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F I R S T T E X T

Jason Snell

EPISODE 13: HE
ASKS FOR MONEY

TwWO MONTHS ALREADY?

Yikes.

Part of mewonderswhat I’ mdoing
here now, writing an introduction to
theissue of Inter Text which I’ ve worked theleast on ever.
Because of an extremely busy schedule — designing and
laying out a magazine and several newspapersat school, in
additiontotakingafina exam— Geoff Duncandidfar more
than his share of the work on thisissue, including multiple
copy edits of the stories and lay-out of the issue.

But, yes, | haveread thestoriesinthisissue, andI’'mglad
to say that I'm impressed. We lead off this time with Jon
Seaman’ schilling* Epicenter.” We rea solucky tohavethe
quite odd “Post-Nuclear Horrifics” by Eric Crump, along
with new stories from regular contributors Mark Smith,
Ridley Mcintyre, and Kyle Cassidy.

During the time when these stories were percolating
through the electronic veins of Inter Text, | was aso busy
securing employment for thissummer. I'll beworking at a
large computer magazinelocated hereinthe Bay Area, and
that’ sal I’'m saying. Scan the staff boxesif you really want
to know which one— sufficeit to say that it soundslike a
good job, and I'm looking forward to starting it.

This job searching has also gotten me to thinking about
the future of the magazine, since I'm alittle under a year
away from losing network access atogether. (The way |
figure it, my accounts at Berkeley will be good through
August 1994 or thereabouts.) After that, I’ Il do everything
can to retain net access, which means|I’ll probably pay for
an account on a public access UNIX system.

Thismeansmoney. And thisleads meto propose some-

thing that Dan Appelquist proposed for readers of Quanta
more than a year ago: a system similar to “shareware”
software.

Inter Textisand will alwaysremainfree. Butif youenjoy
Inter Text and have somemoney to spare, pleasefed freeto
send a $5 check to keep the magazine going in the future.
Hey, most magazinescost anywherefrom $12 ayear toway
beyond that. Consider us abargain at $5!

All money will gotowardInter Text: paying for network
accounts, paper and toner for al thelnter Text copies Geoff
and| print out, magneti c mediato safeguard our back issues,
connect time to upload our issues to other computer net-
works, etc. Though the temptation is there, | won't be
putting any of the$5 checksinthe Jason-n-Jeff Maui Condo
Retirement Fund.

If you' dliketo contributeto InterText, send your check
(made out to Jason Snell) to: 21645 Parrotts Ferry Road,
Sonora, Caifornia, 95370. I'm planning on moving to a
new apartment in the next month, and so the above address
seems the most stable.

Oh, and one last note — for those of you viewing the
PostScript edition of InterText, you' | notethat our cover art
thisissueisby Jeff Quan, who waslast heard fromwhen he
didthecover of ourfirstissue. We' reglad to have Jeff, who
worksfor the Oakland Tribune and does some freelancing
for MacWEEK magazine, aboard again. He'll likely be
doing our coversfor the foreseeable future.

That’sall for thisbrief note. Heck — you' re not hereto
read this column, anyway. Y ou’ re hereto read stories, and
We' ve got some nice ones. Get to it.

JASON SNELL recently finished his first year at UC
Berkeley's Graduate School of Journalism, and has a
coveted Communication B.A. from UC San Diego.
Between school, work, and editing InterText, he some-
times considers writing more fiction and enjoys using his
Macintosh PowerBook. He also likes to drink iced tea
and mention monkeys in conversation as much as
humanly possible.



EPICENTER

BY JON SEAMAN

» Sometimeslifeis a force of habit: eat this, do that, go there. And sometimes the smallest experiences
let us see our habits for what they are. But larger experiences can do the same thing..s

T'S FOUR A.M. I’'M RIDING THE SUBWAY. |'M DRUNK.

There are three peoplein my car. I’ m watching them.

Particularly, | watch the man in the leather overcoat. |
watch that man because he carriesaheavy gym bag. | watch
that man because he has silver eyes. | watch that man
because he is watching me.

“MIDNIGHT MEAT TRAIN,” SHESAYS, LIGHTING A CANDLE.

“Midnight what?’

“Midnight Mesat Train.” She pours more wine into my
glass. “It'sahorror story.”

| drink. “Sounds more like a porno.”

“Very funny.” She sets the bottle on the nightstand. “I
want to read it to you.”

“You do?

Sheinchescloser. “Yes, | do.”

“Why?’

Shesmiles. Sheskatesthetip of her index finger infigure
eightsdown my neck and onto my chest. “ So onthe subway
home tonight, you' Il think about it.”

| drink and after a moment say, “Tonight? You aren’t
asking meto stay?”’

Shepauses, didesaway, and pullsthesheet over her head.
The candldight makesadark outline of her body. “You've
never stayed once. Not onetime. Evenif | beg, and I’ mtired
of begging.”

Her voice bounces al around me. For a moment | fedl
cold. | crawl aboveher, pulling at theshest, trying not to spill
my wine. | chooselaughter. “Not evenalittle?| likeit when
you beg.”

Her faceispressed taut against thefabric and | watch her
lips shape words benesath it. Her voice drifts up to me like
black smoke, stinging my eyes, choking me.

“No, I’m not asking you to stay ever again.”

| let the cover go. | try to Stare
through the sheet and into her mind.

Thereis silence. She reaches around my knee and takes
the bottle from the nightstand. She tugs the glass from my
fingers, topsit up, and pushesit back to me.

| look down into her eyes. | should explain. | should
apologize. But | say, “Why the hell would you want meto
think about some horror story?’

Her eyes close for amoment and then open dowly. She
smiles.

THE MAN IN THE OVERCOAT USES EVERY SECOND SLOWLY,
murdering me with hiseyes, his expert butcher-knife eyes.
| feel naked except for thewineon my breath. I' mforty-five
minutes from home. The train is slow and old and scrapes
through the dark tunnels on its hands and knees. | should
move to another car. | should get off at the next stop and
escape to the surface of the city. | don’t move. | can’t. His
eyesmagnetizeme. | feel naked. | need adiceof pizza. The
train stumbles and stumbles and stumbles. | start to shake.
Between two ceasalessmotions| amepileptic. | needadice
of pizza

SHE SETS THE BOOK CAREFULLY ON THE SIDE OF THE BED.
“What do you think?’

With my big toe, | push the book until it falls onto the
floor. “It’sthe most repulsive story |'ve ever heard.”

“Don’'t you believe it could be true?’

“Someguy cutting up peopleonthe subway... tofeed his
deformed children that live under thecity?” | gulp downthe
rest of the wine. “It' sfucking ridiculous.”

“Doesit bother you?’

| take along purple crystal from a basket on the night-
stand. “What do you keep these rocks for?’

“They’re crystals. They channel power from the earth.
You didn’'t answer my question.”

| hold the crystal up to the candle

Eventually shedragsthecover away
from her face and looks up at me. “If
you stay, it hasto be your decision.”

| take abig swallow of wine. | take
another.

Her lipstighten. Sheiswaiting.

| turn my head toward the window.
“I can smell pizza from that place
across the street. Y ou hungry?’

| turn my head and look at
her. It's like staring into arc
welding. Her face is a river of
current and sparks. Her voice
burns quietly into me. “It
bothers you, doesn’t it?”

and follow areflection along its ge-
ometry. “You don’'t believe that
bullshit, do you?’

Sheleansclosetomy faceandsays
nothing for amoment. | turnmy head
and look at her. It's like staring into
arc welding. Her face is a river of
current and sparks. Her voice burns
quietly into me. “It bothers you,
doesn't it?”
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| try to study the rock, but | can’t break focus from her
radiation. She has me and she knowsit. She pushes her hot
gazeinsdeme. Themomentary fuson dowstimeandfor a
second my body pulses and tingles. “What bothers me?’

“Therearethingsyou don’t understand, thingsyou can’t
control.” She gently reaches and takes my hand. She closes
it around the crystal. She smiiles.

THEREISPERSPIRATION AROUNDMY COLLAR. | TFEELSLIKE
thetrain stops every ten feet. I'm comatose drunk. | fed at
the edge of spinning and my vision beginsto tumble. | want
to close my eyes, but the subway butcher is watching me
with eyes like boiling mercury, waiting, his hands on the
glowing zipper of his bag. Two cheese dices with fresh
oregano and parmesian. Why couldn’t | stay with her? My
eyesarechangingtoheavy puddliesof lead. Why am| onthis
Midnight Meat Train? Why did she do thisto me?

SHE DRESSES ME BY THE FRONT DOOR. WE ARE QUIET.
There is a comfort to this ritual, a childlike comfort |
desperately need. My fingers are alcohol-blunt and | can’t
manage my shoelaces.

Shepatiently tiesthemwhile| stare down at her. A pink
light, spilling through the curtains, exposesthenaked length
of her back. | follow thelight withmy eyes. A singlethought
erodes through the gossamer layers of wine. She givesand
| take. She givesand givesand | take.

Sherisesand adjustsmy jacket. With each careful tugon
thefabric, | feel her need. | should stay. | know | should stay,
but my hand touches the door knob. | feel a snap of static
electricity, aredization, and the fading sting of both. Her
scheme didn't work. | didn't pass out. I've drunk like a
champion and I’ m standing, ready to walk out the door.

Thisiswhenshebegs. Thisiswhenshebegsand| kissher
softly on theforehead. Thisiswhen| say I'll call, and walk
out into the night.

“Wait...” she says.

She'sgoing to beg. She'll beg and I'll know everything
isnot changing. | am relieved. Wewill completetheritual.
“...Youforgot your tie.” She hurries to the bedroom.

Her voiceislikechloroform. | am sensationless, anesthe-
tized. | am hollow.

She putsthetie in my jacket pocket. She straightensthe
clasp of my belt. Shesmiles. She softly kissesmy forehead.

“I'll call you,” she says.

Suddenly, I’'m outside in the night.

I’'M KING OF PizzALAND. I'M OILY AND FAT. SHE'S MY
Anorexic Queen, feeding me each bite, never taking onefor
hersalf until | remember tonod at her. But | don’t nod, | eat.
That's my job as Pizza King: to eat, to gorge mysdlf, to
become a round planet while everyone around me starves.

Somewhere far in the distance, on the opague fringe of
this dream, | fedl a scratching — a faint sound of a heel

scraping the ground. It begins to move closer, echoing
louder with each step. Then | feel him. He' scoming for me.
A thin windshield explodes into my face, a subconscious
detonation.

Abruptly | wake. Every cell in my body oscillates and
collides. It' snotadream, | feel himcoming. A dim, palelight
trembles above me. | feel him.

He emerges from blackness in the back of the car. The
trembling light strobes his movement. All | seeisthe bag,
swinging like apendulum at hisside, and hissilver eyes.

In my mind, | see the husk of my body hanging upside
down from amest hook.

| look at the other passengersfor help, but they ignore
me. Then everything stops. | am too numb, too fucking
drunk tomove. Heisstandingover me. | can’ttakemy eyes
off the bag.

“You were deeping.
That isn't very smart.”

Hisvoiceisacold, thick
fog that envelopes me.

“You were gtaring at
me. Y ou know who | am,
don't you?’

| can't answer.

Hecrouchesdown. We
arefacetoface. Hisdiver
eyesaredissectingme. He
whispers, “You know
what | do, don’t you?’

| nod dightly.

“I'm flattered. Not too
many people recognize
me. I'm usudly finished
before anyone notices |
wasthere.”

| fed dizzy. | mumble,
“Why me?’

“It's my gift, you un-
derstand, to show how
peoplelook ontheinside.
I’d say right now you're
pretty much inside-out. It
won't take long.”

| understand. | understand I’'m getting exactly what |
deserve. He unzipsthe bag. | squeeze my eyes shut. | hear
him take something from the bag. | wait.

“Open your eyes— just for a second. Open your eyes.”

My eyesfdl open. | amblinded by aflash, andthenanother.
After afew seconds he presses something into my hand.

“Thistimeit’ sfree, becauseyou knew me, but next time
it'll cost you. I' m getting famous, you know.”

My eyes adjust and he stuffs the object back in his bag.

“1 always keep one. | figure you oweit to me. Hdll, you
never know, someday youjust might buy it back.” Hestands

“You were staring at
me. You know who |
am, don’'t you?”

| can’t answer. He
crouches down. We
are face to face. His
sliver eyes are
dissecting me

“You know what | do

don’t you?”
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just asthetrain stops. Thedoorsdideopen and hestepsonto
the platform. The doors close. Heis gone.

| look down at my hand. It's a Polaroid. As the image
solidifies| seemy face, but | don’t recognize myself. | see
aman drowninginfear. A man with desperate, lost eyes. A
man who is still achild.

AT THE SURFACE | FIND A PHONE BOOTH. MY HANDS FEEL
like paws as | search my body for change. | bat my jacket
pocket, feeling the shape of my tiewhen | hear theclink and
hissof metal. | claw my tieout and coinstumblein astresk
onto the ground.

Thetieunravelslikeasnakein my hand, and wrappedin

JON SEAMAN jes@unislc.slc.unisys.com

the center of its coilsisthelong purple crystal.

| stand with my forehead against theglassfor ten minutes
before | dia her number. | can fedl atrain pass benegth the
gtreet. Itfedlslikean earthquakeand | amtheepicenter. | have
ahard timeholding thereceiver tomy ear. It ringssix times
and she answers. Her voiceis quiet and soggy from sleep.

“Hello?

| don’t speak, but gripthecrystal until it bitesintomy hand.

“Hello?

For some reason | am sobbing.

“Who isthis?

“I think | loveyou,” | say.

Sheissilent, but her silenceiswarm.

Jon Seaman says he turned to technical writing rather than face jail, but who are you going to believe: him or us? He
has a BFA in Theater and is a published playwright whose works include “Lenses” and “Autumn.” “Epicenter” origi-

nally appeared in Shades magazine.

INNOCENT BYSTANDER

BY MARK SMITH

* When researchers get too close to their work, they risk losing their objectivity. But
asone sociologist discovers, there' s no such thing as an “ outside observer” ... »

this: | didn’t haveto do my wash at the laundromat.

I make a good living. We have a big house with a
laundry room complete with awasher and dryer. My wife
always thought | was crazy for going out to alaundromeat.
But then, my wifewould never leavethe houseif shedidn’t
haveto. That’ show we' redifferent, how weeach copewith
all thefreetimethereisin our lives. Wenever got around to
having childrenand now we' rebothtoo

I HE THING THAT GETS ME ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED IS

privatelivesof al the gtars, why so-and-so redlly leftDays
of Our Livesand that sort of thing. | find that depressing. |
told her that's just a superficial fantasy world driven by
sentimentality wheretheonly emotionsarelust andjeal ousy

and even thosering false.
| prefer thetheater of real peoplel find at thelaundromat.
Redl people are my specialty actualy, my vocation. I'm a
sociology professor at the teacher’s college in town so
watching people, studying them, issort

setinour waystoconsiderit. Andliving
in a Texas town full of nothing but
unemployed redneck racists — with
whom we have nothing in common —
we have |learned to take our entertain-
ment where we find it. Which is not
usually at the Twinplex in the Target
Mall.

Sonow my wife sideaof funistosit
infront of thetelevison all day watch-
ing soap operas and reading paperback
novels. Shesaysit’ sescape, pretends she’ ssumming, but |
think it's more than that. She's an expert on the soaps, you
might say. Even reads Soap Opera Digest. She knows the

| never know what | might
find at the laundromat. It's
like an avant-garde play
where the props stay the
same, but the cast and
script change every week.

of an ongoing lab for me. And there's
no place I’ vefound — except possibly
bus stations— better than laundromats
for watching people. | tel this to my
studentsall thetime. | try toget themto
go out and watch people, learn why
they act theway they do, how their lives
areafactor of their environment. | give
them research assignments to go to
laundromats, bus stations, thrift stores,
soup kitchens. They look a me with

just about the same expression as my wifewhen | head out

thedoor withaload. Their ideaof field study extendstobars
and coffee shopsin the immediate campus area.
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| don't care. | never know what | might find at the
laundromat. It's like an avant-garde play where the props
stay the same, but the cast and script change every week.

| WENT DOWN TO DOMY LAUNDRY WITH A SMALL BASKET
of clothes (after all, we do most of the real wash at home).
I goto the Kwik Washin the Piggly Wiggly strip shopping
center over on Woodland Avenue. Woodland is something
of adividinglinebetween two partsof town. Ononesdeare
mostly blacks and some Mexicans. On the other side there
are mostly whites who fed very threstened by the blacks
who have begun to make enough to buy houses acrossthe
avenue. To add tothat, the city’ sjust comeaong and putin
alow-to-moderate income housing project on the Avenue
right besidethelaundry. It' salittletenseinthat area, but you
know what they say about how foolsrushin.

| had tried other laundromats but none of them seemed to
have quitethe samemix of peopleastheKwik Wash. There
are plenty in our neighborhood, for instance, but we live
close to campus and most of the people who use those are
students. Y ou can see them any hour of the day scratching
their hung-over headsor buryingtheir nosesinfat textbooks,
clutching their pink and yellow highlighters. | figure | see
enough students during the week to become intimately
familiar with their habits.

That morning | got to thelaundromeat at around 11. | was
a little disappointed that there weren't many people there
yet. Of course, the owner was the same as ever, doing his
usual business: wandering around, checking the soap boxes
in the vending machines, putting thelids up on the washers
nobody was using, checking the dryersfor those anti-static
thingsthat alwaysget stuck toyour clothes. Henodded at me
when | went in. Hewasagruff sort, though | never had any
trouble with him. His usual outfit was a greasy undershirt
andthrift storepantsacoupleof sizestoobigfor him.Hehad
anunshavengrizzly look and hechain-smokedin spiteof his
“no smoking” sign. Hissign was avariant of the oneswith
a circle and a dash: ingde it said “smoking, soliciting,
loitering, pets’ and underneath it “Please supervise your
children.”

All things considered, he ran a good clean laundromat
and| figuredthat wasall that mattered. Inmy book, thereare
way too many peoplewho don’t give adamn about quality
anymore. They dide by with aslittle as they can and then
expecttoget paidforit. Theway | seeit, youtakethemoney,
you do the job, regardless of how little you make.

Asdide from the owner there were only two other people
inthelaundromat. Onewasahugebl ack woman— shemust
have weighed 400 pounds — gitting in one of the plastic
chairs by the window with her basket on the floor between
herlegs. Asshefoldedthelaundry out of thebasket shemade
nest stacksinthechairson either sideof her. Shedidn’tlook
up when | wentin.

The other was awhite man with oneleg who washard at
work bangingononeof thetwovideogames. Hewasalanky

middle-aged fellow with adeep tan and horn-rimmed glass-
eswho |looked like hehad seen somehard living. Hehad his
crutch propped up against the side of the machine and the
empty leg of his blue work pants was nestly folded and
pinned up. Heleaned against the machine and concentrated
on working the joystick and levers. The machine made
exploding noises and machine gun rattles that sounded like
they were coming from the other side of athick door. Every
couple of minutes he would pound his fist on the machine
and say, “ Son of abitch!” and then reach into his pocket to
pull out another quarter and keep going.

| set my basket on the floor beside the first available
machine. | put al the clothesin, dump in some detergent |
carry inayogurt container, and put threequartersinthelittle
vertical dots. | love the chung-chung fed of the coin dot
when you dide it into the machine and then out again. It
makes methink of the bolt action of arifle, though | haveto
say I’ ve never worked one.

| had just gotten my load going and was leaning against
the machine when two Mexican men camein. One of them
had his clothes in a pillowcase with a faded flower print
patternonit. Theother wascarrying anolivedrab dufflebag
likearmy surplus stores sell. They were about the same age
—mid-thirties, | guessed— andthey weredressed similarly
in faded jeans and boots, though one wore a SeaWorld T-
shirt that had apicture of Shamu and theother had onaplaid
western shirt with mother-of-pearl snapsfor buttonsand on
the pockets. They weretalking their Spanish ninety milesa
minute and laughing up a storm. After they started their
clothesthey leaned against their machinesand kept right on
talking. I’'m not afraid to say that it bothers me when
Mexican people speak Spanish in public. It's rude and,
besides, | have never understood how Mexicanscan livein
thiscountry and not learn thelanguage. Y ou’ d think they'd
want to so they could compete for jobs. But competitionis
an American trait and | guess they live by a different
standard.

Slowly they worked their way over to the vending
machine area. There were two vending machines, one for
snacks and one for cokes. The snack machine had a heavy
grating in front of the display glass to keep people from
smashing it in and stealing abag of Tom’'s Cheese Doodles
or apeanut plank. The coke machine had big barsacrossit,
though therewas an opening for the coin dot and wherethe
drinkscameout. TheMexicansboth bought cokesand stood
there drinking them while they jabbered on in Spanish.

Justthen, theglassdoor onthewest sideof thelaundromat
flew openandtwoblack kidsranin, agirl and aboy, noolder
than seven or eight. They were laughing and yelling really
loud. They chased each other under the big high tableswith
metal legs you use to fold your clothes. They didn’t seem
particularly destructive, but | could see the owner get
nervous right away. He stopped in the middle of one of his
little chores and waved afat sausage finger at the kids and
shouted across the room.
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“Hey, now, y’al giton outtahere, an’ keepout lak | done
told you aready.”

Thekids paused in mid-step and stared at thisbig, rough
white man who looked about as friendly as a pit bull. |
couldn’t see that he had any grounds to be so upset, but |
figured it was his joint and he seemed to have some gripe
with these kids, so who was | to say? Maybe he'd been
chasing them out ten times aday all week.

Wheatever the case, thekids stood there staring at him, all
of their fresh bluster and banter gone, evaporated in awave
of fear of this white man who was older and bigger and
maybe alittle crazy.

The owner took a step toward the kids. They broke and
ran for the door, disappearing back toward the apartments
next door. Everyone in the laundro-

trash or noneof that talk, now. Y ou could jinx thosechildren
yougotalkin’ that way. Andthe Good L ord knowsthey got
enough against 'em asitis.”

Thewoman delivered this speech with one arm akimbo,
her hand doubled against her vast hip, using her other hand
to point a dimple-knuckled finger at the owner. He stood
looking at the woman with something between awe and
dismay. Nodoubt hewasnot usedtobeingtalkedtothisway,
especialy by a black woman. The laundromat was very
quiet. The Mexicans had stopped taking, the computer
game had stopped explading. The only sound was the low
churning rumble of the washing machines and the clicking
of buttonsand snapsinthedryers. Weall seemedtosharean
uneasiness, | guess because we regarded the owner as a

temperamental man, easily capable of

mat—me, theMexicans, thelady fold-
ing her wash, even theguy playing the
video game—had fallen silent and
watched with careful interest. When
the kids were gone, the owner |ooked
from oneto the other of usand said to
no one in particular, “Goddamn kids.
They come from that projec’ yonder.
They an't got no sense. They're in
hereall thetime. All thedamntimerunnin’ up and downthe
place. They don’ never do nothin’ but scare off my good
customers.” He shook his head in disgust. “ Goddammit!”

The woman folding her clothes stared at him like she
couldn’t figure out what planet he'd fallen off of. The
Mexican mendidn’t seem to understand what he' d said and
the guy playing the video game pumped in another quarter
and nodded his head sympathetically.

| nodded too because | understood what theguy felt like.
Hewasclearly aredneck full of hate, but hewastryingtorun
abusinessand hefelt abused. | could seethat. Hemust have
thought | was the most agreeable to his position, so he
shuffled over to me and kept talking in his too-loud voice:

“Them damn people don’'t want nothin’ but a hand-out.
They want someonetotakecareof them. They ain’ tworking
and they ain't watchin’ their damn kids either. 1’1l tell you
somethin’: them kids ain’t gon’ *mount to nothin’. Them
peopl€ sjust abunch of trashisall.”

| kept on nodding, though moreout of politenessbecause
| feltwhat hewassayingwasout of line. They werechildren,
after al, and children are supposed to be rambunctious. |
figurethey dl act alittlewild oncein awhile. That doesn’'t
mean they’ re bound to grow up bad. But | kept my mouth
closed. I’m not oneto argue with someone about their point
of view. They’re entitled to that, aren’t they?

All thesame, | was glad when thewoman who had been
folding her laundry spokeup, eruptedinfact, likeavol cano:
“Hey, migter,” she said, looking up at him from where she
sat. “Youain'tgot norighttobesayin’ that noise’ bout them
kids. Huh-uh. Y ou got aright to keep ’em out your placeif
they ain't bein’ cooper’tive, but you don't go sayin’ they

“I told your kids the same
thang | tell 'em ever’ damn
day. | told 'em to get the hell
outta my laundry-mat 'cause

they ain’t up to no good.”

violenceif provoked.

The owner seemed about to re-
spond to the woman, his mouth start-
ing to open, when the door of the
laundromat flew open again.

| knew there would be trouble as
soon as | saw the man coming in, his
eyes glaring with the fury of years of
pent-upanger. | don'tbelievel saw his
gun until later, but | knew something was going to happen.
Hisface was mask-like, stiff with hatred. Without so much
as a glance at anyone else in the laundromat, he stalked
straight over and jammed his face into the owner’slike an
indignant ballplayer confronting an umpire.

“Hey man,” heyelled at the owner. “What thefuck did
you say to my kids?’

The word “fuck” shot out of his mouth like a bullet. |
would have been even moreterrified than | was, except the
owner just looked at the guy with hissameold laconic, half-
lidded expression. Theowner must haveto deal with crazies
al thetime. He' Il know how to handle this guy.

“I toldyour kidsthesamethang | tell’emever’ damnday.
| told’em to get the hell outtamy laundry-mat ' cause they
ain't up to no good.”

“You got my kidsal upset, man. My wifeis upset, too.
| don't needyou upsettin’ my family.” | thought | could hear
aplaintive tone beneath the father’ s anger.

“Gohomean’ cam down, hoss. You ain't got nothin’ to
be al hot * an bothered about.”

“Nothin’?" said thefather, hisvoiceso highit seemed to
sguesk. “Nothin’? Hey, white man, you call this nothin’ ?’

It seemed to me | saw the gun earlier, but | don’t know
how because at that moment the father stepped back one
pace and as he did, pulled up his shirt and yanked the thing
out of hispants. Hehelditinboth hands, pointed stiff-armed
attheowner’ schest. Theowner lookeddownat thethinglike
it wasafifty and the guy wanted change. Hiseyesnever lost
their deepy look.

So much of our disposable culture— movies, television,
pulp novels, comic books — depends on this drama of
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random, unpredictable violence. But for al of that, how
many of us have ever seen someone point agun at another
person, much less at ourselves? | was unable to respond. |
couldn’t escape the denial that it wasn't happening, that |
waswatching thissceneinamovieor on TV. | waslocked
there, unblinking, numb with fear. My heart was begating
fast. | heard ahumming electrical current of self-preserva-
tion telling me to move, run for the door, hide behind
something.

But | didn’t. | did something el se, somethingvery unchar-
acteristicand stupid. Sincethat day I’ vewonderedwhy | did
it,andtheonly thingl canfigureisthat | knewif | didnothing
the father would shoot the owner and the owner would be
dead. | did not want toseeamandie. Sol spoketheonlyword
I could remember, the only word in my vocabulary at that
precise moment:

“No.”

That wasall: just“no,” just once. It shattered the moment
asthough someone had thrown arock through the laundro-
mat’ s front window, except for the sound because it was
dead silent. Inthat silence, | could see the sound of my one
gyllableregister inthehead of thefather. Andwhenheheard
it, he moved without thinking. | could see that. He just
pivoted toward mein asingle plane, his outstretched arms
wheeling in an arc in front of him like the turret of a
battleship.

He shot me oncein the chest.

Thedoctorssaid that hejust missed killing me. That may
be, but | wasdead. | knew it unequivocally in every part of
my mind. | don’t remember faling, only being on the hard
floor of the laundromat looking up at the fluorescent light
tubes on the ceiling, pushing myself along on thefloor with
my hedls, the redness closing in around the edges, knowing
| wasdead andthinkingonly onefinal absurdthought: who's
going to dry my load?

| don’t remember anything after that. They tell me the
owner grabbed the gun from the father and | guess no one

MARK SMITH mismith@tenet.edu

elsegot hurt. | stayed inthe hospital for afew weeksand by
thetimel got out the father had been sent to Huntsvillefor
twoyears. | didn’tcare. Infact, | didn’twanthimtogotojail
at all. Who can say which of uscould get desperate or crazy
enoughtodo something likethat?Hehadn't meant todome
any particular harm other than agenera rage | imagine he
probably felt toward society.

My wifenevertoldmel shouldn’thavegonetothat place,
that | didn’t haveto go, that | had no businesstrying to peek
into those peopl€’s lives. She just came every afternoon
whilel wasinthe hospital, and sat in my room and watched
her soap operasonthe TV over my bed. Thesameonesevery
day: Daysof Our Lives, Another World,and Santa Barbara.
Watching every day, | began to feel myself tugged into the
rhythm of the endless ebb and flow of the characters and
their small world, like watching atiger pacein azoo cage.
| becamelulledby their perfect, trivial livesunscarred by any
tragedy worse than failed love.

| haven't been back to the laundromat since. In fact |
haven't been out of thehousemuch at al. Thecollegegave
me a generous leave. At first some of my colleagues and
students came by to visit, but they don’t much anymore.

My wife still watches the soaps, but I' m onto something
better. Her brother got ajob in a place where they make
copies of the tapes from security cameras. Y ou know, the
onesyou seewhenyougoinbanksand Circle-Ks, braced on
thewalls, panning from onesideof theroomtotheother. He
can get measmany as| want and | takealot.

All the interest of watching people with none of the
danger: the best of both worlds, and it’sall real. Eventually
I’1l get a publishable study out of them, but for now | just
watch them for hoursat atime. People coming and goingin
ablack and white world, choosing cans of beer, filling out
deposits dips, buying lottery tickets. And al thetime I’'m
watching: milesaway, weeks later, over their heads, out of
their lives.

And they never have aclue.

Is a regular contributor to InterText. His fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Window, Spectrum, Malcontent,
Epiphany, the Lone Star Literary Quarterly and Elements. A resident of Texas, Mark is also the author of a collection
of short stories titled Riddle (Argo Press, Austin, Texas, 1992).



MERCY

STREET

BY RIDLEY MCINTYRE

» Technology advances faster than our laws or common morality. Clever aswe are,
can we support the human costs of our ingenuity?

T HIS STREET IS HOLLOW. A TUBE FULL OF NOTHING.
Empty. Lonely. Likeastar. Neonsobrightand shiny
that it dazzles in the sunlight. Concrete sparkling
diamonds across my eyes. Starsin the sunlight.

Seesother starsand believesinfriends. Lies. Thereareno
friends. No enemies. No souls. The sky is full of holes.
Hollow holeslike this street.

Hollow boy he cries. Shedding water asif askin. Sheds
until hiseyesburn and he'saball, wracked with pain. Pain
inside. Wearing agrief mask, or somepalereflection. There
hestays. Lostinamaze. A wildernessof empty soul. Every
twist and turn adead end of themind. A riddle that doesn’t
matter. Never makes sense.

“Understand me. Do you understand?’

Despite the oneway connection | have with him, | have
to shake my head.

“Then learn.”

THERE'S A CAMERA-EYE VIEW OF THE WORLD. LOOKING
through akal eidoscope. Fish-eye technicolor tunnel-vision
of thisstreet. Thecarisdeek. A joy rider. Y oungboy full of old
idedls. Gonnajoin Metropol, this kid. Gonna be somebody.

He' stoo small. His feet barely reach the pedals and he
can't see where the hood ends and the nightlights begin.
Company car. Hisfriendslaughing and screwing around in
the back.

“Faster, man! Pushittothefloor.” They goad himand he
smiles. Twofeet ontheacce erator pedal, hecloseshiseyes.
Sensesthedanger. Thewall racestothecar andthecarisstill.
The hood crushes. His face smashed against the steering
wheel. The crash bag inflates above his head. The engine
burns. Hecan hear hisfriendsscreaming asthey goover him.
Through the glass. Out into space. Then he hears no more.

LOST IN WHAT HE WAS, MEMORY FALLS ON HIM FROM ON
high. Raw bile history burnshisthroat. Burnin red flames,
friends. So-caled friends that never were. Just like they
burned him. Just likethenearest star burnshisskin. Hardens
him. Turnshimto ash. Hecrumblesbeforeitsgaze. Nothing
but a void of chrome and electronics. A brain lost to
technology. And there he stands, a living corpse shell of a
boy. Sweet smile, spike hair, baby eyes no more. The past
has burned the chaff away.

RIDLEY MCINTYRE gdg019@cch.coventry.ac.uk

Now somethinginsidehimhasdied. Thepart that washed
againsttheshoresof lifebut could only grab sand, tornaway.
Rip tide. World now an empty space. A world without
fedlings. Nothing but fast strong currents leading to deep-
water holes. Hollow holeslike this street.

“Youredlly don'tgiveashit,doyou?’ Dirtrunsdownhis
faceinthinlines. Greasy smearsacrosshissilver skin.“You
redly don't carewho | am.”

I’'m silent. Utterly silent.

HENEVERREALLY WAKESUP. NOT IN THE PHY SICAL SENSE.
They switch hiseyes on and he can see. They don’t let him
have amirror. They don’t let him touch himself. Through
digital hearing he listens to the doctors. Full prosthetic
rehabilitation. A technological marvel.

Don'twantit. Want to bedead. Want to beanything but this.

Thedoctorsreassurehim. They tell himthat he' |l get used
to it. That the bad feelings and the nightmares will pass.
Othershaveand sowill he. Steriletastel esshandsshow him
off tostudents. L ook at what wemade. Onceadead boy, now
aliving machine. No one cares. No one there wants him to
be dive. They just want to look. Look at what we made.

Onceawholeperson. A young boy with old ideals. Now
hollow. Likethis street.

THIS STREET IS SALT. TRANSFORMING. TEARS RAINING
down acrossthe concrete. Like blood. Like ared storm —
purifies. Constantly changing. Warping in and out in a
continuous hest haze. Evaporatesinto nothing. And the salt
trails behind. A bug swarm on the tail of a scirocco wind.
Leaving behind only the sound of crying. Echoes in the
darkness. Empty voices. Lonely. Like alost boy.

Sees other boys. Ghosts of memory. Across the street.
The street is full of them. Consumed by them. They are
everything. And he believesin friends. Convinces himself.
They'rereal. They'reall read. And soam .

“I care.” | take hislink from my head and my dreamsare
my own again.

Kisshimand hetastesof mercy. Rainsalt mercy washing
me clean. Dry. Soul desert kiss. But warm lips. Warm stedl
lips and | close my eyes to him. Warm him. Warn him.
Convince him.

You'renot so aone.

Was born in London, England and now studies Communications at Coventry University. His ambitions are to escape
to Canada before he gets conscripted and to make some sense of the Real World.
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POST-NUCLEAR HORRIFICS

BY ERIC CRUMP
* If you believe the world is coming to an end, doesit actually matter if the sky isfalling? «

1

T HE MORNING PAPER WAS COVERING PART OF HISEGGS.

Banking scandal. Arms talks. Crumbling empires.

Thewaitresswas standing right behind him, reciting
to the two men at the next table the samelist of specialsshe
had recited to him aminute ago, the same she had recited,
recited, recited all morninglong. Wilkiewasnervous. Civil
unrest hereand there. Coldwar over. A photo of four geese
crossing aroad. A gunman on the loose. He clenched his
fist under the table. Unclenched. A child was under a
nearby booth banging two spoonstogether. Themeninthe
next tablewere arguing. A photo of aburning man falling
from a burning building. Wilkie tipped his head to get a
better listen.

“Who said | wanted to be happy?’ one of the men said.
“Who said happiness was the purpose? Y ou haven't been
around much haveyou?’ He snapped his magazine, folded
it back onitself, and held it up to hisface. Wilkie picked up
hisdoughnut. Hestoppedat thesame

way to his mouth and paused. Something was unraveling,
something he couldn’t see was unraveling. Or about to
explode.

2.

Mr. President still had his dark glasses on, even though
he’ dmadeit totheunderground shelter well beforetheblast.
He bit hisfingernails ferocioudly.

“I hope Number Two got to the launch sequencer in
time,” hesaid. “| hope everything from Beijing to Baghdad
issmoking.”

“Seaof flames, ir. I'msureof it,” said Wiggins. Hefelt
compelled to be agreeable. He had made the mistake of
stopping thelimo asalight turned fromyellow tored and as
aresult, Mr. President had not been able to make it to the
Presidential Command Bunker, but had been forced to take
cover in an auxiliary shelter originally designed for neigh-

borhood bureaucrats.

cafeevery afternoon, drank twocups
of coffee, and took notesin hisjour-
nal. He jotted descriptions of the
weather, bitsof dia ogueoverheard,
and speculations about the charac-
terswho frequented the place.

Thesecond man leaned forward,
chewing hard on a piece of bacon.
“Youcan'tjustgiveuplikethis. The
only person who can defeat you is
you. Don't you see?’

The first man put the magazine down, buttered his roll
and shoved it, whole, into his mouth. “Thmph mphmm
mffmth.” Bread bulged from the man’ s mouth, and crumbs
tinkered down his shirt. “Phmmth mphthmm!”

“You're pretty funny for a chronic depressive,” the
second man said.

The man gulped the wad of bread and turned to Wilkie.
“Mind if | borrow your paper for asecond?’

The headline on paper said Arms Agreement Bombs!
Theman tossed the paper at hiscompanion. Itlanded onhis
scrambled eggs. The other man began to harangue and
harangue. Wilkielooked out the window. A woman with a
baby carriage strolled past. A kid on abicycle passed her.
The sun was bright. The waitress was reciting the specials
again. Thechild wascrying. The cook shouted “ Order up!”
The man at the next table began to crescendo. Someone
somewhere broke a glass. Wilkie lifted his doughnut half-

11

“I'hope Number Two got to the
launch sequencer in time,” he
said. “I hope everything from
Beijing to Baghdad is smoking.”
“Sea of flames, sir. I'm sure of
it,” said Wiggins.

Mr. PresidentwasknownonCap-
itol Hill as The Veto King. Hewas
secretly proud. During one session
he vetoed fifty-seven percent of the
mesasures enacted by Congress. All
but five of hisvetoeswere overrid-
den. He had VK dtitched into his
monogrammed towels.

The bunker had plenty of food
and water in it, but no strategic
command communications facili-
ties, not somuchasawalkietalkie. They’ dbeenintheshelter
for twenty minutes and the time had been spent in eerie,
uncomfortable silence, punctuated only by Mr. President’s
occasiona lament that he hadn’t gotten to initiate thefiring
sequence. Finally, Mr. President changed the subject.

“Awfully quiet in here, don’t you think, Wiggins?’

“Yesdr.” Wiggins was standing at attention. Mr. Presi-
dent was sitting on a cot.

“Don’'t you think it would have been noisier? | always
thought it would be pretty noisy.”

“Theshelterisnodoubt designedtokeepthenoiseout, Sir.”

“Ah. You're probably right,” Mr. President said. “Say,
are you getting hungry? What have we got to eat here?’

Mr. President put Wigginsat easeand ordered himtofind
the inventory list. The list reported a six-month supply of
canned ham, canned tomatoes, canned peaches, canned
yams, canned asparagus, and soda crackers. Wigginsfound
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cansof butter beanson thefirst shelf. Onthesecond shelf he
found cansof butter beans. Hewasreaching for acanonthe
third shelf when he suddenly realized that history, if it till
existed, would hunt himdown, bag him, and mount hisname
over thetoilet. Hehad hesitated. He' ddriventheleader of the
free world to a second-rate bomb shelter. By the time his
hand touched the can of buttered beansheknew that hisonly
hope was that history had perished in the apocalypse.

3.

Wilkieshook hishead. A puff of dust surrounded him. He
spit twiceandlooked around. Hewasstandinginthemiddle
of ablacktoproad. Justinfront of himwasasmall store. He
had noideawherehewas. A few secondsearlier hehad been
sittinginaKansasCity coffeeshop. Hewasdunking abagel
in his coffee then he was dusting himself off in front of a
country store, feeling alittle dizzy. He hoped the place had
aphone.

“Doyou haveaphone?’ he asked the big woman behind
the counter.

“Pay phone,” shesaid, and pointed to arelic onthewall.
“Cost you anickel.”

“A nickel?’

“Hey, buddy, you don’t get something for nothing,” she
said. “By theway, your hair’s smoking.”

Wilkie had been to college. For a while. His second
course had been The History of Technology. The professor
was a personabl e fellow who smiled as he described medi-
eva medical technology and its effectivenessin combating
the plague. “Desath got better reviews back then,” he said.
His motto was “Progress through technology,” which he
admitted he’ dswipedfromanAudi commercia . Helaughed
at the studentswho pointed out that technol ogy was causing
pollution and other world problems. “ Luddites!” hesaid. “If
you hate technology so much, why don’t you turn off your
air conditioners and sdll your cars. Give the money to the
poor! By God, old Ned L ud must be smiling now, wherever
heis.” Itwasthelast history classWilkietook. Heleftitwith
ahedlthy fear of the past.

Wilkieflinchedandlooked up. Hedidn' t quitecatch sight
of hishair, but slender noose of smoke curled down around
hisnose. Hebatted hishead. Masochistic d apstick. Slappity
dap dap dap. The woman frowned. Sap.

“Here.” Shetossed adamp rag at him. He patted hishair
with it until the smoke seemed to stop flirting at the edge of
his vision when he moved. He was out.

“Want meto call an ambulance? They got anew one up
inPlatteCity,” shesaid. “ They’ d probably lovetotakeit for
aspin.”

“No. | think I'm OK,” Wilkie said. He walked out the
door, stood on the porch for a moment and considered: he
didn’'t know exactly where he was. He didn’t have a car.
He' d been through something, he didn't know what. He
walked back into the store.

“I guess| do need alittle help.”

“Tell you what,” the woman said. “I'll call the sheriff.
He s new, too. Just elected him last month. He needs the
practice.”

4,

Littlegirlsinbiggirl poses. They looked uncomfortable,
their smiles oddly frozen, their eyes directed off-camera.
Were they looking at an adult, searching for the crinkle
around the eyes, any sign of approva? or for permission to
relax, for permissionto get dressed, to go out and play? Mr.
President leafed through the pictures twice. He couldn’t
think of anything to say at first.

Wiggins placed a small trash can next to the bed. Mr.
President let the photos drop into the container.

“Aren't these shelters supposed to be secure?’ Mr. Pres-
ident asked. “1 think we' vegot asecurity problem here. Did
you check that door?’

Wiggins assured him that the door was locked.

“What kind of scumwould... Jesus,” Mr. President said.
“My brother had adaughter. If he saw those —"

Wiggins said nothing. He had two daughters, one of
whom grew up and had two babies of her own, boys.
Wiggins had once taken the boys fishing in Maine. One of
them fell out of atree and landed in the lake. The boy’'s
brother had pulled him out. He was OK. He hadn’t even
stopped breathing. But their mother never let them go
fishingwith himagain. Shesaid nooffense, Dad, butthere's
just too much of themin me.

Wigginsfound peacethroughtomatoes. Hegrew themin
plastic cat food buckets he got from his neighbor. He spent
hourspruning theleafy growth on thetheory that if the plant
had fewer leavesto mind it could apply more of its energy
to the fruit. His tomatoes turned out fine every yesr.

5.

The sheriff’s car reminded Wilkie of a hippopotamus,
round and wallowy. Some guys could identify the make,
model and year of every car built between 1940 and 1985
(after whichthey all started tolook alike), but hewasn’t one
of them. This car wasn't like anything built in his driving
lifetime. Thesheriff flicked hiscigaretteout thewindow and
pulled the car into a Standard station. Hetold the fat boy to
pump her full. Thegaspumprattledlikeanoldclothesdryer.
Wilkie asked the sheriff if he could use the restroom.

“It don't bother me any if you do.”

Therestroomdoor wasat theback of thebuilding. Wilkie
rounded the corner and came upon amountain of worn out
tires, leaking batteries, rusted tailpipes, and bent chrome
molding. A boy was peeing on thetires.

“Restroom out of order?’” Wilkie said.

“Holy shit!” the boy said, and lurched backward, strug-
gling with hiszipper. “No sir, just go oninthere, it'sfine.”
The zipper wouldn’t dide.

When Wilkie was nine he had been sent againgt hiswill
to summer camp. He knew hewould be bored, and hewas.
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When hesaw acopy of 1984 sitting onthecounselors' table,
hetook it and spent therest of camp hiding behind thejohn,
reading.

He went home without having learned to canoe or play
volleyball, but he had a acquired adread of the future.

“Can| ask you something?’ Wilkiesaid. Theboy looked
to be about eight or nine. Probably till fairly honest, he
figured. “What town isthis?’

“Weston.”

Weston was about 25 miles north of Kansas City. Being
in the general vicinity of where he thought he should have
been was comforting. He'd read about Weston once, a
featurestory about ante-bel-

6.

Mr. President and Wiggins sat on opposite sides of the
shelter. Wiggins had dragged one of the cots over near the
door and waslooking for apillow when the lightswent out.
Bothmenfelt their ssomachsclutch and eachturned, eyesas
wide as they could go, toward the other, unable to see
anythingbut theshapel essnight. But only Mr. President said
anything.

“Shit.”

Mr. President drank too much at hisinaugural celebra-
tion. Helooked like hewas going to tip over at one point, so
hisai dessuggestedthat hetakeabreak tofreshenup. Hesaid
sure why the hell not and

[um homes and quaint win-
eries and old tobacco barns
and herdsof tourists. It was
aplace that had for so long
not bothered to change that
ithadbecomevaluable. Peo-
ple came from al over to
buy K oreanknickknacksdisplayedinrefurbished old build-
ings. People paid money to wander through 150-year-old
homesthat had been restored to their original condition and
decor, only cleaner.

“Just curious. How old are you?”

“Ten.” The boy was till fiddling with the zipper. He
picked up a piece of wire and was using it to prod the
mechanism.

“When were you born?’

“January.”

“That makesyoufour monthsold,” Wilkiesaid, winking.

The boy looked at Wilkie and frowned. He dropped the
wire and counted off five fingers, silently reciting.

“Fivemonths,” hesaid. “ That makesmefivemonthsold.
Except I'm ten, really.”

Thekidnot only lacked asense of humor, Wilkiethough,
but he apparently didn’t know the difference between May
and June. “What year were you born?’

“Shit,” theboy said, and dodged quickly throughthejunk
and around the corner of thebuilding. Wilkieturned around.
The sheriff was standing, legs spread, hands on hips, ciga-
rette hanging from mouth, eyes squinting.

“Y ou done with your business yet?’

Therestroom no cleaner thanany other he' d ever beenin.
Thebluepaint was peding fromthecinder block walls. The
toilet was choked with paper and cigarette butts. Someone
had emptied anashtray. Therewasasparerall of toilet paper
in the urinal, soaked.

Wilkie found this reassuring. He thought it went along
way toward supporting histheory that nostal giawas essen-
tially dangerous and wrong.

Heknew hewasn’t where or when hewas supposedto be
by afew milesand afew years. It wasgood to know that gas
station restrooms were dirty, nevertheless.

What was most unsettling was the missing month.

Mr. President seriously considered making
arun for it. The thought of twisting on this
concrete floor, clawing for oxygen was
more horrible than any violence.

walked into the women's
restroom. He tried to re-
treat, but a bottleneck of
Secret Service agents had
formed at the door. News
photographers swarmed,
jaws snapping their gum.

Mr. Presidentand Wigginsremained quiet, barely breath-
ing the dark air, for some time, waiting for the emergency
generator to come on and return the light. Finaly, Mr.
President observed that if thelightswereout, theventilators
were not working.

Another extended silenceensued. Both menwatched the
dark air for signs of thickening. Soon both were convinced
that the air was becoming soupy. They labored for breath.
They panted.

Wiggins felt the panic of the end in the duggish air. He
wanted to get past the panic and die peacefully. He wanted
tofed theliberationof noreturn. Wigginshad drivenfor Mr.
President for eight years. Onenight, whenMr. President had
only beenMr. Governor, heinadvertently signaledright and
turned left. He never forgot the terror he felt when the
limousine cameto astop, wounded and rocking gently, and
henever forgot Mr. President’ skindnessand understanding.
“Could have happened to anyone, old boy,” he'd said and
patted Wiggins on the shoulder. Now Wiggins would be
glad when nothing coul d be doneand nothing would matter,
when Mr. President would be nothing morethan histwin, a
pile of bone and flesh not distinguishable in any important
way from his own.

Mr. President serioudy considered making arun for it.
Panic scared him more than death. The thought of twisting
onthisconcretefloor, clawingfor oxygenwasmorehorrible
than any violence. If the blast had not been too close and if
there wasn't afirestorm outside and if the car hadn’t been
incinerated or vandalized, they might be able to makeit to
another shelter without exposing themselves to much radi-
aion. If they held their breath. If they made good time.

“I’mnot going to just sit here and choke on your bregth,
Wiggins,” Mr. President said. “ | think weshouldheadfor the
Command Bunker, where we should have been in thefirst
place.”
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Wigginscons deredforamoment. Theouts dedeathor the
insgdedeath. “Withall duerespect, sir,” hesaid. “ Gotoheck.”
Mr. President was too shocked to move.

7.

The sheriff drove through town, past the police station,
past the bank on the corner, past the Hotel Weston, which
wasstill ahotel, and past Rumpel’ sHardware. Weston used
to be a river town. It was just about to blossom with
prosperity, like dl the other river towns did in the mid-
nineteenth century, when along came the flood of *51 and
theMissouri River, thespastic snake, lurchedthree-quarters
of amilewest. Westonwastoo stunnedtogrow. Mr. Rumpel
wassittingonthefront porch. Hewasal ready old, whichwas
somewhat reassuring to Wilkie, who had wandered into his
storeduring hisonevisittoWeston. Mr. Rumpel wasancient
then, hiseyeswatery and clouded. Mr. Rumpel waved asthe
sheriff’s car went past. The sheriff drove around the block
and cruised through town again.

“Where are we going?’ Wilkie asked. “I thought the
county court house wasin Platte City.”

“I got some businessto attend to here. You aren’tin any
rushareyou?Don'’ t got any appointment to get to, do you?’
He laughed and flicked another cigarette.

“Nicecar,” Wilkiesad. “New?’

“Nope. Hadittwoyears,” the sheriff said. “ Guy whowas
before me paid too much for it, which isone of the reasons
he ain't sheriff anymore. I'm thinking about trading it.
Forty-nine Fords don't last. Friend of mine had one that
shucked atrannie at 10,000 miles.”

Onthethirdtrip around the block helooked up and down
the street quickly and pulled into the driveway of an old
whitehouse. Hedrovethe car into the back yard and parked
it behind a shaggy lilac clump.

A womanwholooked very tired and very saneanswered
theback door. Shewas|eaning toward the sheriff asif tokiss
him but stopped short when she saw Wilkie.

“Who' sthis?’

“Just some guy who wandered into Martha' s store with
singed hair, lost,” the sheriff said. “Don’'t worry. HeE' |l stay
in the kitchen.” He turned to Wilkie. “You just stay put.
Don't forget, | can arrest you if | want.”

“Arrest mefor what?’

“Vagrancy. And don’t think | won’t.”

“Good Lord, Ray. Being burnt and lost doesn’t make a
man a vagrant,” the woman said. “Did you even ask him
where he lives? He's new at this, mister. Don't take it
persona. Besides, honey, theboysaredtill here. Their Aunt
Donnawoke up with cramps.”

“Christ, Ruth Mary, when am | going to get a break?
Life sacrap gameand | just rolled snake-eyes.”

“Oh, don't be a cry-baby. What's your name, young
man? Comein and I'll get us some cokes. Don't have any
ice, I'm afraid, but it'll help some. Wet your whigtle.
Supposed to hit 90 today, | hear.”

Ruth Mary sometimes hid from Ray and the boysin the
storm cellar behind the house. It was a comfortable place,
stocked with canned goods and candles and cases of Coke
incasearedly big storm or someother disaster cameaong.
She aso had hidden there, behind the shelves, books. A
Tolstoy, two Henry James, and Gone with the Wind. She
thought Ray might marry her someday and shewantedto get
her reading done.

8.

Mr. President stood at thetop of the shelter sairs, thelast
boltinthelast door in hishand. Hewastrying not to breeth,
tryingtopick upany hint of what wasbeyondthedoor. What
would the devastation look like? Would there be bodies al
around, broken and ghastly, or did the fire consume them?
Wouldtheash of humanremainsbeintheair, coat histhroat,
choke him? He almost returned to the shelter. He couldn’t
hear anything. That could begood, could bebad, hethought.
I might be about to die. He pushed the door open.

The sun was shining. The limousine was where they’d
leftit, sanshub caps. Mr. President wasglad, for amoment,
to be dive. He caled to Wiggins and told him everything
was OK. Then heredlized that the worst possible thing had
happened. It had been afalse darm.

Hewas going to look like an asson CNN.

He passed Wiggins, whowasgrinning giddily at the sun,
on hisway back down the steps.

“Have someone send me something that goeswell with
butter beans,” he said.

“But, sir. But, Sir, everythingisfine,” Wigginssaid. “Oh,
| see, sir.” Heclimbedintothelimousineturned ontheradio.
Nothing. The battery was either dead, or missing.

0.

“Are you sure you' ve never been in an asylum?’ Ruth
Mary said. “You sound like you came right out of one of
those science fiction comics my boys read.”

Ray’s hand was resting on his gun. He was sguinting
through the smoke from his cigarette. He hadn’t said much,
but he' d muttered alittle while Wilkie told his story.

“I think it' sodd that you werein May thereand you ended
up in June here,” Ruth Mary said. “Don’t you think that's
odd?’

Wilkie agreed. That was the oddest thing from his per-
spective, too. Ray stabbed out one cigarette and lit another.
“He safruit-cake, Ruth Mary. How am | going to explain
something like this? I’ll beimpeached.”

Two boys came running through the room. One of them
was chasing the other with a six-shooter aimed at the back
of hisbrother’s head.

Ruth Mary’ seyes narrowed. “ Y ou’' re not going to wake
up al of asudden and redlize that thiswasjust adream, are
you? That’ s been done, you know.”

“Yeah, and wherewould it leave us?’ Ray said.

Wilkie said he didn’t think waking up was the answer.
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“I don’'t know if thereisan answer. I’ ve either stumbled
back throughtime, or I’'mnuts, or I’ m dreaming. There' sno
way to tell whichitis, near as| cantell.”

The boys came charging back through the room. This
time they saw Wilkie and stopped.

The one with the six- shooter carefully aimed it right at
Wilkie' s nose.

“Thisisan atomic ray gun,” he said.

“Stopit, boys.”

“ 2777777777777777am!” theboy said.“Y ou' refried.”

ERIC CRUMP LCERIC@MIZZOU1.missouri.edu

10.

Mr. President and Wiggins sat on the same cot in the
shelter. Light fromthedoorway abovefell onrowsandrows
of butter bean cans. Thetwo menwereso completely unable
to choose between joy and despair that they had given up
trying to decide, opting for silent reflection instead.

Finally, Wiggins cleared histhroat.

“We could go get some chili dogs and beer.”

Mr. President considered for amoment.

“Yes, | think that would be the best thing to do.”

Helps run the writing center at the University of Missouri, where he moonlights as a graduate student in English. He
continues to write short fiction, even though people discourage this sort of behavior. His wife and daughter love him anyway.

THE NIHILIST

BY KYLE CASSIDY

* We're part of a living web, intricately bonded to others and the earth. And when we can't
under stand the point to our lives, sometimes we understand the bait on our hooks... ¢

T'SMIDNIGHT AND DOMINIQUEWANTSTOGO TO THERAT.
She wants to be around alot of people.
“Yes, goout,” shesays, “liketoabar or somewhere.I'm
tired of hanging around here... and | have a baby-sitter.”
Wemeet abunch of annoying peopleand ahorribleband
isplaying good songs. | runintothisguy whom | usedtolive
with; I haven't seen himin along time and we start talking.
Dominiquebuysmeabeerinaplasticcup. | listentotheband
and I'm relatively happy. We' re there for an hour and they
turn the lightson. It’ s pretty late and the bar startsto close.
Nivin and Sandy’ s friends are sitting in the corner, maybe
twenty of them. Itwasdark beforeand | hadn’ t noticedthem.
“We regoingover toNivinand Sandy’s,” saysoneof them.
| ask Dominique if she wants to go back there, and she
says“Yes,” andthat she'll wait outsidefor me. Sheistalking
to someguy at thedoor. | Sit downwithasmall womanwith
black hair, dressed in overdls. “I'll see you guys over a
Nivin and Sandy’ sthen,” | say, and wave.
Dominiqueissitting outsidethe bar watching television.
We get up and walk back to the car.
“Doyouwant toknow what our problemis?’ Dominique
sayssuddenly. “ Doyouwant toknow why | don’tloveyou?’
“No. | don’twant toknow,” | say. | get out of the car and
dam the door. “It's pointless. | don't care. | redly don't
anymore.”

| start back across 322, heading for my house. She's
yelling a me across the street: “Remember this! You're
walking out on me! Y ou're the one who's walking away
from this relationship!”

| get home and it’s about two o' clock. | sit around the
gpartment for awhileholding my faceinbothhands, likel’m
trying theVVulcan Mind Meld on mysdlf, and then | call my
gster in Oak Park, Illinois. She' snot homeand her answer-
ing service gives me a number in Florida. | call her at the
Holiday Innin thistown called Stuart.

“Hey, what's up Big Bro?’ she says. That'swhat she's
calledmesinceshewasabout five. Beforethat shecalledme
“Beehee,” which was her best attempt at enunciating the
difficult collection of consonants and vowelsin my name.
She doesn’t sound as though she were adeep.

“Nothing,” | say. | haven't talked to her in along time;
gpart from holidays | haven't seen her in seven yearsand |
hardly know what to say. “What are you doing?’

“We' rebusting afirm herein Stuart,” shesays. My little
Sster isasecret agent. Sheworksfor the government inthe
Department of the Treasury. | say it like that because it
soundsglamorous. What shedoesisposeasanaiveinvestor
with a lot of money and go to brokerage firms and get
defrauded and then pull out a gun and a badge and a
calculator. A bang and acrash and awholesquad of SWAT



InterText / May-June 1993

Page 16

accountants comein and take over all the best officesinthe
building and start to dismantle the place by paperwork.
Thereisalot of swestinggoing onand sometimes, | SUppose,
peoplejump out of windowsor runto Paraguay or call their
mistressesandtell themtoget thehell out of thecondobefore
the accountants find out about it.

“Areyou okay?’ she says.

“Okay?’'mfine.”

“Y ou sound listless.”

“I'm awayslistless. I'm having acrisis.”

“Oh. Wdll, hey, why don’t you come down here?’ she
says. Thereisgenuineconcernin her voice. “Thewesther’'s
nicer and it’ s therapeutic.”

“No money.”

“Ha,” she says and there’'s some giggling. | think that
maybe there’ s somebody elsein theroom. She says, “Hold
on.” A click and amechanical silence and I’m on hold for
what seems|like an hour. She comesback ontheline. “You
havefivehourstoget totheairport for the7:20toWest Palm
Beach. It' sUSAIr and theflight number is302. I sthat okay?”

“Okay? That' s gresat.”

“Do you have any classes?’

“Classes? | don't need no stinking classes. Hell with
classes”

I'mredly glad | have asister.

Ontheplaneridedown | sit next to azombiewho slegps
thewholeway and keepsretching, likehe’ sabout to hock up
ahairbal. | eat alot of Eagle peanuts and write a letter to
Dominique on the barf bag.

above freezing. We talk on the car ride back about stupid
things, and then she says: “How's Dominique?’

| sort of grunt and look out the window.

“Is that your crisis? Did you guys break up or some-
thing?’

| think about thisfor awhile. “We broke up, but | don’'t
think that’smy crisis”

“Do you and Dominique get along?’

“No. Not redly.”

“Wow. It's been how long now?’

“Off and on, five years.”

“And it’s not getting any better?’

I laugh. “Ha. It snever gotten any better. | ve spent five
yearsin an unreguited maelstrom of emotion and panic.”

“You' re being melodramatic.”

“Of course | am.”

“And you're not being fair.”

“Of course I’'m not. Dominique? No — she's not even
part of it — it's me, there's something inside me, like a
magnet, or ablack hole that’s pulling everything into this
sngularity — | have afeeling that my universe is about to
implode. But that has nothing to do with...”

“With what?’

“With anything,” then | add, “I don’t know if it's me
who's crazy, or if it's the people around me.”

I look out the window again and I’m wondering what's
wrong with me, or if there's anything wrong with me. |
figure that there' s nothing wrong with me.

We don't talk the rest of the

West Palm Beach: I’'m going
down the escaator towards bag-
gage claim and | can recognize
my sister by her feetbecauseshe' s
wearing redlly stupid shoes. The
rest of her comes into view and
sheseesmeand runsup the esca-
lator and throws her aramsaround
me and dmost knocks me down.

“Hi big bro! | missed youl! | really have!”

“I missed you too, little sister.”

“What'’ syour crisis?Y ou sounded soawful onthephone.
Want to talk about it?’

“I don’t know how. It samoral crisis. | think. Maybeit’s
ageneration thing. Are you suffering from angst, nihilism,
boredom, and depression?’

“Ah, no,” she says, “I suffer from Lawn Doctor, condo
payments, and inadequate tax shelters” My little sister
makes alot of money.

“How long can you stay?’ she says.

“I don't know. Until | go back.”

“Won't they missyou at school ?”

“They’ll survive,” | say.

She squeezesmeredlly tightly and wewalk outside. I'm
blownaway by theweather whichisamazingly warm, while
I’'m dressed for New Jersey where it’s about two degrees

My little sister is a secret agent. She
works for the government in the
Department of the Treasury. She

poses as a naive investor who gets

defrauded and then pulls out a gun
and a badge and a calculator.

way back tothemotel. Whenwe
get there she introduces me to
the Attack Accountants, David
and Joe. David hasred hair and
freckles, so doesmy little sister.
Joe is a stocky guy with black
hair and glasses.

“He sarepublican,” my Ss-
ter whispersinmy ear asl shake
hands with him. His hand is dimy. The two of them are
ditting in Joe' s room, watching some basketball game. Joe
is talking about The Symposium and gets into afight with
my sister about absolute beauty and homosexuality, or five
armed|overs, or somethingweirdlikethat. I’ msittingonthe
edge of the huge bed not really paying attention, staring into
the upper left hand corner of the television picture. Joe
accusingly calls my sister Cartesian, and somebody says
something about breakfast. Asweget up my sister issaying:
“Cartesan? Me? Y ou stink, therefore you are.”

Though I'm full of peanuts | go aong with them to
Denny’s. About abillion old peoplelive (expire?) in Stuart,
which boasts an enormous billboard which bears only the
isolated word RETIREES in huge white-on-black letters
just asyou enter thetown. All the old peopleare bl oated and
they keep looking at my long hair and calling me*“ma am.”
They aredso al a Denny’s. Thisdoesn't put mein agood
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mood. But then David buys a paper and gives everybody a
part of it whilewe rewaiting for our food. | end upwith the
Lifestylessectionwhich hasabigarticleon Ernest Heming-
way teaching F. Scott Fitzgerald' sdaughter, Helgaor what-
ever, how to fish. Picture of him standing on the back of a
boat with amachine gun. The caption saysthat he used the
machine gun to shoot sharks whilefishing in Key West.

“You know,” | say, “while I'm here I'd like to go to
Sloppy Joe's, that bar that belonged to Hemingway.”

“You know,” says my little sister, “Ernest Hemingway
wasborninOak Park. Hishouseisright downthestreet from
mine, like ablock away.”

“That'scool,” | say, “I never knew that.”

“Yes,” she says. “He called Oak Park ‘the land of wide
lawns and narrow minds.” ”

“Haha What did Oak Park think of that?’

“They named the library after him.”

After breakfast | fold up the Hemingway articlewith the
intent ontakingit homeandreadingit, or at least hanging up
the pictures on my bulletin board, but the maid is going to
throw it out the next morning when she cleans the room.

My littlesi ster and her squad of Stormtrooper Bookkeep-
ersrun off to work to make peoples’ lives miserable, and |
sit by the pool reading atattered copy of The Fifth Column,
which was on the night table, aspy thriller by Paine Harris
called Thunder of Erebrus, aswell as arather quaint little
book called The Abortionby Richard Brautigan. I’ msobored
that | read about six pagesfromeachat atimeandthenswitch.

The sun broils down upon me and old people thrash
aroundinthepool infront of meand | cannevertell if they're
drowning or not. Every coupleof minutes| look up over the
pages of the book and pick out theonesworth saving if they
do gtart todrown. | figurethat | probably wouldn't saveany
of them. But then | could be wrong.

Ontheground by thepool tiny lizardsdart out and snatch
up huge, black, radioactiveantsoff of theconcrete, chewing
with thoughtful pause. Thelizardsarevery swift and disap-
pear beneath the sheltering branches of low shrubs.

| pick up my journal and write down some observations
about the people in the poal. | think these observations are
pretty shrewd and fairly articulate (if not disquietingly
misanthropic), though unfortunately very Hemingway. My
delusions of literary grandeur will however be put aside a
week after | get back; thegood peopleat Comaget extremely
upset when they read these, especialy astrange young girl
with straw-yellow hair who for someodd reasonthinks! am
insulting her grandmother.

By four of theclock | havefinished bothTheAbortionand
TheFifth Column, but of al thethings! wasreading theone
that | found most entertaining was the spy novel. | wonder
about this and go back to the room.

| take ashower and noticethat | have apretty good burn
started on my front and back. Asalways, my sides have not
tanned, neither has my neck nor the underside of my chin.
Thesewhitespotsareincollusionwiththeiron shapedwhite

patch onmy chest. It' sthe*| wasreading abook’ suntan—
the only kind I’ ve been able to get.

| watch TV for awhileand thenwriteinmy journal about
anoldwomanand her granddaughter | had watchedfighting
at theairport. Thewoman was so old that she had forgotten
that she was once young and the granddaughter was too
young to imagine getting old. They sat facing one another,
despising one another, and making no attempt at under-
standing one another’ s position.

Nothing there on television, so | grab my books and
wander back to the pool, thinking to do a few laps or
something. Thepool istoo small todolaps, but | want to get
inthewater for awhileif only tojustify my beingin Florida.

“Hello?’

“Hello Dominique.”

“Oh, hi. How are you?’

“Well, I'm under the delusion that | am Ernest Heming-
way. I’'m warning you now.”

“It' sthefair thing to do. Thanks. Hey, about last night—"

“I"d rather not talk about it.”

“Sure, of course.”

“I mean!’msureyou’ vegot your reasonsandall... | don’t
know. | just can't think about anything.”

“Do you ever think of anything?’

“I am the architect of my own destruction. Sometimes|
just can’t do the right thing even when | know what it is,
when | know I’'m doing something wrong, something that
I’ll regret, | just goonand doit anyway. | mean, sometimes,
well, most time | guessit lookslike | don't care, but | do, |
mean about everything. | care, I'm just not... there. Hey, |
was a poet and was unaware of it...”

“I think that sometimes you don’'t know what you're
looking for and that sometimesyou don’t know how to get
it. I think that sometimesyouwon’t talk to anybody and that
pissespeopl eoff andthey think you’ reasnob or something.”

“That's not it at al. | mean, sometimes | won't talk to
anybody, but that’ s because nobody knowswhat I’ m think-
ing. And| can't articulatemyself to anyone. Sometimes!’m
not even thinking about anything, sometimes|’ mjust there
and peoplelook at melikel’ mout of my tree or something.
| fedl like I’ ve got to be doing something all thetimeor I'm
letting someone down. Hey, have you read “Everything
Always Reminds Y ou of Something?” It's about this boy
whose father is a famous writer. Not only is he a famous
writer, but he’' s good at everything else too; everything he
touches turns to gold. He's especially fond of sports, he
shoots pigeons— they shoot clay onesnow, but thesewere
real — and he shootsthem really well, like 99 for 100, and
the last one limps, yaknow?’

“Yeah, | know. Right.”

“So the kid's got to live up to this father, who has
tremendous expectations of him. The father’ s not pushy or
anything, well, actualy heis... just by being so great at
everything, he's pushing hiskid to beredlly great at some-
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thing. So the kid starts to shoot pigeons, and
he'sreally good at it, and the father marvelsat
how great the kid is at thisand he's proud and
happy and all.”

“Yeah.... A football dad.”

“And so one day, thekid brings his dad this
story that he' swritten and the father is cowed,
completely floored—thestory isfantastic! It's
amazing, thefather hasnever seenanythinglike
it, he's sure his kid is a genius, and he dtarts
pushing him even more, sowly, subtly, like
he' strying not to, but heis...”

“And the father keeps saying to the kid,
“Why don’ t you writesomething €l se?Y ou can
show it to me, and maybe| can helpyouwithit.
If youwant to.” And the kid says, ‘Y eah, sure dad, | will.’
Andthekidgoesback toboarding school, andliketwoyears
later the father is in the kids room at home looking for
something and hefindsabook of short storiesby somebody
and the story that the kid says he wrote is in there, he
plagiarized it, word for word, including the title, just to
impress his old man.”

“So what are you saying?’

“I don’tknow. That’ smy point, I’ m not saying anything.
Do | always have to be saying something? | can't be
profound 24 hoursaday. | mean, it'sjust agood story, and
I’ ve been thinking of Hemingway and of, you know, crash-
ing through the waves and catching marlin and harpooning
them and machine-gunning sharksthat attack my catch.... |
think like that sometimes. It'sin my universe.”

“This is pointless. Look, Bradley, | don't want to talk
about this anymore. Maybe you think like Hemingway,
maybeHemingway’ sinyour universe. It snicetoknow that
somebody is. But you don’t haveany spaceinyour universe
for me. Y ou never have — you’ ve always been aone with
yourself and in love with yourself. I've made up my mind.
WEe rethrough, youknow. Forever. There ssomeoneelsein
my life now, someone who doesn’t fill me with empty
gpaces and dread and nihilism. I’ve given this a lot of
thought. | don’t love you. I’ ve never really loved you. I'm
sorry. | don't want to talk to you anymore.”

About an hour later | hear the carload of economists pull
up outside and three doors dam in rapid succession. Joeis
talking about some contraceptive device they’ ve been test-
ing on chickens, he'd read about it in some agricultural
magazine. It was some sort of body condom. Then | hear
David remark: “For the hen-pecker?” They all laugh, and |
can’thelpbut snort myself fromwherel’ msittingonthebed,
dripping wet hair into my journal.

My little sSister comesinto theroom and | say “Hi,” and
amvery glad to see her. Sheisamiling; welook for movies
onT.V. Thereisoneonwith Adam West, the guy who used
to be Batman. It' sa campy thing about some race of diens

“I'm not really

an anarchist.

| don’t believe
the anarchists —

they just dress

really well.”

trying to recruit high school kidsto go back to
planet Mung with them or something. I'm not
really paying too much attention, butitisfunny
and sad in parts. We watch this movie for a
whileandthen my littlesister wantstogoout to
eat. These attack accountants, they eat out alot.
We go. | am not hungry, but | eat an omelette
stuffed with mushrooms anyway.

My little sister had three books on her night
table, the aforementioned Fifth Column, which
I’d since thrown into the pool, Fried Green
Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe, and
Foucault’ sPendulum. Whenweget back tothe
motel, she sits down on her bed. I've dways
held that you can learn alot about a person by
knowing what books they’ re reading.

“What the hell are you reading Catcher in the Ryefor?’
sheasks. Sheisgoing through the books on my night stand.

“It'sagood book. Aren’t | allowed to read good books?’

“Brad,” shesaysheavily, givingmeasort of seriouslook.
“I trust you, big bro, really | do, more than anybody elsein
the world, and sometimes when | think that I’ve done
something really clever, | look back and think of something
even more clever that you've done.”

“Yeah?’

“Sometimes though I'm afraid that you're deluding
yourself.”

| frown at her. “Of course I'm deluding mysdlf. | am
deluged with delusion. All of it self-indulged. Of the most
deluxe varieties. How am | deluding myself?’

“You'reanidedist.”

“Yeah.”

“You'rean anarchist.”

“5o7

“But that doesn’t work. It doesn’t work outside of Wal-
den Pond andit’ll never work aslong astherearemorethan
thirty people on this planet. The vanguard is gone and the
current leaders are deranged.”

“I’m not really an anarchist.” | can’t think of anything
to say, any way to explain anything to her. | suddenly feel
veryinarticulate. “ | usedtoknow thisguy named Bateman,
hewasachessplayer, still is— it' sweird, all these things
that have happened to me that you don’t know about. It's
been along time. The thing is, he's crazy as aloon —
Bateman that is— excellent chess player, but he talks to
leaves— | mean the kind that fall from trees. He' s crazy,
completely, but weusedto play chessall thetimetogether.
Anyway, headmitted to me oncethat hedidn’t liketo play
chess. He couldn’'t stand it, but he liked the way people
looked at him when they knew that he was a professional
chess player.”

“What are you saying?’

“Nothing. Whatever I'm saying | guess!’ m not sayingit
very well. I'm not realy an anarchigt. | don’t believe the
anarchists. They just dressreally well.”
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Whenit getslateweturnout thelights, butthecurtainsare
openalittleandthelight poursinyellow and bright and stark
inamanner whichisparticular to motels. We reboth sitting
up in our beds, and the entire placefeelslikeamotel. Even
if I closed my eyes and shoved my fingersin my ears and
pinched off my nose, I'd still know that | was in a motel
somehow. The bed fedls like a motel bed, the sheets fed
crisp and cheap like motel sheets. I've dready stolen the
Gideon'sBible, which| doevery timethat I'minamotel for
some reason. |’ ve got dozens of them. | don’t know why, |
supposeit’ sacharacter flaw. It' salousy trand ationanyway.

My sister bounces a couple of times in bed and starts
talking about the form of Zen she's been practicing, how
she’ sheensitting zazeninthefull lotuspositionwith her legs
bent upal crazy around her neck likepretzels. Nooneinmy
family was Zen before her, it requires far too much disci-
pline. My sister’ sredlly practicing hard, though. From the
way she'stalking, | doubt that she's searching for, or even
believes she will attain any form of enlightenment —
whatever that may be— but she’ salot more peaceful than
anyone else | know. My little sister is considerably more
relaxed within salf than | am. She’ smoreforgiving and less
cathartic. She’ sbeen abletoforgivemeinaway that | never
have and let dead things pass.

Wetalk about what we want to do tomorrow. | say that |
want to go snorkeling or goto Sloppy Joe' s. Shewantstogo
deep seafishing.

| plop down on the bed, till laying on top of the covers.
It is quiet for along time. Then my little Sster saysin an
amazingly quiet voice:

“Brad?’

“Yeah?’

“Areyou aright?’

“I'mfine, redly.”

“Y ou sounded so bad on the phone, you sounded awful.”

“I’m sorry about that. | just got carried away, | mean, |
overreacted to everything | guess. Y ou know how | aways
exaggerate stuff... nothing happened and | made abig dedl
about it.”

“Y ou sounded like you lost... everything.”

“Heh, no. Redlly I'm sorry, sis. Nothing happened. I'm
okay. Okie-dokie. Sometimes | just get pissed at the world
becauseit’ snot what | wantitto be. That'sall. No causefor
darm.”

“No.”

“Yaknow...”

“What?’

“Thisisthefirst timethat I’ ve known you asagrown up.
Likeyou' rearea personnow. | haven' treally seenyousince
you werein high school.”

“No.”

“Thisisthefirsttimel’ veever metyou, it seemslike. I'm
redly sorry. | must have sounded like awreck on the phone,
but really nothing’ swrong. I’ mfine, though I'm afraid that
I’m not avery likesble narrator.”

Sometime during the course of the night | fall asleep.

The next morning we eat at Denny’ sagain. The placeis
packed with octogenarians who al ook at me weird. I'm
getting tired of this so | start looking weird back at them.
David tells us that his older brother Rob played Oingo or
something on The Banana Splits Show, back in 1968 or
whenever.

“Like sports?’ he saysto me.

“Nope,” | reply, looking up into hissort of thin red face.

“There was this one guy, he owned a baseball team, |
shouldn’ t say who hewas, but webusted hisparent company
— when?’

“February,” says Joe.

“Yeah,” saysDavid, “February. Joeand | wentin, hehad
asedt in the futures exchange, and — "

“I don't understand any of the economics stuff,” | say,
“it'sal over my head.”

“Oh,” says David, looking disappointed, as though the
best part of the story had to do with decimal pointsand pork
bellies. “Well, uh, after we busted him, liketherewere cops
and treasury department agents crawling over thisguy. He
had ahundred and ten safesin hisbuildingand wepulled all
the papers, everything and this guy was rotten, let me tell
you, every scrap of paper welooked at, eventhetoil et paper,
itwasall adding up: thisguy wascrooked asacorkscrew. He
waslookin’, just fromapreliminary standpoint mindyou, at
sx, sevenmilliondollarsinfines. Y our sister just threw him
the hell out and set up in his office. He was sitting in this
meeting room across the hall with two treasury police just
shaking like aleaf and your sister was calling himin every
ten minutesfor files— she even sent him out for doughnuts
— and he couldn’t take it. He just hit the bottle, got
completely doshed. Plagtered, this poor guy was, drinking
whiskey or something, sloppy all over the place and when
we closed up for the day to come back to the hotel he asks
your sister if she wantsto go out to some bar with him —
what one?’

“Scaramuchi’s,” my sister says.

“Yeah,” says David. “ Scaramuchi’s, ever heard of it?’

| shake my head.

“God, killer expensivethisplace. Well, anyway, shesays
yes, and they go out to this bar and he' s there, young guy,
maybe thirty five, watching hislife going down thetoilet. |
guess she felt sorry for him or something.”

My sister shrugs.

“And there's a couple other people from his company
there, hisgolf buddiesor what-not, andthey start doingthese
drinks caled Flaming Liberties.”

“Statue of Liberty,” saysmy little sister.

“What?’

“Thedrink is called a Statue of Liberty.”

“Oh, right, yeah. Well anyway, thisdrink it’ slike ashot
of Everclear, grain acohal, like 190 proof or what-not, and
youstick your twofingersintheshot glass, your index finger
and your middle finger, and then you hold them over your
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head and somebody setsthemonfirewithamatch. Y ouhold
them over your head like the torch on the Statue of Liberty
and you do this shot, like you drink the grain, and then you
put your goddamn fingers

Papal What you after? Spoonbill ? Swordfish? Sailfish? or
Marlin? Cobia? Dol phin? Kings maybe? Blues? Grouper?
How about SpanishMackerd ?Wegatitadl,it' sall outthere,
in the water. Water's blue,

out inyour mouth and drink
a chaser of fruit juice. And
they weredoingthesethings
and this guy was aready
drunk, I mean, wasted, and
here he was doing shots of
Everclear.... Well anyway,
"bout histhird shot hedipshisfingersintheglass, holdsthem
up in the air — your sister sets them on fire, right? So his
fingersare flaming... he throws the shot into his mouth but
he forgets to swallow it, shoves his fingers in there, and
BOOM! Blows hisface off.”

“Not realy,” saysmy sister.

“Wdll,” saysDavid, “therewasthishugefireball and he
burnedall thehair off of hisface, likehisgoddamnbangsand
hiseyelashes and his eyebrows, and they took the poor guy
to the hospital. That’s about the funniest damn thing | ever
heard of.”

“Pretty funny,” | say. “Theworld's adangerous place.”

“Hey, youwannago deep seafishingtoday?’ asksDavid.

“Fishing,” | say. “Sure. Sounds good.”

A mapisproduced and over breskfast somedecisionsare
made asto thewhy’s, where's, and how’s. By thetimethe
check comeswe pretty much know what we' re doing and
we head out of Denny’s into the Stuart sun, aimed for
coastal waters.

Captain Joeis ascruffy looking character who ought to
have been in Jaws. He sitsin the fighting chair on the back
of hisboat theLady Skids— whatever thehell that means—
burned amost black by the sun, squinting at us through
creviced eyes. Heis probably fifty or sixty and he looks us
over asthough he knowswewill never amount to anything
like what he has— even if welive to be a thousand.

“Areyou Captain Joe?’ asks David aswe get out of the
car. “You charter, right?’

The captain nods.

“My name's Joe, t0o,” says Joe with anidiot grin. The
captain nods again.

“Hi,” saysmy sister, squintingback at him.“1’mRachel.”

The captain says nothing, looking us over warily with a
creased facelikeworn leather. Hiseyesarewhite-blue, like
apa esky andthey areincongruousonhisdark face, likethat
girl on the cover of that National Geographic. He seems
strong yet tired and in his hands he is absently tying and
untying a piece of twine.

“I’'m Ernest Hemingway,” | say, stepping forward and
staring solidly into hiseyes. The captain’ sfacedowly splits
inahugegrin and thirty teeth likewhite doors clap together
in amastication of alaugh.

“HoHoHo!” hebelowslikeajolly FloridaSantaClaus,
dapping his leg. “Wdl by al means then, come aboard,

“I'm Ernest Hemingway,” | say, stepping
forward. The captain’s face slowly splits in a wholethey will, won't they
huge grin and thirty teeth like white doors
clap together in a mastication of a laugh.

likeyour eyesareblue. Bar-
racudal Sharks! Eat you

Papa? he says, looking
down at mewith astern but
manageable eye.

“Splashin’ andhoallerin’,”
| say out of the corner of my mouth, looking back at him,
“and the eyesroll white when they bite down...”

Captain Joelaughsagain and holdsout hishand. | takeit
and he pulls me on board and the others after me.

My sister givesthecaptaintwohundred dollars, which he
counts, first wetting histhumb on awided ab of tongue, then
counting the fifties out loud.

“We got the two mates comin’ aboard and then we're
off.” Heclambersupthestairsand afew secondslater aloud
boat whistle sounds. The captain returns and shortly a pair
of even scruffier-looking charactersapproach and board the
boat. The first is tall with long, curly brown hair and
sunglasses. He introduces himself as Bayan. The captain
jerksanimpatient thumb at him and heimmediately climbs
the stairs. The second individual is a seasoned salt named
Matt, whohasshort, poorly groomed hair and abeard almost
twofeet|ong. Heiswearing blueoveralsand onecottonwork
gloveon hisleft hand. Hiseyesare permanently lost behind
dark wire sunglasses and | wonder if he even had any eyes.

We get under way and Matt starts explaining how we're
going to befishing, what we' reusing for bait and al. Basic
crap likethat. All I’'mworried about is not getting seasick,
which isan experience | had once at the age of twelve. Itis
not one which | would care to repest.

As we are crashing through the waves at speeds which
can only be considered reckless, a flock of pelicans flies
along side of the boat, flapping their wings easily and
remaining motionless in the air, ationary ten feet away
fromwherel standat therail. Matt throwsthingsat themand
curses. And | start to think, somewherein the dank recesses
of my head:

The pelican begins with its vengeance,
Aterrible curse of thirst has begun,

His shipmates blame bad luck on Matt-the-Mate,
About his neck, the dead bird ishung....

Joe — the accountant, not the captain — is Sitting on a
bench upstairs looking rather green. | sit down a few feet
from him, mostly becausethere’ slesswind up there behind
theflying bridge and it’ s till outside. My sister and David
are inside, | think, where somebody is handing out small
orangebagsof potato chips, that they may bethrownintothe
ocean and choke whales or something. The boat continues
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in this heedless manner for about half an hour, after which
time the captain drops anchor — no doubt after consulting
his sonar rig or something. Matt-the-Mate comes around
and throwsabit of squid on everybody’ shook and we drop
them over theside. No sooner hasmy bait struck thebottom
than something hits and my pole bends.

“Hey! | cdl, “I got one on!” Thereis asudden rush of
exhilaration and Matt-the-Mate comes to stand beside me.
| reel thelinein. There'snot much resistance and | can tell
that it' sasmall fish. Looking down | canseeaninsignificant
silver shape, maybeten or fifteenfeet down. Thisismy fish.
| watchit asit getscloser to the surface. It bresksand | lift it
out of thewater. Itisaseabass, about nineincheslong or so.

“I'll get that for you,” says Matt-the-Mate.

“It'stoo small for anything — " | am saying when he
grabsthefishin his gloved hand and removes the hook.

“Good for bait,” he sayslaying the fish down on atable
and cuttingintoitwithalongknife. Hecutsdown behindthe
dorsal finand then dragsthe blade along its spine, filletsthe
fleshfromitsbody. Thefishflopsmadly but Matt-the-Mate
ignores this. He flips the fish and repests the procedure.
Thereis very little blood. He chops the mest into chunks,
sticks one on my hook and walks away.

The fish looks up a me with that wide, round, black,
unblinking eyefor along time, flapping dowly. Hismouth
gasping air that goesto nourish nothing; al that isflapping
seemsto beaspineandthevisiblerow of thinribs. Hisbody
is gone— to tempt and be consumed by a dozen other fish
before that eye winks out, black within black.

“I’'msorry,” | say tothefish.l amhorrifiedand | can’tstop
looking at it. | know that thisis my fault, that if | hadn’t
dropped my line into the water this bit of the world never
would have been disrupted. | wish that | had not come.

“Hal” saysMatt-the-Mate, when heseesmestaring at the
fisnfindly. " That’ snothin. | seen’ emlivehoursafter yacut
emup. Noneof theorgansisinthepartsyou usefor bait. We
just throw ’em back in — blood's good in the water.” He
picks up the fish and flingsit into the sea. Thefish floats, a
whitepatch onthebluesurfacefor awhile, wigglingsowly.
Itisunabletorightitsalf and swimss deways. From beneath
it risesalong, brown, torpedo-shaped shadow — thereisa
flash of white and a furious splash and the fish isgone.

“Barracuda!” shouts Bayan from the bridge. “Big ol
"cudal” | look up and see him pointing into thewater. L ater
we see them, there are two, dowly circling the boat just
bel ow the surface, each maybe five feet long.

“Anybody fedl likeaswim?Hahaha!” cacklesMatt-the-
Mate. This breaks him up and there is much knee dapping
on hispart. A few minutes passlike thisand then Matt-the-
Mate noticesthat | haven't put my line back in the water.

“Hey,” he says, dapping meon the back with hisgloved
hand, “can’t catch’emif youain't got your lineinthewater.
Gotta get your end in. Hahaha!” This sends him off on
another laughing tirade. He shakes his head and walks
around the corner.

Bayan comes down the steps haf way and sits down,
setting a can of Coors between hislegs.

“Youfolksdoin' al right?’ he asks.

“Yes.Wesureare,” saysDavid."Y oudothisevery day?’

“Dowhat?’ saysBayanlistlessly, looking over at David.

“Figh, out on the water. Like this.”

“Mogt days,” says Bayan. He looks out into the water.

“Some days there’ s no customers?’ asks David.

“Some days. Some daysthere' s no charter.”

“What do you do then?’

“Cut bait, drink beer,” says Bayan.

I’m standinginthecorner, holding onto my rod. Thebait
isswingingfreely onthehook astheboat rocksupanddown.
It dapsmeinthesideof theface. | canfedl thewet fleshand
themetal of thehook inthatinstant. | touchmy faceandthere
isblood onmy fingers: not my blood, itismixedwith scales.
I tuck the hook into one of the eyelets on the rod.

About three minutes passand David hooksasmall green
fish which has swallowed the hook and he looks at it
helplessly, then around for Matt-the-Mate.

“Just rip it out,” says Bayan from his seat on the steps.
“Don'tbeafraidto hurt themfish, there’ sonefact about this
world, and it’ sthat organismseat other organisms. Sodon'’t
worry about that hook, don’t worry bout them fish, just tear
it right out. Nature is not pretty.” He sits with his elbows
resting on his knees, which are spread far apart, in awide
“V.” Heleans his shaggy head across uslike somegrizzled
guru instructing neophytes.

| ook away from the boat into the water and wonder if |
could swimto shore. | can seethe buildings plainly, but am
not sure how far away they are. The seaisflat likeatable. |
guessthat it isabout half amile. In the distance aschool of
porpoisepass, their backsmoving out of thewater inasemi-
circleand then disappearing likethe pistons of some Atlan-
tean engine.

Meanwhilemy little s ster hooksafish and wewatch her
fight to red it in. Her rod bends and she is shouting and
laughingwith her mouth open. Shehasput whitezincsunblock
on her nose, which protrudes incongruously from the dark
lenses of her sunglasses. The butt of therod iswedged high
in her armpit and she pulls up and cranksdown in turn. We
all look over the side and finally afish bresks the surface.

“Red snapper,” says Matt-the-Mate, “good estin’ fish.”
Heeyesit abit. “Too small to keep. They gotta be thirteen
inches ta keep. Y a gotta throw this one back. But let'sya
catchsomethinrealy big....” Hetakesthefishfromher hook
and setsit down. With hisknifehecutsthefinsfromitsbody
and then forcesthe hook through the spine and castsit back
into the water.

“Watchthis,” hesays. Thesnapper flapsinthewater and
swimsin circles, trailing blood. Only twelve feet away we
can see the circling shapes of the barracudas, two or three
feet beneath the surface. They seemto noticeadifferencein
thewater amostimmediately and beginto swimtowardsthe
snapper. One of the barracudas sinks out of sight and the
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other nosesslowly towardstheinjured fish. Thereisaflash
and aspray of foam and aharsh buzzing. Rachel shrieksas
line beginsto run from her redl.

“Hit him,” says Matt-the-Mate. “Hit ’em hard, pull up,
pull upnow!” Rachel pullsback and thehook sets. Shegrabs
at thereel but Matt-the-Mate isright behind her.

“Don’' twasteyour time. Y ouwon' t beableto pull himan
inch. Lethimrun. Let himtirehimself out. Hoo-Hee, yougot
emon!” Thenhecdlsupintotheair, “Got a’ cudaon down
here!l” Everyone begins to crowd around my little sister,
Matt-the-Mate keeping them at a hedthy distance, giving
her room to move.

“All linesup!” he shouts. “Linesup! He' smoving, he's
moving. Follow himaround, littlegirl. Walk himaround the
boat.” Thefishhasbeguntopull towardsthebow of theboat,
dragging my sister along she walks around and a crowd
follows her. | climb the stairs and look down. Her line
disappearsinto thewater at asharp angle; thefishisdiving.
Along the other side of the boat the other barracuda keeps
swimming as though unaware of its companion’ s absence.

Rachel fightsthefishinthehot sunfor forty-fiveminutes.
Sometimes sheison her knees, laying against the bulwark.
Twiceshetriesto givetherod to David, but Matt-the-Mate
won't let her. He makes her hang on even though there are
tears streaming down her face. After three quarters of an
hour she has brought the fish to the surface and it swims
alongside the boat, exhausted. Matt-the-Mate has her walk
ittotheback of theboat whereagateisopened and Matt-the-
Mateand Bayan-the-Other-Mategaff it through thesideand
pull it into the boat. Thefishishuge, amazingly large. Five

KYLE CASSIDY cass806@elan.rowan.edu

feet long, shaped like aloaf of bread, it isbrown and silver
anditsteeth aremany and curvedinto an evil looking smile.
It lays on the deck of the boat, its mouth moving slowly.
Once it starts flopping and smacking its mouth shut and
people scream and jump back.

But Matt-the-Mate puts hisfoot on its head and holdsit
down while Bayan takes a picture of Rachel and the fish.
Then Bayankneelsdowninfront of thefishand ditsit open
fromitsthroat toitstail. Entrailsbegin to dip from the thin
gapwhichlookslikethecut of arazor bladethrough smooth,
thick rubber. The fish flops tremendoudy but Matt-the-
Mate keeps a good hold of its head and they shove it back
over theside.

“Watch this,” says Bayan, and leans over therailing to
watch. “They’ regonnatear each other to pieces. Heh heh.”

The barracuda swims dowly in a tight circle, trailing
blood and moving its head from side to side as though
searching for something. From benesth the boat rises the
second barracudain ashimmering cloud. It bitesdown hard
onitscompanion’ sside, quickly tearingapieceof fleshfrom
it. Matt-the-Mate points and laughs.

“Now it'll get good,” he says, but | am no longer
watching. Rachel hascomeup thestepsandissitting on one
of thelong benches. Sheiscovered with sweat andisresting
her head in her arms. She breathes heavily and below | can
hear splashing and laughter.

“These people are not niceto fish,” | say.

“No,” shereplies, looking up at me. Shelooks at mefor
along timewithout saying anything and then puts her head
down on therail.

Is spending his summer working at the Brandywine Zoo in Wilmington, Delaware, where he gets along very well with

the marmosets.



InterText / May-June 1993 A Space-Consuming Page o’ Ads Page 23

Quania

Publishing for three years now, Dan Appelquist’ sQuanta magazine (ISSN 1053-8496) isan electronically distributed
journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy. As such, each issue contains fiction by amateur authors.Quanta is published in
ASCII1 and PostScript. Submissionsshould be sent toquanta@andr ew.cmu.edu. Regueststo be added to thedistribution
list should be sent to one of the following depending on which version of the magazine you' d like to receive.

quanta+r equests-postscr ipt@andr ew.cmu.edu or quanta+r equests-ascii @andr ew.cmu.edu
guantat+requests-postscript@andrew.BITNET or quanta+requests-ascii@andrew.BITNET

Send mail only — no interactive messages or files please. The main FTP archive forQuanta issues and back issuesis:

Host: export.acs.cmu.edu |P: 128.2.35.66 Directory: /pub/quanta
(In Europe): Ith.se1P: 130.235.16.3
ASCII Quantaissues are also available via Gopher from the server at
gopher-srv.acs.cmu.edu, port 70, in the Archives directory.

Other Net Magazines

In addition to Inter Text and Quanta, there arelots of other net-distributed magazines out there. Here are afew we know
about. If you know about more, feel freeto drop usaline!

CORE is an entirely eectronic journa dedicated to publishing the best, freshest prose and poetry being created in
cyberspace. It is edited by the Rita Rouvalis It appears in ASCII text format. For more information, send mail to
rita@world.std.com.

DARGONZINE is an e ectronic magazine printing stories written for the Dargon Project, a shared-world anthology
created by David“ Orny” Liscombinhisnow-retired magazine,FS-Net. The Dargon Project containsstorieswith afantasy
fiction/sword and sorcery flavor. DargonZineisavailablein ASCII format. For asubscription, please send arequest to the
editor, Dafydd, atwhite@duvm.BI TNET . Thisrequest should containyour full user 1D, aswell asyour full name. Internet
subscriberswill receive their issuesin mail format.

Back Issues: They're Everywhere

Back issuesof Inter Text, Quanta, CORE, and other network-distributed journalshave acatch-all FTPsite, thanksto the
Electronic Frontier Foundation. Thesiteisthe/pub/jour nalsdirectory onftp.eff.or g. Theftp.eff.or gsitedoesnot replace
Quanta’ sother FTPsites, which arelisted above. Likewise, issuesof | nter Text and every issue of our predecessor, Athene,
areavailableinboth ASCI1 and PostScript viaftpfromnetwor k.ucsd.edu (1P128.54.16.3) inthe/inter text directory. | ssues
are dso available on CompuServe. Type GO EFFSIG to get to the EFF s* Zines from the Net” section.

GOPHER: Back issues are available via gopher at ocf.Berkeley.edu, in OCF Library/Library/Fiction/Inter Text.

CONTRIBUTE TO INTERTEXT!

All of the stories that make up InterText come from people out in the net, and we aren’t able to publish without
submissionsfromfolkslikeyou! Writeto Jason Snell atj snell @ocf.Ber keley.edu for writing guidelines, if youwant them.
Any genreisfineand lengthisrarely aconcern. Welikeit if you haven't posted the story to anetwork newsgroup, and we
won't allow the use of copyrighted characters (e.g., Star Trek). Submissionscan bein ASCI| or, for those with the ability,
RTF (Interchange) format. Macintosh users can send binhexed word processor files of about any type (Microsoft Word
is best, however).

InterText is not responsible for much of anything, including the veracity of our page o' ads. Y ou want fries with that?



