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"Her hair was totally 1950s Indiana Woolworth perfume
clerk. You know—sweet but dumb—shell marry her way
out of the trailer park some day soon. But the dress was
early '60s Aeroflot stewardess—you know—thet redly sad
blue the Russians used before they all started wanting to
buy Sonys and having Guy Laroche design their Politburo
caps. And such make-up! Perfect '70s Mary Quant, with
these little PVC flora applique earrings that looked like
antiskid bathtub stickers from a gay Hollywood tub circa
1956. Shereally caught the sadness—she was the hippest
person there. Totally."

TRACEY,27

"They're my children. Adultsor not, | just can't kick them
out of the house. It would be cruel. And besides—they're
great cooks."

HELEN, 52



PART ONE




THE SUN
1S
YOUR
ENEMY

Back in the late 1970s, when | was fifteen years old, | spent every penny
| then had in the bank to fly across the continent in a 747 jet to Bran
don, Manitoba, deep in the Canadian prairies, to witness a total eclipse of
the sun. | must have made a strange sight at my young age, being pencil
thin and practically albino, quietly checkinginto a TraveL odge motel
to spend the night alone, happily watching snowy network television
offerings and drinking glasses of water from glass tumblers that had been

washed and rewrapped in paper sheaths so many
times they looked like they had been sandpap-
ered. But the night soon ended, and come the
morning of the eclipse, | eschewed tour buses and
took civic bustransporta- tion to the edge of town.
There, | walked far down adirt sideroad and into
a farmer's fidd — some sort of cereal that was

chest high and corn green and rustled as its blades inflicted small paper
burns on my skin as | walked through them. And in that field, when
the appointed hour, minute, and second of the darkness came, | | ay
myself down on the ground, surrounded by the tall pithy grain stalks
and the faint sound of insects, and held my breath, there experiencing
a mood that | have never really been able to shake completely—a mood
of darkness and inevitability and fascination—a mood that surely must
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have been held by most young people since the dawn of time as they
have crooked their necks, stared at the heavens, and watched their sky
go out.

* *x * * %

One and a half decades later my feelings are justasambivalent and |
sit on the front lanai of my rented bungalow in Palm Springs, California,
grooming my two dogs, smelling the cinnamon nighttime pong of snap-
dragons and efficient whiffs of swimming pool chlorine that drift in from
the courtyard while | wait for dawn.

| look east over the San Andreas fault that lies down the middle
of the valley like a piece of overcooked meat. Soon enough the sun will
explode over that fault and into my day like a line of Vegas showgirls
bursting on stage. My dogs are watching, too. They know that an event
of import will happen. These dogs, | tell you, they are so smart, but
they worry me sometimes. For instance, I'm plucking this pale yellow
cottage cheesy guck from their snouts, rather like cheese atop a micro-
waved pizza, and | have this horrible feeling, for | suspect these dogs
(even though their winsome black mongrel eyes would have me believe
otherwise) have been rummaging through the dumpsters out behind the
cosmetic surgery center again, and their snouts are accessorized with,
dare | say, yuppie liposuction fat. How they manage to break into the
California state regulation coyote-proof red plastic flesh disposal bags
isbeyond me. | guessthe doctors are being naughty or lazy. Or both.

Thisworld.

| tell you.

From inside my little bungalow | hear a cupboard door slam. My
friend Dag, probably fetching my other friend Claire a starchy snack or
a sugary treat. Or even more likely, if | know them, a wee gin and tonic.
They have habits.

Dag is from Toronto, Canada (dual citizenship). Claire is from Los
Angeles, California. I, for that matter, am from Portland, Oregon, but
where you're from feels sort of irrelevant these days ("Since everyone
has the same stores in their mini-malls,” according to my younger
brother, Tyler). We'rethe three of us, members of the poverty jet set,



an enormous global group, and a group | joined, as mentioned earlier,
at the age of fifteen when | flew to Manitoba.

Anyhow, as this evening was good for neither Dag nor Claire, they
had to come invade my space to absorb cocktails and chill. They needed
it. Both had their reasons.

For example, just after 2:00 A.M., Dag got off of shift a Larry's
Bar where, along with me, he is a bartender. While the two of us were
walking home, he ditched me right in the middle of a conversation we
were having and darted across the road, where he then scraped a boulder
across the front hood and windshield of a Cutlass Supreme. This is not
the first time he has impulsively vandalized like this. The car was the
color of butter and bore a bumper sticker saying WE'RE SPENDING OUR
CHILDREN'S INHERITANCE, amessage that | supposeirked Dag, who
was bored and cranky after eight hours of working his Mcjob ("Low pay,
low prestige, low benefits, low future™).

| wish | understood this destructive tendency in Dag; otherwise he
issuch aconsiderate guy—to the point where once he wouldn't bathe
for aweek when a spider spun aweb in his bathtub.

"I don't know, Andy," he said as he slammed my screen door,
doggies in tow, resembling the lapsed half of a Mormon pamphleting
duo with a white shirt, askew tie, armpits hinged with sweat, 48-hour
stubble, gray slacks ("not pants, slacks') and butting his head like a
rutting elk almost immediately into the vegetable crisper of my Frigidaire,
from which he pulled wilted romaine leaves off the dewy surface of a
bottle of cheap vodka, "whether | feel more that | want to punish some
aging crock for frittering away my world, or whether I'm just upset that
the world has gotten too big—way beyond our capacity to tell stories
about it, and so al we're stuck with are these blips and chunks and
snippets on bumpers." He chugs from the bottle. "I feel insulted either
way.

So it must have been three in the morning. Dag was on a vandal's
high, and the two of us were sitting on couches in my living room looking
at the fire burning in the fireplace, when shortly Claire stormed in (no
knock), her mink-black-bob-cut aflutter, and looking imposing in spite
of her shortness, the effect carried off by chic garnered from working
the Chanel counter at the local I. Magnin store.

"Date from hell,” she announced, causing Dag and | to exchange
meaningful glances. She grabbed a glass of mystery drink in the kitchen

MCJOB: A low-pay, low-
prestige, low -dignity, low -

benefit, no-future job in the
service sector. Frequently
considered a satisfying career
choice by people who have never
held one.



POVERTY JET SET: A

group of people given to chronic
traveling at the expense of long-
term job stability or a permanent
residence. Tend to have doomed
and extremely expensive phone-
call relationships with people
named Serge or llyana. Tend to
discuss frequent-flyer programs
at parties.

and then plonked herself down on the small sofa, unconcerned by the
impending fashion disaster of multiple dog hairs on her black wool dress.
"Look, Claire. If your date was too hard to talk about, maybe youcan
use some little puppets and reenact it for us with alittle show."

"Funnee, Dag. Funnee. God. Another bond peddier and another
nouvelle dinner of seed bells and Evian water. And, of course, he was
a survivalist, too. Spent the whole night talking about moving to Montana
and the chemicals he's going to put in his gasoline tank to keep it all
from decomposing. | can't keep doing this. I'll ke thirty soon. | feel like
a character in a color cartoon."

She inspected my serviceable (and by no means stunning) furnished room,
a space cheered up mainly by inexpensive low-grade Navajo Indian
blankets. Then her face loosened. "My date had alow point, too. Out on
Highway 111 in Cathedral City there's this store that sells chickens that
have been taxidermied. We were driving by and | just about fainted from
wanting to have one, they were so cute, but Dan (that was his name) says,
'Now Claire, you don'tneed achicken,'towhich | said, That's not the
point, Dan. The point isthat | want a chicken.' He thereupon commenced
giving me this fantastically boring lecture about how the only reason | want
astuffed chicken is because they look so good in a shop window, and that
the moment | received one I'd start dreaming up waysto ditch it. True
enough. But then | tried to tell him that stuffed chickens are what life and
new relationshipswasall about, but my explanation collapsed some-
where—the analogy became too mangled—and there was that awful woe-
to-the-human-race silence you get from pedants who think they're talking

to half-wits. | wanted to throttle him." " Chickens?" asked Dag. "Yes,
Chickens." "Well." "Yes."

"Cluck cluck."

Things became both silly and morose and after a few hours | retired
to the lanai where | am now, plucking possible yuppie fat from the snouts
of my dogs and watching sunlight's first pinking of the Coachella Valley,
the valley in which Palm Springs lies. Up on a hill in the distance | can
see the saddle-shaped form of the home that belongs to Mr. Bob Hope,
the entertainer, melting like a Dali clock into the rocks. | feel cam
because my friends are nearby.



"Polyp weather," announces Dag as he comes and sits next to me,
brushing sage dust off the rickety wood stoop.

"That isjust too sick, Dag," says Claire sitting on my other side
and putting a blanket over my shoulders (I am only in my underwear).

"Not sick at all. In fact, you should check out the sidewalks near
the patio restaurants of Rancho Mirage around noon some day. Folks
shedding polyps like dandruff flakes, and when you wak on them it's
like walking on a bed of Rice Krispies cereal."

| say, "Shhhh ..." and the five of us (don't forget the dogs) look
eastward. 1 shiver and pull the blanket tight around myself, for | am
colder than | had realized, and | wonder that al things seem to be from
hell these days: dates, jobs, parties, weather. . .. Could the situation
be that we no longer believe in that particular place? Or maybe we were
all promised heaven in our lifetimes, and what we ended up with can't
help but suffer in comparison.

Maybe someone got cheated along the way. | wonder.

You know, Dag and Claire smile a lot, as do many people | know.
But | have always wondered if here is something either mechanical or
malignant to their smiles, for the way they keep their outer lips propped
up seems a hit, not false, but protective. A minor reaization hits me as
| sit with the two of them. It is the realization that the smiles that they
wear in their daily lives are the same as the smiles worn by people who
have been good-naturedly fleeced, but fleeced nonetheless, in public
and on a New York sidewalk by card sharks, and who are unable because
of social convention to show their anger, who don't want to look like
poor sports. The thought isfleeting.

The first chink of sun rises over the lavender mountain of Joshua,
but three of us are just a bit too cool for our own good; we can't just let
the moment happen. Dag must greet this flare with a question for us, a
gloomy aubade: "What do you think of when you see the sun? Quick.
Before you think about it too much and kill your response. Be honest.
Be gruesome. Claire, you go first."

Claire understands the drift: "Well, Dag. | see a farmer in Russia,
and he'sdriving atractor in awheat field, but the sunlight's gone bad
on him—like the fadedness of a black-and-white picture in an old Life
magazine. And another strange phenomenon has happened, too: rather
than sunbeams, the sun has begun to project the odor of old Life mag-
azinesinstead, and the odor iskilling his crops. Thewheat isthinning

HISTORICAL
UNDERDOSING: To live in a
period of time when nothing

seems to happen. Major

symptoms include addiction to
newspapers, magazines, and TV
news broadcasts.



HISTORICAL
OVERDOSING: To live in a
period of time when too much
seems to happen. Major
symptoms include addiction to
newspapers, magazines, and TV
news broadcasts.

as we speak. He's slumped over the wheel of his tractor and he's crying.
Hiswheat isdying of history poisoning.”

"Good, Claire. Very weird. And Andy? How about you?"

"Let me think a second."

"Okay, I'll go instead. When | think of the sun, | think of an
Australian surf bunny, eighteen years old, maybe, somewhere on Bondi
Beach, and discovering her first keratosis lesion on her shin. She's
screaming inside her brain and already plotting how she's going to steal
Valiums from her mother. Now you tell me, Andy, what do you think
of when you see the sun?"
| refuse to participateinthisawfulness. | refuse to put peopleinmy
vision. "I think of this place in Antarcticacalled Lake Vanda, wherethe
rain hasn't fallen in more than two million years." "Fair enough.
That's all?" "Yes, that's all."

There is a pause. And what | don't say is this: that this is also the
same sun that makes me think of regal tangerines and dimwitted but-
terflies and lazy carp. And the ecstatic drops of pomegranate blood
seeping from skin fissures of fruits rotting on the tree branch next
door—drops that hang like rubies from their old brown leather source,
alluding to the intense ovarian fertility inside.

The carapace of coolness is too much for Claire, also. She breaks
the silence by saying that it's not healthy to live life as a succession of
isolated little cool moments. "Either our lives become stories, or there's
just no way to get through them."”

| agree. Dag agrees. We know that this is why the three of us left
our lives behind us and came to the desert—to tell stories and to make
our own lives worthwhile talesin the process.



OUR
PARENTS
HAD
MORE

"Strip." T'Talk to yourself." 1ll1"Look at the view." t'Mas-
turbate.” Ill'saday later (well, actually not even twelve hours|ater)
and the five of us are rattling down Indian Avenue, headed for our
afternoon picnic up in the mountains. We're in Dag's syphilitic old Saab,
an endearingly tinny ancient red model of the sort driven up the sides
of buildings in Disney cartoons and held together by Popsicle sticks,
chewing gum and Scotch tape. And in the car we're playing a

quick game—answering Claire's open command
to "name all of the ac- tivities people do when
they're by themselves out inthe desert." T'Take
nude Polaroids.” T'Hoard little pieces of junk and
debris." T'Shoot those little pieces of junk to
bits with a shotgun.” H"Hey," roars Dag, "it's
kind of likelife, isn't it?" HThe car rolls along.

IT'Sometimes,” says Claire, as we drive past the |. Magnin where she
works, "I develop this weird feeling when | watch these endless waves
of gray hair gobbling up the jewels and perfumes at work. | feel like
I'm watching this enormous dinner table surrounded by hundreds of
greedy little children who are so spoiled, and so impatient, that they
can't even wait for food to be prepared. They have to reach for live
animals placed on the table and suck the food right out of them."”
Okay, okay. Thisisacruel, lopsided judgment of what Palm Springs



PREVENTS

ANY REAL

redly is—a small town where old people are trying to buy back their
youth and a few rungs on the social ladder. As the expression goes, we
spend our youth attaining wealth, and our wealth attaining youth. It's

really not a bad place here, and it's undeniably lovely—hey, | do live
here, after all.

But the place makes me worry.

* * k* *k %

There is no weather in Pam Springs—just like TV. There is also no
middle class, and in that sense the place is medieval. Dag says that
every time someone on the planet uses a paper clip, fabric softens their
laundry, or watches a rerun of "Hee Haw" on TV, a resident somewhere
here in the Coachella Valley collects a penny. He's probably right.

Claire notices that the rich people here pay the poor people to cut
the thorns from their cactuses. "I've also noticed that they tend to throw
out their houseplants rather than maintain them. God. | magine what
their kids are like."

Nonetheless, the three of us chose to live here, for the town is
undoubtedly a quiet sanctuary from the bulk of middle-class life. And
we certainly don't live in one of the dishier neighborhoods the town has
to offer. Noway. There are neighborhoods here, where, if you see a
glint in a patch of crew-cut Bermuda grass, you can assume there's a
silver dollar lying there. Wherewe live, in our little bungalows that
share a courtyard and a kidney-shaped swimming pool, a twinkle in the

grass means a broken scotch bottle or a colostomy bag that has avoided
the trashman's gloved clutch.

* % * % %

The car heads out on a long stretch that heads toward the highway and
Claire hugs one of the dogs that has edged its face in between the two
front seats. It is aface that now grovels politely but insistently for
attention. She lecturesinto the dog's two obsidian eyes: "You, you cute



little creature. You don't have to worry about having snowmobiles or
cocaine or a third house in Orlando, Florida. That's right. No you don't.
You just want a nice little pat on the head."

The dog meanwhile wears the cheerful, helpful look of a bellboy
in a foreign country who doesn't understand a word you're saying but
who still wants atip.

"That's right. You wouldn't want to worry yourself with so many
things. And do you know why?" (The dog raises its ears at the inflection,
giving the illusion of understanding. Dag insists that all dogs secretly
speak the English language and subscribe to the morals and beliefs of
the Unitarian church, but Claire objected to this because she said she
knew for a fact, that when she was in France, the dogs spoke French.)
"Because all of those objectswould only mutiny and slap you in the
face. They'd only remind you that all you're doing with your life is
collecting objects. And nothing else.”

Welive small lives on the periphery; we are marginalized and there's
a great deal in which we choose not to participate. We wanted silence
and we have that silence now. We arrived here speckled in sores and
zits, our colons so tied in knots that we never thought we'd have a bowel
movement again. Our systems had stopped working, jammed with the
odor of copy machines, Wite-Out, the smell of bond paper, and the endless
stress of pointless jobs done grudgingly to little applause. We had com
pulsions that made us confuse shopping with creativity, to take downers
and assume that merely renting a video on a Saturday night was enough.
But now that welive herein the desert, things are much, much better.

HISTORICAL SLUMMING:
The act of visiting locations
such as diners, smokestack
industrial sites, rural villages—
locations where time appears to
have been frozen many years
back—so as to experience relief
when one returns back to "the
present."

BRAZILIFICATION: The
widening gulf between the rich
and the poor and the
accompanying disappearance of
the middle classes.

VACCINATED TIME

TRAVEL: To fantasize about
traveling backward in time, but
only with proper vaccinations.



QUIT
RECYCLING
THE PAST

At meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous, fellow drinksters will get angry
with you if you won't puke for the audience. By that, | mean spill your
guts—really dredge up those rotted baskets of fermented kittens
and

murder implements that lie at the bottoms of all of our personal lakes.
AA memberswant to hear the horror stories of how far you've sunk in
I life, and no low is low enough. Tales of spouse abuse, embezzlement,
and public incontinence are both appreciated and expected. | know this

as a fact because I've been to these meetings
(lurid details of my own lifewill follow at alater
date), and I've seen the process of onedownman-
ship in action—and been angry at not having
sordid enough tales of debauchery of my own to
share. 'Never be afraid to cough up a bit of
diseasedlungforthespec- tators," said aman who

sat next to me at a meeting once, a man with skin like a half-cooked
pie crust and who had five grown children who would no longer return
his phone calls; "How are people ever going to help themselves if they
can't grab onto a fragment of your own horror? People want that little
fragment, they need it. That little piece of lung makes their own fragments
less scary." I'm still looking for a description of storytelling as vital as
this. Thus inspired by my meetings of the Alcoholics Anonymous
organization, | instigated a policy of storytelling in my own life, apolicy



of "bedtime stories," which Dag, Claire, and | share among ourselves. It's
simple: we come up with stories and we tell them to each ather. The only
rule is that we're not alowed to interrupt, just like in AA, and at the
end we're not allowed to criticize. This noncritical atmosphere works for
us because the three of us are so tight assed about revealing our
emotions. A clause like this was the only way we could feel secure with
each other.

Claire and Dag took to the game like ducklings to a stream.

"I firmly believe," Dag once said at the beginning, months ago,
"that everybody on earth has a deep, dark secret that they'll never tell
another soul as long as they live. Their wife, their husband, their lover,
or their priest. Never.

"l have my secret. You have yours. Yes, you do—I can see you
smiling. You're thinking about your secret right now. Come on: spill it
out. What is it? Diddle your sister? Circle jerk? Eat your poo to check
the taste? Go with a stranger and you'd go with more? Betray a friend?
Just tell me. You may be able to help me and not even know it."

Anyhow, today we're going to be telling bedtime stories on our picnic,
and on Indian Avenue we're just about to turn off onto the Interstate 10
freeway to head west, riding in the clapped-out ancient red Saab, with
Dag at the wheel, informing us that passengersdo not really "ride" in
his little red car so much as they "motor": "We are motoring off to our
picnic in hell."

Hell is the town of West Pam Springs Village—a bleached and
defoliated Flintstones color cartoon of a failed housing development from
the 1950s. The town lies on a chokingly hot hill a few miles up the
valley, and it overlooks the shimmering aluminum necklace of Interstate
10, whose double strands stretch from San Bernardino in the west, out
to Blythe and Phoenix in the east.

Inan erawhen nearly all real estate is coveted and developed,
West Pam Springs Village is a true rarity: a modern ruin and almost
deserted save for a few hearty souls in Airstream trailers and mobile
homes, who give us a cautious eye upon our arrival through the town's



welcoming sentry—an abandoned Texaco gasoline station surrounded
by a chain link fence, and lines of dead and blackened Washingtonia
pams that seem to have been agent-oranged. The mood is vaguely
reminiscent of aVietnam War movie set.

"You get the impression,” says Dag as we drive past the gas station
at hearse speed, "that back in, say, 1958, Buddy Hackett, Joey Bishop,
and a bunch of Vegas entertainers all banded together to make a bundle

on thisplace, but akey investor split town and the whole place just
died."

But again, the village is not entirely dead. A few people do live
there, and these few troopers have a splendid view of the windmill ranch
down below them that borders the highway—tens of thousands of turbo
blades set on poles and aimed at Mount San Gorgonio, one of the windiest
places in America. Conceived of as a tax dodge after the oil shock, these
windmills are so large and powerful that any one of their blades could
cut a man in two. Curiously, they turned out to be functional as well as
a good tax dodge, and the volts they silently generate power detox center
air conditioners and cellulite vacuums of the region's burgeoning cos-
metic surgery industry.

Claire is dressed today in bubble gum capri pants, sleeveless
blouse, scarf, and sunglasses: starlet manque. She likes retro looks, and
she also once told us that if she has kids, "I'm going to give them utterly
retro names like Madge or Verna or Ralph. Names like people have in
diners."

Dag, on the other hand, is dressed in threadbare chinos, a smooth
cotton dress shirt, and sockless in loafers, essentially a reduction of his
usual lapsed Mormon motif. He has no sunglasses: he is going to stare
at the sun: Huxley redux or Monty Clift, prepping himself for a role and
trying to shake the drugs.

"What," ask both my friends, "is this lurid amusement value dead
celebrities hold for us?"

Me? I'm just me. | never seem to be able to get into the swing of
using "time as a color" in my wardrobe, the way Claire does, or "time
cannibalizing" as Dag calls the process. | have enough trouble just being
now. | dressto be obscure, to be hidden—to be generic. Camouflaged.

* % Kk * *

DECADE BLENDING:

In clothing: the indiscriminate
combination of two or more
items from various decades to
create a personal mood: Sheila=
Mary Quant earrings (1960s) +
cork wedgie platform shoes

(1970s) + black leather jacket
(1950s and 1980s).



So, after cruising around housefree streets, Claire chooses the corner
of Cottonwood and Sapphire avenues for our picnic, not because there's
anything there (which there isn't, merely a crumbling asphalt road being
reclaimed by sage and creosote bushes) but rather because "if you try
real hard you can almost feel how optimistic the developers were when
they named this place."

The back flap of the car clunks down. Here we will eat chicken
breasts, drink iced tea, and greet with exaggerated happiness the pieces
of stick and snakeskin the dogs bring to us. And we will tell our bedtime
stories to each other under the hot buzzing sun next to vacant lots that
in alternately forked universes might still bear the gracious desert homes
of such motion picture stars as Mr. William Holden and Miss Grace
Kelly. In these homes my two friends Dagmar Bellinghausen and Claire
Baxter would be more than welcome for swims, gossip, and frosty rum
drinksthe color of aHollywood, California sunset.

But then that's another universe, not this universe. Here the three
of us merely eat abox lunch on aland that is barren—the equivalent
of blank space at the end of a chapter—and a land so empty that all
objects placed on its breathing, hot skin become objects of irony. And
here, under the big white sun, | get to watch Dag and Claire pretend
they inhabit that other, more welcoming universe.



1 AM NOT
A
TARGET
MARKET

Dag says he'saleshian trapped inside a man's body. Figurethat out.
To watch him smoke afilter-tipped cigarette out in the desert, the sweat

| on hisface evaporating as quickly asit forms, while Claire teases the
dogswith bits of chicken at the back of the Saab's hatch gate, you can't

help but be hel plessly reminded of the sort of bleached K odak snapshots

[ taken decades ago and found in shoe boxes in attics everywhere. Y ou
"know thetype: all yellowed and filmy, alwayswith abig faded car in

the background and fash- ions that look surpris-
ingly hip. When you see such photos, you can't
[ help but wonder at just how sweet and sad and
innocent all moments of life are rendered by the
tripping of a cameras shutter, for at that point
the future is still un- known and has yet to hurt
us, and also for that brief moment, our poses are

accepted as honest. As | watch Dag and Claire piddle about the desert, |
also realize that my descriptions of myself and my two friends have
been slightly vague until now. A bit more description of them and myself
is in order. Time for case studies. I'll begin with Dag. Dag's car
pulled up to the curb outside my bungalow about a year ago, its Ontario
license plates covered in a mustard crust of Oklahoma mud and Nebraska
insects. When he opened the door, a heap of clutter fell out the door
and onto the pavement, including abottle of Chanel Crystalle perfume



that smashed. ("Dykes just love Crystalle, you know. So active. So
sporty.”) | never found out what the perfume was for, but life's been
considerably more interesting around here since.

Shortly after Dag arrived, | both found him a place to live—an
empty bungalow in between mine and Claires—and got him a job with
me at Larry's Bar, where he quickly took control of the scene. Once,
for example, he bet me fifty dollars that he could induce the locas—a
depressing froth of failed Zsa Zsa types, low-grade bikers who brew
cauldrons of acid up in the mountains, and their biker-bitch chicks with
pale-green gang tattoos on their knuckles and faces bearing the appalling
complexions of abandoned and rained-on showroom dummies—he bet
me he could have them al singing along with him to "It's a Heartache,”
a grigly, strangely out-of-date Scottish love tune that was never removed
from the jukebox, before the night was out. This notion was too silly to
even onsider, so, of course, | accepted the bet. A few minutes later |
was out in the hallway making a long-distance call underneath the native
Indian arrowhead display, when suddenly, what did | hear inside the
bar but the tuneless bleatings and bellowings of the crowd, accompanied
by their swaying beehive do's and waxen edemic biker's arms flailing
arrhythmically to the song's beat. Not without admiration, then, did |
give Dag his fifty, while a terrifying biker gave him a hug ("l love this
guy!"), and then watched Dag put the bill into his mouth, chew it a bit,
and then swallow.

"Hey, Andy. You are what you eat."

* k k k %

People are wary of Dag when meeting him for the first time, in the same
visceral way prairie folk are wary of the flavor of seawater when tasting
it for the first time at an ocean beach. "He has eyebrows," says Claire
when describing him on the phone to one of her many sisters.

Dag used to work in advertising (marketing, actually) and came to
Cdifornia from Toronto, Canada, a city that when | once visited gave
the efficient, ordered feel of the Yellow Pages sprung to life in three
dimensions, peppered with trees and veined with cold water.

"1 don't think | was alikable guy. | was actually one of those putzes



you see driving a sports car down to the financial district every morning

with the roof down and a baseball cap on his head, cocksure and pleased

with how frisky and complete he looks. | was both thrilled and flattered

and achieved no small thrill of power to think that most manufacturers of
life-style accessoriesin the Western world considered me their most

desirable target market. But at the slightest provocation I'd have beeni
willing to apologize for my working life—how | work from eight till fivein

front of a sperm-dissolving VDT performing abstract tasks that in-I
directly enslave the Third World. But then, hey! Come five o'clock, I'dgo

nuts! I'd streak my hair and drink beer brewed in Kenya. |'d wear bow
ties and listen to alternative rock and slum in the arty part of town."

Anyhow, the story of why Dag came to Palm Springs runs through my

brain at the moment, so | will continue here with areconstructionbuilt
of Dag's own words, gleaned over the past year of slow nights
tending bar. | begin at the point where he once told me how he was at

work and suffering from a case of "Sick Building Syndrome," saying,
"The windows in the office building where | worked didn't open that
morning, and | was sitting in my cubicle, affectionately named the veal-|
fattening pen. | was getting sicker and more headachy by the minute as

the airborne stew of office toxins and viruses recirculated—around and
around—in the fans.

"Of course these poison winds were eddying inmy areain partic-ul ar,
aided by the hum of the white noise machine and the glow of theVDT
screens. | wasn't getting much done and was staring at my 1BM clone
surrounded by a sea of Post-it Notes, rock band posters ripped of
construction site hoarding boards, and a small sepia photo of a
wooden whaling ship, crushed in the Antarctic i ce, that | once found
in an old National Geographic. | had placed thisphoto behind alittle
gold frame | bought in Chinatown. | would stare at this picture constantly,
never quite ableto imagine the cold, lonely despair that people who are
genuinely trapped must feel—in the process think better of my own
plightinlife.

"Anyhow, | wasn't going to produce much, and to be honest, | had
decided that morning that it was very hard to see myself doing the same
job two years down the road. The thought of it waslaughable; depressing.
So | was being abit more lax than normal in my behavior. It felt nice.
It was pre-quitting elation. I've had it a few times now.

"Karen and Jamie, the "VDT Vixens" who worked in the veal-

BICYCLE COURIEI

OFFICE TEMP



VEAL-FATTENING PEN:

Small, cramped office
workstations built of fabric-
covered disassemblable wall
partitions and inhabited by junior
staff members. Named after the
small preslaughter cubicles used
by the cattle industry.

fattening pens next to me (we called our area the junior stockyard or
the junior ghetto, alternately) weren't feeling well or producing much,
either. As | remember, Karen was spooked about the Sick Building
business more than any of us. She had her sister, who worked as an X-
ray technician in Montreal, give her a lead apron, which she wore to
protect her ovaries when she was doing her keyboarding work. She was
going to quit soon to pick up work as a temp: 'More freedom that way
—easier to date the bicycle couriers.’

"Anyway, | remember | was working on a hamburger franchise
campaign, the big goa of which, according to my embittered exhippie
boss, Martin, was to 'get the little monsters so excited about eating a
burger that they want to vomit with excitement." Martin was a forty-year-
old man saying this. Doubts I'd been having about my work for months
were weighing on my mind.

"As luck would have it, that was the morning the public health
inspector came around in response to a phone cal I'd made earlier that
week, questioning the quality of the working environment.

"Martin was horrified that an employee had called the inspectors,
and | mean really freaked out. In Toronto they can force you to make
architectural changes, and alterations are ferociously expensive—fresh
air ducts and thelike—and health of the office workers be damned,
cash signs were dinging up in Martin's eyes, tens of thousands of dollars
worth. He caled me into his office and started screaming at me, his
teeny-weeny salt and pepper ponytail bobbing up and down, 'l just don't
understand you young people. No workplace is ever okay enough. And
you mope and complain about how uncreative your jobs are and how
you're getting nowhere, and so when we finally give you a promotion
you leave and go pick grapes in Queensland or some other such non-
sense.’

"Now, Martin, like most embittered exhippies, is a yuppie, and |
have no idea how you're supposed to relate to those people. And before
you start getting shrill and saying yuppiesdon't exist, let's just face
facts: they do. Dickoids like Martin who snap like wolverines an speed
when they can't have arestaurant's window seat in the nonsmoking
section with cloth napkins. Androids who never get jokes and who have
something scared and mean at the core of their existence, like an under-
fed Chihuahua baring its teeny fangs and waiting to have its face kicked
inor like aglass of milk sloshed on top of the violet filaments of abug



barbecue: a weird abuse of nature. Y uppies never gamble, they calculate.
They have no aura: ever been to a yuppie party? It's like being in an
empty room: empty hologram people walking around peeking at them-
selves in mirrors and surreptitiously misting their tonsils with Binaca
spray, just in case they have to kiss another ghost like themselves.

There's just nothing there.

"So, 'Hey Martin,' | asked when | go to his office, a plush James Bond
number overlooking the downtown core—he's sitting there wearing a
computer -generated purple sweater from Korea—a sweater with lots of
texture. Martin likes torture. 'Put yourself in my shoes. Do you really
think we enjoy having to work in that toxic waste dump in there?

"Uncontrollable urges were overtaking me.

"', .. and then have to watch you chat with your yuppie buddies
about your gut liposuction al day while you secrete artificialy
sweetened royd jdly here in Xanadu?

"Suddenly | was into this tres deeply. Well, if I'm going to

quit anyway, might as well get athing or two off my chest.
"'l beg your pardon,' says Martin, the wind taken out of his sails. ' 'Or
for that matter, do you really think we enjoy hearing about your
brand new million-dollar home when we can barely afford to eat
Kraft Dinner sandwiches in our own grimy little shoe boxes and we're
pushing thirty? A home you won in a genetic lottery, | might add, sheerly
by dint of your having been born at the right time in history? You'd last
about ten minutes if you were my age these days, Martin. And | have
to endure pinheads like you rusting above me for the rest of my life,
always grabbing the best piece of cake first and then putting a barbed-
ire fence around the rest. You really make me sick.'

"Unfortunately the phone rang then, so | missed what would have
undoubtedly been a feeble retort . . . some higher-up Martin was in the |
middle of a bum-kissing campaign with and who couldn't be shaken off
the line. | dawdled off into the staff cafeteria. There, a salesman from
the copy machine company was pouring a Styrofoam cup full of scalding
hot coffee into the soil around a ficus tree which really hadn't even

recovered yet from having been fed cocktails and cigarette butts from
the Christmas party. It was pissing rain outside, and the water
was drizzling down the windows, but inside the air was as dry as the
Sahara from being recirculated. The staff were al bitching about
commuting time and making AIDS jokes, labeling the office's fashion
victims, sneez-

EMOTIONAL KETCHUP
BURST: The bottling up of
opinions and emotions inside
onself so that they explosively
burst forth all at once, shocking
and confusing employers and
friends—most of whom thought
things were fine.

BLEEDING PONYTAIL:

An elderly sold-out baby boomer
who pines for hippie or pre-
sellout days.

BOOMER ENVY: Envy of
material wealth and long-range
material security accrued by
older members of the baby boom
generation by virtue of fortunate
births.

CLIQUE MAINTENANCE:
The need of one generation to
see the generation following it
as deficient so as to bolster its
own collective ego: "Kids today
do nothing. They're so
apathetic. We used to go out
and protest. All they do is shop
and complain."

CONSENSUS
TERRORISM: The process
that decides in-office attitudes
and behavior.
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ing, discussing their horoscopes, planning their time-shares in Santo
Domingo, and slagging the rich and famous. | felt cynical, and the room
matched my mood. At the coffee machine next to the sink, | grabbed a
cup, while Margaret, who worked at the other end of the office, was
waiting for her herbal tea to steep and informing me of the ramifications
of my letting off of steam afew minutes earlier.

"'What did you just say to Martin, Dag?' she saysto me. 'He's
just having kittens in his office—cursing your name up and down. Did
the health inspector declare this place a Bhopal or something?'

GENERATION X



QUIT
YOUR
JoB

"1 deflected her question. | like Margaret. She tries hard. She's
older,
and attractive in a hair-spray-and-shoul der-pads-twice-divorced
survivor
of way. A real bulldozer. She's like one of those little rooms you
only in Chicago or New York in superexpensive downtown
apartments—small rooms painted intense, flaring colors like emerald
or
raw beef to hide the fact that they're so small. She told me my
season
once, too: I'masummer. " 'God, Margaret. Y ou really have to
wonder
why we even bother to get

mean, realy: Why work?

up in the morning. |
Simply to buy more

stuff? That's just not

What's the common as-
fromhere to here? What
cream and running shoes
have? | mean, | seeal of

enough. Look at us all.
sumption that got us all
makes usdeservetheice
and wool Italian suitswe
ustrying so hard to ac-

quire so much stuff, but | can't help but feeling that we didn't merit
it, that.. ." 'But Margaret cooled meright there. Putting down
her mug, she said that before | got into one of my Exercised

Y oung Man states, | should realize that the only reason we all
go to work in the morning is because we're terrified of what would
happen if we stopped. We're not built for free time as a species.
Wethink we are, but wearen't." Then she began almost talking to
herself. I'd gotten her going, She was saying that most of us have

only two or three genuinely interesting



SICK BUILDING

MIGRATION: The tendency of
younger workers to leave or avoid
jobs in unhealthy office
environments or workplaces
affected by the Sick Building
Syndrome.

RECURVING: Leaving one job
to take another that pays less but
places one back on the learning
curve.

moments in our lives, the rest is filler, and that at the end of our lives,
most of us will be lucky if any of those moments connect together to
form a story that anyone would find remotely interesting.

"Well. You can see that morbid and self-destructive impulses were
overtaking me that morning and that Margaret was more than willing to
sweep her floor into my fireplace. So we sat there watching tea steep
(never a fun thing to do, | might add) and in a shared moment listened
to the office proles discuss whether a certain game show host had or had
not had cosmetic surgery recently.

"'Hey, Margaret,' | said, 'l bet you can't think of onepersonin
the entire history of the world who became famous without a whole lot
of cash changing hands along the way.'

"She wanted to know what this meant, so | elaborated. | told her
that people simply don't .. . . can't become famousin thisworld unlessa
lot of people make alot of money. The cynicism of thistook her aback,
but she answered my challenge at face value. 'That's abit harsh, Dag.
What about Abraham Lincoln?

" 'No go. That was all about slavery and land. Tons-o-cash hap-
pening there.'

"So she says, 'Leonardo da Vinci,' to which | could only state that
he was a businessman like Shakespeare or any of those old boys and
that all of his work was purely on a commission basis and even worse,
his research was used to support the military.

" 'Well, Dag, thisisjust thestupidest argument I've ever heard,' she
starts saying, getting desperate. 'Of course people become famous
without people making money out of it."' 'So name one, then.'

"I could see Margaret's thinking flail, her features dissolving and
reforming, and | was feeling just a little too full of myself, knowing that
other people in the cafeteria had started to listen in on the conversation.
| was the boy in the baseball cap driving the convertible again, high on
his own cleverness and ascribing darkness and greed to al human
endeavors. That was me.

"'Oh, all right, you win,' she says, conceding me apyrrhic victory, and |

was about to walk out of the room with my coffee (now the Perfect-But-
Somewhat-Smug Y oung Man), when | heard alittle voice at the back
of the coffee room say 'Anne Frank.' "Well.



"I pivoted around on the ball of my foot, and who did | see, looking
quietly defiant but dreadfully dull and tubby, but Charlene sitting next
to the megatub of office acetaminophen tablets. Charlene with her trailer-
park bleached perm, meat-extension recipes culled from Family Circle
magazine, and neglect from her boyfriend; the sort of person who when
you draw their name out of the hat for the office Christmas party gift,
you say, 'Who?'

" 'Anne Frank? | bellowed, 'Why of course there was money there,
why . . ." but, of course, there was no money there. | had unwittingly
declared a moral battle that she had deftly won. | felt awfully silly and
awfully mean.

"The staff, of course, sided with Charlene—no one sides with
scuzzballs. They were wearing their 'you-got-your-comeuppance' smiles,
and therewas alull while the cafeteria audience waited for meto dig
my hole deeper, with Charlenein particular looking righteous. But |
just stood there unspeaking; all they got to watch instead was my fluffy
white karma instantly converting into iron-black cannon balls acceler-
ating to the bottom of a cold and deep Swiss lake. | felt like turning
into a plant—a comatose, nonbreathing, nonthinking entity, right there
and then. But, of course, plants in offices get scalding hot coffee poured
into their soil by copier machine repair people, don't they? So what was
| to do? | wrote off the psychic wreckage of that job, before it got any
worse. | walked out of that kitchen, out the office doors, and never
bothered to come back. Nor did | ever bother to gather my belongings
from my veal-fattening pen.

"I figurein retrospect, though, that if they hadany wisdomat al
at the company (which | doubt), they would have made Charlene clean
out my desk for me. Only because in my mind's eye | like to see her
standing there, wastepaper basket in her plump sausage-fingered hands,
sifting through my rubble of documents. There she would come across
my framed photo of the whaling ship crushed and stuck, possibly forever,
in the glassy Antarctic ice. | see her staring at this photo in mild
confusion, wondering in that moment what sort of young man | am and
possibly finding me not unlovable.

"But inevitably she would wonder why | would want to frame such
a strange image and then, | imagine, she would wonder whether it has
any financial value. | then see her counting her lucky stars that she
doesn't understand such unorthodox impulses, and then | see her throw-

0Z MO0 SIS: The inability of
one's job to live up to one's self-
image.

POWER MIST: The
tendency of hierarchies in office
environments to be diffuse and
preclude crisp articulation.



OVERBOARDING: Overcom-
pensating for fears about the
future by plunging headlong into
a job or life-style seemingly
unrelated to one's previous life
interests; i.e., Amway sales,
aerobics, the Republican party,
a career in law, cults, McJobs.

EARTH TONES: A youthful
subgroup interested in
vegetarianism, tie-dyed outfits,
mild recreational drugs, and
good stereo equipment.
Earnest, frequently lacking in
humor.

ETHNOMAGNETISM: The
tendency of young people to live
in emotionally demonstrative,
more unrestrained ethnic
neighborhoods: "You wouldn't
understand it there, mother—
they hug where | live now."

ing the picture, already forgotten, into the trash. But in that brief moment
of confusion . . . that brief moment before she'd decided to throw the
photo out, well ... I think | could almost love Charlene then.

"And it was this thought of loving that sustained me for a long while
when, after quitting, | turned into a Basement Person and never went
in to work in an office again."

LA N

"Now: when you become a Basement Person, you drop out of the system.
You have to give up, as | did, your above-ground apartment and all of
the silly black matte objects inside as well as the meaningless rectangles
of minimalist art above the oatmeal-colored sofa and the semidisposable
furniture from Sweden. Basement People rent basement suites; the air
aboveistoo middle class.

"I stopped cutting my hair. | began drinking too many little baby
coffees as strong as heroin in small cafes where sixteen-year-old boys
and girls with nose rings daily invented new salad dressings by selecting
spices with the most exotic names (‘Oooh! Cardamom! Let's try a tea
spoon of that!"). | developed new friends who yapped endlessly about
South American novelists never getting enough attention. | atelentils.
I wore llama motif serapes, smoked brave little cigarettes (Nazionali's,
from Italy, | remember). In short, | was earnest.

"Basement subculture was strictly codified: wardrobes consisted
primarily of tie-dyed and faded T-shirts bearing images of Schopenhauer
or Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, all accessorized with Rasta doohickeys
and badges. The girlsall seemed to be ferocious dykey redheads, and
the boys were untanned and sullen. No one ever seemed to have sex,
saving their intensity instead for discussions of social work and gener-
ating the best idea for the most obscure and politically correct travel
destination (the Nama Valley in Namibia—but only to see the daisies).
Movieswere black and white and frequently Brazilian.

"And after awhile of living the Basement life-style, | began to
adopt more of its attitudes. | began occupational slumming: taking jobs
so beneath my abilities that people would have to look at me and say,
'‘Well of course he could do better.' | also got into cult employment, the



best form of which was tree planting in the interior of British Columbia
one summer in a not unpleasant blitz of pot and crab lice and drag races
in beat up spray painted old Chevelles and Biscaynes.

"All of this was to try and shake the taint that marketing had given
me, that had indulged my need for control too bloodlessly, that had, in
some way, taught me to not really like myself. Marketing is essentially
about feeding the poop back to diners fast enough to make them think
they're still getting real food. It's not creation, really, but theft, and no
one ever feels good about stealing.

"But basically, my life-style escape wasn't working. | was only
using the real Basement People to my own ends—no different than the
way design people exploit artists for new design riffs. | was an imposter,
and in the end my situation got s0 bad that | finally had my Mid-twenties
Breakdown. That's when things got pharmaceutical, when they hit bot-
tom, and when all voices of comfort began to fail."

MID-TWENTIES
BREAKDOWN: A period of
mental collapse occurring in
one's twenties, often caused by
an inability to function outside of
school or structured
environments coupled with a
realization of one's essential
aloneness in the world. Often
marks induction into the ritual of
pharmaceutical usage.



DEAD AT
30
BURIED AT
70

Ever notice how hard it isto talk after you've eaten lunch outsideon a
super-hot day? A real scorcher? Shimmying palm trees melt in the
distance; | absentmindedly stare at theridgesin my fingernails and

wonder if I'm receiving sufficient dietary calcium. Dag's story continues.
| runsin my head while the three of us eat lunch. "By then it was
winter. | moved in with my brother, Matthew, the jingle writer. That
resin Buffalo, New Y ork, an hour south of Toronto, and acity which

» once read had been la- beled North America’s
first 'ghost city' since a sizable chunk of its
core businesses had just up and left one fine
1970sday. "l remem: ber watching Lake Erie
freeze over a period of days from Matthew's
apartment window and thinking how corny but
apt the sight was. Mat- thew was out of town fre-

guently on business, and I'd sit by myself in the middle of hisliving
room floor with stacks of pornography and bottles of Blue Sapphire
gin and the stereo going full blast and I'd be thinking to myself, 'Hey!
I'm having a party!" | was on a depressive's diet then—a total salad bar
of downers and antidepressants. | needed them to fight my black
thoughts, was convinced that all of the people I'd ever gone to school
with were headed for great things in life and that | wasn't. They were
having more fun; finding more meaning in life. | couldn't answer the
telephone; |



SUCCESSOPHOBIA: The
fear that if one is successful,
then one's personal needs will be
forgotten and one will no longer
have one's childish needs
catered to.

seemed unable to achieve the animal happiness of people on TV, so |
had to stop watching it; mirrors freaked me out; | read every Agatha
Christie book; | once thought I'd lost my shadow. | was on automatic
pilot.

"l became nonsexual and my body felt inside-out—covered with
ice and carbon and plywood like the abandoned mini-mdls, flour mills,
and oil refineries of Tonawanda and Niagara Falls. Sexual signals became
omnipresent and remained repulsive. Accidental eye contact with 7-
Eleven grocery clerks became charged with vile meaning. All looks with
strangers became the unspoken question, 'Are you the stranger who will
rescue me? Starved for affection, terrified of abandonment, | began to
wonder if sex was really just an excuse to look deeply into another human
being's eyes.

"| started to find humanity repulsive, reducing it to hormones,
flanks, mounds, secretions, and compelling methanous stinks. At least
in this state | felt that there was no possibility of being the ideal target
market any more. If, back in Toronto, | had tried to have life both ways
by considering myself unfettered and creative, while also playing the
patsy corporate drone, | was certainly paying a price.

"But what really got me was the way young people can look into
your eyes, curious but without a trace of bodily hunger. Early teens and
younger, who I'd see looking envy-makingly happy during my brief
agoraphobia-filled forays into the local Buffalo malls that were still open.
That guileless ook had been erased forever in me, so | felt, and | was
convinced that | would walk around the next forty years hollowly acting
out life's motions, while listening to the rustling, taunting maracas of
youthful mummy dust bounce about inside me.

"Okay, okay. We al go through a certain crisis point, or, | suppose,
or we're not complete. | can'ttell you how many people | know who
claim to have had their midlife crisis early in life. But there invariably
comes a certain point where our youth fails us;, where college fails us;
where Mom and Dad fail us. Me, I'd never be able to find refuge again
in Saturday mornings spent in rumpus rooms, itchy with fiberglass in-
sulation, listening to Mel Blanc's voice on the TV, unwittingly breathing
xenon vapors from cinder blocks, snacking on chewable vitamin C tab-
lets, and tormenting my sister's Barbies.

"But my crisis wasn't just the failure of youth but also a failure of
class and of sex and the future and I still don't know what. | began to



pee thisworld as one where citizens stare, say, at the arml ess V enus de
Milo and fantasi ze about amputee sex or self-righteously apply afig leaf
to the statue of David, but not before breaking off his dick as a souvenir.
All events became omens; | lost the ability to take anything literally.
"So the point of all of this was that | needed a clean slate with no one
toreadit. | needed to drop out even further. My life had become a
series of scary incidents that simply weren't stringing together to make
an interesting book, and God, you get old so quickly! Time was (and is)
running out. So | split to where the weather is hot and dry and where the
cigarettes are cheap. Like you and Claire. And now |I'm here."



1T
CAN’'T
LAST

So now you know a bit more about Dag (skewed as his narrative pre
sentation of his life may be). But meanwhile, back at our picnic on this
throbbing desert day, Claireisjust finishing her mesquite chicken,
wiping off her sunglasses, and replacing them with authority on the
bridge of her nose indicating that she's getting ready to tell us a
story. HA bit about Claire here: she has scrawl handwriting like a taxi
driver. She knows how to fold Japanese paper cranes and she actually

likes the taste of soya burgers. She arrived

in Palm Springs on the hot, windy Mother's Day
weekend that Nostrada- mus (according t o some
interpretations) had pre- dieted would be the end

of the world. HI was
tendi @ far more lofty

ng the poolside bar a resort complete
a La Spade Luxembourg then,
placethan lowly Larry's and

with nine bubbling health pools and patterned imitation silver knives
and forks for outdoor use. Weighty stuff, and it always impressed the
guests. Anyhow, | remember watching Claire's incalculably numerous
and noisy siblings, half-siblings, step-siblings chatter incessantly out in
the sun by the pools, like parakeets in an aviary while a sullen, hungry
tomcat prowls outside the cage's mesh. For lunch they would only eat
fish, and only tiny fish at that. As one of them said, "The big fish have
been in the water a bit too long, and God only knows what they've had



SAFETY NET-ISM: The
belief that there will always be a

| TRY TO IMAGINE
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PICTURES

financial and emotional safety net
to buffer life's hurts. Usually
parents.

DIVORCE ASSUMPTION:

A form of Safety Net-ism, the
belief that if a marriage doesn't
work out, then there is no
problem because partners can
simply seek a divorce.
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a chance to eat." And talk about pretense! They kept the same unread
copy of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung lying on the table for three
days running. | tell you.

At anearby table, Mr. Baxter, Claire's father, sat with his glistening
and be-gemmed business cronies ignoring his progeny, while Mrs. Scott- |
Baxter, hisfourth (and trophy) wife, blond and young and bored, glow-
ered at the Baxter spawn like amother mink in amink farm, just waiting
for ajet to strafe the facility, affording her an excuse to feign terror and
eat her young.

The whole Baxter clan had en masse been imported from L. A. that
weekend by the highly superstitious Mr. Baxter, aNew Age convert
(thanks to wife number three), to avoid amost certain doom in the city.
Shakey Angelinos like him were luridly envisioning the strangely large |
houses of the valley and canyons being inhaled into chinks in the earth
with rich glottal slurps and no mercy, all the while being pelleted by
rains of toads. A true Californian, hejoked: "Hey, at least it's visual."

Claire, however, sat looking profoundly unamused by her family's
spirited, italicized conversations. She was idly tethering her paper plate
loaded with a low-calorie/high fiber lunch of pineapple bean sprouts and
skinless chicken to the outdoor tabletop while forceful winds, unsea-
sonably fierce, swept down from Mount San Jacinto. | remember the
morbid snippets of chitchat that were being prattled around the table by
the hordes of sleek and glamorous young Baxters:

"It was Hister, not Hitler, Nostradamus predicted,” one brother,
Allan, a private school Biff-and-Muffy type, yelled across atable, "and
he predicted the JFK assassination, too.""

"I don't remember the JFK assassination.”

"I'm wearing a pillbox hat to the end of the world party at Zolas,
tonight. Like Jackie. Very historical ."

"The hat was a Halston, you know."

"That's so Warhol."

"Dead celebrities are, de facto amusing."

"Remember that Halloween a few years ago during the Tylenol
tampering scare, when everyone showed up at parties dressed as boxes
of Tylenol ..."

". .. and then looked hurt when they realized they weren't the only
ones who'd come up with the idea."

"You know, thisisso stupid being here because there are three

GENERATION X



earthquake faults that run right through the city. We might as well
paint egets on our shirts."”
"Did Nostradamus ever say anything about random snipers?"
"Can you milk horses?" "What'sthat got to do with
anything?"

Their talk was endless, compulsive, and indulgent, sometimes
sounding like the remains of the English language after having been
hashed over by nuclear war survivors for afew hundred years. But then
their words so strongly captured the spirit of the times, and they remain
my mind:

"I saw arecord producer in the parking lot. He and wifey were

heading to Utah. They said this place was a disaster area, and

only
Utah was safe. They had thisreally hot gold Corniche, and in the trunk
they had cartons of freeze-dried army food and bottled water from Al-
berta. Wifey looked really scared.”

"Did you see the pound of plastic lipofat in the nurse's office? Just

Eke the fake food in sushi restaurant windows. Looks like a dish of
raspberry kiwi fruit puree.”

"Someone turn off the wind machine, for Chrissake, it'slike a

fashion shoot out here."

" Stop being such a male model."

"I'll hum some Eurodisco."
(Paper plates |loaded with beef and chutney and baby vegetables w ag
at that point, gliding off the bright white tables, and into the pool.)
"Ignore the wind, Davie. Don't cosign nature's bullshit. It'll go
away."

"Hey ... isit possibleto damage the sun? | mean, we can wreck
just about anything we want to here on earth. But can we screw up the
sun if we wanted to? | don't know. Can we?"

"I'm more worried about computer viruses."

Claire got up and came over to the bar where | was working to pick
up her tray load of Cape Cods (" More Cape than Cod, please") and made
shrugging, "My family, zheeesh!" gesture. She then walked back to
thetable, showing me her back, which was framed by ablack one-piece
swimsuit—a pale white back bearing a Silly Putty-colored espalier of
cars. These were remnants, | discovered later on, of along-past child-
hood illnessthat immobilized her for yearsin hospitals spanning from
Brentwood to Lausanne. Inthese hospitalsdoctorstapped vileviral

ANTI-SABBATICAL: A

job taken with the sole intention
of staying only for a limited
period of time (often one year).
The intention is usually to raise
enough funds to partake in
another, more personally
meaningful activity such as
watercolor sketching in Crete or
designing computer knit
sweaters in Hong Kong.
Employers are rarely informed of
intentions.



syrups from her spine and in them she also spent the formative years
of her life conversing with healing invalid souls—institutional borderline
cases, the fringed, and the bent ("To this day, | prefer talking with
incomplete people; they're more complete”).

But then Claire stopped in midmotion and came back to the bar,
where she lifted her sunglasses and confided to me, "You know, | really
think that when God puts together families, he sticks his finger into te
white pages and selects a group of people at random and then says to
them al, 'Hey! You're going to spend the next seventy years together,
even though you have nothing in common and don't even like each other.
And, should you not feel yourself caring about any of this group of
strangers, even for a second, you will feel just dreadful."! That's what /
think. What about you?"

History does not record my response.

She delivered the drinks to her family, who delivered a chorus of

"Thanks, Spinster," and then returned. Her hair then, as now, was cut
short and Boopishly bobbed, and she wanted to know what on earth |
was doing in Palm Springs. She said that anyone under the age of thirty
living in a resort community was on the make somehow: "pimping,
dealing, hooking, detoxing, escaping, scamming, or what have you." |
obliquely told her | was merely trying to erase al traces of history from
my past, and she took that at face value. She then described her own
job in L. A. while sipping her drink, absentmindedly <anning her com
plexion for arriviste pimples in her reflection in the mirrored shelf be-
hind me.
"I'm a garment buyer—daywear" she fessed up, but then admitted that
fashion was only a short-term career. "l don't think it's making me a
better person, and the garment business is so jammed with dishonesty. I'd
like to go somewhere rocky, somewhere Maltese, and just empty my
brain, read books, and be with people who wanted to do the same thing."
This was the point where | planted the seed that soon bore such
unexpected and wonderful fruit in my life. | said, "Why don't you move
here. Quit everything." There was a friendliness between us that made
me wordlessly continue: "Clean your slate. Think life out. Lose your
unwanted momentums. Just think of how therapeutic it could be, and
there's an empty bungalow right next to my place. You could move in
tomorrow and | know lots of jokes."

"Maybe | will," she said, "maybe | will." She smiled and then



swung to look at her family, as ever preening and chatting away, arguing
about the reported length of John Dillinger's member, discussing the
demonic aspects of Claire's stepsister Joanne's phone number—which
contained three sixes in a row—and more about the dead Frenchman
Nostradamus and his predictions.

"Look at them, will you? Imagine having to go to Disneyland with 11
of your brothers and sisters at the age of twenty-seven. | can't believel et
myself get dragged into this. If the wind doesn't knock this place
down first, it'll implode from alack of hipness. Y ou have brothers and
sisters?"

| explained that | have three of each.

"So youknow what it'slike when everyone starts carving up the future
into nasty little bits. God, when they start talking like that—you know

all of this sex gossip and end-of-the-world nonsense, | wonder if they're

really only confessing something else to each other.” "Like?"

"Like how scared sick they all are. | mean, when people start
talking seriously about hoarding cases of Beef-a-Roni in the garage and
get al misty-eyed about the Last Days, then it's about as striking a
confession asyou're ever likely to get of how upset they arethat life
isn't working out the way they thought it would."

I was in heaven! How could | not be, after finding someone who
likes to talk like this? So we continued on in this vein for an hour,
maybe, interrupted only by my serving the occasional rum drink and
Allan's arrival to grab a dish of smoked almonds and to slap Claire on
the back: "Hey, Mister—is Spinster putting the make on you?"

"Allan and my family consider me a freak because I'm not married
yet,” she told me and then turned to pour her pink Cape Cod cocktail
down his shirt. "And stop using that awful name."

Allan didn't have time to retaliate, though. From Mr. Baxter's table
there arose acommotion as one of the seated bodies slumped and a
flurry of middle-age men with tans, paunches, and much jewelry crossed
themselves and gathered around that slumped body—Mr. Baxter with
a hand clutched to his chest and eyes wide, resembling those of Cocoa,
the velvet painting clown.

"Not again," said Allan and Claire in unison.

"You go thistime, Allan. It'syour turn.”

Allan, dripping juice, grudgingly headed over toward the com-



motion, where several people were claiming to have already alerted the
paramedics.

"Excuseme, Claire," | said, "but your father lookslike he's had
a heart attack or something. Aren't you being slightly, oh, | don't
know . . . bloodless about the matter?"

"Oh, Andy. Don't worry. He does this three times a yea—ijust as
long as he has a big audience."

It was a busy little scene, that poolside, but you could tell the
Baxters amid the chaos by their lack of concern with the excitement,
pointing languidly toward the hubbub when the two paramedics and their
trolley (a familiar sight in Pam Springs) arrived. There, they loaded Mr.
Baxter onto the trolley, after having told a novice Mrs. Scott-Baxter to
stop trying to stuff quartz crystals into his hand (she was a New Ager,
too), carted him away, only to hear loud clanging sounds that stopped
the whole poolside crowd in their tracks. Looking over toward the cart
they saw that several stems of tableware had fallen out of Mr. Baxter's
pocket. His ashen face looked mortified and the silence was both in-
candescent and painful.

"Oh, Dad," said Allan, "How could you embarrass us like
this?" he then said, picking up a piece and looking at it appraisingly.
"It's obviously only plate. Haven't we trained you properly?"

The taut cord of tension broke. There were laughs, and Mr. Baxter
was carted away, only to be treated for what turned out in the end to
be a genuinely perilous heart attack after al. Claire meanwhile, | noticed
peripherally, sitting over on the edge of one of the ocher-silted minera
pools, her feet dangling in the honey-colored murk of water and staring
at the sun, now almost set over the mountain. In her small voice she
wastalking to the sun and telling it she was very sorry if we'd hurt it
or caused it any pain. | knew then that we were friends for life.



SHOPPING
IS NOT
CREATING

dogs are already pooped from the heat and lying in the shadow of
Saab, chasing dream bunnies with twitching back legs. Dag and |,
being in a carbohydrate coma, aren't far behind and are in a good
stening mood as Claire begins her story of the day. "It's a Texlahoma
she says, much to our pleasure, for Texlahoma is a mythic world
created in which to set many of our stories. It's a sad Everyplace,
where citizens are always getting fired from their jobs at 7Eleven
and

where the kids do drugs and practice the latest
dance crazes at the local lake, where they aso
fantasize about being adult and pulling welfare-
check scams as they in- spect each other's skin
for chemical burns from the lake water. Texlaho-
mans shoplift cheap im- itation perfumes from
stores and shoot each other over Thanks-

ing dinners every year. And about the only good thing that happens
there is the cultivation of cold, unglamorous wheat in which
Texlahomans a judtifiable pride; by law, al citizens must put
bumper stickers | their cars saying: NO FARMERS NO FOOD. Life is
boring there, but are some thrills to be had: al the adults keep large
quantities of cheaply sewn scarlet sex garments in their chests of
drawers. These are panties and ticklers rocketed in from Korea—
and | say rocketed in because Texlahomais an asteroid orbiting
the earth, where the year is



permanently 1974, the year after the oil shock and the year starting
from which real wages in the U.S. never grew ever again. The atmosphere
contains oxygen, wheat chaff, and A.M. radio transmissions. It's a fun
place to spend one day, and then you just want to get the hell out of
there.

Anyhow, now that you know the setting, let's jump into Claire's
story.

"This is a story about an astronaut named Buck. One afternoon,
Buck the Astronaut had aproblem with his spaceship and was forced
to land in Texlahoma—in the suburban backyard of the Monroe family.
The problem with Buck's spacecraft was that it wasn't programmed to
deal with Texlahomas gravity—the people back on earth had forgotten
to tell him that Texlahoma even existed!

' That always happens,’ said Mrs. Monroe, as she led Buck away
from the ship and past the swing set in the backyard toward the house,
‘Cape Canaveral just plum forgets that we're here.’

"Being the middle of the day, Mrs. Monroe offered Buck a hot
nutritious lunch of cream of mushroom soup meatballs and canned niblet
corn. She was glad to have company: her three daughters were at work,
and her husband was out on the thresher.

"Then, after lunch, she invited Buck into the parlor to watch TV
game shows with her. 'Normally I'd be out in the garage working on my
inventory of aloe products that | represent, but business is kind of slow
right now.'

"Buck nodded his concurrence.

"'You ever thought of being a rep for aloe products &ter you retire
from being an astronaut, Buck?"

" 'No ma'am,' said Buck, 'l hadn't.'

''Give it athought. All you have to do is get a chain of reps
working under you, and before you know it, you don't have to work at
all—just sit back and skim the profit.'

" 'Wdll, I'll be darned,’ said Buck, who also complimented Mrs.
Monroe on her collection of souvenir matchbooks placed in an oversized
brandy snifter on the parlor table.

"But suddenly something went wrong. Right before Mrs. Monroe's
eyes, Buck began toturn pale green, and his head began to turn boxy
and veined, like Frankenstein's. Buck raced to look at a little budgie
mirror, the only mirror available, and knew instantly what had happened:



he had developed space poisoning. He would start to look like a monster,
and shortly, he would fall into an almost permanent sleep.

"Mrs. Monroe immediately assumed, however, that her cream of
mushroom soup meatballs had been tainted and that as a result of her
culinary shortcomings, she had ruined Buck's adorable astronaut's good
looks, and possibly his career. She offered to take him to the local clinic,
but Buck deferred.

' 'That's probably for the best,’ said Mrs. Monroe, 'considering that
all thereisat theclinicis peritonitis vaccinations and ajaws of life.'

" '‘Just show me a place where | can fall down to sleep,’ Buck said,
'I've come down with space poisoning, and within minutes I'll be out
cold. And it looks like you'll have to nurse me for a while. You promise
to do that?

' 'Of course,' replied Mrs. Monroe, eager to be let off the hook of
food contamination, and he was quickly shown to the cool basement
room with haf-finished wall covered with simulated wood grain particle
board. There were also bookshelves bearing Mr. Monro€e's bonspiel tro-
phies and the toys belonging to the three daughters: an array of Snoopy
plush toys, Jem dolls, Easy Bake ovens, and Nancy Drew mystery novels.
Andthebed Buck was givento sleep in was smallish—a child's bed
—covered with ruffled pink Fortrel sheets that smelled like they'd been
sitting in a Goodwill shop for years. On the headboard there were scuffed
up Holly Hobby, Veronica Lodge, and Betty Cooper stickers that had
been stuck and halfheartedly peeled away. The room was obviously never
used and pretty well forgotten, but Buck didn't mind. All he wanted to
do was fall into a deep deep sleep. And so he did.

"Now, as you can imagine, the Monroe daughters were most excited
indeed at having an astronaut/monster hibernating in their guest room.
One by one the three daughters, Arleen, Darleen, and Serena came
down to the room to stare at Buck, now sleeping in their old bed amid
the clutter of their childhood. Mrs. Monroe wouldn't let her daughters
peek long, still being fractionally convinced of her implication in Buck's
illness, and shooed them away, wanting him to get better.

"Anyhow, life returned more or less to normal. Darleen and Serena
went to work at the perfume counter of the local dime store, Mrs. Monroe's
aloe product business picked up a hit, taking her out of the house, Mr.
Monroe was out on his thresher, leaving only Arleen, the eldest daughter,
who had recently been fired from the 7-Eleven, to take care of Buck.

LEGISLATED

NOSTALGIA: To force a body
of people to have memories they
do not actually possess: "How
can | be a part of the 1960s
generation when | don't even
remember any of it?"

NOW DENIAL: To tell

oneself that the only time worth
living in is the past and that the
only time that may ever be
interesting again is the future.



" 'Make sure he gets lots to eat!" shouted Mrs. Monroe from her
salt-rusted blue Bonneville sedan as she screeched out of the driveway,
towhich Arleen waved and then rushed inside to the bathroom where
she brushed her blond feathered hair, applied alluring cosmetics, and
then dashed down to the kitchen to whip up a special lunchtime treat
for Buck, who, owing to his space poisoning, would only awaken once
a day at noon, and then only for a half hour. She made a platter of
Vienna franks appended to toothpicks and accessorized by little blocks
of orange cheese. These she prettily arranged on a platter in a shape
reminiscent of the local shopping mall logo, the Crestwood Mall letter
C, angled heavily to the right. 'Facing the future' as the local newspaper
had phrased it upon the mall's opening several hundred years previously
when it was still 1974, even back then, since, as | have said, it has
always been 1974 in Texlahoma. As far back as records go. Shopping
malls, for instance, a recent innovation on Earth, have been supplying
Texlahomans with running shoes, brass knickknacks, and whimsical
greeting cards for untold millennia.

"Anyway, Arleen raced down to the basement with the food platter
and pulled achair up to the bed and pretended to read a book. When
Buck woke up at one second past noon, the first thing he glimpsed was
her reading, and he thought shelooked ideal. Asfor Arleen, well, her
heart had aromantic little arrhythmiaright on the spot, evenin spite
of Buck's looking like a Frankenstein monster.

" 'I'm hungry,' Buck said to Arleen, to which shereplied, 'Won't
you please please have some of these Vienna frank-and-cheese kebabs.
I made them myself. They were most popular indeed at Uncle Clem's
wake last year.'
" 'Wake?' asked Buck. ''Oh, yes. His combine overturned during
the harvest, and he was
trapped inside for two hours while he waited for the jaws of lifeto arrive.
He wrote his will out in blood on the cab ceiling.’

"From that moment on, a conversational rapport devel oped between
the two, and before long, love bloomed, but there was a problem with
their love, for Buck would alwaysfall back asleep aimost as soon as he
would awaken, owing to his space poisoning. This grieved Arleen.

"Finally one noon, just as Buck awoke, he said to Arleen, 'Arleen,
| love you very much. Do you love me? And, of course, Arleen replied,

'ves,' to which Buck said, '"Would you bewilling to take abig risk and



help me? We could be together always and | could help you leave
Texlahoma'

"Arleen was thrilled at both thoughts and said, 'Yes, yes,' and then
Buck told her what she would have to do. Apparently, the radiation
waves emitted by awoman in love are of just the right frequency to
boost the rocket ship's engines and help it to lift off. Andif Arleen
would just come with him in the ship, they could leave, and Buck could

get a cure for his space poisoning at the moon base. 'Will you help me,
Arleen?

" 'Of course, Buck.'

" There's just one catch.’

" 'Oh?" Arleen froze.

'Y ou see, once we take off, there's only enough air in the ship
for one person, and I'm afraid that after takeoff, you'd have to die. Sorry.
But, of course, once we got to the moon, I'd have the right machines to
revive you. There's really no problem.’

"Arleen stared at Buck, and atear came down her cheek, dripped
over her lip and onto her tongue, where it tasted salty, like urine. '
I'm sorry, Buck, but | can't do that," she said, adding that things
would probably be for the best if she no longer took care of him.
Heartbroken but unsurprised, Buck fell back to sleep and Arleen went
upstairs.

"Fortunately, Darleen, the youngest daughter, got fired from her
perfume sales job that day and was able to take care of Buck next, while
Arleen got hired at afried chicken outlet and was no longer around to
cast gloomy feelings on Buck.

"But with Buck's being on the rebound and Darleen's having too
much free time on her hands, it was only a matter of minutes, practically,
before love again blossomed. Days later, Buck was making the same
pleafor help to Darleen that he had made to Arleen, 'Won't you please
help me, Darleen, | love you so much?'

"But when Buck's plea came to the part about Darleen's having to
lie, like her sister before her, she froze. 'I'm sorry, Buck, but | can't
do that,' she, too, said, adding that things would probably be for
the best if she no longer took care of him. Again heartbroken but
again unsurprised, Buck fell back to sleep and Darleen went
upstairs.

"Need | say it, but history repeated itself again. Darleen got hired

atthe local roadside steak house, and Serena, the middle child,

got fired from Woolworth's scent counter and so was put in charge of
taking



care of Buck, who had ceased being a novelty in the basement and had
become instead, kind of a grudge—of the same caliber of grudge as,
say, a pet dog that the children argue over whose turn it is to feed. And
when Serena appeared at noon with lunch one day, all Buck could bring
himself to say was, 'God, did another one of you Monroe girls get fired?
Can't any of you hold a job?

"This just bounced right off of Serena. 'They're just small jobs,’
she said. 'I'm learning how to paint and one of these days I'm going to
become so good that Mr. Leo Castelli of the Leo Castelli art galleries
of New York City is going to send a rescue party up to get me off of this
God forsaken asteroid. Here,' she said, jabbing a plate of erudite celery
and carrot in his chest, 'eat these celery sticks and shut up. Y ou look
like you need fiber.'

"Well. If Buck thought he had been in love before, he realized now
that those were merely mirages and that Serena was indeed his real True
Love. He spent hiswaking time for the next few weeks, savoring his
half hours which he spent telling Serena of the views of the heavens as
seen from outer space, and listening to Serena talk of how she would
paint the planets if only she could see what they looked like.

"'l can show you the heavens, and | can help you leave Texlahoma,
too—if you're willing to come with me, Serena my love," said Buck,
who outlined his escape plans. And when he explained that Serena
would have to die, she simply said, 'l understand.’

"The next day at noon when Buck awoke, Serena lifted him out of the
bed and carried him out of the basement and up the stairs, wherehis
feet knocked down framed family portraitstaken years and yearsago.
‘Don't stop,’ said Buck. 'Keep moving—we're running out of time.! "It
was a cold gray afternoon outside as Serena carried Buck across the
yellowed autumn lawn and into the spaceship. Once inside, they sat
down, closed the doors, and Buck used hislast energiesto turnthe
ignition and kiss Serena. True to his word, the love waves from her heart
boosted the engine, and the ship took off, high into the sky and out of
the gravitational field of Texlahoma. And before Serena passed out and
then died from alack of oxygen, the last sights she got to see were
Buck's face shedding its pale green Frankenstein skin in lizardy chunks
onto the dashboard, thus revealing the dashing pink young astronaut
beneath, and outside she saw the glistening pale blue marble of Earth
against the black heavens that the stars had stained like spilled milk.



"Below on Texlahoma, Arleen and Darleen, meanwhile, were both
returning home from their jobs, from which they both been fired, just
time to see the rocket fire off and their sister vanish into the strato-
spherein along, colonic, and fading white line. They sat on the swing
Bet, unableto go back into the house, thinking and staring at the point
wherethejet's trail became nothing, listening to the creak of chains
and the prairie wind.
"'You realize," said Arleen, 'that that whole business of Buck being
| able to bring us back to life was total horseshit.'
"'Oh, | knewthat,' said Darleen. 'But it doesn't change the fact
that | feel jealous.’
"'No, it doesn't, does it?
"And together the two sisters sat into the night, silhouetted by the
luminescing earth, having a contest with each other to see who could
swing their swing the highest.”



CON
STRUCT

Claire and | never fell in love, even though we both tried hard. It
happens. Anyhow, this is probably as good a point as any to tell some
thing about myself. How shall | begin? Well, my name is Andrew Palmer,
I'm amost thirty, | study languages (Japanese is my specialty), | come
from a big family (more on that later), and | was born with an ectomorphic
body, all skin and bones. However, after being inspired by a passage
from the diaries of the Pop artist, Mr. Andy Warhol—a passage where

he expresses his sorrow after learning in hismid-
dle fifties that if he had exercised, he could have
had abody (imagine not having abody!)—I was
galvanized into action. | began adreary exercise
regimen that turned my birdcage of athorax into
apigeon breast. Hence, | now have a body—that's
one problem out of the way. Butthen, asmen-

tioned, I've never been in love, and that's a problem. | just seem to end
up asfriendswith everyone, and | tell you, | really hateit. | want to
fall in love. Or at least | think | do. I'm not sure. It looks so ...
messy. A1l right, al right,| do at least recognize the fact that | don't
want to go through life aone, and to illustrate this, I'll tell you a secret
story, astory | won't even tell Dag and Claire today out here on our
desert picnic. It goes like this:
Once upon atime there wasayoung man named Edward who lived



BAMBIFICATION: The
mental conversion of flesh and
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DISEASES FOR KISSES
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by himself with a great amount of dignity. He had so much dignity that
when he made his solitary evening meal every night at six thirty, he
aways made sure he garnished it with a jaunty little sprig of parsley.
That's how he thought the parsley looked: jaunty. Jaunty and dignified.
He also made sure that he promptly washed and dried his dishes after
completing his solitary evening meal. Only lonely people didn't take
prideintheir dinnersandin their washing up, and Edward held it as
a point of honor that while he had no need for people in his life, he was
not going to be lonely. Life might not be much fun, mind you, but it
seemed to have fewer peoplein it toirritate him.

Then one day Edward stopped drying the dishes and had a beer

instead. Just for kicks. Just to relax. Then soon, the parsley disappeared
from hisdinners and another beer appeared. He made small excuses
for it. | forget what they were.
Before long, dinner became the lonely klonk of a frozen dinner on the
microwave floor saluted by the tinkle of scotch and ice in a highball glass.
Poor Edward was getting fed up with cooking and eating by himself, and
before long, Edward's dinner became whatever he could microwave from
the local Circle Knuke 'n' serve boutique—a beef-and-bean bur-rito,
say, washed down with Polish cherry brandy, the taste for whichhe
acquired during a long, sleepy earnest summer job spent behind the
glum, patronless counter of the local Enver Hoxha Communist bookstore.
But even then, Edward found cooking and eating too much of a hassle,
and dinner ended up becoming a glass of milk mixed in with whatever
was in the discount bins at Liquor Barn. He began to forget what it felt
like to pass firm stools and fantasized that he had diamondsin his eyes.

Again: poor Edward—his life seemed to be losing its controlability.
One night, for instance, Edward was at a party in Canada but woke up
the next morning in the United States, a two hour drive away, and he
couldn't even remember driving home or crossing the border.

Now, here's what Edward thought: he thought that he was a very
smart guy in some ways. He had been to school, and he knew a great
number of words. He could 