve. Escalating risk of trichinosis at the very least.
One of the pig swallowers has wrapped his coat around a wooden ladling spoon used in basting, stuck it in the flame to produce a torch with which he is playfully setting another pig swallower on fire.
"Hey! I like a hot time but this is ridiculous!" Lucky an extinguisher is near.
Meanwhile a drinker has dipped a finger in a martini. The vodka-dripping finger begins to rim, then circle towards the vortex of the ulcer. It writhes, makes such motions as a mouth might make to scream, but only soughing noises emerge. It clamps shut. With astonishment the finger is drawn out the hole above the belly button , sheered bloody and an object the size of a large pebble ejected through the bleeding cavity.
"Is that ulcer of yours alive?"
"Everything's alive unless it isn't."
The finger, bandaged, loses interest for everyone. The sweater lowered, the ulcer retires for the evening, a clamour ensues about the roasting pig dripping fat, people are cramming meat in with one hand while slushing and slopping up dainties with the other from the buffet. The meat grew rawer and rawer the nearer they stripped to the bone—pork above all other meats requires a respectable time to cook. The spreading flames were noticed by none of the stuffing horde until they'd lapped halfway up pants and dresses, the smoke filling lungs and bringing tears to every eye.
It was a tragic affair when all is said, but our service was cleared of all culpability. Nor is there any truth to rumours circulating about smoked meats at our buffet tonight, certainly no conceivable objection could be made to this exquisite pate. Smoked wheat thin or Ritz?
____________
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Well, Gentleman
Kurt Schwitters didn't know what to make of the invitation.
It was nineteen thirty five, and to tell the truth he was by no means entirely happy with the Nazis. More and more he suspected they were leading in a fearfully wrong direction.
The Nazis had invited him to speak at a gathering of three thousand because they didn't know what to make of this Schwitters: here was a man who could give an entire reading consisting of nothing but sneezes! In fact his name sounded like one, and he got the idea of sneeze poems because of the teasing of children at school. It was not the kind of reading they felt much inclined to disrupt, but it was a puzzling activity in a man who claimed to be an artist. (He made splash paintings too, though I don't recall he ever was teased in school about being a splash.)
An artist, very well: artists can be serviceable to the Reich; look at Haupmann, Jannings, Reifenstahl, Harlan. Look at Italy's Pound. Lang slipped through our fingers, but Thea stayed (his wife); does anyone consider mere Fritz Lang the equal of a Griffith, an Eisenstein, a John Ford or even for a moment the equal of our Leni? Artists can be useful supremely justifying the state.
So Kurt will stand and address our assembly on the merits of two portraits, one of Goebbels, one of Hitler. There will be coverage in the press and it will be known we support our artists, we give them opportunity to prove loyalty, do duty.
Schwitters hadn't a clue what he would say: even apart from the subjects themselves, the portraits were horrible; no aesthetic merit whatever. Anyway just offhand what do you say to three thousand Nazis?
Still didn't know as he got up to address them; took Hitler in one hand, Goebbels in the other: studied his Congregation
Looked at Goebbels; looked at Hitler; looked out at the faces.
Looked at Hitler; looked at Goebbels; looked at the stiff caps.
Sweat on brow.
Looked at Hitler: Goebbels; Hitler; Goebbels; Hitler; Goebbels; Hitler; Goebbels, looked up at the thronged with fierce eyes mild:
"Well, gentlemen, here they are. Do we hang them or lean them against the wall?"
Oops! time to flee while they're still paralytic with shock, to the sanctuary of Western Europe where things are still sane.
____________
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Relative, Variable, Absolute
(With apologies to Gorgias, Walter Kaufmann and M.C. Escher)
I The speed of light is relative and variable.
a. The speed of objects seen by light is relative.
b. The speed light travels, described as uniform and constant, is variable.
II The speed of objects can never be reliably determined.
a. The same object is simultaneously at rest and in motion.
b. An object in motion must travel at light speed plus its own velocity.
c. An object at rest must travel at light speed.
d. The speed of light is relative and variable.
e. No reliable equation is possible where every factor is relative and variable.
III Light is never seen independently of an object.
IV An object is never seen independent of light.
V The speed of all light, and all objects, is absolute, relative and variable.
I The speed of light is relative and variable.
a. The speed of objects seen by light is relative. Objects approaching each other at the same speed each appear to the other to be travelling at double that speed. The speed of any object will vary according to the position, velocity and direction of motion of the observer. What is perceived of these objects is the light they emit or reflect. Therefore the speed of light is relative.
b. The speed light travels, described as uniform and constant, is variable. Light moves at 186,000 miles per second toward an object moving toward it at 100,000 miles per second. Light moves at 186,000 miles per second toward an object moving away from it at 100,000 miles per second. In the first case its speed is 86,000 miles per second; in the next, its speed is 286,000 miles per second.
II The speed of objects can never be reliably determined.
a. The same object is simultaneously at rest and in motion, and in motion at widely varying speeds in every opposing direction. This is so because its motion is relative to an observer, who can be positioned in any direction relative to the object, moving toward or away from it at any velocity.
b. An object in motion must travel at light speed plus its own velocity. How else would it avoid falling behind the light whose emission or reflection is required to make its own motion visible?
c. An object at rest must travel at light speed for the same reason, and must simultaneously travel faster since it is never at rest relative to every observer.
d. The speed of light is relative and variable. See I (a, b). The variation is extreme, from 0 m.p.s. (the speed of light moving toward light) to 372,000 m.p.s. (the speed of light moving away from light).
e. No reliable equation is possible where every factor is relative and variable.
III Light is never seen independent of an object, however small. Light itself is an object or it would have no weight or mass. The weight of sunlight falling upon earth each day has been closely approximated at 8 tons. Therefore the speed of light is the speed of an object.
IV An object is never seen independent of the light it emits or reflects. Travelling at less than the speed of light it would fall behind its light source and be invisible. Travelling at only the speed of light it would appear to be at rest from any point in the universe. Every object is at rest and in motion in every direction at a wide variety of speeds. Therefore every object moves at the speed of light and a wide variety of slightly faster speeds.
V The speed of all light, and all objects, is constant, relative and variable.
a. The speed of light is constant because it remains the same whatever the speed and direction of motion of the observer.
b. The speed of light is relative because the speed of objects, which are unobservable without light, is relative to the speed and direction of motion of the observer.
c. The speed of light is variable because it remains the same whatever the speed and direction of motion of the observer. The speed of any object is constant because the speed of light is constant, and an object cannot be seen either at rest or in motion without light.
d. The speed of any object is relative because it can only be determined in relation to the speed and direction of motion of its observer.
e. The speed of any object is variable because it need only be observed from two positions whose speed and direction of motion varies. to be recorded as moving at two different speeds.
f. (A peculiarity of the speed of light is that it's constant for the same reason that it's variable.)
____________
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Root Causes
The Angstcrawler or Creeping Anxiety plant appeared at this time—it could hardly have grown and flourished in a happy one. As a mood elevator it beat anything dispensed in pill or needle form and on top of that it was a plant, of rare and bewitching (some thought sinister) beauty. Even that thought was food to boost its growth, it wasn't called the Creeping Anxiety plant for nothing. Fears fled the minds and even the overstressed muscles of everyone in its ambient field, and sent ivy-like wrigglers out in all directions, topped by vivid multicoloured leaves, the main leaf a variously deep green (few leaves are light or even middle green, their owner would pretty much have to be Bobby McFerrin) the veins a rich blend of crimson; purple; burnt ochre; cobalt blue ochre; cadmium yellow; clockwork orange (I think that's the descriptive name that was internationally agreed upon); a variety of shades and hues previously unnamed and perhaps even unseen in the visible spectrum before, which paint shops and chemists' labs have been working long hours in an effort to duplicate. Curiously enough Angstcrawlers in these labs and shops seem to be modest and contained in their growth.
The colour blend in the veins of every Creeping Anxiety plant is as unique as a fingerprint, in fact it can be thought of as the externalized (visibly proliferating) fingerprint of its owner, or more accurately its owner's immediate social ambit since every visitor adds in some way to the mix.
The use of these in corporate boardrooms is beginning to be discouraged because they proliferate there at astoundingly accelerated rates, besides which boards of directors under the sapping influence of these wild jungle growths vote in distressing and erratic motions such as throwing the coffers open far too wide to charity, independent research and artistic projects and paying employees a more nearly legitimate share of the profits they generate. Enough corporations have been permanently reorganized into models of social responsibility already, to send a deep chill of fear through the remainder.
The only worrying thing about the Angstcrawlers (to any but hardcore fans of social irresponsibility) is the astonishing speed at which they proliferate especially since the wilder and more far-reaching their growth, the less people feel inclined to check its spread. At first there may be widespread alarm, but vines pop out everywhere with leaves swelling at their tips and people settle back and say "Why bother? They aren't hurting anything." However it has been noticed that the plants tend to recede to more normal dimensions in neighbourhoods where people wrestle with and solve local problems they'd previously resolved were permanently intractable. Studied calm is the optimum mood apparently for getting to the root causes of anxiety. Who knew? This has led some of us to hope that this is one crisis at least, in the long entangled history of humankind, that carries within its own resolution.
____________
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Delivery
Deliver
You enter the subway car holding the box; place it on your lap or the floor in front of you, as per instructions. First try the floor in front of you, where it nestles between your feet snugly but it's just small enough you might forget it's there, how about your lap?
Delive
It's just big and awkward enough to be sure you'll leave with it if you set it there and anyway your hands rest on top of it right where the ribbon's tied. Who's it going to? don't know, but it's supposed to be a surprise. A happy surprise? you hope so. What is it? now that's sort of odd, since you watched them pack it into the box you ought to know that but here's the thing; it was already packed! in another box before they packed it in this one. Same looking box only smaller. So you're none the wiser.
Deliv
They told you it wasn't dangerous, which worries you because until they said that it never occurred to you it might be. But if it isn't dangerous—logically now—what's there to worry about? Don't trust your employers of record, now what kind of attitude is that? Do you favour advancement or what?
Deli
Where is it going? well that you know up to a point, you know the subway stops and the cafe. Where it's going after that you don't know but it isn't likely to be the last stop for the parcel because the person you're to hand it off to knows you're coming, what kind of surprise would that be? Unless it's intended for you, that would be a surprise! but as you don't even know what it is you don't know if you'd like it and besides—they're paying you serious money to take it this far. What kind of surprise would that be if they were paying you to deliver something to yourself? Still, they've done screwier and more involuted things than that in their dealings with you and the world at large.
Del
Look: there are two million people living in this city (not counting the population in the 'burbs). And what if its next destination is out of town? There are more people than you could possibly imagine who this parcel could be intended for, in more ways than one. What do you mean what did I mean by that? nothing! (as if I were talking to you, I'm not! you're talking to yourself.)
De
The thing to bear in mind is to carry out the task before you and not ask too many uninformed questions. And finish this assignment responsibly is that clear? is that clear?
D
Don't be too careful out there.
____________
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Ascension 22
I smell a rat. I smell the cheese the rat's eatin'. I smell the mould on the cheese. You tryin' to tell me my nose is a liar, this deal is on the up and up?
____________
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Communications
1.
To XJB:
Under the password of the day, modified as prescribed to its particular hourly hum, under seal of your private firewall, I send the word elephantine: you'll know best what code to apply and how to disseminate instructions amongst your followers. I trust you implicitly, but no trail leading back to me will ever stay warm past the first branching path.
To TivB:
Under the password etc. etc. I send the three word phrase, haste the morn, or is there a fourth concealed? As you know, applying current code convention, the answer would be nearer four hundred. Disperse as seems appropriate: earth lies heavy until it upheaves. This is advice for the future.
To R(1)qD
Under the etc. etc. I send the perhaps unanticipated word chyrosmithus. Yes, all is revealed, but perhaps all is not lost. Pull in the foxholes over your heads, you and all you can safely reveal this to—and! don't show your ears.
To g07:
Under etc. etc. I send the word colloseum, but have my previous instructions under the word arenaphile been carried out, sword net and trident as I asked? Disturbing rumours but I say no more in event of interruption. Courage!
To MTZ
Under etc. etc. I send the word pellicule, in full confidence you'll deal with it as you have already with assiduous, tenebrent and malefluous. If more of my agents in the field were like you I'd need considerably less coding. I know, you'll say—where would be the fun of that?
2.
If that last deceives, I'll be positively astonished, but all I look for is to make a brief hesitation while my counterstrike falls into place. If I'm misinformed? After all, give or take, isn't that in all instances likely? Certainly can't proceed on the assumption I'm completely misinformed, that would be trusting a potentially deadly and inveterate enemy much too much and on account of what? past services, as if that and a dollar fifty would get you a cup of coffee at today's inflationary rates! no, if he prove loyal after the fact there are posthumous rewards, besides the fatal step is a while away and can be retracted in time.
Firewalls aren't enough, earth air and water walls are needed as well. What is communication even, but activated deceit? The mind sorts and sifts the liars from the verbal fingerprint of their lies. Should get out more, but the world outside these curtained windows is terrifying, always was. So is the world inside my communicating box, but it's under command of my eye brain and steadfast heart, nothing escapes the wile and will of my keyboard fingers.
3.
"White birds prolific as snowfall
:Will blanket us with their droppings."
Who comes up with recognition codes like that for agents? Nobody anymore but my field supervisors alone: and where do these wondrous formulae issue except from my words of instruction? You can compact a great deal into a syllable, taken all round. Individual letters redacted.
"Have you heard any word of your cousin's condition?"
"His health is compromised, they keep him in an iron lung."
The word 'have' instead of 'keep' got one woman killed—mistakenly as it happened, she was just poor at memorizing. A word or a syllable misplaced and a proper agent will terminate without hesitation. They're in the world outside my window—perilous. They're in the world inside my box with its smaller window—safe: nothing happens there I can't modulate with swift dactyl adjustments.
"They say a roc nests in the summit of that mountain."
"I'm told its flights in search of prey grow bolder."
If all conversation were encoded like that, there'd be fewer misunderstandings. Fewer understandings too.
4.
All will be well and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6202 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!