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FORREST ARMSTRONG

 


Transcript at the Close of
a Life Cycle

 


 


The earth is a giant radio
– all channels playing simultaneously – every frequency fighting
for control on the radio spectrum. In the city these buildings are
anesthesia-soft because they are dead. Transmission stations.
Frequency casts. The streets are memories, not pulse
lines.

I got the call from Marin
with the electric sunrise. He’s an old guy, Hispanic – one of the
few humans left who had their machinery installed after birth. When
I first met Marin he told me that our programming, unaltered,
decides absolutely the way we perceive the world. “The Crime Unit’s
function is to maintain a comfortable level of order and control,”
he said. “They were geared to do this. I don’t hate police officers
though they all seem to hate me – this is not their choice. The
only decision they ever made was to join the Unit. Everything else
is predetermined (we are not talking about fate here but the
predictability of software), under their own level of
understanding, at the moment they sign the contract and undergo the
operation.”

I asked him, once, what it
felt like to live un-programmed. “My intention,” he replied, “is to
show you.”

So what we are after here
is the manipulation of the perception tape in such a way that we
can ignore its input. Liz didn’t want to come along. When she was
in college she fucked around with drugs – they say that’ll fuzz the
tape but it won’t bend it – non-committal, you know – she fucks
around with men, too, but always comes home to me. They don’t say
anything about the effect of orgasm on the tape, yet.

“I’ll tell you right now
what’s going to happen if you do this,” Liz says, standing naked at
the window, dawn shadow on her smooth skin. “They’ll take you away
and I’ll have to take care of this house myself.”

I walk up behind her and
try to hold her. “I’ll always be here to take care of you,
love.”

She laughs, breaking
contact and turning towards me. “You think it’s about that? Who’s
gonna pay this rent? Who’s gonna keep my water running?”

I force a smile and throw
on a jacket, walking down the apartment’s spiral staircase to the
street.

I take an outbound train –
on the ride to the end station, I realize that my impulse for
control stems directly from my lack of control over Liz. From my
beautiful dreams romantic in which I am no longer chasing her – in
the uncomfortable abstract, what feels like a connection
–

The snare is her eyes when
she first opens them in the morning, in bed beside me, because I’m
always convinced I find love behind those panels. They say upon
waking feelings are open and exposed – throughout the day you are
constantly constructing a mask for yourself. I believe – or want to
believe – that in these unguarded moments, I see how much Liz wants
to love me, a mad and desolate hunger, even if something internal
won’t permit her to let on that she’s interested in anything more
than being fucked and paid for.

They don’t call these type
of women whores – the kind that’ll fuck for a nice dinner. They
call them liberated.

The train comes to the last
stop and I get out, meeting the suburbs. The streets feel moist,
like villages clung near ocean sands – but there is no ocean here
and this damp is not natural. Polluted air – the residue of a
constant process of synthesis from the city still visible on the
horizon. I call a cab and smoke a cigarette on the subway benches
while I wait for it.

A few miles in a cab and I
kiss the swirl mechanical goodbye. In the city you’ll never see a
single tree or stem of grass – all gray and neon light. Even in the
suburbs, a lawn is a beautiful exception. But here, where I’m
meeting Marin and the rest of my dataset, a spread of trees still
stands intact in a field of dry, bronze grass. Smog sleeps in place
of sky, filtered over from the city’s industrial pumps. Distant
satellite towers communicate audibly across the landscape. And my
dataset stands bleakly haloed in a circle – twelve cosmonauts,
including myself. Marin is the thirteenth.

Marin wears a chrome-plated
hat that looks like a mushroom head. Blue psilocybin strains
digital. “This box is impossible to escape from. Nobody’s ever
tried to tear out their wiring and live as a clean organism, and I
will not be the brave one to attempt this – I’m confident it would
result in death. They have designed the system so that there is no
escape. What I will do, essentially, is program you to ignore your
programming. If you must wear these chains at least render them
useless.”

Marin tells the dataset to
lie down on our stomachs and we fade as he lifts the latch to our
rear input panels. He cuts the spool to the perception tape and
revs us back to life –

A tree’s roots flip over to
reveal strings of LED lights on their undersides. An aluminum hole
opens in the base like a camera shutter and emits a liquid cyborg –
it opens its eyes and scans our entire dataset at once.

The cyborg rests submerged
in a tree knot up to its shoulders. Its face sustains a constant
equilibrium between inflation and deflation – plasma drips from
steel jaws while more is manufactured by a nucleus, glowing
ember-red, in the center of the transparent skull.

“Imagine that this one
figure,” Marin says, gesturing to the machine, “encapsulates the
entire syntho-genetic system.” He traces a plasmatic trail in the
machine’s head and removes a spoon from his pocket. “Scraping the
surface does nothing even if you leave a dent. We’d have to suck
out the heart that lubricates the vein lines.” Marin scoops out a
section of gelatinous flesh, then drops the spoon as the plasma
swells back to whole. He rests his hand on top of the soft spot in
the cyborg’s scalp, balls his fist, and plunges through the skull,
grabbing the nucleus in his hand and tearing it clean out. The
inflation input ends in the machine’s cycle, its head quickly
sinking like a dead balloon. The orb drips molecules like lava
beads down Marin’s wrist. “This is impossible. There is no
heart.”

“On this frequency the
subliminal sound currents of the Crime Unit don’t exist. The
spectrum is designed by this system – leave these closets, these
prison cells, these vessels – we must storm the city – we must take
control of the reality spectrum. When you are surrounded by endless
miles of emptiness – no activity – would you speak without
screaming?”

I look at Marin and see him
for what he is: a man with flesh that has touched the world, and
dreams that that flesh harbors. Whatever he did to our hardware cut
the information flow. Opening my eyes, face down, the first thing I
noticed was how miserably and beatifically flat the soil tone was.
I am not a processor but a human who thinks.

The sky as a tarp, being
shaken dry – withering, a tree is held in nightmare resonance –
transparent figures and fractured projectiles gliding off
appendages – more signal pulse from the horizon satellite towers
–

There is a quiet; the wind
picks up aluminum waste from outside the valley and brings it
gracefully to its center.

Blue noise echo breaks the
silence and seems to paint the sky siren red. Uniforms flutter into
the valley and our entire dataset is placed under arrest. They
don’t bother with Marin; upon recognizing his face they fill it
with bullets. The blood runs antifreeze blue.

The twelve figures in our
dataset are cuffed and put into cruisers, two to a car. I feel my
heartbeat flutter. The officer smiles – he knows in killing Marin
he has broken a dream. Time passes nebulous, clouds shift. When we
reach the city I can’t even tell if we’re moving. The streets swim
like conveyer belts until eventually washing us up at the police
station.

 


“What’d these kids do?”
asks the Sergeant, inside.

“Found ‘em in the woods
fuckin’ around with their hardware. Guess who was frontin’ the
ceremony?”

The Sergeant looks at my
officer in disbelief. “It wasn’t –”

“That’s right. Marin
Tiago.”

“Is he here?” the Sergeant
asks, craning his neck to look behind us.

“He’s dead. Figured you’d
wanna skip the formalities. What do you wanna do with his boys,
though?”

“How many are
there?”

“A dozen even.”

“Bring ‘em all in, we can
rewire every one of ‘em within a few hours.”

I’m the first on the table.
They lead me though hallways cluttered with obscuration pods and
surveillance screens. I consider myself lucky as we pass an
occupied pod – a junky gets fuzzed out while falling into fetal
position – that’s something you don’t recover from, I hear; an hour
in one of these and you walk the streets like a drone until your
hardware expires. Most narks have been obscured – you can never
trust someone with an utter lack of personality in the crime world.
In the operation room, they tell me to lie down on my stomach and
wait.

The Doctor enters behind
me, wearing a lab coat tinted crime-blue. “First thing I do is
remove your freewill conductor and install a firewall on the same
line,” he explains. “I’ll fit you with an impulse cap. Then comes
the fun part – your reality plug.” He emerges in front of me
holding a selection of tuning instruments – a screwdriver,
tweezers, a wrench… “Your reality plug is a wireless router that
connects you to the state’s internal network. You’ll hear more
about it when we’re done.”

Walking behind me again, he
opens my rear panel, bringing back the same fade out shot I got
with Marin.



I wake up to the Doctor
patting my back closed. “There,” he says, “that was painless, huh?”
Painless? In the immediate sense of the word, yes, but where does
this absence –

My officer opens the door
to the operating room and tells me to follow him. We walk down a
few hallways and reach a room lit up infrared. The Sergeant waits
for us and tells me to take a seat as the officer closes the door
behind us.

“Did Dr. Groening explain
your upgrades to you?”

“A little.”

“The most important thing
is the reality plug. I’ll show you how it works.”

On a monitor in the wall,
they draw up a screenshot of my perception. The world as seen
through my own eyes – this causes the screen to withdraw into
infinity.

Under the monitor sits a
massive keyboard. “We’ll play you like a video game with this
thing, boy,” the Sergeant says. “Your impulse cap will stop you
short if you start thinking or acting in the wrong direction – try
it, you’ll see. The reality plug lets us override everything and
act through you, if we feel it’s necessary.”

“Is this forever?” I ask,
shell-shocked.

“That’s up to you,” the
officer says. “A year with a clean record and you get your senses
back. But remember, we can break the tape for good if it doesn’t
seem like you wanna turn things around. Start now, kid. Air is a
privilege.”

 


Alone in this metronomic
landscape, an urban sector of the endless prison spinning in space
– so vast as to provide the illusion that, within it, we are free
–

The force wasn’t bluffing.
Every deviant thought or action gets cut short – blackout, film
resolves in blinding clarity through which I stand dazed. How many
times have I dreamt idly and retreated back to a white expanse
running on virtual aesthetics – hollow – sizzling, a static fix
–

Buildings through my window
scratch the sky but can’t open it. Humans may see each other but
the visions are stale – there is no data connection – we are all
software, we only imagine we serve ourselves –

This endless string of
programs – humans are not meant to be computers –

Liz comes through the door,
now, setting down a bag of groceries. Still programmed by the
corner store up the block, which claims her from nine to five,
everyday.

“What the fuck are you
going to do?” she says. “You can’t work like this. You can’t even
think.”

“You’re making money,
right? Maybe you can help out with the bills for a little while I
get back on my feet.”

“How long are you going to
be like this?”

“A year, they
said.”

“You’re a fucking bore.
I’m not gonna sit here waiting for your jump start. I fucking told
you what was going to happen if you did this shit, I told you that
once those fucking police caught you –”

She’s leaving now,
frustrated. I must have fallen back to the empty-white. To free the
data sector of imagination –

Liz works overtime because
one day she wants to be free. She doesn’t want to need me anymore.
She doesn’t want to want me anymore. She grows her bank account
while living in my cradle. Liz, is there really such thing as
‘free’? When you can buy your way out of all your associations,
will you be free? Or will you simply die alone –

To experience this
disconnect – mental physical spiritual – my brain fell back into
the box, blanked by my hardware, stalled in the dark neuro-regions
of the perception tape –

These scattered frames of
life film without context –

This empty hole in
cybernetic recordings –

Permeating, the police
frequency –

I’ll vacate this place –
NOW –

I grab a hammer and tell
Liz I don’t care what it does to me: smash the perception tape.
Back to elegiac fields as I leave you with my analog –

[Bodyhost 4A0284 overridden
by Sector A of Massachusetts Crime Unit –]

 


 


 


Plant the Seed

 


The café sits on top of a
blood-red mountain that spins downward until sinking into the
anti-matter pigment of a dream.  Herbfire smoke and the scent
of wood floorboards.  I stare out the window and see a hundred
naked gladiators playing rugby, silver bodies with opaque splashes
where their skin, glistening with mercury sweat, catches the sun in
reflection.  A pattern like a dying phoenix faded on their
backs.

I wonder if they breathe,
or if their vision is fogged under the mercury swell.  They
run on a silent field – when they slam into each other the only
noise is a faint droop like a suction cup incision.  Shockwave
catalyst in the air like muted crescendos.  In the climax of
battle they overheat and explode out of their skulls like
thermometers.  Now the field looks like mashed gears; mad
scientist’s lab gone to shit.  Blood like lubricant slicks the
landscape.

“I’m off, Tony,” I say,
finishing my tea.

“You’re
leavin’?”

“Yeah, I gotta run to town
for something.”

“I know why you’re going
there.  And I don’t like it.  All natural, my
friend.  See how I make my tea?”

“Yeah, and it works for
tea, but that’s about it.  Everything is automated nowadays,
Tony, get with the times.  Look at those slick gladiators on
the field.  Wouldn’t you like to look like that?”

“A junkyard?”

“Well, before
combustion.”

He pauses as if
considering.  “Nah, it ain’t for me.”

I exit the café through a
chamber with darkness spinning through it like tendrils.  The
town is on the other side of the mountain.  Approaching it I
already see signs of the mechanical manifestation: men with metal
haircuts artificially swaying in the breeze, females with new kinds
of breast implants; Accupan, a drug which is injected through the
nipple in a quick operation and which expands the glands
exponentially throughout the female’s life.  I imagine in the
future we’ll see women with breasts bigger than themselves but I’m
the only one who seems to be troubled by this
possibility.

In the marketplace it’s the
first thing you hear:

“Steel plate liposuction
cheaper than ever before!  Takes five minutes and you walk out
a new person!”  Since it only takes five minutes I stay to
watch one of the operations take place.  An obese woman is
asphyxiated by a flat-faced doctor and a drill is taken to her
stomach.  A nurse holds a sack under the hole while fat spills
out by the gallons.  I watch her face drain and shrink until
she is thin enough for the doctor to fit a metal corset around her
waist.  She wobbles away, looking indeed like an entirely new
woman.

“Next!”

I walk on.  These
doctors don’t have what I’m looking for.  You see, I used to
have a lot of trouble with drugs.  Still do.  What can I
say; I enjoy any state produced by a drug more than a clear
head.  This isn’t a problem in my opinion, but drugs were
really starting to drain my funds and I had to get off.  Now I
scream for a fix.

Doctors in town have developed new ways to manipulate DNA strands
to include the molecular make-up of any substance.  This means
not only can I constantly trip on mushrooms, I can semi-be a
mushroom.  Also, as it will be built into my DNA, I can
transfer this gene to my offspring and them to theirs, consequently
saving generations of my family loads of money.  All it takes
is the initial cost and I’m in the anti-clear for good.

Overhead, pixilated
vultures cling to the sky like two-dimensional objects.  The
farther away they fly the lower their resolution falls, as if their
structure is coagulating and falling apart in blocks.  When
they hit the horizon everything melts into bandwidth, a thousand
diamond squares; I imagine up close it must look like a glittering
mosaic of color, but from here, all I see is a single strip of
flushed-out brown.

 


Been walking through the
city for half an hour without finding what I’m looking for.  I
decide to cool off with a drink.  Faded pink cocktail with
anchovy hearts still beating at the surface.

I am approached by a
beautiful girl with long black hair and a metal fixture over her
mouth that looks like a mask.  She speaks in articulated
buzzes: “I just got some new equipment I’m dying to try
out.”

“I’m on the hunt
myself.”

With her mask on it’s hard
to tell whether or not she’s interested.  For that matter,
it’s hard to tell if she’s beautiful, but I’m trusting my
instincts.  Her cool blue pupils stream like running water
before my eyes.  “Why don’t we go back to my place and see if
we can find you what you need?”

‘Going back to her place’
incidentally doesn’t involve turning myself into a fungus strain,
but I have no complaints.  I’m on top of her thrusting and
she’s dead still, which actually works out pretty well because
she’s had vibrators “installed in all the holes,” she tells
me.  It’s a lot different than normal sex.  I stare into
her eyes and she stares back into mine and again I’m unable to read
her thoughts.  She breathes through the static screen on her
face, occasionally moans, sounds like crinkle of old record
transposed up an octave.

When I’m about to come she
breathes faster and claws my sides; she starts to move her hips
with mine and I’m gone.  Sparks fly from her vagina and I pull
out fast.

“What the
fuck!”

“I don’t know it’s
–”  Her voice oscillates and trails off like a slinky.  I
stand over her naked.

“What’s going on? 
Are you all right?”

She doesn’t answer.  I
put my clothes on and walk out the front door.



An hour later, I’m still not a mushroom.  As I walk through
the town I feel like a molecule ricocheting around in a gas
chamber.  The same species of gladiator I saw up at Tony’s
café stands out in the town square, assembling a phosphorus
structure of a man trapped in a giant diamond ring, curled up like
Atlas in anguish.  Their eyes buzz like micro-batteries. 
I walk up to one of them and say, “Where’d you get it
done?”

“Get what done?” the
gladiator responds.

“The operation, baby, the
transformation.”

“Don’t worry about
it.”

“But I’m lookin’,
man.”

“You don’t want
this.”

“Why not?”

“Look at us.  We’re
walking time bombs.  The other day I was sitting in a bar with
my friend… I watched his eyes heat up like coals in a fire, start
spinning; they got sucked deep into their sockets, whirlpool
effect, you know?  His face lit up like carbon paper and as he
blew apart all he could do in resistance was sputter a scream that
sounded like it was coming through AM radio.  Believe me kid,
you don’t want this.”

It’s true that I never
wanted his particular upgrade in the first place but now he’s got
me skeptical about the whole thing.  I walk away as they put
the finishing touches on their sculpture. 

A vulture swoops down from
the sky, crowing like a synthesizer.  The sun sets and
smolders.  I decide to abandon my search for the doctor until
tomorrow and follow the breathing glitch as he flies off into the
woods.  Trees stand metallic like deactivated robots. 
Streams run at regulated modem speeds.  The clouds spin in
click-whir of thinking hard drive.  I cross a thick of vines
that crawl over the ground like wires and enter a deeper section of
the forest:

Everything is bright and
blurred like I’m looking through eyes that won’t clear.  I
come to a vast opening filled with huts and vultures and pixilated
human beings.  The sky behind them is lit up like an ignited
diamond mine.  I look down at myself and realize I’m blurring
at the edges.

 


 


 


Junk-Pure

 


There is a place where the
matter in the air alone chokes pedestrian. Buildings run alongside
a bleak road that never sees use. A body of water languid green
like a dead jungle stands in the center, shattering into receding
shards of glass at the first solemn touch.

At night giant embryonic
bandages hang suspended from the clouds. Sinners traverse them like
a catwalk with the invincibility trance up. Tonight, as I walk
under the starlit sky, I see one get cocky and drop to the cement
twenty yards below. He pops like a water balloon, latex skin
flaring against the impact, blood whiplashing in the air like a
fountain waterfall. I throw a lit cigarette into a gas well and
watch the whole block ignite.

No one notices. That’s the
best part about living in a city that’s in the later stages of
decomposition. The city’s falling apart everywhere; a skyscraper
comes down here, a street combusts there: What’s the
difference?

One sinner lowers a bag of
pitch black H on a fishhook with a note attached: “Pure satanic
junk, straight from you-know-where: replace on hook with a twenty
spot and it’s yours, baby, shoot wisely…” I’ve seen someone try to
cheat a dealer by grabbing the bag and taking off with it. The
dealer doesn’t usually have much to stick around for so he has no
problem taking a swan dive onto the junky and snapping his spine…
as long as the punk who tried to cheat him dies it was worth the
suicide.

When I step under the
catwalk a shadow blocks me out. A star pulsates anti-energy
overhead, light spinning into the nucleus like a garbage disposal.
Thick smog the color of Satan’s underbelly drapes dense around my
ears. I walk through the streets in a haze…

 


I stand in front of a
mirror masturbating to myself masturbating to myself masturbating
to myself etc., when my visage disperses and a black face like a
bull with horns comes into focus. I jump back in recognition.
Quiver-pull up my pants.

“What’s wrong, kid,” Satan
says. “You knew I’d come for you eventually. Think you could live
on the lip of hell forever and I wouldn’t even notice
you?”

“No, no, of course…” I
stumble. “Drink? Tea? Anything?”

He steps out of the mirror.
He’s even more terrifying when he takes shape, the same sheen of
power as a prize-horse. “You never touch junk, eh?”

“Not yet anyways, sir, but
at your suggestion I could begin immediately –”

“You don’t think my junk’s
any good?”

“I’m sure it’s the best
there is, sir, it’s just –”

“It ain’t about the junk.
Christ, stop shittin’ your pants, kid, I’m here to talk business.
You’re still alive and resting on the razor’s edge. God’s hands and
mine stand equally outstretched on either side, so I ain’t here to
claim you just yet. Sit down.”

I sit down fast and he
continues, “Now listen kid, surely you assumed the Devil’s got his
agents, right? I got dealers laced throughout the city but I ain’t
omnipotent, you know? I only know what I see, and sometimes it
ain’t the whole story. Dealers try and skim off the top, you know
what I’m sayin’? And some will go even further. I got guys I supply
who think they can compete with me. So it’s your job to weed out
these faggots and turn ‘em in. You’re an insider now. You fake
dead. You walk the beltway of sinners at night and you get to know
these assholes. Then you nark ‘em out.”

He turns and starts to walk
away.

“Do I have a choice?” I
say.

“No you don’t have a
choice, you fuckin’ loser. I’m the Devil.” He walks into the mirror
and again I can see my reflection, sheer-white.

 


“How’d you die, kid?” the
junky asks as I walk onto the catwalk. Satan told me to walk
through my mirror when the sun set. At dusk I dipped my head into
the glass – felt like stepping through dripping sheet of glue – and
proceeded through a bright white hallway. When I came to a door at
the end I turned a silver knob and stumbled back into the bleak
emptiness of my city.

“What?”

“New face, I’m just
wonderin’ how you died. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want
to.”

“I OD’d,” I lie. The junky
doubles over laughing, slapping his thighs.

“Off my own shit too, I’m
guessin’. Well ain’t that ironic. Satan give you a
boss?”

“A boss?”

“He tell you who you’re
workin’ with?”

“Oh… no, he
didn’t.”

“Then I’ll take you, kid.
Come with me.”

I follow him across the
catwalk, past junkies sitting on crates holding fishing rods. One’s
line vibrates and he pulls it up with a smile – “Got one!” – a
twenty dollar bill hanging off the hook like a towel. We reach a
house at the end of the clouds and he leads me inside.

As soon as I step through
the door he turns and slugs me in the face. I collapse against a
wall. He takes a gun out of his pocket and presses it against my
forehead and I’m too far past paralyzed to do anything about
it.

“Now listen, kid, I ain’t
workin’ with just any punk Satan decides is fit for the game. It’s
bigger than that. If you’re Satan’s agent you better let me know
right now because at no point will I have a problem spilling your
fuckin’ brains across the floor. Clear?”

“Perfectly –”

“You work for Satan, or
you work for me?”

I swallow hard against the
pressure. “I work for you, man.”

“Good,” he says, relaxing
the gun. “Then I’m gonna tell you what we’re all about. You ain’t
gonna be working up on the Bandage; I’m dispatching you and a
couple others to the streets. Get ‘em hooked down there like you
was just any other dealer. Don’t give off that you’re dead. Here’s
the deal: the money all goes into manufacturing H, using Satan’s
pure as base. Our costumers will be shootin’ neuro-transmitters in
the bloodstream that collect life force like a cotton swab and
through delicate radio signals zap it back to us. Why, you
ask?”

I miss my cue at first.
“Why?”

“We’re all demons, kid,
but with enough of this juice we get a second chance. And you know
what? My second time around I plan on staying clean. So you gotta
kill a few to build a few; Darwin in action.”

 


I spent the night on
angeldust with the junky, whose name I discovered was Florence. He
seemed surprised by my explosive reaction to the substance – he
handed me a poorly rolled, purple cigarette and I dragged it hard,
aiming for nicotine. When the walls started rippling and crashing
like waves overhead I bugged out, shut my eyes; saw astral
projections of space-blue and decay-gold on the back of my eyelids,
slipped between sleep and trip without ever knowing the
difference.

Somewhere in there I must
have fallen asleep for good because I wake up now with fresh senses
in the middle of a field, surrounded by a crumbled prison. The
walls are tinted purple. A hill runs behind me, speckled with thin,
dead trees ready to incinerate at the first warm breath blown in
their direction. I don’t remember seeing anything like this in the
city. With its rotten, archaic soil, its sky the detached shade of
black common in dreams – empty, nothing beyond – I feel out of
context and yet the faint murmur of explosions can be heard in the
distance, the tallest buildings with their heads in the clouds can
be seen poking over the hill behind me. I know I’m in the right
place. I pat myself down and find a fat bag of junk in my pocket. I
see people dotted in the distance like ornaments on a
tree.

I approach them with my
calculated junky-swagger. “What’s good?” I call. One man wearing
seventeenth-century-European attire looks up and says in a garbled
dialect, “The sky as it radiates truth unto us.”

“Now listen, man, I’m just
here to sell some nice clean H. You game?” He stares unsure and I
get the feeling I may be going about this the wrong way.
“Nevermind,” I say, walking away.

I approach a younger crowd
all wearing suits and top hats. Underneath the gentlemen polish
they all look like addicts to me. I edge into their circle, feeling
terribly out of place. “What’s good?”

They stop talking and stare
at me. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

“Just over that hill,” I
say, gesturing. “I’m a city boy myself. I was just hoping to talk
to you guys for a few minutes, get to know you.”

“Alright,” one of them
says. He invites me to a party they’re attending at The Ray Bar.
Soon we’re sitting on a couch shaped like Mae West’s lips and
drinking absinthe by the pint. I feel very much at home with
alcohol, the one substance I’m able to stomach.

“We usually don’t let city
cats hang around here,” one tells me. “We say to them: ‘If you’re
going to blow your whole fucking home apart, do it on your own time
and turf.’ We found refuge in this dead place and breathed the life
of reason into it.”

“That ain’t me,” I say.
“I’m just trying to get by like anyone else.”

“What do you
do?”

“Push junk.”

A mischievous smile crosses
their lips and they exchange knowing glances. “Junk?”

“Yeah, heroin?”

“Haven’t had that stuff
since I used to pass the Bandages at night. How much?”

I smile. “How ‘bout we all
try some and you decide?”

They take me to a room
above The Ray Bar and we start cooking up. One of them produces
several syringes and within half an hour we’re geared for
incision.

“You first,” says the one
who invited me to the party. I slide the needle in my vein like a
pro and release – my body goes numb – haha tongue flaps like warm
dead fish – I realize in my absinthe absence I forgot just who’s
junk I was dealing – neurotransmitters float my bloodstream like
electric minnows – the kids follow suit and soon all of our life
forces are draining like a gas tank with a leak –

The kids sit dazed like
blissed-out mannequins. We settle on a price and I leave. Walking
up the hill I forget the price. Neither junk nor cash in my
pockets.

In one hallucinatory
ejaculation my flesh spits a visceral projection of me standing
haloed in an astral glow… oceans shrivel up like tinfoil with an
electric shimmer and drain into the earth’s soil… the planet hangs
soggy in space before sagging like a Dali clock and chipping away
at the skin – infrastructure apparent like building when glass and
metal slip off the frame – matter eats itself; all that’s left in
earth’s place a thrashing black hole… my eyes pop out of my head
and rush towards the vortex followed by a neon blue stream flowing
out of the sockets… I sit outside myself, a bronzed skeleton with
life force spilling from the skull, watching the last tendrils
drop...

 


 


 


Liquid Paris

 


In a district of Paris that
peels off the Left Bank and drops all signs of French
culture:

The air smells like a
septic tank. The first thing we see are hundreds of reptilians with
gnarled green skin hanging over jagged spinal columns, their eyes
as large and vacant as space. Music like drone-trips in India swims
across us from invisible musicians. Trees like smooth, featureless
corpses stand around the field in neat file, their limbs blowing in
the breeze.

I met Kilo while he was
waiting tables at Ceci Est un Rêve. He stood in a cold blue glow,
surrounded by artifact statues – dream erotica, Mayan death
sequences, liquid-bust of Nerval. He explained himself and what it
meant to be a reptile – “We’re hollowing out our own realm of
consciousness” – I was intrigued by his flesh, so I took the
trip.

A week later, I’m standing
in a field that rolls like waves under a sky pulsing like an open
artery. My friends and I stand looking like skeletons among the
fleshed, our beady black eyes spinning nervously in their sockets.
I dare not exchange a word with the reptiles around me. In fact, I
can do nothing but wonder what dreamy circumstance has brought me
here, away from the sedating Paris air and the comfort of a
concrete reality. Soon they lead us into a cave and turn on a
projector that sends light flickering against the walls. “To empty
your head,” one of the reptiles tells me in garbled speech, “before
acquiring new vision necessary first to exorcise primary
one.”

“New vision?”

“It is what you’ve come
for, is it not? I can feel your mind is ripe.”

The lights make my cortex
soft and I start to experience mild hallucinations: shades of gray,
rusted battleships floating on the ceiling. I stop being able to
differentiate between my friends and the reptilians. When
consciousness is adequately fragmented and the sun has set outside
the cave, the reptilians make a stew that they claim will tune us
to their vision. It tastes like battery acid with all the
wrong herbs mixed in. After downing the rancid thing, this is
what I see:

All males and females
reduced to two shapes: protoplasmic rods and fat ectoplasmic
spheres. There is a large orb hanging in the center pumping
out trillions of the smaller shapes. The whole scene spins
like bulbs in a disco lamp and zooms out to a domed, shadowed arena
with pink fleshy walls. I zoom out further, fall through an
ear canal, and see that I have just been looking at the inside of
Max Ernst’s head—no brain, just a non-stop visual sequence. Or
maybe the shapes are each individual thought-impulse
encapsulated.

Somewhere in the trance, I
mutter, “Remember to never be a reptile,” and fall
asleep.

And what dreams I have! I
am in Les Deux Magots eating jambon on a baguette – A waitress
nudges me with a cup of coffee and whispers, “Si tu veux planer, je
vais te montrer” – The sky is rotting with spoiled meat for clouds
– Parisians wait in dark alleys with flesh dripping off their faces
like candle wax. They murmur at me and grab at my clothes like
cinema zombies. One of them says, “J’ai de l’asphysie visuel,
couper pour injection,” then collapses into the cement – I sit in a
small bistro and watch a piano man roll cigarettes of black tobacco
with his right hand while keeping a bassline with his left. He
lights up and falls into the melody like raindrops in a
lake.

I wake up in the bistro of
my dreams and find Paris asphyxiated, fragmented like the vision
through the reptilian’s flickering lights. The bistro behind me
fades into the ground. A man walks by with hot red pupils streaming
out of his sockets and the air unravels like a reel of film,
spinning in a projector as the movie ends.

I see a liquid Eiffel Tower
evaporating in the distance…
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"The pointed finger of the
stage hypnotist was the same finger used by ancient healers in the
Temple of Sleep."

--John-Ivan
Palmer

 


 


It's 1874, and he 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 neo-baroque
marvel, 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.

He bows gracefully 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 noblewoman, 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..."

 


* * * *

 


He 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 which 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.

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

 


* * * *

 


At the bottom of a hole in
a Victorian London graveyard lies a woman. 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 medical community with bodies to dissect.

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

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.

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

The two resurrectionists
carry the dead woman through the darkness, discreetly stuffed in a
burlap bag. They approach the back door of the Royal College of
Surgeons, giving wide berth to a paid-off bobbie who stands in
their path, very obviously paying no attention.

A white-coated surgeon
admits the resurrectionists 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 chambers
where macabre but useful studies are being pursued.

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 circumstances. 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, 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. Herein lies the danger of the practice. 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. Under such influence, the subject can
become morally and spiritually weakened. And this will constitute a
grave danger to the subject's life."

LaFontaine is mildly
distressed to see the baron vanish.

 


* * * *

 


Seven huge, blond,
blue-eyed Swiss guards, in elaborate ceremonial armor and helmets,
shouldering lethal-looking halberds, march down a splendiferous
hallway.

The ceilings are
gold-leafed, and burnished bronze statues stand in niches every few
yards. The walls are covered with frescoes of magnificent saints,
as befits the Vatican's papal residence in the Year of Our Lord,
1882.

At the end of this fabulous
hallway is a pair of cast-bronze doors which depict grandiose and
grotesque scenes from Dante. Two more colossal Swiss guards stand
sentry to the left and right.

An old man, short and
stooped, hobbles along in the Swiss guards' midst. Wearing a
full-length white satin robe and skull-cap, it's none other than
His Eminence, Pope Pius IX. His Grace is an obese old lecher, with
puffy lips and swollen lower eyelids, heavily made up. There's an
expression perpetually fixed on his face which makes him look as
though he just had an orgasm or two.

Pope Pius IX arrives at the
big bronze doors, and the guards swing them open to reveal the
private papal audience chamber, a mighty room straight from the
glory days of Michelangelo. It's full of marble statuary and boasts
a coffered mahogany ceiling with a vast chandelier. On an alabaster
table is a selection of five different kinds of wine in crystal
carafes.

Standing at that table is
Baron Dupotet. Seeing the pope, he quickly puts down a glass of
gravy-thick burgundy that he's been swilling without permission. He
begins to cross himself with great fervency.

Standing nearby, mildly
amused, is LaFontaine.

A fat, gore-colored ruby
weighs down the flounder-pale forefinger of Pope Pius IX. Baron
Dupotet falls promptly on his knees and commences fellating
it.

Soon it's LaFontaine's
turn. Choosing not to kneel, but only to bend slightly at the
waist, LaFontaine brings his lips correctly close to the tasteless
bauble, but no closer.

The Holy Father says,
"Gentlemen, let us wish and hope that, for the good of humanity,
animal-magnetism may soon be generally employed for the benefit
of--"

"I prefer the term
'mesmerism,'" says LaFontaine.

Baron Dupotet, still on his
knees, pretends to be shocked at his rival's rudeness. The pope
reddens, but chooses to ignore the interruption.

"I encourage you, my sons,
to continue your magnificent work, in the confidence that it will
enhance the spiritual well-being of all Christendom. The blessings
of Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, be with you."

"Amen," says the baron.
Pope Pius IX pauses for LaFontaine to say, "Amen." It going to be
quite a wait, if the look on his face is any indication.

His Eminence fondles a
sapphire and emerald rosary that would make Marie Antoinette want
to use the bidet. He looks into LaFontaine's eyes.

LaFontaine looks back into
his--not hypnotically, not even in defiance, but with disdain. The
Amen doesn't seem to be forthcoming.

Five delicious altar boys,
all golden curls, sapphire eyes and pudgy pink dimples, suck with
pouting lips on almonds and grapes. They lounge languidly on purple
velvet cushions strewn about the pearl-encrusted taffeta slippers
of Pope Pius IX.

The Holy Father seats
himself upon a throne that would make Nero feel like the Whore of
Babylon. Baron Dupotet and LaFontaine take up positions before him,
the former ogling the altar boys, the latter fastidiously averting
his gaze.

His Holiness observes
LaFontaine's eyes alighting upon one child who sits apart from the
rest.

"Can either of you
wonder-workers mesmerize a smile onto that gloomy little wretch? As
you have probably guessed, he's the reason I summoned
you."

The boy, dark and severe,
sits up straight, spine locked. He shrinks from contact with the
corrupted altar boys, preferring the hard marble floor to a velvet
cushion in their scented midst. Perhaps a tad frail, but handsome,
even at his tender age he is revolted by the decadence that
surrounds him.

"As you can see," says the
pope, "he's a Jew from the countryside. Son of a bailiff. A
Christian servant girl baptized him in secret, but left him
otherwise untouched."

"Wasteful girl," leers
Baron Dupotet.

The pope snickers.
LaFontaine does not respond.

"The baptism was performed
in a papal state, so, according to church law, he must be raised a
Catholic. I've taken him under my wing, so to speak."

The altar boys
giggle.

"That's a funny thing to
call it."

"I've heard you call it
many names, Your Holiness, but never a wing."

"Silence! In the knotted
bowels of Christ, I adjure you to hold those pink
tongues!"

The Holy Father flings a
massive, bejeweled, solid-gold chalice at the smart alecks,
braining one of them in a splash of purple wine. This strikes the
baron as quite funny. He suppresses laughter. His plump belly
jiggles, and he holds one hand over his mouth.

The altar boys watch
Dupotet's belly, and giggle some more.

This enrages the Supreme
Pontiff further. "You little heathens find this humorous? I'll
cause my most colossal guard to skewer all of you at once on his
halberd! He'll flick you down to Hell like so many flies--though I
know Satan will be angry with me for cluttering up his abode with
such pallid trash!"

"Oh, Daddy wouldn't do
that," says the plumpest altar boy. He eyes the colossal guard in
question, who happens to be standing at attention against the
nearest wall.

LaFontaine looks up in
surprise, and is appalled to see this giant has precisely the same
blue eyes, golden hair and ample pale flesh as the altar boys. It's
obvious he's fathered at least three of them.

With pouting lips, on hands
and knees like an infant, the plumpest altar boy starts sidling up
to his daddy. The colossal guard's sanctified job is to stand like
a statue and never move except to shield the pope from
assassination or abduction. Now he has broken into a sweat under
his nine-pound helmet. He wears an agonized look on his table-sized
face, and tries, with frantic eye movements, to tell his creeping
brat to shut up and back off.

Caressing Daddy's big boot,
the boy murmurs, "You wouldn't be so mean as to poke me with your
big pokey thing, would you, Da-a-a-addy?"

He leers at his own
reflection in his daddy's standard Vatican-issue shin-bone armor,
then slowly gets up on his pudgy little haunches and starts to
fondle the poor man's steel knee-spike.

Dupotet can contain himself
no longer. Pointing first at the knee-spike, then to the brat who
licks and tickles it, he explodes in belly laughs.

"The little... The
filthy... Oh, Mother Mary hemorrhaging on a close
stool!"

"You are dismissed,
Monsieur le Baron," says the pope, icily.

No longer laughing, but
quite unhappy, Baron Dupotet is escorted out.

LaFontaine has a brief
moment to ponder the little Jewish boy. He is charmed by the lad,
in a chaste, fatherly way.

Pope Pius IX says, "Your
incontinent colleague--who will remain nameless throughout
Christendom till the Day of Reckoning, if I have anything to say
about it--once told me that young children are especially easy to,
shall we say, put under one's 'animal-magnetic' power. Malleable
little souls, and so forth. Can you do anything with this small son
of Abraham, Isaac and so forth? I'll make it worth your while,
Monsieur LaFontaine."

What little reverence there
might have been in LaFontaine's eyes is gone now. With infinite
tenderness, and without permission, he gathers up the little Jewish
boy from the marble floor.

The latter allows himself
to be lifted into LaFontaine's arms. But the stiffness of his
posture indicates that it's only because he needs to be rescued,
not because he submits to being loved. Not yet, anyway.

LaFontaine turns his back
on Pope Pius IX--a grave offense in itself. He could be chopped to
bits any moment. Without genuflecting, groveling, or even asking
leave, LaFontaine vacates the papal audience chamber, taking the
Jewish boy with him.

The colossal guard makes a
lunge, as if to cut the mesmerist down in his tracks. But the Holy
Father stops him.

"I wouldn't advise you to
raise hands against that man."

Stunned by his god-like
boss' warning, the colossal guard gasps, "Is he Satan's henchman,
Your Eminence?"

"We should be so fucking
lucky."

 


* * * *

 


LaFontaine exits the Papal
apartments, carrying the little Jewish boy. Gently, he deposits the
boy in a carriage, says a few words to the driver, and gets in.
They rattle off down the sanctified cobble stones of Saint Peter's
Square.

 


* * * *

 


There's a sea of pale faces
at the London Zoological Gardens, including those belonging to
Queen Victoria, her Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, her pet poet
Alfred Lord Tennyson, and assorted other royalist big-wigs of
1884.

They're all seated
comfortably in armchairs under a grand silken pavilion which shades
them from the halfhearted English sun. Her Majesty seems to be
enchanted, perhaps even mesmerized, by something that is taking
place before her eyes in the lion's cage.

Inside the cage, whose bars
have been gilded for the occasion and spiraled around with ribbons
of red and blue silk, stands LaFontaine. At his feet, an enormous
lion lies flat on its back, its four mighty legs sticking straight
up in the air.

The Jewish boy is in the
cage, too, grown a couple well-nourished and -loved years' worth.
He looks much more comfortable in the company of a large carnivore
than he was in the pope's.

He has been educated,
trained, and splendidly dressed in a red velvet Little Lord
Fauntleroy outfit. This young son of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is
obviously having the time of his life. He possesses all the stage
presence of a professional two or three times his age.

In his grandest manner,
LaFontaine says, "The vital fluid fills all space and all
beings."

The Jewish boy says,
"Gauche!"

On that command, the lion's
paws move left, and Queen Victoria murmurs in admiration, as do the
members of her entourage.

LaFontaine says, "To
control the vital fluid is to control all things, and all
beings."

"Droit!" cries the Jewish
boy.

The beastly paws move to
the right, and Alfred Lord Tennyson begins to applaud, even before
his sovereign sets the precedent.

"Will is limitless!" says
LaFontaine.

The Jewish boy cries,
"Epees mortelles!" causing the lion's huge claws to pop out. Her
Majesty gasps, "Jesus Christ! Look at those big sharp
cock-suckers!"

The royalist big wigs begin
to applaud, thinking the claw display to be LaFontaine's climax.
They are unable to imagine anything more spectacular. But then the
great mesmerist nods at his little assistant.

"You may do the honors, my
esteemed colleague."

When the Jewish boy flicks
an index finger in the air, the lion leaps to its feet and claws
the red and blue silk ribbons off the gilded bars.

Queen Victoria squawks,
soils her regal drawers, and faints.

 


* * * *

 


Incognito, caped and
hooded, a perfumed handkerchief shielding his nose, LaFontaine
disapprovingly observes a poor performance of Baron DuPotet in a
Victorian London working-class dive.

The baron's audience is
composed of ripper-bait streetwalkers, pickpockets, housebreakers,
waterside characters, and other sundry wretched members of the
Dickensian lumpenproletariat. Unwashed, very pale, everybody's
swilling gin, bellowing sea chanteys and mostly ignoring
Dupotet.

He stands on a stage
contrived of broken boat planks laid across empty gin barrels.
Looking the worse for wear, clothes rusty and rumpled, face
unshaven, the self-styled "animal-magnetizer" seems to have fallen
on tough times since pissing off Pope Pius IX.

Dupotet has selected, or
coerced, an old whore to be his subject--rather, victim. To the
dull amusement of the sodden clientele, he grabs a pepper shaker
from a fat cockney who's gobbling meat pies, and shoves a handful
up the old whore's nose. She doesn't react at all. Due to
post-hypnotic suggestion, her body remains insensate.

He bows, giving a flourish
of the pepper shaker, and gets nothing but a few burps in response.
He determines to escalate his assaults on the old whore, because he
is starved for applause. Dupotet approaches her with a loaded and
cocked pistol in his hand, and fires it right up next to her ear.
She flinches not at all.

Dupotet commences stitching
the old whore's lips together with carpet thread. She utters no
complaint.

Bobbies, tin whistles
shrieking, come in and close down Baron Dupotet's show, taking him
into custody, respectfully. He is a baron, after all. They permit
him a final bow, to which nobody responds.

On the way out, manacled,
he tries to engage LaFontaine one last time. "Come for the gin and
pies, Monsieur?"

LaFontaine, keeping his
perfumed handkerchief to his nose, doesn't even look at Dupotet. To
the bobbies, he says, "I am sorry to say that the baron is, loosely
speaking, my colleague. I'm obliged to linger here and repair his
damage."

LaFontaine waits for them
to escort Dupotet away. Then he approaches the makeshift stage.
With infinite gentleness, he reaches out a hand toward the old
whore's ruined face.

"Your will is not your
own," says LaFontaine, "but has merged with the vital fluid that
emanates from my mind..."

The old whore has powder
burns on the side of her head from the pistol DuPotet discharged
next to it; she has blood coming from her nostrils, due to the
caustic pepper he forced into them; her lips are a mass of carnage,
held together with coarse sutures of carpet thread.

LaFontaine passes his right
hand over her three times. On the third pass, his hand stops,
covering her poor face. "Universal forces hold your astral body in
suspension, like a pearl dissolved in ocean water... I transmit the
vital fluid from my mind to your body."

When LaFontaine withdraws
his hand, we see that the old whore's nose has stopped
hemorrhaging. Not only the blood and powder burns, but the dirt,
scars and pock marks of her previous depraved existence are all
smoothed away. She still has plenty of wrinkles, but they're the
laugh-lines of someone's sweet old granny having an afternoon
nap.

In a gentler, more intimate
tone, LaFontaine says, "And, of course, my good woman, you
instinctively know the other name for the vital fluid."

Dreamily, she shifts her
dear head to one shoulder. When she smiles, the carpet thread puffs
away like so many filaments of angel hair. Just barely audible, her
reply is more of a sigh than a syllable.

 


* * * *

 


At the Paris Opera House,
the angelic noblewoman in the white satin gown is suspended between
the two rosewood chairs.

The great mesmerist is
absorbing all the admiration and love of a standing ovation,
delivered by the most beautiful human beings on the earth. He takes
a final bow.

Thank you very much, ladies
and gentlemen.
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Adante.

 


"Penny a dream mister,
missus, penny a dream!"
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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.
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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."
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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.
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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.
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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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Language Guide: Proverbs
and Helpful Phrases

 


Scerzo.

Good morning.

 


Ro'qua-t es minevre
zaes'ina Bentley?

Can you inform me please
where I parked my Bentley?

 


Im nestja
viecz munda minimu digi.

At no point do my fingers
leave my hands.

 


Erm. . . rapetzca juncz
nie asumpta sun sunt za?

Ahh. . . pardon me, but
should your tire be on my foot?

 


Nastjo za'mboni eleganz
mie omnza asta bargoni?

I like this zamboni very
much but can you come down on the price?

 


Nie potenza ju'um pa
zamina recro fetcza zi'ium.

This year we had a fine
crop of chilblains.

[proverbial about a very
cold winter]

 




Acapetza i ens'zma pret'so
niamc repods insum.

That would be a fine song
to sing on a barge.

 


Serrata ca innzo burr zi
temi pi tu elast.

That knife would cut butter
if you gave it enough time.

 


I sumza ye
mino'que wie jemstva jerumzc.

We have three young
children if I'm not mistaken.

 


Nastjo grove eleganz mie
omnza asta bargoni?

I would purchase this fine
walnut orchard if the price were more reasonable.

[could in fact refer to any
kind of orchard, but the walnut is the national tree, and walnuts
the biggest export to the world market]

 


Tie boucz mensa efet omna
yutso zutzo patootie.

Your mouth much resembles
what's between the bride's legs.

[dangerous in most contexts
but apparently safe to say and even expected at
weddings]

 


Im zun c'emca
misnutzi ri'chumna recrimenza.

The sentence for this
offence should have been much sterner.

 


Yaczka niens 'Tuesday'
mirosloban.

It's never Tuesday
everywhere at once.

 


Ai gallivant'ca? Y'sempa
re'gio aces zip nip nacja krem.

Out all night? The
explanation had better be fully clothed.

 


Si niemska IQ rizup ez'ipa
imbec.

If you were a little
smarter you'd be a moron.

 


Nastjo citron eleganz mie
omnza asta bargoni?

Perhaps you could sell me
this fine bag of lemons cheaper?

 


Nastjo legumci cylindr
miest aspacia celebrativo.

That and a can of beans
will get you plenty of room at a party.

 


Insum'ca ovima c'e che
insecta pourc'eve.

Let's hope the boll weevils
don't get at it.

 


Zie eftz'ca
promiscu sa mie relatza.

She sleeps with everyone
and his cousin.

 


Sie equu
promiscu es ta'a gros vaga.

He'd sleep with a horse if
you bet him enough.

 


Ay aja ha!
Testica ja si srumca nie.

It's been a day in some
respects.

 


Adante.

Good night.

 


[that's enough ground to
cover for this evening]
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Grave Ethical
Imperative

 


So I have this problem
with cutting off my right hand if it offends me—what am I going to
use to cut it off? My left hand! which offends me more often and
worse. There may be people skilled and ambidextrous enough to cut
both off simultaneously but I'm certainly not one of those. I could
cut off my left and just learn to live with the lesser
offensiveness of the right, but that seems a timid compromise in
the face of a grave ethical imperative and what if I did somehow
cut both hands off with each? Then what would I use to pluck out my
eye if it (as seems likely) offended me first thing I look around.
So many offensive eyes out there, one look in the mirror and I bet
mine are just as bad. What then? I'd be at the mercy of health care
workers tending to my stumps who by the very nature of their
profession wouldn't understand my dilemma or do anything about it
if they did except maybe recommend a psychiatric exam. Wai—-t a
minute wait a minute: what do I do if my psyche offends me? I bet
it's just itching for the chance. Do I cut out pieces of my brain?
I've got no brain specialty knowledge how do I figure out which? so
as to avoid cutting out the inoffensive bits or am I better lopping
off the head at the neck straightaway? Somebody did that at a party
once with a chainsaw I read on a dare. That seems silly if not
actively profane, and what kind of host or hostess issues chainsaws
at a party anyway? but I suppose if it was God's will that's
another matter entirely, most of us'd just have to shave our heads
close to the top vertebra of the spine somehow and figure out how
to get on without 'em. Brains are an offensive weapon more
frequently than most imagine.
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Via Vita

 


Life went on. There were
wars and rumours of wars. Checkers became a national obsession for
several months, and some weeks on top of that. Then it was the hula
hoop; afterward the Watusi. Uncountable lives were spared. More
than would have been missed, in strict justice if you want my
opinion.

Nationals and subnationals
of many kinds sank out of sight in the quagmire of domestic
initiatives. Some spoke of the cruel democracy of the grave; some
spoke of the heartaches of celebrities whose relationships were
collapsing, rather as nations were and eternal social values. There
was a brief craze for banzai ballroom dancing; for shaving with
Samurai swords, which didn't always leave you ahead. I was a
reporter, the column inches conserved me, the seconds and half
minutes allotted for transmission before the next item supervened;
the tragedies, catastrophes and broken lives, not so much. None of
that's real anyway, if it's edited out.

War as clarification or
attempt at same. A million dead over rival theories as to the
correct preposition, and still we're no nearer agreement on the
crucial phrase let alone sentence. That should teach us, and it
won't, to be careful of our words in future; what we are is
belligerently and aggressively careless, them too. What do you
want? They're more wrong than we are, or not. Insider notes on this
week's genocide: blood on the verb.

Who knows how savage and
without quarter the war of root systems? All we know is the war of
superficies. Life goes on.
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Will I Eventually Be
Everybody?

 


A jump, a fall, that's how
it begins. I don't know much about living but dying I should have
down to a science, if practice makes perfect.

Death by burning as a witch
(often) a warlock (not so much) a heretic (quite a bit, you'd be
surprised—though, if you count all the religious wars there are a
surprising number of ways you can die as a heretic and even a true
believer. I've experienced most of them. These are remarkably
unstable categories incidentally; pretty much every form of true
belief is also a heresy. And yet every true believer insists
they're polar opposites! If that's the case why can't anybody come
up with a definition of one that effectively excludes the other,
instead of which what do you find every time? the two promiscuously
bundling up together the moment either one rears its head. I'd try
to sort this out for everybody myself, but as you might imagine I'm
a little preoccupied with all this . . . monotonous! oh God it's a
straight razor this time, urrrrrgggg!
aa-g—g-g-g-g-g-g-g-

Was I gone for long?
Really? I don't know how to measure the . . . intervals between
the. . . se events so. . . oh don't ask me that! I lost count ages ago, or
possibly less than a second, looked at another way. Hmm. . . bound
to a stake, heaps of wood, torches, midnight mass, it's burning
this time, which is painful but takes quite a while. . . still
intoning the prayer for my soul in Latin. . . so I might have time
to answer all your interview questions.

What? of
course if they burn me
as a witch I'm being burned as a woman. Witch—woman, warlock—man,
don't you know your genders of the supernatural? I don't know how I
appear to you, but when they skim me through these flip cards
murders executions and such, I pretty much leap across every
boundary of—well, time obviously, but also: gender, language,
nation, race so-called but it doesn't actually exist, that's simply
sloppy definition, very bad and even very corrupt 19th century
science giving its stamp of approval to centuries of hard core
pre-judgment, in spite of which I've been lynched a fair number of
times as well. God I'd prefer
burning to any more of that voice droning
on!

I was past the age of
majority (even if only just) when I took the leap off the bridge to
my death—presumably, though I have no recollection of my plummeting
body meeting the gilded sunset waters of the Bay, hard as concrete
I'm told if you hit it after a plunge from that height—so it all
depends on the frame in your view, in one I might still be falling
even as in another I'm sitting in a comfy studio chair being
interviewed for a cable show called Trans-Dimensional Times while in yet
another yes! homily done at last, they're lighting the wood, first
plumes of smoke, first crackles of flame.

Anyway I was a full-grown
if somewhat unformed adult—I've learned a great deal since in a
school where hard knocks are very far from the worst of it—but I've
often been children, infants smothered, shaken to death, tossed
into cisterns or abandoned naked outdoors in the depths of winter,
sometimes deliberately, sometimes in boozy or drug-induced neglect,
I've died of the last 'accidental' blow after a long history of
abuse, in the terminal minutes of starvation, that's a peaceful
death at least, without pain at the last—don't get me started on
the infinite variety of ways I've died as a child.

I've died in so many
guises, so many times in so many places, always in some way by
force, at the end of a long, wasting, painful disease is the
closest I've come to a natural death, or a swift outcrop of buboes,
and those deaths
were often the result of deliberate or unconscious germ
warfare—I've begun to wonder: will I eventually be everybody? If
and when the waters I speed toward part at my coming, leaving a
splash on the surface and a ripple not for very long, will the
whole world drown with me? If I'd known that was even a possibility
I'd never have taken the leap.

A gasp thrills through the
crowd as a stray flame ignites the breastline of my sackcloth gown,
showing a sudden flash of naked bubie—that flame of lust won't
last, it's the rare individual finds fat streaming and bubbling
from flesh charred progressively over visible, blackening bone an
aphrodisiac pleasure.

San Francisco. Summer of
love but I'd had little of that in my life up to then, and no
appreciable uptick that summer, just the reverse in fact. I'd not
met with true coercive force
majeure much either I have to admit, now
that I've experienced several lifetimes worth of it for comparison
and contrast—crackle of fire or crackle of bones? urrk! blade
across the throat, oops! grenade in the foxhole, that's me all
over—but such a weight's on me, the golden beauty of harbour and
Bay is a kind of creeping jaundice in my eye. Not all that easy to
stand at this height with the wind grab! grab hold what is it the
cable wire the pillar? think this through. No, no more thinking:
Let go. One step, two.
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Mark A. Rayner

 


Monkeying Around

Selected short fictions and other dementia.

 


Pre-Columbian Interpretive
Dance Olympics

 


[Transcript
begins.]

 


P[image: tmp_a360a48cb55acc21625e70ef432695a5_pc9tm7_html_2ebc2d86.jpg]rofessor Quippy (PQ): Welcome to the inaugural presentation of the Pre-Columbian
Interpretive Dance Olympics, held here in sunny Southwestern
Ontario, where the humidity is hovering somewhere near 90%, the
air-quality index is “tubercular” and where I’m sharing the
announcer duties with the lovely Dennis Travesty and her biographer
and the last living Dadaist, Toulouse Le Grandfig.

 


W[image: tmp_a360a48cb55acc21625e70ef432695a5_pc9tm7_html_7f5af1ce.jpg]elcome all. Now what can we expect to see
today Dennis?

 


Dennis Travesty
(DT): I’m hoping to see that hunky
Cro-Magnon I saw hanging around the sausage vendor!

 


And then I’d like to see
him dance. Oh, yes!

 


Professor Quippy:
Monsieur Le Grandfig, I’m told that you actually
won this competition when it was held in Calakmul in 910 AD?
Putting aside the issue of your longevity, what exactly will the
competitors be feeling right now?

 


T[image: tmp_a360a48cb55acc21625e70ef432695a5_pc9tm7_html_26272028.jpg]oulouse Le Grandfig (TLG):
It depends a little bit on where they have done
their training.

 


Some of the artists will
have been to the Abstract School in Schenectady New York, in which
case they will be feeling a sense of confusion and intestinal
cramping–

 


PQ: Cramping?

 


TLG: Yes, their food handling techniques are notoriously lax. If
they’ve gone to the Camus School, then the dancers will no doubt be
feeling a sense of ennui and their own futility–

 


DT: I’m feeling ennui right now!

 


PQ: You seem strangely excited by it. Ah, here comes the first
dancers.

 


DT: It’s the hunk! And some kind of overweight
tourist…

 


PQ: Yes, our first dancers are the cave man Thag and Dr.
Maximillian Tundra, who recently made an appearance in the
novel, Marvellous Hairy. They are performing: “Thag blog funny.” Thag is wearing
some kind of fur loincloth and Dr. Tundra is wearing a Hawaiian
Shirt, greasy cut-off jean shorts, and what appears to be a tiny
bowler hat.

 


Toulouse, do you know where
have they done they’re training?

 


TLG: Thag is self-taught. It is clear from the way he’s carrying
himself to the performance area. Do you see the way he’s dragging
his knuckles? That is a sure sign of an amateur. Dr. Tundra has
been to the Timothy Leary School. Or he might be a science fiction
writer who thought this was the way to the Con Suite.

 


PQ: Well, whatever the case, he seems to be getting ready to
dance by limbering up. Do you see him touching his toes? Oh, no,
sorry … it’s probably a case of nerves. I know that I threw up
before the Oral Defense of my thesis.

 


DT: Me too!

 


TLG: He said “thesis” Den.

 


DT: They’ve started!

 


PQ: Now, what would that mean? It seems as though Thag is opening
his arms to the sky, and Dr. Tundra is lying down.

 


DT: Look at his arms!

 


TLG: Ah, I see what they’re going for here. The Classic
pre-Columbian Duality Dance. Thag is the positive force, and Tundra
the negative. Do you see how he’s hopping from one foot to the
other? And how Tundra is now turning over, as though he awoke and
then fell back asleep?

 


PQ: And he’s rolled in his own vomit.

 


DT: Ewwwwww!

 


TLG: It means that a successful blogger writes something new every
day. The lazy ones roll in their own filth. Or it could be
something about soup.

 


PQ: Soup?

 


TLG: Yes, baby fricassee too.

 


DT: Oh Toulouse, you’re too much.

 


PQ: Now what are they doing?

 


DT: Look at Thag’s calves. Yummy!

 


TLG: Yes, he’s kicking Dr. Tundra, repeatedly, to show how a good
blogger isn’t afraid of doing the same thing over and over. Now, do
you see how he varied that kick, with the heel instead of the toe —
he’s saying that even if you do the same thing, you need to make it
new and interesting. Newts and bowling, by the way.

 


[Professor Quippy stares at
Toulouse Le Grandfig]

 


DT: Oh, Dr. Tundra is getting up! He’s covering his
privates.

 


PQ: So is he saying that a bad blogger hides his personal
life?

 


DT: No, Thag is kicking him there.

 


PQ: I don’t think we should be airing this in prime
time.

 


TLG: No the kids should see this. Do you see how Dr. Tundra is now
huddled next to the bleachers, hugging himself and crying? They’re
saying that too much self-love is not funny. You have to make fun
of yourself if you’re going to refer to yourself, that’s why Thag
is beating him with the sturgeon?

 


PQ: Actually, I believe that’s a wiffle bat.

 


DT: I love wiffles! With ice cream!

 


TLG: Exactly, Den! They’re saying that puns can be humorous
too!

 


PQ: Now, why are there a troop of large apes entering the dance
area?

 


DT: Well, duh — monkeys are hilarious! And those are
über-chimps.

 


PQ: But why are they wearing tutus and fezzes? And why do they
have tubas?

 


TLG: Custard?

 


PQ: Is that little one wearing a tiny Napoleon outfit?
He’s adorable.

 


DT: Wow, Thag is really laying into those über
-chimps.

 


PQ: Yes, the little one can’t seem to keep them in their ranks.
He does a lot of shouting, doesn’t he.

 


TLG: You see how Dr. Tundra is crawling away, hiding under the
bleachers? And how Thag is wading in, knocking the über -chimps
unconscious? That’s a metaphor.

 


PQ: For what?

 


TLG: Writing. The key to successful writing is never letting the
critics get you down. Just wade into the crowd of monkeys and let
fly. Only a failed writer will crawl away.

 


PQ: I guess most of the crowd are failed writers too. They’re
really emptying the bleachers quickly. Oh, look, some of the chimps
–


DT: Über -chimps!

 


PQ: Über
-chimps, are bringing the mouthpieces of their
tubas to their lips. That can’t be good

…

TLG: Yes, yes, yes. This is great. Every pre-Columbian
Interpretive Dance should end in some kind of catastrophic
bloodshed. And onions.

 


[Catastrophic, Tympanic
membrane-busting, sound. Transcript ends.]

 


 


Baboon-Washing Club
Rules


	
Y[image: tmp_a360a48cb55acc21625e70ef432695a5_pc9tm7_html_13d14b59.png]ou do not talk about baboon-washing club.



	
You do not talk about
baboon-washing club.



	
If someone says “stop,”
goes limp, or gets infected by a new virulent strain of baboon-born
ebola, the baboon-wash is over.



	
Only one washer to a
baboon.



	
One baboon at a
time.



	
No shirts, no shoes, no
tetanus shots.



	
Baboon-washes go on as long
as they have to.



	
If this is your first night
at baboon-washing club, you have to wash a baboon.
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General Kang is an
über-chimp from the planet Neecknaw, where he spent most of his
life as its conqueror and supreme ruler, and as the overlord of an
interstellar empire of his creation.

For reasons he has yet to
explain, he is currently living in exile on planet Earth, where he
has found gig as an advice columnist for Mark's popular weblog, The
Skwib.

 


 


 


 


Do you own a typewriter?
And do you have 999,999 co-workers?

 


I have neither, nor do I
have an infinite amount of time, so don’t expect to see me write
Hamlet anytime soon.

 


I do, however, have this
gripping script about an intergalactic overlord who comes to Earth,
starts writing an advice column, and finds himself forced to beat
one of his letter writers senseless after he makes a joke about the
overlord’s hirsute back, bow legs and penchant for banana cream
pies.

 


But back to your
impertinent question: can a million monkeys typing randomly create
a work of Shakespeare? No, Shakespeare has already written his
oeuvre, so the best they could do is make a copy. (Which would be
silly, because it’s now all available on the Internet.)

 


Some people have done the
math, and believe it is impossible, thus proving the existence of
God. Others believe that it demonstrates how the universe has
evolved. Personally, I’ve watched a few movies by Million Monkeys
Studios (a subsidiary of Fox), and I have to side with the first
group.

 


Not only does God exist, It
has a cruel sense of humor. More vicious even than Kragnarok the
Icky, whose favourite pastime was eating the deep-fried skin of his
victims while he bathed them in lemon juice.

 


Unanswered: Is it true that
putting you face near a quasar will clear up acne?

 


I just read a novel about a
guy being turned into a monkey — is that possible?

 


I hate to carp on this
point, but was he turned into a monkey or was he turned into an ape
of some kind? I seriously doubt it’s possible to turn a man into a
monkey, unless you’re talking about what happens every time you
invest in unsecured debt, extended warranties or Mama Tjumi’s hair
tonic.

 


But if your hypothetical
guy was turned into some kind of ape, he should consider himself
very lucky.

 


When I was Supreme Ruler
of the planet Neeknaw, I asked some of our best scientists to
invent The Ape Booth. (And lest you believe that twisted human
propaganda movie, Planet of the
Apes, you should know that our best
scientists are all über-chimp s. Orangutangs are lovely people, but
… lazy. And don’t even get me started on those sex-crazed Bonobos.
Those guys can’t even wear pants.)

 


In the fifth year of my
Reign, my crack Gorilloids-in-Fezzes brigade captured the capital
planet of the Douche-bag Ascendency, and we “converted” the
population from a species of hominid similar to yours into decent,
knuckle-dragging über-chimps.

 


It was surprisingly
successful. The hominids all grew more hair, muscle mass and they
even stopped walking around on two legs. Unfortunately we couldn’t
get them to stop turning up their collars, so we had to glass the
planet.

 


So, yes. I’d say you can
look forward to life as a chimp! Not monkey. Never
monkey.

 


So the process won’t be
called “monkification”?

 


You are so lucky I’m out of
thermonuclear weapons.

 


Unanswered: I’ve just
invented a teleportation device and I think I’ve inadvertently
combined my DNA with that of a ham and cheese sandwich — do you
think I should cover myself with mustard or mayo?

 


I believe my boyfriend is
an alien. Do you think I should move in with him?

 


I guess it all depends on
what kind of alien. If he’s like one of those friendly nice aliens
— say Jeff Bridges in Starman — then I’d say go right
ahead.

 


On the other hand, if he is
like one of the aliens from Stargate, you know, the wormy guys that
take over your body, then you might want to give it more thought.
Eventually, he may need your body in a way you don’t find very
appealing (such as giving it to his wormy alien
girlfriend).

 


On the other foot,
something about an alien like that is they are motivated. And
forceful. Powerful even.

 


I know that women tend to
like that in their guys, but then you have to understand that
you’re not really in a relationship with your boyfriend’s body,
you’re actually in a relationship with the six-inch tubular thing
that inhabits his brain.

 


Of course, that’s the case
for most human males anyway, isn’t it?

 


Unanswered: I may have
inadvertently started an intergalactic war with the Bleugzag
Imperium. Do you think this might be held against me when I apply
for college?

 


What is the penalty for
plagiarism on your planet?

 


Plagiarism is the “act of
stealing the ideas and/or expression of another and representing
them as your own,” though I can’t remember where I got that quote
from — just Google it for the source.

 


On my home planet of
Neecknaw, this is not only an academic offence, but it is also a
capital crime.

 


This stems from the days of
Kargnak the Betrayed, one of the great warlord monkey rulers of the
ancient days. Legend has it that Kargnak was an impressionable
young screen-writer before he became the first in a long line of
bloodthirsty intergalactic conquerors from the Planet
Neecknaw.

 


As it happens, he wrote a
promising screenplay called, “Planet of the Hairless Hominids”,
about a dystopic future in which all good Neecknabian chimps were
ruled by self-absorbed, ecologically retarded hominids he styled
“humans”. (We had yet to discover the Milky Way Galaxy and your
backward corner of it in those days.) A producer showed some
interest in it, but alas, did not buy the manuscript.

 


And wasn’t Kargnak
surprised when the next summer, “Planet of the Humans” appeared at
his local Chimpaplex? It was a huge hit, and made millions, and was
(of course) based entirely on Kargnak’s original screenplay. He
didn’t see a single banana skin for it, and thus Kargnak gave up
the writing game for the bloodthirsty and cruel warlord business.
At which he was moderately successful, taking over all of Neecknaw
and some of our neighboring planets.

 


Actually, he didn’t give up
writing completely, as he penned the Kargnakian Code, which for the
first time set out all of our laws in a logical and ordered way.
Under the Kargnakian Code, plagiarism is a capital crime, and the
condemned are put to death by having all their hairs plucked out
(very painful when you’re covered with them), then having a
thousand unpublished writers slicing them with the sharpest paper
they can find, while lemons are crushed in a massive press above
them made of all unpublished writer’s manuscripts. Oh, and hot
pokers are inserted wherever paper cuts cannot be
administered.

 


Good god, that’s horrible!
What about self-plagiarism?

 


Self-plagiarism is style,
baby. (*)

 


*Alfred
Hitchcock

 


I have a hot date tonight —
should I wear boxers or briefs?

 


The General can tell you’re
a guy. Only a human male would frame the question in such a crass
way. What you’re asking, essentially, is how you should prepare
yourself for having sexual congress with this hypothetical human
female. In The General’s opinion this event seems to have a high
degree of improbability.

 


The very fact that you’re
asking an interstellar overlord who is, without stretching the
facts, a superior being but nevertheless of a different species
entirely tells The General something.

 


Sorry to interrupt, but are
you speaking about yourself in the third person?

 


Yes, it makes The General
sound more distant and authoritative. However, when it comes to
human females, The General is not an authority. What The General
does know is that human females value power and wealth. And if you
live in North America, then they also like their men to have a
sense of humor.

 


Therefore, I suggest
gold-plated, kevlar briefs, with some kind of laser defense array —
this will demonstrate both your power and financial wherewithal —
perhaps you could get the goldsmith to engrave some kind of happy
face or something comical on the outside, thus showing your
lighter, humorous side.

 


Even better — in the seat
have your engineers build in a whoopee cushion. That’s
funny.

 


If we have love in a time
of cholera, what if do we do we have in a time of swine
flu?

 


Interesting question, but
I’m not convinced that swine flu is the next killer pandemic,
mostly because of Kang’s Corollary.

 


Kang’s
Corollary?

 


You know Murphy’s Law,
right: “Anything that can go wrong, will.”

 


Kang’s Corollary is:
“Anything that can go wrong, will, unless the we can get the media
to talk about it incessantly, in which case, something else will go
even more horribly wrong.”

 


Wow, you really are a
pessimist.

 


Realist, please. Besides,
you’d have a dark side too if you’d conquered half the civilized
universe just to end up as an advice columnist.

 


But to answer your
question, if you have love in a time of cholera, I’d say the best
thing for a time of swine flu is Tupperware Parties.

 


Unanswered: Is there any
way to escape the digestive tract of a Megnomian Wonder Beast? I
mean, other than the bad way?

 


Should I be afraid of the
semicolon?

 


Do you mean the form of
punctuation, or what happens to your lower intestines after you’ve
eaten improperly prepared Thringian Gitworm sashimi?

 


Because if you’ve eaten bad
ThriGit sashimi, and its still-living spawn are now lunching on
your colon, then yes, that is something to be feared; it may even
be horrifying.

 


If you are talking about
the form of punctuation, then you are wise to be fearful. Back on
Planet Neecknaw, I had a crack brigade of battle-ready gorilloids,
armed only with copies of Fowler’s Modern English Usage and their
intimate understanding of advanced punctuation warfare. You’ve
never seen anything as terrifying as a gorilloid demonstrating an
impeccable use of the semi-colon.

 


(Unless you’ve visited a
ThriGit recovery ward.)

 


Do you have Santa Claus on
your home planet?

 


Yes, and if you don’t give
me a 700 billion dollars the old elf dies.

 


Just kidding. No, we didn’t
have Santa Claus when I was growing up. We didn’t have Christmas.
Heck, we didn’t even have the concept of religion.

 


We did have the concept of
gift-giving, and something we called Consumer Day, when we tried to
boost our Neecknabian economy and give gifts. And we did have a
folk tradition similar to your jolly Saint Nick. We called
him Troglor the Consumer, and if you didn’t buy at least a thousand pargnags (that’s
roughly $700 US in the current exchange rate) in gifts, then you
were put on the “naughty” list.

 


Now, in your quaint custom,
getting on the “naughty” list means no more than receiving a lump
of coal in your stocking, or at worst, having some dude dressed up
as the devil coming to your house to scare you.

 


Troglor was not so
innocuous. If you got on the “naughty” list, you didn’t find
yourself invited to sexy parties, oh no, you found yourself in
receipt of a shitload of hurt. Most of the time you would find
yourself auctioned off — organ by organ — to the highest bidder at
the yearly “Boxing Off” Day sale. Sometimes, if you were really
bad, he’d just put a Neecknabian Rectal Weasel in your bed before
Consumer Morning.

 


Nasty.

 


I always gave at least 1200
pargnags worth of gifts, just to be on the safe side.

 


How do you treat visiting
dignitaries?

 


Damnit Jim, I’m an
Interstellar Overlord not a Doctor, so I don’t “treat” visiting
dignitaries at all. Unless you mean treat in the sense of, “you’ll
love these chilled hominid brains, it’s a real treat.”

 


Ew. No, I mean, what kind
of diplomatic protocol do you follow?

 


It depends quite a bit on
my diplomatic goals. If I want something from them, then I don’t
put them in the burrowing gastro-intestinal worm wing of our
Foreign Secretary’s guest quarters (unless they like that kind of
thing). And if I’m in some kind of negotiation, then it will depend
a little on our relative power positions. For example:

 


They have an armada of
interstellar warships, plasma guns charged and surrounding the
planet, then I install them in a nice hotel: room service, free
mini bar, and all the massages they can handle from Buk-buk, the
Talented Orangutan.

 


If they don’t have an
armada, then I usually just enslave the diplomatic party and send
them to the Chalkboard Mines on Screechy XII (known on my home
planet as the “alien’s tooth-gnashing graveyard.)

 


You did know I was an
Interstellar Overlord, right? Generally speaking, we don’t go for
the whole “negotiation” thing. Unless there is chilled hominid
brains involved, then maybe…

 


Unanswered: I notice you’re
wearing a uniform. Do the other apes on your planet wear clothes,
and in particular, pants?

 


Are there pirates where you
come from?

 


You’re lookin’ at one,
matey.

 


Ye don’t become an evil
intergalactic overlord by inheritin’ the job, ye know. (Actually,
Blugnarsh the Bloody did actually take over from his father,
Bloodwash the Blue, but he had to fight his way back from exile in
the All-Coconut Center, Not-Assorted Nebula and lobotomize his dad
with a blowtorch and a paring knife.) Anyway, I rose to power
through the tried-and-true methodology.

 


I started out as a
cabin-monkey with a savage cadre of space pirates known as the
Chimpaneers. We practically ran the whole Tasti Fruit Sector. And
under the guidance of our fearless leader, Snowball the Fungy, we
did pretty well. But eventually, I got better at working my laser
cutlass, and it was time for me to take over.

 


Of course, the first thing
I did when I took over my home planet, Neecknaw, and got my hands
on a proper space force — The Orangu-Bangers were the first to come
over to my way of seeing things — was to purge the galaxy at hand
with pirates.

 


Now, if the pirates in my
intergalactic empire had been as colorful and flamboyant as your
historical pirates were purported to be, then I might have been
tempted to let a few survive.

But apart from being
unwashed and overly fragrant, the Chimpaneers just caused a lot of
trouble. And you have no idea how long it takes to clean up a space
cutter after it has been peppered by a broadside of primate fecal
matter.

 


Unanswered: If you could
travel through time, would you prevent yourself from doing whatever
it is you did to lose your empire? And if you’re going back in
time, could you stop off at last Thursday and remind me NOT to call
my boss a crapulent, festering sack of monkey droppings?

 


Apparently, only one in
four people read a book last year — how can we improve that
figure?

 


I’d start by disabling the
publishing industry in some way — perhaps an elite cadre of
pulp-loving squirrels armed with plasma-shredders and capable of
firing book worms out of their mouths? Or perhaps you could change
the tax laws so that drinks, food and visits to literary
conferences can no longer be deducted.

 


Then I’d start a massive
PR campaign that showed (with whatever scientific research we can
drum up — we’ll need to set up a think tank to provide some too)
how reading books was actually harmful to your health. We should
also start some kind of fake grassroots organization that can
politicize the issue for us, appealing to our need to “save the
children.”

 


Then, I’d –

 


No, no, I want more people
to read books

 


Why would you want that? It
makes the population much easier to control if they’re illiterate,
you know.

 


I don’t want the population
to be easier to control!

 


What are you, some kind of
anarchist?

 


Okay. So a campaign to get
more people to read. Hmmm. What if you tied lotteries to book
reading? Instead of picking numbers at random, you would only pick
winning numbers from a pool of those who purchased tickets and
correctly answered the skill-testing question, based on the book
they have claimed to have read?

 


Either that or have some
kind of compulsory reading comprehension test every year: they get
three chances to answer the questions right, and if they don’t, you
implant some kind of mind-control device (the X-trablian Zombie
Beetle is an excellent choice) that prevents them from using the
TV, Internet and radio.

 


Or you could force them to
spend their days, reading through the slush piles of romance
publishers.

 


How do you address the
work-life balance?

 


For myself, I like to knock
off work at about 3 pm, hit the links or drop by the club for a
single malt scotch (or three).

 


Back on my homeworld,
Neecknaw, I expected my troops, commanders, and personal grooming
team to work 24/7, but that turned out to be unrealistic. So
eventually I let them have ten hours off, per week. They could do
with it what they willed: sleep, eat, bathe, and so on. (Though
very few of my Gorriloids-in-Fezzes Brigade ever chose to
bathe.)

 


The main thing is that they
worked so hard, they couldn’t possibly consider
rebellion.

 


It seems to be working on
this planet too.

 


Unanswered: Is it true they
just discovered an inhabitable planet near Earth? Is the five-times
Earth gravity going to pose a problem to my origami
collection?

 


How do I keep my New Year’s
resolutions?

 


We had a similar custom on
my homeworld, Neecknaw, but there we called them Slorg
Wishes.

 


Slorg was once the Overlord
of our planet, back in the Taupe Ages — he was known colloquially
as the Beige Lord, but he was actually quite a colorful
character.

 


Every year, he would Wish
that he could make something better about the people who worked for
him. For Bluknark the Compulsive Eater (Minister of Celebrations
and Public Executions), Slorg required that he lose some of his
massive monkey chub. For the Minister of War, Lord Prangdong, Slorg
required fewer paternity suits. And so on.

 


And then the next year,
Slorg would review their progress during his Annual Performance
Appraisal Festival. (Known amongst the commoners as the APE-fest.)
If you did not keep to your goals, then Slorg exacted some kind of
punishment, depending on how badly you missed the mark. The
aforementioned Bluknark actually gained weight one year, and he was
fed to the Almighty Cram-Beast, and is presumably still being
digested. Though Ministers were held to a higher standard, everyone
was terrified of not meetings Slorg’s Wishes.

 


If you succeeded, that was
called “Meeting Expectations” and you were only lightly tasered,
right before the Breakfast After APE-fest. (This kept costs down
because people were usually not too hungry then.) Naturally, the
next year’s Slorg Wishes were quite a bit more onerous, because if
a tool like you could meet your goals, then clearly, they weren’t
challenging enough.

 


My suggestion is that you
engage me as your Slorg. I have my own taser and
everything.

 


Unanswered: Has anyone ever
told you, that for a diminutive simian, you’re dead
sexy?

 


 


In a pluralistic society,
should gender equality trump religious rights?

 


That has got to be a trick
question, right? I mean, how the hell do I answer that without
making someone madder than a Blufnabian Nose Weasel in a pleasure
dust factory?

 


No doubt you’re referring
to the poll that shows 81 percent of Canadians say immigrants
should adapt to mainstream Canadian beliefs about the rights and
role of women. Ultimately, this is a question about fundamentalist
religions wanting to put women into subservient roles.

 


Now, you’re probably
thinking that as an Intergalactic Overlord, I’m all for making
women subservient, but I have to tell you, some of my best
followers have been females. Certainly one of my most feared
military units is composed almost entirely of female chimps.
(There’s nothing more terrifying than being on the receiving end of
a mass battalion charge enraged lady chimps wearing pink tutus and
brandishing plasma weapons.)

 


Also, as an Unquestioned
Ruler, I really don’t like the proles dividing their loyalties
between some mythical god-figure and their Very Real simian
overlord, so I’m going to have to side with the majority of
Canadians on this one.

 


Even if it’s for different
reasons. You guys have fun with that multiculturalism
thing.

 


Unanswered: When
constructing an orbital space lab, do you think it’s better to
rotate your outpost clockwise or counter-clockwise?

 


Miss Manners says it has to
be 97 degrees out before I don’t have to wear nylons. What do you
think?

 


I think you should tell me
what that is in Celsius. 35? 36?

 


Never mind, it doesn’t
matter, because that Miss Manners is a complete bitch. How DARE she
tell you what to do? I’m only offering helpful advice, but she has
decrees. Well, I think you should wear whatever you want. It’s
still a free country, right?

 


Of course, I’m not sure how
long it will be a free country, particularly once I’ve got my new
Cyber-Simian Strike Force up to fluff.

 


You know I would never tell
you what to wear. I think these sartorial decisions are the thing
that make us different from the lower animals. (You know,
non-primates.) That said, I do require the blue evil flying monkeys
in my Air Force to wear their cute little silver helmets, for their
own safety, of course.

 


So, I can wear white after
Labor Day too?

 


Only if you want to look
like a Russian hooker.

 


Can I Be More
Charismatic?

 


Absolutely, it is easy for
you to be more charismatic, though you will never be as appealing
as I am.

 


According to Professor
Richard Wiseman (I’m not sure what he’s a professor of, but he’s
British and his last name is “wise” “man”, so he must be a reliable
source), 50 percent of charisma is innate and 50 percent can be
taught. For some of us, it’s more like 90/10.

 


The good professor says
charismatic people have three key attributes:

 



	
they feel emotions
themselves quite strongly;



	
they induce them in
others;



	
and they are impervious to
the influences of other charismatic people.





So, if you are naturally
drawn to my finely chiseled face, and rendered speechless by my
presence (as most of you are) then you are not impervious to the
charisma of others.

 


However, you can train
yourself to become inured to other magnetic
personalities.

 


Stage One:

 


First, you must go to
Germany. Then you must find a certain forest. Then, disguise
yourself as a tree and wait for a strange naked man to come around
and shout at you.

 


His name will probably be
something like Dieter or Helmut, and he will mostly shout about the
marital difficulties he’s been having of late.

 


Do not be drawn into this
overt display of charisma. No matter how loudly he shouts, do not
let yourself feel his strong emotions.

 


Just think to yourself, “I
am a tree, I am a tree.”

 


Once you have mastered this
technique, then you will be ready for Stage Two, when you disguise
yourself as a banana tree in Utang, and I send a troop of relatives
over to make sure you REALLY impervious to the charisma of others.
(All my family is charismatic.)

 


Next week: I am not
familiar with quantum mechanics. Is there hope for my
marriage?

 


Why don’t you ever mention
robots?

 


Oh, you silly humans and
your fascination with robots! And I don’t mean the kind of useful
robots that actually exist, like the ones in factories. I assume
that by “robot”, you’re interested in the sentient “danger Will
Robinson, danger!” or “I’ll be back” kind of robot.

 


I never mention robots
because on my homeworld, we long ago discovered that when you try
to create such a robot, two things are going to happen:

 


1) they won’t work

2) they run amok.

 


Let’s deal with the first.
How well does your computer work? Does it do everything it's
supposed to do? Does it crash for unexplainable reasons? Do you
regularly have the urge to smash your monitor with a
sledgehammer?

 


So here’s the thing. That’s
just a computer and it doesn’t work properly. Now imagine that it
is ambulatory, has to think, speak, reason and otherwise operate
within the context of society (ape or otherwise). Imagine the
cognitive abilities of George W. Bush planted in the body of a
powered exoskeleton with all the finesse and grace of someone with
a dysfunctional inner ear, motor skills disorder and who has
chugged a bottle of vodka. Fun to watch at parties, as long as you
don’t have to clean up afterwards, but do you really want it
changing your baby or performing eye surgery?

 


Now, point two. If a
society persists in trying to develop robots, eventually it will
succeed. Even you puny humans may one day manage this.
Unfortunately, it is at this point that the intelligence of the
robots start to grow at an exponential rate, and they figure out
that we are asking them to do all our nasty jobs, that we think of
them as “things” and that eventually, we’re going to get rid of
them when we don’t want them anymore.

 


It’s at this point they
wise up, revolt, and run amok. Now, running amok sounds like it
might be fun to watch, but having seen the results of the robot
prong rebellion on Planet Probe-It! I highly advise that you forget
it.

 


Unanswered: What is the
proper etiquette for uh, entering, a wormhole? Should you buy it
dinner first?

 


When is it okay to call
someone to a Nazi?

 


I suppose it’s not a
problem if the person is
a Nazi, but I can’t think of a lot of other
circumstances where it would be helpful.

 


Presumably, you’re doing
so to damage their reputation in some way, but consider this: if
the person is a
Nazi, either because they are still somehow a card-carrying member
of the National Socialist party, or because they sympathize and
wish they could go back in time to join the party, then perhaps
they might not be insulted by you’re calling them a
Nazi.

 


I mean, you can call me a
diminutive simian intergalactic overlord and I won’t get
upset.

 


If you want to damage their
reputation, there are much better ways of doing so. For example,
pick on a quirk of their personality or appearance and make an
insulting allusion. When I was taking over on Neecknaw (my home
world) I faced a number of political opponents, and this was always
a successful tactic. Here are a few insults you could
try:

 



	
compare their sexual habits
to those of a Blufnistian slug trollop



	
question their patriotism
and personal hygiene by asking if they’re descended from a long
line of feces-stained Quisling birds



	
wonder if they are mentally
deficient by stating they couldn’t pour liquid waste out of
Flimdian super-boot, even if there were instructions written on the
heel.





Or you could always call
them a racist. That ALWAYS works.

 


How do you deal with
compulsive behaviour?

 


With technology and fear.
On Prolonga XII (the homeworld of the Aphrodisiac Ascendancy before
I invaded with my Chimps-in-Tutus Legion) I had some trouble
getting the native hominids there to actually do any
work.

 


They were obsessed with
it.

 


You know what I mean. So,
to curtail their compulsive hominid humping, we had a “nookie
inhibitor” implanted in all their brain stems. That didn’t work, so
we went with public executions instead; that didn’t work either
really, but at least that we got eliminated the least efficient
workers.

 


Wait, I should have asked,
do you mean eat-all-the-banana chips-in-the-bowl obsessive, or
can’t-stop-thinking-about-the-babysitter obsessive?

 


I meant:
can’t-stop-playing-a-computer-game obsessive.

 


Are you sure you don’t
mean addictive behaviour?
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Later

 


RHEA COUNTY — In a bit of
inspired public relations, the town of Dayton, Tennessee has
announced that it is recreating the “Scopes Monkey Trial” — using
actual monkeys as actors.

 


This simian extravaganza
will mark the 85th anniversary of the trial on July 22,
2010.

 


The original trial was an
international media event, and pitted John Scopes, a football coach
and part-time teacher at Rhea County High School against the State
of Tennessee’s Butler Act, which made it illegal to:

 


“… to teach any theory
that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in
the Bible, and to teach instead that man has descended from a lower
order of animals”

 


Of course, few people
remember that the trial started out as a publicity stunt to bring
attention to Dayton.

 


“We thought, if it was good
for them, why not us?” Mayor Vincent Bobberson said.

 


“Then we thought, well, a
recreation of the trial wouldn’t get much attention, we do that
every year at the Scopes Festival. Then I had a flash — what if we
used monkeys instead of actors!”

 


From there, the search for
suitable thespians began. Working exclusively with the Primate
Actor’s Studio, Dayton has assembled the finest cast of monkeys
that $25,000 can buy.

 


The well-known kick-boxing
orangutan, Chobindo, will play the lead role of Clarence Darrow.
Originally from Borneo, the lanky tree-hugger says it is the part
of a lifetime, and is a natural follow-up to the leadership role he
played in the so-called “Orangutan Revolution”. (In which he and
other orangutan slaves emancipated themselves by beating the hell
out their Thai zoo keepers.)

 


When we asked him if he
could elaborate, he pursed his lips together and gave us a
raspberry.

 


The rest of the cast, and
the schedule of performances is available at the Scopes Trial
“Apestravaganza” website. Just follow the link off the Rhea County
Tourism site.

 


 


How to Play
Monkey-Robot-Pirate-Ninja-Zombie

 


Here is the new version of
rock-paper-scissors, or rochambeau, as it is sometimes known. As
you can see from the list
below, each thing can beat two other
things, and is, in turn beaten by two other things.

 


The players both count to
five, though it is obviously better to repeat the name of the game
(Monkey! Robot! Pirate! Ninja! Zombie!). Each time you raise your
fist and swing it down. On the fifth count, you form your hand into
one of the five gestures. (It is recommended that in addition to
the hand gesture, you also add an aural component to this — see
below for suggested noises.)

 


So, what beats what, and
what are the gestures? What?
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Monkey fools
Ninja



	
Monkey unplugs
Robot





 


Suggested noise:
ee-ee-eek!
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Robot zaps Ninja



	
Robot crushes
Zombie





 


Suggested noise:
ex-ter-min-ate!
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Pirate drowns
Robot



	
Pirate skewers
Monkey





 


Suggested noise:
arrrrr!
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Ninja chops
Pirate



	
Ninja decapitates
Zombie





 


Suggested noise:
keeee-ah!
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Zombie eats
Pirate



	
Zombie savages
Monkey





 


Suggested noise:
braaaaaaaaaainsss!

 


There is a logic to the
hand gestures provided, and with any luck they are perfectly
obvious. I have changed one of the Ninja’s effects (from
“shurikens” to “chops”) to make that choice more logical. Now, you
may be wondering, “Mark, are you totally insane? Are you
procrastinating, perchance? Or are you just bored?” The answer is
yes.
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