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Like surf, they rolled down the mall to the Capitol, crashing and splashing, gay and together, flagrantly provocative, the lead banner whipping and buckling as it blazoned its wild, desperate message: “FUCK HATE!”, while behind it, tens of thousands of chanting marchers echoed the sentiment that the era of being sadists to one another was over. “Fuck hate! Fuck hate! Fuck hate!” they shouted joyously, as the world watched anxiously in its living rooms. “SCREW MISERY!” exhorted the placards whipping like jibs in a squall. “PAIN EATS IT!” “PISS ON PUNISHMENT!” “CAGES ARE FOR THE BIRDS!” “SUCK THIS, YOUR HONOR!”
Forty deep, the cops and soldiers blocked the marchers’ path. Two thousand visored helmets thrust belligerently at the advancing horde; nightsticks tapped impatiently in leathered palms. Their bullet belts slung low with gas and chains, their steel-tipped boots abusing dirt like angry bulls, the constables could hardly wait to meet the foe. Never before had the link between fear and fury been so exquisitely bared.
“HATE IS SHIT!” taunted the surging, flailing signs. “DOWN WITH BIG SADIST!” “AN EYE FOR AN EYE – WHY?”
The phalanx of officers stepped forward to meet the crowd. Batons, tumesced with vengeance, blurred with frenzy, came down in noxious, mortal arcs. Scarlet geysers spewed from ruptured heads. Signs were ripped away and jabbed with priapic glee into their bearers’ stomachs. Tear gas rose above the scene, and firejets of water, pluming like confetti, blew the demonstrators about like garbage gusted from a sidewalk. Those on the ground, gagging and cowering, were stomped and kicked and clubbed. Arms were wrenched, handcuffs applied, eardrums smashed, and noses sundered. Fists hit women in the face, children’s legs were snapped, eyeballs stabbed with pistol barrels. And all the while, the joyous, inexorable, unstoppable chanting continued: “Fuck hate! Fuck hate! Fuck hate!” even as, like blades in a giant wind tunnel, the gendarmes threshed them to ribbons.
When it was over, nearly six hundred were dead, thousands injured, but the nation would never again be the same. The tragedy had been precisely the emetic a paralyzed state had needed, a great red vomit of anguish, a cry of enough, a blessed regurgitation of all that was vile and gnarled within. In every pocket of the country, consciousness expanded like yeast, like universe; demands for reform grew more strident. The movement swelled to a revolution; Congress responded. And before a year had passed, punitism as an antidote to crime fell victim at last to an onrush of resolve to truly “heal ourselves from within” – a resolution codified, finally, in the 28th Amendment to the Constitution, officially repealing punishment as a tool of the state and dismantling, in a swoop, the nation’s entire criminal justice system.
And thus did it come to pass that, two thousand years after a child born in a manger in Bethlehem first presented the notion to a cynical world, his admonishment to “Love Thy Enemy” became official penal policy of the United States of America, ushering in the blessed but tragically short-lived era of peace, harmony and love known as the Age of Forgiveness.
“Love your enemies,
--Jesus Christ (Luke 6:27)
The wallet-sized phonecard Velcro’d to the side of the mag-lev mattress had been chirping for over a minute before Ben Kemble slid his arm across the sheet and groped for it. His metallic-fabric pajamas, crucial for levitation, crinkled like wind chimes – “musical sleepwear for a melodious sleep,” the ads had called it. Snapping the card from its mooring, he squinted at the inch-square display showing time, date, caller name and number, and the yeasty, beaming face of his supervisor, Shirley Broward, Coordinating Administrator of the United States Department of Forgiveness, Sector III, in Boston. Drowsily, he cut the mag-lev, sank against the bed, pressed Enter to accept the call, and with a thumb-roll enlarged the image to a four-inch hologram hovering above the card.
“Sorry to wake you, Ben. I know it’s early.”
His voice was a growl and a sigh as it surfaced from a place where dreams still blew and raged like plumes of drift off Everest. “Morning, Shirl,” he said, his own image transmitted to the caller.
“Available today?”
Ben felt a little swimmy. “I s’pose . . .” He stretched his face, dug glue from the corner of his eye, and focused on her picture. Her surgically felined lime eyes did not reflect the edge of urgency he thought he’d detected in her voice. Though by no means butch or bellicose, the USDF sub-director nevertheless had a ballsy vigor and no-flab heft that brought to mind earth-moving equipment, along with a housecleaner’s mien of authority with which not everyone at the forgiveness agency felt entirely comfortable. Ben had never had a problem with this; liked, as it were, the no-nonsense way Shirley rested her biceps on her broom; found her fortitude reassuring, her candor refreshing, and her commitment to the enterprise praiseworthy.
In his miniature head-and-shoulders view, she wore a buttery blouse with the brass USDF pin on its lapel, a tangerine tie that picked up the sienna curls of her hair, and fluorescing hoop earrings that cast faint lemon ellipses onto her neck. If technology had been up to it, Ben thought, he could have smelled, through his phonecard, her delicate cologne, as well. But then, this was, after all, only 2006, still the technological Dark Ages compared to what would surely be available a decade or two down the road.
“Shall I give you a minute?”
“No, no . . .” He propped a pillow under his neck, feeling a twinge of resentment. “I was going to paint, but . . . what have you got?”
“Not your ordinary traffic vio, Ben.”
“Oh?” A vestige of dream bloomed afresh in his mind, then winked out. Brainwave sensors in the bed’s headboard analyzed his morning waking signature, distinguished it from nocturnal false alarms, and started double-strength Sumatran perking in the kitchen.
“Are you alone?”
Ben cracked a grin and flashed his card around the room to show her. “Mildred left a year ago, remember?”
“One never knows with these things.”
“Mildred,” said Ben dryly, “harbors no such ambiguity.”
“Well, there might have been someone else.”
“Occasionally has been,” said Ben, “but not this morning.”
Shirley allowed a hint of amusement in her eyes, which quickly clouded. “I’m not prying, Ben. It’s just that there’s got to be a certain amount of discretion on this one.”
“Oh?”
Her gaze and voice were steady; Ben sensed the resolve of a paratrooper evaluating a drop. “A Level Six has come in.”
It took a second to register, like a computer screen assembling. “Six . . .?” he murmured.
“The big one, Ben, the one we all knew would have to come sooner or later.”
Ben felt fully awake. “The Snuffer.”
The administrator’s voice flattened. “Interception took place last night. He’s in custody here. His name is Culver Thompson.”
Ben let out a breath. The electronic tabloids had been beating the drums on this one for months. “Where’d they find him?”
“Right here in Boston, an apartment in the North End. Pure luck, believe me, Ben. Inexplicably, he left the victim’s phonecard on, and when the kid cried out, Protecto-Scan picked it up and homed right in on it. The first officers got there in less than a minute.”
Ben grunted. “Maybe he wanted to get caught.”
“Who knows? I wouldn’t profess, nor would I especially want, to know the mind of a man who’s killed four children.”
“And the kid?”
“Traumatized all to hell, but alive, thank God.”
Ben felt a surge of pain and caring for the almost-victim, but no hate for the perpetrator, no judgment. He’d been trained out of that, which was why he was one of the few persons in the forgiveness bureau’s stable with a Level Six rating.
“Boy or girl?” he asked.
“Boy this time.”
Ben made a face.
“So.” Shirley raised her eyebrows slightly. “You up to a Six? It’ll be a first for all of us.”
Ben felt numb, as if his brain were empty and blaring at the same time. Not a chance in the world he could paint today.
“The computer has already paired you with a young woman named Delilah Wenders, qualified up to Level Three herself. She’s temped for us for a little over a year, traffic stuff, misdemeanors, juvenile, domestic; lives in Brookline. Do you know her?”
Ben shook his head.
“Wouldn’t expect you to. Neither do I.” She took a bite of a coconut nega-donut and flushed it with a toss of coffee from a self-heating disposable cup. Ben guessed it wasn’t her first of the day and that she’d been in the office a good two hours already. A moment later her round, middle-aged face on the screen was supplanted with the thinnish, rather defiant photo of a much younger woman. Ben saw hazel eyes, a thin unlipsticked mouth, and an incongruously stylish pileup of reddish hair. He tried to form no opinion.
“Ms. Wenders,” Shirley spoke behind the picture. “Just turned twenty-three. I would not have chosen her – her ethics count is much too high, making her susceptible to slipping into judgmentalness at the higher Levels. And, as I said, she’s only a Level Three, unqualified on the face of it to deal with a Six.”
“That isn’t an absolute, Shirley.”
“It is to me. But evidently the computer calculated otherwise for this particular situation.”
“Any idea why?”
“Well, she did receive a commendation for her work on a minor theft case a couple of weeks ago. Perhaps that had something to do with it. But it could be any number of factors: availability, psych profile, compatibility with you. . .”
“Hmm.” Ben studied the image. The thin young woman looked hurt, abused, veiled.
“Still,” Shirley went on, her own image returning to the screen, “her damn ethics count troubles me. Too rigid an adherence to principle can be the very antithesis of love.”
“True,” agreed Ben. “But we all have a vestige of it, no matter what our Level. I wouldn’t fault her too much.”
“We’ll see,” the administrator said doubtfully.
“I’d like to meet her.”
“Does that mean you’re accepting the assignment?”
He swung his legs out of bed and stepped into his sandals. “Sure, Shirley. Someone’s got to do it.”
Her voice softened. “Thanks, Ben. I’ll down this man’s file to you now.”
“Right.” He walked from his bedroom into his living room/studio, a clutter of sketchbooks and notebooks, tables strewn with magazines and printouts, like mulch awaiting winter. Though turpentine and linseed oil were no longer in use these days, Ben, who’d trained at the Museum School in the nineties, still had a nostalgia for the obsolete solvents and routinely played their aromas on his odor synthesizer. Now, he turned down their intensity, eased himself into a magnetic-levitation armchair facing his console, and gazed at a flat screen the size of a picture window on the wall before him. This was the canvas on which he assembled pixels into art, and last night’s image was still on: a swirl of false-color cityscapes peopled with pretzeled figures that he hoped would evoke, through its vortexed chaos, the joyous, relentless gallop of the universal life force through the stately emptiness at the source of all creation – or so said the calculatedly pompous and obtuse handouts his agent passed out with the Havarti and Chianti at Ben’s openings once or twice a year.
Ben stored the image, then inserted his phonecard into a slot and waited as the machine downloaded the data from USDF headquarters. Three seconds later the card popped out and a printer began spitting documents. Ben scanned them as they dropped into a tray. Name: Culver Thompson, a.k.a. the “Snuffer.” Age 45, height 5’7”, weight about 180. Born 1961 in Rockaway, New Jersey, a mosquitoed noplace then just metamorphosing from rural to mall-strewn. He was two when John F. Kennedy was assassinated and seven at the height of the hippie movement. Secondary school education completed at Morris Hills Regional with academic honors and, in the hindsight of four savage murders, an apparently incongruous reputation for friendliness and good behavior. He was a Scout, and had once been commended by the local police chief for rescuing a neighbor’s cat from a water tower. He had a high IQ, a flare for music, and an ambition to be a pilot, eventually realized. His parents were upper middle class, his father a successful software entrepreneur, his mother a writer for environmental magazines; both died in bizarre manners when he was thirty. Prior to that he had graduated, again with honors, from Harvard, majoring in anthropology, and had gone to work for Pan Am as a helicopter pilot. His photo in his high school yearbook showed a boy with a pleasant if heavyset face, acne, and a pencil mustache. In his Harvard class picture, zits and lip fur gone, he looked happy and untroubled. Likewise, his driver's license and Pan Am ID also depicted a genuinely civilized and affable man.
And now this.
Ben forced himself to be nonjudgmental; nevertheless, in the mug shots taken following his “interception,” as it was politely called these days, the Culver Thompson of today did not look like the sort of man who’d top his dinner-invite list. Mostly, it was the eyes, utterly uncaring yet uncannily amused, as if he not only coldly hated but warmly enjoyed it. When Shirley came back, on the big screen now, Ben simply shook his head. “A handful, I’d say.”
Shirley gulped coffee, pumping up. “Everything is riding on this one, Ben. We fail here and the country is back to square one. The Revolution might as well never have happened. A lot of people would like that.”
“Tell me about it,” he said ironically, well aware of the enduring vulnerability of something as gentle, even insipid, as forgiveness, and the punitive sentiments always festering in some quarters. He looked at the pictures of the Snuffer’s four atrocities, not counting the current near miss, and pressed his lips together. Two of the girl victims had been stretched naked on racks until they’d been literally torn in half at their waists; the boys had been sealed in helicopter canopies and lingeringly drowned. In all cases, the Snuffer had videotaped the proceedings.
“Ben?”
“Yeah, Shirl?”
“It’s not going to be easy, you know, in spite of your training, experience, and basically compassionate nature. I don’t care how much a Boy Scout this man might, or might not, have been as a child. Right now he’s dirty, sneaky, shifty and without honor. He’s a lizard, Ben. Slime squared.”
He knew she was testing him. “I’ll review the literature on reptilia. Don’t worry, Shirl, I’m sure I can handle him.”
“I’m not sure Jesus could – and you’re not Jesus.”
“No?”
He thought she’d smile, but her face remained tense; too much was riding on this. “Ben?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you really think you can love a man like this?”
Ben took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s what I’m being paid for, Shirley.”
In hindsight, now, the American Revolution of 2004 – known colloquially as the “Fuck Hate Revolution” and of vastly more consequence for humanity than the original mutiny against the British some two hundred and some years earlier – seems to have been inevitable. Crime and violence, the pop tunes of our age, had been running off the charts. Guns were everywhere, children slew their playmates daily, drive-by shootings were legion, our streets unsafe at any hour. While our prisons overflowed, we ourselves had become prisoners of an increasingly vengeful society, locked fearfully in our homes as anarchy and hatred raged from our TV screens. Savagery had become our national psyche, and it culminated, finally and logically, in a detestable child’s toy called Little Tommy Torture – which, by supremely reflecting how ghastly, as a people, we had become, proved to be the catalyst that, in conjunction with a new science called Forgiveness Theory, reversed the terrible tide, at last.
Brainchild of a dysfunctional computer wizard and a dyspeptic Madison Avenue copywriter, Little Tommy Torture was twelve megabytes of masochism wired into a two-foot-high plastic replica of a six-year-old boy. When you pinched him, he winced. When you burned him with a cigarette, he squealed. When you stuck a needle (part of the accompanying accessory kit) into his eye, he howled and pleaded, “Stop, please stop!” And when you grabbed the little electronic lad by his tiny plastic nuts and twisted with all your might, Tommy let out a synthesized shriek so piercing, so desperate, so faithfully suffused with the essence of human agony, that neither man nor beast could listen to it without experiencing a visceral rush of fear and disgust. Needless to say, just about every kid on the block wanted one, and sales shot through the company’s geodesic roof.
According to its cynical promoters, Tommy was an educational toy designed to teach children right from wrong at an early age, before they embarked on a life of crime. “Pre-rehab” was the psychopop term they used. Because Tommy was programmable, you could enter into his solid-state psyche a misdemeanor of your choice, and he would say, for example, “I just pissed in my mother’s coffee,” and then you could bite off his ear, and he would scream and say, “I’m sorry, I’ll never do that again!” and you had thereby taught him – and by implication yourself – a lesson in ethical behavior. “Nip crime in the bud,” went the advertisements. “Teach your child to be a worthwhile member of society.” Yes, Tommy was a naughty little fuck but a very moral little toy.
Well, nonsense, said a lot of outraged people, parents and singles alike, among them a professor of criminology at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology named Peter Chin, who expressed his opinion in what instantly became the seminal work on the subject, Forgiveness Theory: A Radical Approach To Crime. Far from being moral, argued Chin, Tommy was a high-tech effigy of the worst in all of us. It should come as no surprise, said Chin, that this “bad” little doll-child should have become so perversely popular, because the grim truth was that, as a people, we worship punishment; indeed, we lust for the tart, nasty taste of vengeance far more than we cotton to the sublime scent of compassion, mercy and love. We are, declared Chin bluntly, a “get even” nation, and the criminal justice system in America – “Big Sadist,” he dubbed it – is the collective avenging agency via which our punitive impulses are carried out.
Moreover, said Chin, not merely is “justice” our rationale for our sadism; it’s actually – are you ready for this, folks? -- the cause of sadism. Yes, you heard this right, America: cruelty is the handmaiden of equity. Hideous crime and evenhanded justice, declared Chin to an initially skeptical world, are essentially one and the same thing – and Chin had the numbers to prove it.
It was the numbers, of course, that gave Chin’s daring concept – that we could reduce crime by ceasing to punish our criminals and showering them with love instead – its credibility. His astonishing line of reasoning began with the remarkable assertion that the qualities we experience as good and evil derive directly from the principle of pi – that timeless cosmic relationship between circle and diameter. Pi, posited Chin, was not just a diagram scratched by Greeks in the sand. It was, he asserted, no less than the Mind of God itself, the Cosmic Vocal Chord or Word which spoke and speaks our universe, the humming Om that drives the dance we experience from moment to moment as worldly existence. In its circular aspect pi was divine; when split by diameter it was human; that is, divided from God, from love. The true purpose of human life, averred Chin, was to reunite with God, to vibrate our diameter aspect ever more vigorously until it reached circumference’s celestial shores. Conversely, the more rigid the diameter component becomes in each of us, the more fearful, cold, controlling and hateful – the more, in short, pi – we become. All is pi, proclaimed the MIT professor; it templates everything. Ergo, inherent in the rambunctious, infinite, transcendental stream of digits that pi becomes when expressed in our base-10 number system must be a measuring stick by which love and hate can be mathematically evaluated; and if that be the case – and it was – then here, at last, Chin saw, was the key to solving the vexing problem of crime. In short, Chin’s numbers showed, punishment does not and can not cure crime, it only makes it worse. And so-called justice is nothing but punishment in a sugar-coated word.
Big Sadist, averred Chin, which is to say our entire penal system, was nothing but malice raised to the level of institution. Its sole function was the production and distribution of pain. At any given moment, Chin’s statistics and algorithms showed, fully two percent of our population, or some six million individuals, were officially being treated like Little Tommy Torture dolls. Very nearly the same number, be they jaywalkers or ax killers, would emerge from this so-called treatment with their maladies intact. This exercise in futility cost Americans billions annually, but did we care that we were drunkenly funding the most patently foolhardy industry on earth? Heck, no. We loved Big Sadist. We loved our granite tombs and glinting shackles, our prideful sirens and strobing Uzis; our “peace” officers marching blindly in their bilious blue parades, bopping and bashing. We loved our cozy walnut courtrooms, with all their solemn jesters, robed and pompous, haggling like children at a costume party. We loved our bars and locks and rattling keyrings; the mean, jowly set to our jailers’ faces, their slitted eyes and frozen minds. Oh, yes: we were horny for all this kinky municipal masturbation, this whacking off on righteous wrath. We lionized our surrogate sadists. We televised them! We were having a good time!
Well, said Chin, let’s deceive ourselves no longer. This is not societal health, this is disease of pandemic dimension. We are pitifully sick and getting sicker every day, and Little Tommy Torture was sticking it to us, throwing our national malignancy right in our sadistic little faces. True rehabilitation, said Chin, comes only from one source: love. Slap a mugger on the wrists and he will mug again; but show him goodness and you short-circuit his delinquency forever. Incarcerate a killer and he will gel but never heal; but love him and he’ll need no further supervision; compassion will be his everlasting chaperone.
Our entire approach up till now, said Chin, has been to fight hate with hate. But did not Jesus decree that we “love” our enemies? And are we not, overall, a nation with professedly Christian values? So, why not do it? Why not have the courage to acknowledge that punishment is just not working; that punishment is state-of-the-art societal medicine the way leeching blood was state-of-the-art physical medicine in what we now call the Dark Ages? Why not reverse the downward trend of civilization and take a grand step forward on behalf of our children and of the human race? Why not face the stark reality, Forgiveness Theory bluntly asserted, that any punishment that fits the crime is as criminal as the crime itself; that cruelty is viral, amplifying as it percolates through a society, infecting the body as a whole; that rehabilitation is simply not to be found in revenge – period? Why not let’s, at long last, try something else?
It was, as they say, an idea whose time had come. Burgeoning crime rates, bloated prisons, Chin’s irrefutable equations, and a backlash of revulsion against a two-foot dummy who hurt, had met in historic confluence to convince a lot of people that the ongoing war against crime was in desperate need of overhaul. A new breed of Abolitionist was born, demanding the eradication of a deeper form of slavery, our enchattelment to hate itself – a storm of protest which reached apotheosis in the great “Fuck Hate” bloodbath of 2004, in which some two million Americans marched on Washington imploring that love and compassion supplant the old order of punishment and revenge.
Miraculously, bizarrely, a plastic six-year-old who bellowed when you squeezed his balls had triumphed – in conjunction with Chin’s Forgiveness Theory – where centuries of saints had failed. Little Tommy Torture dolls were banned from the marketplace, the doors of our prisons were flung open, and the Age of Forgiveness, with its army of temp absolvers, tolled in mighty spiritual splendor across a bruised and grateful land.
Dellie Wenders slipped into a long, pleated dress and moved it around on her hips till it sat just right. Green and napped, it was her favorite dress for forgiveness work, just the right mix of casual and professional, while at the same time discreetly calling attention to her slim figure. Her outfit notwithstanding, however, Dellie didn’t feel particularly attractive this morning. Rotating before the mirror on the back of her closet door, even with its image enrichment optics set on high, she felt, as usual, disappointed at what she saw: a rather gawky woman of twenty-three, a jot over five-four, with a rodent-like face and unglamorous green eyes, slender, freckled arms, modest breasts but thank God she had something, and a pyramid hairdo that had looked sheik and dusky in the style book at the hairdresser’s but sulked on Dellie like an eroded Mayan mausoleum. How curious, she noted, not for the first time, that sometimes she could glance in a mirror and see the same hairdo not as a dorky Amerindian ruin but as the blazing auburn coiffure it had been on the model, as scintillating as a mesa at sunset. Plainly, the variable here was not her actual looks but the caprice of the self-esteem tribunal always in session inside her head.
Today’s verdict—“we find the defendant inadequate in every way”—didn’t surprise her. Praise always made her nervous; honor literally gave her the runs. And here she was, being singled out from among thousands of temps to co-treat the agency’s first Level Six, the notorious Snuffer. Why the USDF had selected a mousy dolf like herself for the job and promoted her an unprecedented three Levels overnight she surely couldn’t fathom. True, she’d just come off a shoplifting assignment which had earned her a Level Three Compassion Citation; and true, for all her spiritual mediocrity, as she assessed it, she was, in her unassuming way, a conscientious toiler in the infant field of forgiveness therapy. But still. She simply wasn’t worthy, couldn’t they see that? And triple pay, for heaven’s sake! It made her feel like a thief. Before she knew it they’d be treating her for fraud, not she treating a Level Six for the heinous offense of drowning and drawing and quartering children.
In addition, as if the laws of chance had not been sufficiently deflowered for one day, her mid-level supervisor had told her she’d be working in partnership with none other than Benjamin Kemble, the both of them reporting to Coordinating Administrator Shirley Broward. Dellie’s pulse had shifted into overdrive at the news she’d be associated with Ben. Not only was he already a minor legend around the agency for his deft rehabilitations of several Level Fives—a second-degree manslaughter, an arson, an aggravated rape—but he was, well, a hunk of sorts. Dellie had first seen him in the corridor at the USDF about eight months earlier, a tall, flat-stomached, friendly-looking man with tawny, tousled hair, walking with his arm around a man she assumed to be a client, talking easily, laughing unaffectedly, so very accepting of himself and others, so confident, so genuine. And shoulders! To her chagrin, her awe before his spiritual stature was dwarfed by her idolatry in the face of those rippling deltoids, as sexy as a woman’s bottom beneath a slip. For months, she’d entertained a girlish crush on him, visiting the Lomax Gallery where he exhibited to try to infer his soul from his art and learning from discreet inquiries at the agency that he was thirty-three and that he’d been split from his long-term girlfriend for a year.
Of course, Dellie knew, her own chances were nil in any case. Although at twelve she had discovered she could project sex appeal at will and had briefly tried promiscuity on for size, by thirteen, as if in backlash, she went inexplicably demur, withdrew into a paralyzing fog of self-hatred, and had not had a boyfriend since. It was as if some unknown emotional ax had fallen soon after her father’s untimely death, crimping her psyche like a secondhand fender. So ingrained had this dent become that, when she’d recently encountered Ben on the street, she had felt her face go numb and had retreated ignominiously in another direction, burning for weeks with shame at her cowardice and wondering if he’d noticed this homely stranger stupidly fleeing him.
The origin of her debilitating self-loathing was unknown to her, though she was quite sure it had its roots somewhere in the murky few days preceding her father’s bizarre demise, a period tantalizingly inaccessible even to the electronic extraction capabilities of modern memory retrieval technology, which she made use of about once a month.
Since its invention two years earlier and prompt approval for public use, assisted regression technology had become all the rage. Franchises with names like “Deja vu,” “Instant Replay,” “Time and Again,” “Echo Chamber,” and yes, even “McMemory” for those harried souls who only wanted to call up a small helping of yesteryear during lunch hour, had proliferated. Memory, it turned out, was seated in the spine, where it was “stacked” in holographic electromagnetic cross-sections, automatically compressing, yet losing none of its integrity, as fresh happenstance was piled upon the old. Accessing it was as simple as passing a tape head along a person’s vertebrae, computer imaging the info, and then channeling it into the real-time memory reader in one’s medulla oblongata. The perceptual result was recall, yet the information, being virtual rather than real, vanished within seconds, avoiding overcrowding one’s spinal archives with duplications.
Nostalgia hopping, as it was popularly called, was a favorite activity of Dellie’s, one which she usually did with her handsome, and gay, neighbor, Troy Doherty. Ensconced in separate cubicles at their favorite memory salon, “Remembrance of Things Past,” they would spend an hour or two hopscotching through their histories, then repair to a sidewalk café on Newbury Street to share their reexperiences over croissants and espresso. The particular eatery they frequented “just happened” to be located three doors from the Lomax Gallery, Dellie’s secret fantasy being that Ben would see her with her gorgeous neighbor, realize she must be desirable after all, and become hopelessly smitten on the spot; if so, she planned to ignore him. God, was she sick or what!
Her previous week’s amble through her priors had been typical. While Troy was reliving a particularly horny incident in the showers in high school, back Dellie went into her own past, smoothly five again and gaily pumping a swing in a playground near her house in Allston on a sweet spring morning with her best friend, Suzanne, their little dresses flying so the boys could see their underpants. Dellie selected a concerto by Mozart to accompany this particular evocation—a memory she’d accessed on several previous visits, as much for its bittersweet climax as for its bucolic beginning. Presently, as she watched, she saw herself begin cruelly teasing Suzanne over the girl’s inability to flawlessly recite the alphabet. How critical she was! How judgmental and punitive! And then, God forgive her, she found herself viciously declaring to Suzanne that she was not her best friend anymore. In memory so real its repercussions in her lower discs felt like a clutch being let out too quickly, Dellie relived the shock and pain on the little girl’s face, the nascent tears, the pleading overtures for Dellie to rescind the horrible sentence, while Dellie, stern and freckled, a little martinet in white sandals and patterned jumper, shook her head and said, “No, never. It’s over, Suzanne. For ever and ever and ever . . .”—each sepulchral invocation of eternity a cleaver in their friendship and a dagger in the weeping girl’s soul. Enveloped in Mozart, Dellie felt tears running down her own face, as she begged her long lost friend for forgiveness, feeling the deepest of all punishments: another’s pain. Repeatedly pressing replay, Dellie atoned and atoned until, emotionally unbuckled at last, she dried her eyes, switched the music to eighties Madonna, pressed scan, and sat back peacefully as the holographic pickup rode slowly up her spine, escorting her through the balance of her childhood.
What a happy little girl she’d been! Picnics and birthdays and jumpropes and dollies fluttered through her consciousness like leaves in a karmic flipbook, Delilah redux, a childhood blessed with a funny little brother, Jess, whom she treasured, the world’s neatest mom, whom she’d adored at the time but from whom she was now all but estranged, and most especially her father, for whom her adoration began, she was certain, only hours after birth when she’d taken one look at his beaming, gangster-handsome face and been imprinted like a duck.
How that man had loved her! Prowling through her spinal scrapbook, Dellie flagged and savored her favorite episodes, inebriated anew by the stink of his cigars and soggy ripeness of the cornflakes he invariably ate, no slurped, for breakfast; by the fuzzy comfort of his old suede jacket as she helped him rake leaves, devotedly poking fluff back into the corner tear in his pocket; by the way his face buckled like a pepper when he got the giggles and by the glee and terror she’d felt clutching his early-balding head as he plunged powerfully into the surf with her on his shoulders. Most of all, though, she loved the way, as the machine made its mnemonic transit through her youth, this gentle, hard-muscled man tucked her tenderly into bed every night and told her he loved her more than anyone else in the entire world.
Abruptly, at age 12, as always happened at that point, the memory reader began skipping and scratching, like a needle stumbling across an old-fashioned record, causing Dellie’s recollections to bunch and overlap in a kind of cognitive persistence of vision that made meaningful recall impossible. Flashes of unreferenced emotion jagged across her mind, intense sexual feelings, sickening waves of anger, bone-chilling bolts of fear; and then her mental anarchy cleared, and it was a few days later, and something was horribly wrong with her, some awful guillotine had fallen in that forlorn now-fortressed time, amputating all joy and trust and love, and for the life of her she didn’t know what had happened, or why, only that it had something to do with boys near a schoolyard and humiliation and violation and her dad sticking up for her, and then—
Something else, something else . . . something neither she nor the memprobe could put a finger on . . .
And then, when that atrocious “something else” was done, her father’s death only days later under the wheels of a trolley and her sickly certainty that somehow it was she, not the train, who had been responsible. High school loomed and acne and scarlet wetness on her sheets and promiscuity, as if the vulval blaze might somehow reignite her dampened soul; but no, the flame went out, and ever since she’d been dinky Delilah Wenders, dork in spades, unwelcome trekker in an alien world . . .
Troy shook his head gently. “We’re obsessed with the grim stuff, aren’t we?” he observed, as they sat at a round white table with an umbrella sprouting from its center.
“Weird,” agreed Dellie. She lowered her face to the rim of her frosted mug to let bubbles of diet soda bombard her nose. “I keep thinking if I run up to that blank period with enough momentum I can break into it, but I can’t. It’s like some kind of psychic constipation.”
“Soul cramps.”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe you got a bum machine.”
“No . . .”
Troy’s eyes shifted briefly to a tight-jeaned male; then he grinned as Dellie made a face at him. “Well,” he said, “you never seem to have any trouble recalling the Suzanne incident.”
“Can you believe that!” Dellie’s emerald eyes sparkled. “Thank heavens I’ve changed.”“I know I thank my lucky stars you’ve changed!”
Dellie smiled before becoming pensive. “Can you believe what an awful little cunt I was?”
“Dear, aren’t we all?”
And now it was a week later, a lifetime later, and Dellie was getting ready, on behalf of the United States Department of Forgiveness, to absolve Culver Thompson for doing to four innocent little children essentially what she had done to innocent little Suzanne. Oh, you could argue degree if you wanted to, but she knew, she knew: killing was killing, however you cut it. As Forgiveness Theory succinctly put it: “All hate is the same, all love is the same.” And that was why she’d accepted the job, why, indeed, she had begun working for the USDF in the first place—to forgive others not for their sins but for her own; to forgive, finally herself.
That, and to meet Ben Kemble.
Spraying her underarms with a vitamin deodorant and stepping into a pair of vermilion pumps—their bottoms coated with Fungalene®, a patented fungus which now covered 90% of all footwear, so that soles never wore out but just kept on growing—Dellie ate a nega-breakfast of sausage and eggs, a sort of factory-packaged bulimia without the side effects, checked and returned to storage a poem she’d been working on, made a final visual inspection of her digs, and exited to the street.
Riding the T from Brookline into Boston, wedged against the window by a fat businesswoman smelling like lilies and engrossed in a wristtop with a holographically enlarged plume that flapped about weightlessly, Dellie watched the four-story, bay-windowed apartment buildings on Beacon glide by, their facades blued by the early morning shade on that side of the street. A helmeted cyclist, matching his speed to that of the trolley, waved to her, and she—eternal wuss! -- veiled her eyes and pretended not to see him. She was still not fully comfortable participating in society’s new celebration of communality, though she most certainly liked and approved of it. America was different today; Boston was different. People were more gentle to one another; courtesy reigned. Automobiles negotiated the one-time bumper-car capital of the nation as if plying the aisles of a church. There was a medieval cathedralness to things; madrigals seemed to hang in the air. Openness had replaced “cool” as a social fashion. Smiles were in, silvered sunglasses out. Even the Walk/Don’t Walk signs said please. And all because Americans had stood up together, at last, and with all the Yankee defiance and gusto that had made the nation great in the first place, had shouted back at the Punitans, “We just won’t stand for that vengeance crap anymore! Other abuse is self abuse! Take your hate and shove it!”
Dellie had been 21 when the historic confrontation had taken place, and like nearly everyone else she remembered exactly where she’d been at the time. She’d been spending the afternoon in Cambridge with an invalid old lady, Julia Kwiatkowsky, who’d become something of a mentor to her, and the two had watched with knotted nausea as the vulgar events unfolded on television. Being a doggedly judgmental person herself, Dellie had no trouble recognizing her own scummy darkness in the squads of police officers maiming and murdering demonstrators “for their own good,” for Christ’s sake, teaching them deportment by setting an example of the most obscenely bestial behavior imaginable and suffusing Dellie with an almost cosmic despair. “Please,” she’d heard herself murmuring over and over to herself, her head in Mrs. Kwiatkowsky’s paralyzed lap. “Please, please, please, please . . .” Yet she’d felt pride, as well, and an angry, famished desire to be in Washington to take part in the fray. And then oddly, as the odious melee went on and on, she began to feel, as did the nation, not grief but hope, for hate was losing, sinking into itself, drowning in its own yellow spit with each putrid parabola of a pig’s nightstick. Patriotic goosebumps corrugated her skin as she realized that what was happening was not the birth of monstrosity but the dawning of Eden, that not good but evil was perishing before her eyes. Her anguished weeping had turned to joy as she felt the national catharsis that was taking place, the colossal surge of freedom, the thundering, triumphant entry of God into the world. thank God, thank God, this country she loved: getting clean at last!
And so it came to pass. A new national anthem was adopted, one in which the pyromaniacal lunacy of rockets red glare and bombs bursting in air was replaced with the proud crusade of genuine brotherhood for which so many brave Americans, in the year 2004, had given their lives. How exalted Dellie felt to be a part of such a nation. And when the United States Department of Forgiveness was established, with the front lines to be staffed by temporary employees, on the rationale that loving on a 40-hour-a-week schedule, even with paid vacations and holidays, would quickly lead to spiritual burnout, she knew she had found her calling. Immediately quitting her job brokering computer time to small businesses, she enlisted, went through a month of training, and began temping as a Level One—the so-called victimless crimes, such as jaywalking, drugs, prostitution, gambling, and the like.
And now—talk about advancement!
Emerging from the train at Copley, Dellie paused at a corner Ishkabibble and briefly watched a news item from Lisbon before walking through the image and continuing on. Nowadays, Ishkabibbles—a bastardization of Infobubble—could be found everywhere and, in urban areas, every few blocks, their sidewalk-flush lenses projecting bulbous holograms into the air for all to see. Entirely virtual, the twelve-foot-diameter balloons of data could be viewed from any angle, while pedestrians and other traffic could move through them with no degradation either to themselves or the image. Further, any individual using his or her phonecard could enter an electronic queue at any Ishkabibble and, interrupting the routine flow of news and weather, could command two minutes of time to address those in the immediate vicinity, the 21st century version of Boston Common in the 1700’s, when Thomas Paine stood on that grassy meadow exhorting the Colonists to go to war with the British.
Dellie walked past the Copley Place Galleria and Back Bay Station and paused at the public data fountain at Dartmouth and Columbus, where a stand-up comic was using his two minutes to break in a new routine. She smiled faintly, happy for him, happy for the amazing modern world in which she lived, a world that felt secure and kind, like family, like home.
Another two blocks brought her face to face with the imposing edifice that was the Northeast Headquarters of the United States Department of Forgiveness, Sector III. She felt a lump in her throat as she stared at it, so large, so powerful, so dedicated to loving, like an unbending Big Daddy shielding the huddled masses from the spiritual sabotage of punishment. The building seemed to hunker more than sit, and she marveled, as always, that a structure as chunky and massive as a small asteroid could be dedicated to the promulgation of love and mercy. Yet there it was in brick and stone, huge and forbidding, yet a place of sanity and peace, set back on a cobblestone plaza on which, as a kind of preamble to the entire enterprise, stood a statue of Themis, the Goddess of Law and Order, blinded by a bandanna, her right arm wielding a double-edged sword, her left supporting a pair of balanced apothecary trays suspended from triads of tented wires. What made the icon unique was that it was overlaid with a crimson circle slashed by a red bar across Lady Law’s billowing torso. The message was as obstinate as a stop sign: NO JUSTICE ALLOWED. And, by implication, its converse: ONLY LOVE SERVED HERE.
Biting her lip to contain her emotion, her thrill and shame at the historic import of her mission, she walked up the broad fan of steps to begin bestowing her country’s unconditional love upon one of its most loathsome citizens. A Level Six! She still had difficulty believing they’d actually chosen her, Dellie Wenders, for the job. But they had, and she was determined to acquit herself honorably. Her throat tightening, she paused again to gaze up at the USDF slogan, so heroically non-negotiable it was literally carved in stone above the building’s entrance: “Forgive a child afraid of the dark, but not a nation afraid of the light.”
Yes, she thought solemnly, as she entered the building, that was her assignment—to illumine the still twilit, terrified recesses of her nation. Yet how could she—how could anyone? -- have known that somewhere, sometime, in the frantic roil and boil of time and space the flame of love and mercy and compassion, so calm and sweet in the friendly spring of 2006, had begun to whip and flicker in the gusts of gathering storm, to twist and thin as the thunderclouds of fear and hate rolled in and threatened to snuff, in its infancy, the most splendid human enterprise since God split down the middle and began the pi-based dance we call our lives?
“Get your fucking hands off me,” said Culver Thompson, swiveling at the hips and yanking his manacled hands up and back as if starting a golf swing.
“Sorry,” said the young male attendant, who’d well-intentionedly tried to guide the Snuffer into an elevator to escort him to the USDF “sweet room” for his official intake.
“You like touching me? You want to touch my dick?”
“No,” said the man.
“We understand how you feel,” said another white-suited man as the doors parted and they entered.
“You don’t understand a bucket of warm spit,” said Culver. “How many kids you kill?”
“Obviously none.”
“Obviously? What the goddamn fuck does that mean? Is that a judgment? You fucking judging me?”
“Sorry. We realize you’re full of hate at this p—”
“And I realize you’re full of shit.”
“All right.”
“All right! Jesus! I killed four fucking kids, asshole. Two I drowned, two I pulled the fuck apart. And you want to forgive me?”
“We’re just orderlies, sir. the actual forgivers—”
“Fuck your forgiveness. I don’t need it.”
“All right.”
“Let me tell you something, toolhead,” said Culver as the elevator rose. “You think this fucking thing on my leg is going to keep me here?”
“It’s a molecular bracelet,” said one. “No one’s ever gotten out of one. It would take an industrial laser to—”
“Wrong, creamstick. I’m going to be the first. And when I blow this dump, your kid’s going to be the first I kill—after I fuck him or her first.”
The man lowered his gaze, unable to meet the pepper-spray of hate spitting from Culver’s eyes.
They exited the elevator, walked down a calculatedly bucolic corridor, and entered the sweet room. Three men and a woman bobbed in mag-lev chairs, smiling at the new arrival. “How do you do,” said one.
“I sit on a fucking toilet,” said Culver. “How do you do?”
“Please,” another said cordially. “Have a seat.”
Culver was guided to a comfortable chair and his ankle shackle bonded electrically to a short chain on the chair’s leg. The cuffs on his wrists were removed. He glared at the attendants floating in the chairs before him and regarding him with mandatory kindness, mellow respect, and a suspension of judgment as dulcetly weightless as their torsos in their lev-seats. “What?” he challenged.
“Welcome,” they all said.
“Eat this,” Culver replied. He studied his surroundings insolently. The chamber in which he awaited the first of his formal federal pats on the head was painted a lustrous persimmon, the most affable hue of the spectrum, according to the tenets of Forgiveness Theory, and the one most suited to welcoming a newcomer to the halls of absolution. Oboes pined courteously, like geishas, while the Vari-Scent synthesizer infused the room with lofty arpeggios of soft warm aromas assembled by Latin American odor tunesmith, Orlandina Diaz, tartly counterpointing a melody of mint, musk, and magnolia against a muscular bass line of pre-squall ozone and number 30 motor oil; it was called “We Understand.” In every way this was a happy room—the first forgiving way station on the path toward rehabilitation in the United States of America in the Year of Our Lord, 2006.
Observing the new interceptee from his desktop screen in the data room on another floor of the building, Professor Peter Chin, founding father and now Deputy Director of the United States Department of Forgiveness, watched intently as the numbers superimposed atop the child-slayer’s image galloped past, a badness of digits, a mathematical rendering of evil as expressed in one human, some would say sub-human, body. The spectacle both viscerally scared him and intellectually thrilled him, for here, in this intricate configuration of living tissue called Culver Thompson, was the scientist’s first opportunity to subject the abstract axioms of Forgiveness Theory to rigorous, unforgiving if you will, experimental verification. Love worked just fine on litterbugs; that had been established. But the acid test was: would it work on a Level Six?
Certainly neither the first nor the only individual of this status to have despoiled the pimply face of human history, Culver was the first to have come before the benevolent purview of the U.S. Department of Forgiveness. Middle-aged and of modest height and flabby build, he nevertheless gave off a disturbing aura of sinew; the soft pale epidermis of his body belied the girdered infrastructure of his psyche. He was utterly calm, as steel is calm, and dangerously patient, as if he knew he could outfox, outlast, and most of all outloathe the entire regiment of Pollyanna grunts toiling here in the vineyards of love; as if he could boomerang the Constitutionally-mandated amnesty of the United States of America back into its municipal face until it threw up its hands in frustration and smacked him in fury—and then he would have won. Sitting unrepentantly in his recliner, tethered, yet in some frightening way not tethered, Culver seemed impervious to the placenta of indulgence in which he was statutorily encumbered and consequently infuriatingly free in a way that, in spite of himself, Chin found bitterly compelling. The shunning of love was perversely powerful and had, like all momenta, a visceral, almost sexual, appeal. This, of course, was why hate, like a bellicose sibling, had easily out-elbowed love for the whole of human history: hate was an extrovert, hate had moxie, hate made more noise. By contrast, all love was was a miracle, a wisp of a ghost of a shadow, no more self-serving or fortissimo than the nuzzle of a cow against the ear of its calf.
Chin studied the image of the Snuffer, suspended sullenly a half inch above his seat. He seemed, in his foul aplomb, to be angling for the last sadistic laugh in his moral standoff with the nation. The battle was joined, love versus hate, and the hater seemed confident of victory. Just look at the son of a bitch. He’d begun sucking on his pinky in an unmistakably lewd way, for Christ’s sake, and staring imperiously into the TV pickup, as if flipping the bird with his eyes at the audience of solicitous techies he knew was scrutinizing him.
Viewing Culver’s disturbing visage with as much pedagogical remove as he could muster, Chin touched the tip of a vitamin E cigarette to a patch on the side of the pack to chemically ignite it. Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes and felt the pale violet mist spread tonically through his lungs. A neatly-dressed man of 45, slight yet inscrutably sumo, the newly-renowned criminologist had intelligent, lidded eyes and short black hair slashed with titanium white, like a Chinese woodcut. Born into a modestly wealthy family in China, he’d received his early schooling in Beijing before coming to the United States in the mid-80’s to accept a doctoral scholarship from MIT and then to stay on to teach and pursue his quest for the antidote to crime. Unmarried by choice, he maintained a condo on Marlborough Street where he threw octa-annual parties for friends and associates, the average stature of his guest list having risen of late in proportion to his own. What invariably struck and frequently disoriented people upon meeting him was his very human normality, his Joe-blow biases and commonplace flaws; his acerbic taste for intellectual tussle and politically dubious humor and his ready pique at hypocrites and bores—as if his visitors felt he were unethically playing against type, that, by dint of his being the papa of the most divinely inspired social revolution in history, he had an obligation to suppress or conceal his human side, to deny that he was as prone as anyone else to the spiritual infirmities of rancor, judgment, intolerance, and pride. Chin himself felt no sense of imposture for his lack of clerical demeanor. He was a scientist, not a saint. Indeed, as he was the first to acknowledge at symposia on the New Criminology, as it was now known, his own baser nature had contributed considerably toward intuiting Forgiveness Theory in the first place. “It takes one to know one” always got an appreciative laugh at these gatherings, striking a consonance with others who, like himself, knew intellectually, even intuitively, that love was the way to go, the only way, but whose hearts, like Chin’s, still fell amply shy of being the Christlike organs that were their theoretical birthrights.
Chin opened his eyes and inspected the hate-specimen on the screen. The bastard was still moistly lapping his pinky as a bitch might clean its privates, strumming it with the tip of his tongue as if picking a uke with a plectrum. Who did this snotty Level Six think he was, anyway? Fuck him. Chin pressed a button and spoke into a pattern of holes in his console. “Mr. Thompson?”
The Snuffer’s eyes shifted.
“Mr. Thompson, I’m Peter Chin, the originator of Forgiveness Theory.” He cleared his throat, apprehensive not of the man but of the tinderbox of potential rage within himself. “As perhaps you know.”
No response.
“I’m speaking to you from the data coordination room a floor above you, Mr. Thompson.” Chin dispatched his own image into the sweet room and saw Culver’s eyes turn to the screen. They were milky cold, the pupils pallid gray against the white, not really dead—to the contrary, they were as alert and present as a cougar’s—but spiritually bereft, as if all that had been important to them had died uncountable eons before.
“Can you hear me?” asked Chin. Immediately sorry for belaboring the obvious, he said quickly, “Mr. Thompson, I assume you know why you’re here.”
Culver locked his gaze on Chin’s image for an uncomfortable number of seconds, while the four attendants looked up from their clipboards and held their breaths.
“Mr. Thompson?”
“Pete--?” inquired the interceptee.
“Yes?”
“May I call you Pete?”
“Of course,” said Chin.
“Pete, let’s understand each other. I’m a homicidal maniac, not a moron.”
“Understood, Mr. Thompson.” Chin felt his throat tighten. “May I call you Mr. Thompson?” he riposted lightly.
Culver pulled his lips moistly over his pinky, his eyes annealed to Chin’s.
Discomfited and annoyed by this, Chin let forgiveness go by the boards and came at his man directly. “May I ask why you’re doing that with your finger?”
“It’s my finger, Pete.”
“Obviously, Mr. Thompson. I’m not a moron, either.”
Culver off-kiltered his head, as if the conclusion were far from a foregone one.
“It’s mocking.”
“It’s mocking,” Culver agreed.
“That’s unnecessary, you know.”
“Do you have a point, Pete?”
“My point is that . . .” He paused, feeling deeply false, but forged on; it was, after all, his theory, wasn’t it? “We love you,” he asserted. “The United States of America loves you.”
Culver laughed so abruptly it set the machines in Chin’s area twinkling. The techs looked up in surprise. “And you?” asked Culver. “Do you love me, too?”
“I, too,” Chin lied. He felt utterly stupid, hating his own hypocrisy. He was suited for inventing theory, not implementing it.
Culver puckered his lips and launched a cynical smooch into the camera.
“As you wish,” said Chin. The man was wall, a spiritual muscle cramp, organic razor-ribbon in the shape of a balding, middle-aged man; a horribly sick, self-imprisoned individual, whom punishment, Chin knew even through his rectal dislike of the man, could only drive further inward. Only the concerted benevolence of the nation, applied in massive, methodical doses, could possibly resuscitate this arctic moraine of a man. Out of both scientific curiosity and the need to give himself a few moments in which to bring his anger under control, Chin remotely defeated the “We Understand” odor song in the sweet room and turned up the volume of Culver’s unique personal scent on his own machine. The aroma that emerged—well, he’d been expecting to be disgusted, Chin reminded himself scrupulously, so conceivably this was skewing his perceptions, but God, it was scary. The smell of hate coming off Culver was like sewage, like famine, like lice. There was something aggressively yang about it, something semenly male, rancidly hormonal, a wormy, cabbagy reek that was both sharply intoxicating and skunkily repulsive, a tonal tension which composer Diaz would undoubtedly have found professionally fascinating, a cadaverous song of evil, a swampy compost of thrill and myth and something chokingly napthic—inhumanly non-water-based.
Or was he just imagining the whole thing?
“Mr. Thompson,” said Chin, turning down Culver’s odor and refreshing his lungs with clean air, “let me sketch briefly the program of recovery the Department of Forgiveness has laid out for you—” He hesitated as Culver dabbed his wet pinky on his cheeks, as if applying war paint, then continued. “You will be housed in comfortable quarters right here at the USDF, restricted to those premises by the bracelet. All necessities for your comfort will, of course, be provided, right down to mag-lev furniture, your own Ishkabibble, and room service at any hour of the day or night, and you will be treated kindly and with respect. May I stress that you will not be so-called ‘psychologically counseled’—we’re not going to pry into your childhood, your parents, abuse, your sex life, any of that. Instead, you will be relentlessly loved, forgiven by trained personnel . . . truly healed. You will be monitored on a regular basis, and when the numbers indicate remission you will be released, completely exonerated and absolved of your crimes—excuse me, ‘so-called’ crimes. You will be a different person at that time, Mr. Thompson, a person you’ve probably never known, and one you most surely could not even imagine at this time. You will not just be physically free but truly free—free of hate. You will be released a loving man, and your lovingness will propagate to others. This is how we intend to fashion our new society.”
Culver sucked his pinky skeptically. Tall order.
“As for your primary caseworkers,” Chin went on, “we’ve assigned two of our most seasoned temps—both of them loving, compassionate people and Level Sixes, like yourself, but the flip side of yourself. They will—”
“Why don’t you do it yourself?” asked Culver.
“Because,” said Chin forthrightly, “I may be one damned crackerjack theoretician, if I do say so myself, but I’m afraid that, quite frankly, I’m not personally a very loving man.”
“I can see that.”
“Granted.”
“It spills from your eyes.”
“I don’t dispute your perception.”
“So, we’re two of a kind, you’re saying?”
“No, Mr. Thompson, that is not what I’m saying. My hatred level never spikes higher than perhaps One, One-and-a-half, well within acceptable social parameters, while you’re a Six—not to say I’m not eligible for improvement.” As the Snuffer licked his finger, Chin said feelingly, “You’re so sick, at this point, Mr. Thompson, that you actually want to be punished.”
“I don’t want anything, Pete. That’s why I’m free and you’re a slave.”
“We’ll see,” said Chin. “Feel free, Mr. Thompson, to hate to your heart’s content—”
“Oh, thank you very much for your permis—”
“You’re welcome,” snapped Chin. “Do your goddamn thing all you want. I guarantee you the inexorable love of the United State Department of Forgiveness will prevail, nonetheless. Take it as a challenge, if you wish.”
“I already have. It’s what my life’s all about.”
“Very well. Now, the individuals who’ll be working with you,” said Chin, controlling himself, “are a young man named Benjamin Kemble and a young woman named Delilah Wenders. She—”
“Does she have a nice cunt?”
Chin was stopped in his tracks.
“May I see a picture of it?”
“Mr. Thompson—” said Chin.
Culver had turned his attention to the woman attendant in the lev-chair facing him. “That’s an outstanding pair of tweakers you’ve got there, ma’am. May I touch them?”
The woman started and looked to her associates.
“Does your husband have a big reamer, ma’am.”
She reddened.
“I didn’t think so,” said Culver. “Tell you what: I’ll take the matter under advisement and see if I can come up with some way to help you with your problem.”
“Thompson!” Chin rebounded with a bark as harsh as any Big Sadist functionary he’d ever railed against.
Culver returned his gaze to the screen, his eyes triumphant. “Yes, Pete?”
Chin counted to three—he couldn’t make it to ten. His nose was twitching like a taunted animal’s. “For God’s sake!”
“God?” asked Culver. He clucked his tongue pityingly.
“Yes, God, goddammit! This is not some horseshit game we’re playing here, Mr. Thompson. This is—”
“God?” repeated Culver incredulously.
“Yes, a loving God, sir, a God we hope—”
“A loving God?” Culver’s lip curled, while a frosty disgust diffused through his sallow eyes. “Where do you see this loving God, Pete?” he demanded. “Do you see this sweet, all-powerful deity in the eruption of Vesuvius that hurled boulders on thousands of innocents in Pompeii? Do you see him in the sacking of the Byzantine Empire by the Persians? Do you perceive this paragon of compassion in the plagues and wrecks and rapes and massacres and enslavement you see everywhere you look? In the fires that turn toddlers to cinders every goddamn day of the year? In the fucking forty-day flood?”
“You’re obviously an educated man, Mr. Thompson, but Harvard in anthropology notwithstanding—”
“Fuck Harvard, Pete. The world’s a cesspool. There hasn’t been a day, not a single day, without war and shit since the thing began. What about Romans lobbing Christians to lions? What about Nazis braining Jews on oak trees? What about Kluxers cutting niggers’ dicks off? Check it out. If this God of yours is such a swell fellow, how come he did all this to us?”
Chin’s olive face had deepened to amber. “Perhaps,” he retorted intensely, pulling himself down to the seat of his mag-lev, “you’re looking at it wrong side out.”
Culver tilted his head.
“Maybe,” said Chin, “the question is not why God has done all this to us but why have we done and continue to do all this to God? How do you think God feels?”
For a moment it seemed as though Chin’s epee had pierced and entered. But if it had, Culver’s insatiable hatetide engulfed it like a self-sealing tire rallying around a nail. Defiant as ever, Culver put his pinky back into his mouth, moved it around, and tented one of his cheeks with it. Disgusted and trembling, Chin turned away. A moment later, a shriek brought his eyes back to the screen.
“For God’s sake!” cried the female attendant.
“What?” asked Chin.
“He’s bitten it off!”
Chin stared at his screen. Blood was spurting from the stump of Culver’s little finger, but in a weirdly slow rhythm. While Chin’s pulse blustered, Culver’s beat balefully, like a desolate tom-tom on a blighted prairie. As attendants scurried to staunch the flow, Culver waved them off in a trajectory of blood that traced an arc across the ceiling. Boorishly, he held the severed piece out to the woman.
“Ma’am?” he said.
She gaped at him in shock.
“Please accept this as a little gift from me.”
She jerked as if stung by a scorpion.
The Snuffer proffered a leaden smile. “Remember that little discussion we just had?” He raised his eyebrows like a schoolteacher. “About your husband’s thingy? Well, here’s a little something for you to suck on tonight . . . in case you’re in the mood to wrap that pretty little flytrap of yours around something a little bigger.”
“Oh, God!” she cried, as he flung it at her. She fled the room, not seeing Culver form his lips into an ugly kiss.
But Chin had, and Culver knew he had. The man the USDF was charged with loving back to humanness smirked into the TV pickup and gave the father of Forgiveness Theory a thumbs-up sign with his other hand. “Tits, man.”
Ben Kemble saw it all, as well, and his heart went out to the man. Seated before a monitor in Shirley’s office, along with his frozen-lipped supervisor and extremely ill-at-ease temp partner, he was able to discern, behind Culver’s septic bravado, the luminous human being yearning to be rescued yet imprisoned in the nightmare hallucination that his savior was his oppressor; and he had every confidence he could swim out to this panicked, lockjawwed man and drag him, kicking and biting, to the shores of rehabilitation.
Glancing at Dellie, he caught her looking at him, and knew immediately, by her quickly averted gaze, that she was attracted to him. Evaluating her in return, he realized the feeling was not mutual: while not homely by any means, she was definitely plain, and her gangly movements and rabbity insecurity gave her an air of adolescence. Still, he found her oddly endearing in her shy, crippled way, just one more misshapen mortal making her tortuous way along life’s potholed boulevard to perfection – though he did catch himself wondering, as had Shirley, just what rationale the computer had adopted to select her as his associate in the historic endeavor now before them.
He emerged from his thoughts to find Shirley shaking her head at the megahate specimen on the screen.
“His own finger,” Ben marveled.
“Yeah, and you can bet it didn’t hurt him half as much as it hurt that tech. He eats the pain of others for breakfast. Think you can handle him?”
“Piece of cake,” Ben promised, smiling at Dellie and being rewarded with, if not quite a smile, a minuscule movement of her upper lip.
“Snake cake.”
“Shirl, he’ll be sending you posies when we get through with him.”
“Spare me,” said Shirley; then immediately, “I’m sorry, Ben. Unprofessional of me. I still want to smash the bastard’s teeth in, you know?”
“Of course,” agreed Ben. “You think a part of me doesn’t, too?”
“Teach the crumb a lesson.”
“Right, but what lesson?”
“I know, I know,” Shirley sighed. “’Forgiveness,’” she wryly quoted the slogan on the USDF button pinned to Ben’s sweater, “’is a decision, not a feeling.’”
Dellie gave a tiny nod of assent.
“And the United States of America,” said Ben, “has made that decision.”
“Except for New Jersey.” Shirley smiled. “Go figure.”
“Let’s get on with it, then,” said Ben. He noticed Dellie’s spindly hands folded on her lap like a little girl’s; she seemed barely to be breathing. He could smell her muted cologne and, he fancied, her personal cleanness, as well, through the bland nostril-Muzak issuing from Shirley’s player: seabreeze, sweetpea, and a pinch of sage, blowing from the speaker-vents in a monotonous inoffensive rhythm.
“Your first session with Mr. Thompson,” said Shirley, “is scheduled for this afternoon at three. Assuming,” she rolled her eyeballs, “your client doesn’t eat himself up entirely by then.”
Ben smiled, while Dellie sat stone-faced, not liking the woman and knowing the feeling was mutual. From the moment she’d entered the office half an hour earlier, Shirley had looked on her with scorn, recognizing immediately, as perhaps the ripply-shouldered Benjamin Kemble as yet did not, the clarity of her intelligence and the stubborn strength beneath her agitated, self-effacing exterior. One joined glance was all it took, followed by veiled retreat on both sides, but in that mindblast of mutual assessment Dellie saw Shirley as vain and officious, willful and ruthless, all masked by a wide bureaucrat’s smile. She seemed to take a bullying pride in her brontosaural mass, in her upper body too large for her puffy little feet, as if she were a diva twittering across the opera of life en point, yet continually reining herself in under a mantle of managerial rectitude. And she smelled funny, too: overly talced, like an infant whose diaper has just been changed and whose odor of newborn shit still permeates the nursery. Perhaps this was why Shirley kept her odor player up so high, breathing out those insipid little tunes. Or possibly Dellie’s discomfort was no more complex than her lifelong fear of big people, like that woman who’d overflowed onto her on the train in from Brookline; as if their gyroscopes might at any time go awry, causing their owners to wobble out of control and flatten her.
“. . . and then tailor our absolution regimen precisely to Mr. Thompson’s peculiar . . .” Shirley was saying.
Dellie let her gaze float about Shirley’s office. It was warmly furnished: blond walls, gold carpet, an avocado desk. Muraled onto one wall was the Pulitzer-winning photo of snarling cops, their teeth bared like werewolves, flailing mindlessly away at the mass of Fuck-Haters spilling inexorably into their slavering maws in ’04. The photograph had already become as emblematic to Americans as the famous shot of marines raising Old Glory over Iwo Jima. Dellie caught Shirley looking at her sternly and nodded to indicate she was listening. As Shirley released her and went on, Dellie’s attention swept past the Level Charts, hanging on one wall like obsolete (since the vaccine) AA step scrolls, and shifted to Shirley’s desk, a platform vain with work: stacks of printouts, an electrostatic stapler, a half-smoked pack of ibuprofen cigarettes propped in an onyx ashtray, and a tower of compact-disc spy novels. There was a bowl of sourballs and another of nega-cashews – not nearly nega enough, Dellie thought cattily – and, at the far right corner of the desk, like an old-fashioned inkwell, a Personal Health Outlet, into which one inserted an index finger for a complete physical exam in three seconds. Dellie thought it ostentatious of Shirley to have a PHO of her own when public PHO stanchions graced nearly every streetcorner. Not surprisingly, Shirley also had her own mini-‘bibble, spouting a tiny bouquet of media from a port at the desk’s other far corner. Dellie took particular interest in the three genaplants on the desk, as agri-art was the field her neighbor Troy was in, although Troy’s creations were usually acre-size works for corporations. Shirley’s pieces were of the genre called bust-bonsai, and they sat on her desk in three pots with the manufacturer’s tag “Florapix Ltd.” On them. Each was a likeness of a member of Shirley’s family, the plants genetically programmed to not only look exactly like their subjects but to age in synch with their advancing years, as well. Beside them sat the little squirt bottle with which Shirley daily misted her husband and two young boys.
“Ms. Wenders!” snapped Shirley.
“Ms. Broward?”
“Do you mind?”
“Sorry,” said Dellie.
“If this briefing is boring you . . .”
“No, not at all. Please.”
“Thank you,” said Shirley. She tousled a leaf of her son’s glacially frondescing head, as if in direct rebuke to Dellie’s interest in it, then opened a folder on her desk, touched her index finger to her tongue, and flipped through its contents. “Frankly, I’m puzzled,” she said.
“Ma’am?”
“Why you?”
As color flooded Dellie’s face, Ben noticed the fine sienna hairs on her arms bristle and was surprised to find that the sight of her downy female fur being exposed by her rush of indignation aroused him, as if her skirt had been lofted by a sly gust of wind. Leaping to Dellie’s defense, he said, “The program picked her.”
“True, but—“ She shook her head. “I mean, Culver Thompson is a Level Six, for Christ’s sake. Ms. Wenders is a Three.”
“Was a Three,” said Ben.
“Oh, come on. You don’t jump three Levels overnight, I don’t care what the computer says. Ms. Wenders, what are you going to do when this turd hits on you sexually, as you’ve just seen him do, and as he’ll surely do again?”
“I don’t know,” said Dellie.
“You don’t know.”
Dellie held the woman’s gaze defiantly, like a child wrongly rulered in grade school, again warranting Ben’s admiration for the way she hunkered down under fire. She was no coward, this girl, just damaged somehow, her joy center disrupted; a pinched little waif swimming grimly but steadfastly against some dim current of pain.
“And how are you going to respond when he turns the full force of his Level Six hate on you and keeps it up hour after hour?”
“How can I possibly know at this point?”
“Exactly. A Level Three can’t even conceive what it’s like to deal with a Level Six. It’s not as simple as three plus three, it’s logarithmic. That’s why we have Levels, Ms. Wenders. There is a world of difference between theft and atrocity, between spiritual misdeportment and the mindboggling wickedness of a Culver Thompson. Unless, of course, you know Forgiveness Theory better than the man who invented it.”
“Ms. Broward—“
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