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CHAPTER ONE

In
which we explore the author’s dental history and experience an
unnerving and ultimately unsatisfying encounter with the somewhat
living.






1999

“I
can’t see a goddamned thing,” I said as we squatted
behind the sushi counter.

“Don’t
remove your goggles,” Cal whispered. “You’re going
to need the eye protection.”

“From
what, bumping into things in the dark?” I never enjoyed using
new gear.

Cal
put his hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes. At least I think
he was looking into my eyes. The thickness of the goggles and the low
light level made it hard to tell.

“I
would really appreciate it,” Cal said softly but very firmly,
“…if you could keep your voice down.”

“Sorry.”

“I
would also appreciate it if you could refrain from taking the Lord’s
name in vain.”

“Jesus,
I’m sorry.” Oops.

Cal
pressed his forefinger to his lips.

Okay,
I get it. I will be quiet.

Cal
was right to hush me; we heard footsteps.

Sherway
Gardens Mall is laid out as a pair of intersecting cloverleaves. This
makes it extremely easy to get lost even in daylight hours. It also
gives the place some really strange acoustics when it’s empty.
We knew the footsteps were approaching but we couldn’t be sure
from which direction.

Cal
removed the hypodermic pistol from his holster and gestured at me to
do the same.

Whoever
was out there was probably looking for us and it was even more likely
that he or she was capable of some pretty serious expressions of
deadly force.

At
least we had our hypos and in our black windbreakers, black golf
pants and dark grey baseball caps, we would not be easy to see. They
wouldn’t take us without some inconvenience.






1984

How
Calvin Stewart came to be my dentist and monster-hunter mentor is a
long, painful and I suspect sometimes confusing story. Maybe even
tedious.

I
will, therefore, retell these events in great detail.

One
summer, back in the very early 1980s, before we really knew just what
a dumb decade it was going to be, I was in between graduate degrees,
there was a yet another big recession on and I was seriously
under-employed, under-challenged and had way too much time on my
hands. I was also involved in a pretty bad relationship.

Inevitable
I suppose, given those circumstances.

I
will be merciful and spare you the details of the origins of that
interpersonal road accident, except to paraphrase W.H. Auden’s
very wise advice to, “beware of a job that requires a change of
clothes or is too easy to get.” I would add to this very wise
counsel by saying that you should watch out for any romance that gets
consummated within 12 hours of your first meeting.

She
was a very attractive young lady. She was intelligent (except when it
came to me) and I even think she had a generous nature and good
intentions (except when it came to me). Unfortunately, once our
Spacecraft of Love left the orbit of Planet Lust, it became apparent
that we had some big problems:

1.
She was probably the neediest person on Earth. According to her,
being with me was the only way to fill the infinite void within her.
Her way of dealing with this psychological gap involved things like
showing up at my part-time job unannounced and asking if I needed a
ride home (weird because I always took my bike into work); “bumping”
into me every night when I was hanging out with my friends; as well
as showing up at my studio at three in the morning when I was either
trying to finish a piece or vainly trying to get some sleep.

The
few people who know me well are aware that I have no sense of
self-restraint in certain situations and so the outcomes of these
early a.m. visits probably never suggested to her that what I really
wanted was more time to myself, i.e. if you want someone to go away
it is usually a bad idea to have sex with them.

For
some reason they seem to think you like them.

2.
There was a “ticking clock” in our relationship. I had
been accepted in a graduate arts program in Toronto so at the end of
the summer I was going to be living a few thousand miles away.

The
two problems were definitely connected. For some reason the idea of
her coming out with me—even just to visit—was simply
inconceivable. Therefore, a separation was inevitable. As my
departure date grew nearer, the needier and scarier she got.

What
really bugged me about the situation was that I knew that she didn’t
love me at all. When someone in love is facing this problem, they
either know they have to be strong enough to wait things out or they
know they have to make some changes and come with you. No, this
wasn’t love. All this intensity and angst was just emotional
economics—the inflation of affection through the perception of
scarcity.

If
I wasn’t leaving, I doubt very much that she would have been
nearly so interested. Interested? Try terrifyingly desperate.

The
pressure to get me to turn down the university’s offer was part
of the challenge. If I gave up and agreed to stay, then she “won.”
Maybe it’s not fair to put it that way, but if I did stay then
I would definitely be the loser, twice over; once for losing my
position in the graduate school, the second time because I knew that
the instant she truly believed that I wasn’t going I would
become extremely boring to her.

Okay,
maybe my logic is cynical and offensive. You don’t have to
believe it and I sure as hell don’t expect you to like me for
you to believe any of what I am about to tell you.

But
let’s re-state the facts given as objectively as I can put
them:

1.
No matter what, I was going to grad school. I just didn’t see a
future without it.

2.
No matter what, my girlfriend was going to persuade me to stay and
not go to grad school. So far, her methods of persuasion had been
either tearful intrusions, romantic outings and/or pretty athletic
sex.

I
do not have a particularly strong character. (But you guessed that,
didn’t you?) I wasn’t being assertive enough to
effectively get my point across and I didn’t see how I could do
so now. I dreaded the consequences. Things were just not going to end
well.

Then,
one week before the date on my bus ticket: deliverance! I woke up
(blessedly alone for a change) and immediately knew that something
truly remarkable had transpired.

I
was in a lot of pain.

Near
transcendental pain in fact.

It
felt like someone was pouring very large cups of lava into the back
of my jaw. Both sides of my jaw, actually.

I
briefly wondered if I was in the terminal phase of some previously
unknown form of 24-hour bone cancer. This was a pretty scary thought
but my jaw hurt too much for me to speculate too much on this theory.

Then
I wondered if this was some kind of punishment from a puritanical
deity for doing certain things to keep my increasingly demanding
girlfriend satisfied. That didn’t seem very fair, I thought, I
was just trying to be nice. (I, of course, loathed every moment of
it.)

No,
I wasn’t trying to be nice, I admitted to myself as I started
to swallow generous amounts of blood and pus that seemed to be oozing
out of my gums. I was just trying to keep her quiet.

A
subtler and more truthful variant of the divine retribution theory
came to mind: God was punishing me for having all that sex with
someone I didn’t love. Worse than that, I was now regularly
fucking someone I actively disliked.

The
pain was now giving me too much clarity of thought.

I
really did deserve this agony!

I
sat up in bed.

I
immediately fell to the floor.

I
barely felt the impact because of the pain from my jaw. Maybe the
infection in my mouth was affecting the balance centres in my inner
ears.

This
was getting interesting.

Then
whatever personal insights I was experiencing were swept away by my
usual moral cowardice. Something was probably very seriously wrong
with my teeth.

Then
I realized, yes, I was indeed in a lot of pain, but this was probably
the best thing that had happened to me all summer.

I
was off the hook!






1999

The
footsteps were getting closer.

Although
it was very dark, I could see that something, or someone, was over by
the HMV Shop and was moving towards the Banana Republic.

Cal,
of course, was way ahead of me. He had high-speed duck-walked from
the sushi counter over to a crouching position behind the sandwich
board sign offering tomorrow’s specials in front of the Laura
Secord candy store.

The
footsteps abruptly stopped and the light from the fire exit revealed
that it was a mall cop. No big surprise there. In fact it was the big
friendly Filipino guy who had politely asked me to stop taking
pictures when I was casing the joint a few weeks earlier.

Maybe
this wasn’t going to be a particularly exciting night after
all.

Can
always hope, right?

Cal
didn’t seem to be thinking along the same lines.

He
looked like some kind of suburban ninja as he leaped about twenty
feet into the air, did a flying arc across half the mall corridor and
grabbed the guard in a headlock on the way down to the simulated
marble tiles.

The
only sound I heard was the brief hiss of Cal’s hypo-gun as it
pumped a cartridge of dope into poor mall cop’s eye.






1984

“Oh,
we’ve got some serious issues here.”

That
was the regretful pronouncement of Stan Gibson, who was my dentist at
the time. My mother introduced me to Stan soon after we moved back to
southern Alberta.

Also
known as the Canadian Mormon Colony.

My
mom knew Stan’s mom through church and so my mom very shortly
knew that her son was starting a new practice and needed patients.

I
was still in high school and living at home at the time, so very soon
I and everyone else in the family were Stan’s patients. After
all, it was the duty of Church Ward members to help each other out in
ways like this. Sure, it was friends of friends stuff, but Stan was
actually a pretty good dentist. He didn’t cause too much pain
when he was doing fillings, he never proposed unnecessary procedures,
and he never charged us too much.

The
market place seemed to agree with my family’s assessment,
because over time Stan got more patients, got one then two
receptionists, and moved to a bigger office in a larger building to
handle all the extra tooth-needy traffic.

I
didn’t think much about it. I went in for my seasonal
check-ups, brushed regularly and lied about flossing every day.

Like
lots of young people when they move out, I stopped going to the
dentist as often as I should, but overall, my relationship with Stan
and my dental health were pretty routine.

On
the morning of the “lava mouth incident” Stan and I were
definitely moving out of the realm of the ordinary dentistry:

“You’ve
got massive infections of all four wisdom teeth.” Stan set the
stainless steel tongs on that little tray that always seems to be
hovering next to the examination chair. He briefly looked down at the
tongs and his expression suggested that he was going to have the
tools vaporized after contact with whatever was growing inside my
mouth.

Essence
of girlfriend?

I
don’t think a good Mormon dentist would approve of that.

“H-how—”
I was having trouble talking with all the dope that Stan had shot me
up with. “How did it happen?”

“Can
happen anytime. To anyone.”

Stan
was over at the sink giving his hands an extremely thorough wash.

“Wisdom
teeth can grow out and then recede back below the gum line. Sort of
like a trampoline.”

“They
can?” I had no idea that teeth could bounce around in your
mouth like that.

“They
can.” I could see the back of Stan’s head bobbing up and
down. “And wisdom teeth don’t have the same protective
enamel layer as your regular teeth.”

“No
protection?” That didn’t sound very wise to me.

“Yes,
so they’re prone to infection.” Stan turned towards me.
“And if one them goes bad and goes back below the jaw line…”
Stan shrugged. “…it can be very serious.”

I
laughed. “So if it happens to all four teeth at once it’s
a fucking rat’s nest?”

Stan
nodded and sighed. “I would probably use more polite and
scientific terms to describe your condition, but yes, that is
essentially it.”

“Sorry,”
I said. “Painkillers must be reducing my inhibitions.”

That’s
it, blame the drugs.

Stan
nodded again. “We can schedule you for removal of the first two
teeth on Friday.” He started drying his hands, very carefully.
“Then we can do the last two on the Friday after that.”

I
shook my head. As well as I could manage. “Can’t do it.”

Stan
deposited the paper towel in a stainless steel cylinder.

“That’s
okay,” he said. “I can prescribe some pretty powerful
medication for you.”

“I’m
on a bus to Toronto on Saturday morning.”

Stan
folded his arms.

“So
what are we going to do?” he asked. “I can’t let
you leave town with your mouth in that condition.”

“Can
we do all four teeth at once?” I asked, laying there with all
that drool and blood and pus all over the little bib they had put
over my shirt.

“It’s
technically possible,” Stan replied. “But most patients
prefer to break the procedure down into different sessions. It’s
pretty intense.”

“Let’s
give it a shot.” Yeah, it was the codeine talking but it wasn’t
going to shut up anytime soon.

Stan’s
eyes widened.

“When
would you want the procedure?”

“Are
you doing anything over the lunch hour?” It was already 11:30
in the morning; I didn’t want to give myself any opportunity to
change my mind.

Stan
happened to be free.

The
experience was extraordinary.

They
shot me up with even more drugs and then applied a big hammer and
pick to chisel out those bad teeth at the back end of my mouth. At
one point the pain was definitely there but it was secondary; I was
mostly conscious of the application of tremendous pressure as they
systematically tore fragments of tooth out of my jawbone.

The
jawbone of an ass?

Yeah,
definitely.

“Oh,
gosh.”

The
above expletive was from Stan. It translates from Mormon speak to:
“Holy shit! What kind of mother fucking, god-awful hideous mess
are we dealing with here?”

The
last tooth had broken into pieces before they could yank out the
roots. They had to use a special metal pick to scrape the remains of
the tooth out. It took a long time and the associated waves of pain
were steadily blasting my nervous system into a comatose state.

I
was so happy.

They
were going to have to pretty much wheel me onto the bus.

The
surgical pressure meant that there was no way for my girlfriend to
apply any emotional or sexual pressure.

Thank
you, God.






1999

“The
olfactories aren’t very promising here.” Cal had his face
very close to the mall cop’s nose.

“They’re
not?” I pulled myself out from behind the sushi counter.

Cal
clamped his hands around the mall cop’s jaw and forced the
guy’s mouth open.

“Smell.”

The
mall cop’s breath was indeed horrific. Sulphurous to be
precise.

I
blinked back tears and looked up at Cal: “He looked normal
enough when I saw him last week!”

Cal’s
expression suggested that I had just said something incredibly
stupid.

“Cosmetics?”

Another
stupid question. Shapeshifters don’t need cosmetics. But I was
still relatively new to all this.

“We’d
better check.”

Cal
took a tiny strip of white paper from the pocket of his utility fanny
pack.

“Sure,
maybe he just had a lot of bad Chinese for dinner.”

“Hold
his tongue flat,” Cal said. “I’ll press the strip
up against the roof of his mouth.”

I
didn’t know which was worse. The stench of the mall cop’s
breath or the fear that he might suddenly bite down and tear a hole
in my rubber gloves.






1984

My
bags were all packed and I was sitting in the big chair by the
telephone.

I
was waiting for a taxi to come and take me to the bus depot. My
sister had come around and had pretty much looted my apartment of all
the good furniture. It was very empty but also very peaceful.

The
operation had made my face swell to almost twice its normal size.
Even in the opiate-induced haze, I was aware that I looked like a
giant, neurotic and stoned chipmunk.

My
girlfriend and I had decided to say our goodbyes the night before
over dinner.

It
was perfect. I could only consume things that could sit in a spoon or
pass through a straw and half of that ended up dribbling down my
chin.

“We
need to talk…” my girlfriend would start.

Which
would be my cue to whine (not wine) and complain about how the
Tylenol No.3 seemed to be wearing off.

This
in turn prevented her from accomplishing any of her goals for our
relationship. It was actually kind of fun watching her and wondering
if her head might at explode at any moment.

I
really don’t know why this woman was so obsessed with me, I
wondered. I could be a really nasty son-of-a-bitch. But her feelings
were the root of the problem.

She
was just obsessed.

Period.

It
wouldn’t matter if I was a movie star, a convict, a comatose
toad or an umbrella stand.

I
was the one.

Whether
I liked it or not, and that was all there was to it.

“Hello.”

Contrary
to what I had said at dinner, the Tylenol No.3s and whatever else
they had given me were extremely effective. And frankly quite
enjoyable. I was dozing away in slight euphoria, so I didn’t
notice that someone had let themselves into the apartment.

“Hello,”
the voice said again.

I
opened my eyes.

My
girlfriend was standing in front of me. She was also naked.

“Uh…
hi?”

“So
this is goodbye.”

Then
she didn’t say much more. Pretty soon she was holding me by my
face and kissing me. Repeatedly and very, very hard.

Yeah,
it hurt like hell.

She
got my clothes open and then she was doing other things to me.

Also
very hard.

I
did get onto an inter-city bus that day, although it was a later one
than I planned. My face, my penis, my body, my everything…
were consumed with a raw ache that was probably going to last just a
decade or so.






1999

“Gosh,”
Cal said with some dismay.

“Purple
dot?” I asked.

Cal
nodded and folded the slip of paper into a small plastic bag.

“Nothing
we can do?”

“Not
for him.” Cal sighed and started taking stainless steel tools
out of his fanny pack. “Just hold him steady while I put him
down.”

Which
is exactly what I did while Cal used a compact power drill with a
very wide bit to tear open a hole in the side of the mall cop’s
head. Then Cal used what looked like a small sharpened ice-cream
scoop to remove the main tumour cluster from the mall cop’s
brain.

There
was a very soft and sticky sound as Cal tugged on the tool slightly
and the dozen or so tendrils tore loose from the dead man’s
original nervous system. Cal popped the mass of grey matter and green
nodules into another plastic bag. Before he clamped it shut, Cal
dropped a pinch of a peroxide derivative to sterilize the infected
material.

He’d
be shipping that off to the labs in Cardston or Provo for further
study.

Now
I knew why Cal was so insistent about the goggles. We’d been
wearing our black surgical masks all through this procedure which
protected our noses and mouths from any infection. But we needed the
goggles to make sure we didn’t get any blood in our eyes.






1996

After
the wisdom teeth incident and my lack of wisdom concerning
girlfriends, I was pretty shy on both accounts for a while. However,
I got re-engaged with relationships sooner than dentists. In fact it
wasn’t until I had gotten married and we had a couple of kids
that the dentist thing came up at all.

“We
want the kids to have good teeth, right?” my wife would ask.

“Of
course,” I would answer, sensing a trap.

“Then
we have to set a good example.”

Snap!
She got me.

It
was even more irritating that Sally was completely right. So that
meant that I had to start taking the boys in for their regular
check-ups. And since I was in the vicinity, the receptionist would
ask about making an appointment for me.

Well,
what could I do?

I
was back in the chair.

For
a few years it was okay. Deal with chip or crack here and there,
replace an old filling or two, suffer through that pointless lecture
about flossing every day. Sometimes, I would even go in for a
cleaning and an examination and there would be absolutely nothing
wrong!

Even
though I had to pay for all this, it always made me happy. It was
vindication and maybe it made the memory of my face-rape just a
little more distant.

So
it became a regular thing for me. I even had one of my quarterly
check-ups just before I left on a month-long business trip to
Singapore.

“Looks
good,” my dentist said as he washed his hands. “Just
remember to floss every day.”

“Absolutely,”
I lied.

About
three and three-quarter weeks later, I was sitting at a large
boardroom table with Roger, who was our company’s field
representative on this project. We were looking at a bunch of
engineers and project managers from the Singapore Ministry of
Defence.

MINDEF
(Singaporeans seemed to love acronyms) was staging a huge Festival of
Peace—which was essentially a big song and dance show about the
miracle of compulsory national service and why it was essential that
9% of the GNP be dedicated to military spending every year, i.e. a
celebration of the possibility of war.

The
exhibition installation was not going very well and my assignment
since I arrived was to bird-dog everything and expedite solutions to
get us through to opening. In this kind of situation the only way to
get things to work is to be completely objective and impartial, and
since our man Roger had been as much asleep at the wheel as our
client, he kind of hated my guts. Every day at this time, 50%-75% of
the problems I identified were pretty much his fault.

I
was just about through the day’s depressingly lengthy list of
incomplete tasks when I experienced a flash of bright blue-white
light. Then there was a very deep and very sharp pain at the back of
my mouth. I whimpered a little and held my jaw shut as I felt a piece
of metal laying there on top of my tongue.

One
of my fillings had just popped out of a molar.






1999

We
dragged the corpse to the window in front of The Body Shop. Cal used
an aerosol spray to kill any airborne bacteria.

“Unlikely
that anyone will pick anything up from this,” Cal said. “But
you never know for sure.”

“I
just hope the heart walkers aren’t the first ones to find the
body,” I said. “The shock might kill one or two of the
old geezers.”

Cal
shook his head. “The Hive will come looking for him soon.”






1996

Somehow
I managed to get through the rest of the meeting. Probably the
infection hadn’t peaked yet.

There
really wasn’t any choice. My main client representative was a
Brigadier General and I doubt he would have excused me for anything
less than a large piece of shrapnel ripping through my brain. As it
was, I think he just thought that I was particularly disappointed by
his team’s progress that day.

There
might have been some advantage to that impression.

Time
went geological for a while—but Roger and I did manage to close
the meeting and get out of that boardroom. Soon I was groaning
quietly in the back of one of those light blue Toyota sedans they use
for taxis in Singapore. I wasn’t complaining about the
transportation. The AC in the cab was very good and the driver seemed
to know where to go.

Roger
was scowling. He knew that once I got back to head office, he would
be receiving the Screwed the Pooch of the Year Award, ample
motivation for ignoring the fact that my hands were trembling and I
was almost hyperventilating from the pain.

It
galled me that I had to ask this asshole for help but I was starting
to taste something bitter in my mouth. Might be pus, might be blood.
Maybe both. Circumstances were getting pretty desperate.

“Roger?”

The
asshole in question didn’t even look at me when he answered.
“What is it?”

“Do
you know if there’s an emergency dental clinic around here?”

“An
emergency what?” Roger finally looked at me; his expression
suggested that I had just asked him if he could kindly bend over and
pull the planet Jupiter out of his ass.

Even
so, I had no choice but to press on.

“You
know,” I gasped. “A 24 hour practice.”

“They
don’t have anything like that in Singapore!” Roger
snarled at me in disgust. “Bloody government doesn’t care
enough about its people to have anything like that!”

“They
don’t?” I said rather sadly.

“Not
that the fucking robots deserve it!” Just then I remembered one
of Roger’s main weaknesses as our field agent in Singapore. He
hated everybody who lived here.

I
looked over towards our driver and noticed the reflection of his eyes
in the rear-view mirror: plastic-framed rage.

It
didn’t seem like a good idea at this point to ask the driver
for any suggestions.

I
don’t know exactly how I got to my hotel room, but after an
indefinite time, I was lying on the bed. The pain had spread to
include the upper half of my body and there were sharp sensations
shooting all the way down to my groin. The room was spinning and I
wondered if my brain might burst into flames of agony at some point
during the night.

There
was a knock on the door.

“Come—”
I said feebly, unable to complete the statement.

That
seemed to be enough. The door opened and someone from the hotel
walked in.

“Sir?”
the man asked.

It
was very hard to speak at that point. All I could do was breathe and
hurt.

The
man bent over me.

“Sir,
are you all right?”

“I
need…” Somehow I found the inner reserves to take a deep
breath (which really hurt) and kept on talking: “…I
really need a dentist.”






1999

“Wash
up.”

“What?”
I couldn’t believe that Cal was heading over to the men’s
room. “Do you think we have time for that?”

By
the time I followed him inside, Cal had rinsed off his goggles and
was using some of those baby-cleaning towelettes to wipe the blood
off his gloves and jacket.

“We
need to take the time.”

“Why?”

Since
I was already there, I decided to do what he was doing. But I still
wanted to know.

“That
operation we just performed probably released all kinds of new
bio-compounds,” Cal explained.

“If
you mean it stunk like fuck, you’re right.” I just
realized that it was going to take weeks to get this smell out of my
action clothes. And I really didn’t think it was a good idea to
drop them off at the dry cleaners.

“Ahem,”
Cal said softly. Then he gave me one of those disparaging looks.

“Pardon
my French,” I replied, not quite believing that I was actually
apologizing for my language at a time like this.

“We
need to clean up so we don’t confuse the olfactory sensors.”

That
Cal.

Always
seemed like a dickhead at first, then after a moment of thought, he
usually made perfect sense.






1996

The
bellman from the Hotel Excelsior opened the drawer beside my bed and
carefully removed the holy books of three, maybe four, major world
religions. After rooting around in the drawer some more, he found the
Singapore Yellow Pages. Then he flipped about halfway through the
book and showed me one of the pages.

Half
of my vision was blocked by a very clean pillow. The other one-third
of my vision from the clear eye was obscured by one of those
pain-auras; the kind you get when you’re experiencing a
migraine that’s 6.5 on the Richter Scale.

Even
so, I was able to make out some of the words on the page.
Specifically: “Emergency Dental Service. 24 Hours.”

Roger,
I thought. You had better hope that I don’t survive this.






1999

“Are
these new olfactory sensors?”

Whenever
I asked Cal where he got his gear, he always gave me the same answer:

“B.Y.U.”

And
that’s all he would say.

We
were walking towards the food court and Cal was holding out something
with a box on one end and a funnel on the other. It looked like a
miniature gramophone having sex with one of the tricorders from the
original Star Trek series.

We
stepped off the immobile escalator and moved deeper into the court.

“Golly,
those entities are smart.”

Golly?
Cal had to be under a fair bit of stress if he was using language
like that.

“Why
are they smart, Cal?”

Speaking
of tricorders, the olfactory sensor was giving off a series of random
beeps and boops.

“They
know the residual odours from the foods will give them some cover
from our sensors.”

“That
is pretty smart,” I said. “Does that mean we can’t
find them?”

Cal
made a couple of adjustments on the sensors. We started hearing more
beeps than boops.

“We’ll
find them,” Cal said. “I know how to use this device.”

I
stayed close to him as we shuffled past the caged front of New York
Fries. I liked their fries but I had to admit, they did give off
quite a smell. Once again, Cal’s theory was holding up.






1996

A
taxi took me to Mount Elizabeth Hospital. The attendant in the lobby
directed me to a dental lab on the 8th floor. It was silent and dark.

Waiting
for luckless fools like me.

A
short, thin man wearing a white coat appeared at the elevator and
started turning on the lights. He introduced himself as Dr. Chan, put
me into a big padded chair and rolled out a trolley of probing and
hole-making tools.

Dr.
Chan pried open my mouth, shone a tiny flashlight into that suffering
cavity and took a very long look.

“Oh,
dear,” he said.

That
didn’t sound very encouraging.

Dr.
Chan immediately stuck some anaesthetic needles into my gums. That
really hurt.

It
was a real pity that the anaesthetic drugs didn’t seem to work
at all.

Then
slowly, always very carefully, Dr. Chan pressed various metal and
glass probes into the hole in my tooth. Each time the procedure set
off remarkable chains of agony that started at the remains of my
tooth and spread out to include every nerve in my body.

“Oh,
dear.”

Once
again, that discouraging remark.

I
groaned.

“You
have Hot Tooth Syndrome,” Dr. Chan said.

“Werf?”
I asked, which is dental patient for: “I beg your pardon?”
and, “the pain in my tooth is so intense that I’m really
not aware of any change in temperature—hot or cold.”

Dr.
Chan was obviously fluent in this dialect because he knew that I
needed more information: “Your tooth has become so infected
that local anaesthetics simply don’t work.”

At
this point the pain and the drugs had put me into an alternate state
of consciousness. Even so, a number of questions came to mind:

1.
Why was my tooth so horribly infected?

2.
Why wouldn’t the local anaesthetics work?

3.
Why hadn’t this problem shown up when I’d had my regular
check-up two weeks ago?

4.
Why was I born to suffer so?

Dr.
Chan laid out the options and I soon knew that I was going to explore
some new existential realms in the answer to my last question. To
enumerate:

1.
Because there wasn’t a dental nurse available this time of day
(it was just past 01:00 on the day that I was supposed to fly home to
Toronto) he couldn’t administer a general anaesthetic and knock
me out.

2.
He could, however, give me enough morphine to get me through until
regular clinic hours and give me a general then.

“Can’t,”
I gurgled.

“What?”
Dr. Chan didn’t sound very happy to hear that particular
c-word.

I
took a deep breath.

“I
have to get on a plane tomorrow.”

I
really didn’t want to change that flight. I had a report to
file with head office and if I stayed here any longer I was pretty
sure Roger would have to kill me.

So
Dr. Chan voiced option #3:

“The
only alternative is to carry out a root canal with no anaesthetic.”

There
was a very long pause. I had the sense that I was about to pass
through a life-changing threshold. Then, perhaps very stupidly, I
nodded my head.

“Do
it.”

After
the Wisdom Teeth Incident, you’d think I would have known
better.

It
is difficult to describe what a root canal without anaesthetic
actually feels like. But since I seem to be in the mood for
quantified description, here are a few things I can share:

1.
It hurts. Really. Perhaps more than the human mind can possibly
imagine.

2.
When you manage to open your eyes and see a tiny piece of nerve
(freshly cut from your body) get dropped into a little metal bowl…
you see it laying there in a little puddle of blood and neurological
tissue… and you know that you are seeing a piece of yourself
laying there… withering and dying.

3.
And to dial back a second earlier, to that instant when the dentist
actually rips the nerve out of your jaw… it feels exactly
like he’s ripping tiny little bits of your soul right out of
your body.
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That
night in Singapore the pain got so intense that I think I actually
saw God a couple of times. As we were doing serpentines in the food
court of Sherway Mall, I wondered if I was going to get to meet the
Devil.

“We
should at least be able to nail a Hive Regional Director.” Cal
had explained this when he was outlining the mission plan a few days
ago.

Regional
Director? It sounded like we were going after the Tupperware
Corporation.

But
they were much meaner than Tupperware people. Even meaner than Amway.

Cal
was getting a steady tone off his stench-o-meter as we got closer to
the secondary service exit. It looked like the balloon was about to
go up.

“Got
your gas cylinders ready?” Cal had removed his air pistol from
his holster and I followed. Our tools looked very inadequate, however
rules were rules. We couldn’t just shoot and torch these
creatures because some of them might not have gone purple yet.

No
lethal means until we’re sure we can’t treat.

Rule
One.

I
still cursed Cal’s ethical sensibilities as he kicked open the
service door.

We
were in the storage lockers for all the fast foods they used in the
mall.

We
were alone.

Except
for the drained out and broken bodies of three Gap employees.

There
was lots of evidence that this had been a pretty sizable hive. Loads
of knives and hypodermics and over-priced clothes.

The
dead Gappers couldn’t have been more than 17 or 18.

“Poor
kids,” I whispered.

“They
would have been fine if they attended church regularly.” Cal
had his camera out and was taking pictures for later analysis. Maybe
his buddies at BYU could get something useful out of all this.

“You
can be a real asshole sometimes, Cal.” This time I was not
going to apologize for my language.

Cal
was continuing with Standard Operating Procedures; he had put the
phone away and was taking the aerosol cans out of his fanny pack.

“I’m
sorry,” he said. “That was a very insensitive thing for
me to say.”

I
took my cans out too and we sprayed everything in sight. I don’t
know if we were using CFC free chemicals or not. Too bad about the
ozone layer if we weren’t, I thought. What we were doing was a
higher priority on the survival scale.
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Somehow
I was back in my hotel bed.

Pretty
sore but reasonably comfortable on my narcotic pillow. I realized
that I was awake because the telephone on the bedside table was
ringing.

“Hello?”

To
my surprise I discovered that I was able to pick up the receiver
without too much trouble.

It
was Dr. Chan.

“Do
you think you’ll be able to travel this morning?”

He
was checking up on me.

“Yes,
I think so.” I had to admit that I was a little touched by the
concern I heard in Dr. Chan’s voice.

“You
have just been through rather serious dental surgery and 20 hours on
an aircraft is very long time.”

“The
medication you gave me seems to be working already.”

“That
is good,” Dr. Chan said. “Just be sure to rest for
several days when you get home and check in with your regular dentist
as soon as you can.”

That
I did.

Three
days later I was in my dentist’s office, lying back in the
examination chair.

“You
know that clean bill of health of you gave me?” I asked.

My
dentist nodded.

“I
just got back from Singapore where they had to give me a root canal
without an anaesthetic.”

My
dentist gasped in horror. He really did.

I
smiled at him.

“You’re
fired.”


















CHAPTER TWO

In
which cultural stereotypes contribute to the meeting between our
protagonist and a new dentist. Also, challenges with babysitting and
further information as to the full scope of various related problems.
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Finally
the alarms went off.

We
were about halfway through the food court and very easy to spot if
anyone was looking for us.

“They
must have reactivated the original security system on their way out,”
Cal noted.

“No
kidding.”

This
was getting annoying. It had been a stressful night so far and I
didn’t feel like ending it with a trip to jail.

Cal
turned and sprinted towards a fire exit.

“That’s
really good news,” he called back to me.

I
followed him.

“It
is?”

When
we reached a stairwell, Cal turned and threw me another aerosol can.

“Spray
that on your clothes.”

“What?
Why?” I asked, wondering just how much gear he had brought with
him tonight.

Cal
took another can out of his vest and started spraying his own
clothes. A thin film of glistening droplets formed on the black
fabric.

“This
is a reflective zinc and silicon compound,” Cal explained. “It
will confuse the mall’s motion detectors.”

I
began spraying myself. I was annoyed that I’d missed so many
memos about changes to the equipment.

“So
why is the alarm good news?”

Cal
started hop-stepping and skipping down the stairs, presumably to
further confuse any motion detectors.

“It
suggests that they aren’t planning on coming back anytime
soon.”

“It
does?”

“Yes,
otherwise they’d leave their own security in place.”

“I
guess that is good news.” At least for the staff and shoppers
of Sherway Gardens.

“Although
the Hive will likely have left a few cocoons around.”

“Just
in case they want to come back?”

We
reached the bottom of the stairs. Cal slowly opened the fire door.

“Yes,
they usually try something like that.”

“So
in the long run we’re still screwed.”

“No.”
I don’t know if was my bad attitude or bad language that made
Cal frown. “When a cocoon is dormant it’s very
vulnerable. We just have to find them and burn them out over the next
few weeks.”

“Oh,
in that case, it’s easy.”

“Exactly.”

I
swear Cal had no sarcasm radar at all.

We
reached the outer loop on the lower floor and I could see a growing
splash of red-orange light just through the glass entrance to the
sporting goods store. It was too early for dawn; it was the lights of
three patrol cars rolling up to the curb.

“Looks
like the response time from the local station is getting better,”
Cal observed.

I
thought we should discuss improvements in civic services at another
time. It was my turn to take the lead as I ran towards Cal’s
office.

By
the time the cops were inside the mall, Cal and I were inside his
inner office, knocking back cold glasses of milk and watching VHS
tapes of training videos from the University of Utah.
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My
dental divorce was short and sharp. There was a bit of nastiness
about paying the bill for what I considered a completely useless
check-up so there was no way that it could be characterized as sweet.

There
you go, as my mother used to say, sometimes the only way out of
something is through it.

As
before, I was not in any hurry to enter a new oral health care
relationship. This time, however, there was still pressure from Sally
and the needs of George and Nathan, our two children. It was not
feasible for me to drop off and pick up my kids from a place where I
wanted to go in and punch out someone who worked there.

A
solution to this awkward situation eventually presented itself. This
process started when my wife and I were at a party.

It
was just a work thing.

I
wasn’t even sure what we were supposed to be celebrating. Maybe
one of the founder’s kids had just been promoted to a senior
vice president position; maybe the founders had just spent all the
company profits on a second house in the south of France where they
could hold more orgies. Maybe they were just trying to throw the
staff off their guard.

The
reason really didn’t matter. There was a lot of cheap wine,
mediocre munchies, and well, let’s not even talk about the
quality of conversation. The truly rare and wonderful thing about the
event was that Sally and I were actually out of the house together
and without the kids!

Not
that we didn’t love the little guys to bits but we hadn’t
been to an adult social event in almost 18 months. I was very aware
of the fact that if I had to watch Dumbo or Pinocchio
one more time, or if I didn’t get to spend at least three hours
without hearing the theme to Thomas the Tank Engine, there was
going to be some kind of very bad occurrence that would require the
attention of Family Services and possibly a SWAT team.

Sally
and I were making the most of it. We decided to take public transit
so there was no need for a designated driver. We were free to get as
wasted as we liked. What naughty children we parents can be!

Sally
was off with some other company wives—they used to call
themselves the Travel Widows Club. They were on the other side of the
room laughing like crazy, I suspect comparing the stupidest things
we’d brought home from overseas or just how many times we’d
mixed up the dates for anniversaries, birthdays or holidays.

That
was fine with me. I was sitting within reaching distance of a box of
dry Rochester Red. This was a rather nasty wine and I was determined
to kill off most of the box before it could harm anyone else at the
party.

I
was also sitting next to Paul, one of the growing number of company
“Beautifuls.” Paul came into the company via marriage to
one of the daughters of the founders. I didn’t hold that
against Paul. He was usually pleasant and placid and hardly ever used
his family connection to threaten anyone. In other words, he
sometimes used this family connection to threaten people.

I
didn’t even mind the fact that he was one of the company
Beautifuls. This term was applied by those of us who had put in more
than 10 years to describe those who had put in less than one or two
years but somehow managed to become our section heads.

Senior
management was quite blunt about their reasoning: The Beautifuls, “as
young professionals are extremely presentable to clients and with
their youthful appearance and upbeat attitude much more
representative of the company brand.”

Senior
management went on to acknowledge the reality that the Beautifuls
were somewhat handicapped by their nearly complete lack of experience
and profoundly limited knowledge, as well as a sometimes pesky
pervading sense of entitlement. These facts, it was explained to us
dithering dullards, simply wasn’t the Beautifuls’ fault.
Therefore it was our “professional and moral responsibility”
to turn over all our client lists and put in unpaid overtime to train
any needy Beautiful whenever we were asked.

Most
of the time the presence and practices associated with the Beautifuls
didn’t bother me much. I was out in Asia, India, and the Middle
East or someplace else that was usually uncomfortable and
occasionally dangerous. I liked the exotic locales and it meant that
for the rare cases when I had to deal with the messes generated by
over-dressed and over-compensated fuckwits like Roger (another
Beautiful) I rarely had to deal with the situation on a face-to-face
basis.

What
I did dislike about Paul was the fact that in spite of his lanky good
looks, boyish charm and excellent fashion sense, he was as dumb as a
bag of hammers.

A
big bag. Filled with the heaviest, stupidest nail-pounding implements
that you can think of.

Paul
had consumed a glass and a half of wine and he was three sheets to
wind and giggling like an idiot. Again, because Paul’s a
Beautiful, he doesn’t have to worry about anything he might say
or do while he’s pissed out of his head. The founders would
just think it was cute and reflected an “exuberant and
life-affirming attitude that expresses our Mission Statement.”

I
was cool with all of that tonight. The music was nice and loud and
some vintage Stones was blasting out of some speakers somewhere.

I
was also coming to a diplomatic solution with the wine box. I would
agree to consume all of its contents in exchange for not telling the
world about its limitations as a vintage.

Paul
grabbed my wrist and yelled in my ear.

“Hey
guy!”

Obviously
this young man was not familiar with the concept of peaceful (and
quiet) coexistence.

“Hi
Paul,” I said.

“I
hear you belong to one of those weird religions!”

That
struck me as a rather surprising statement. I wasn’t much of a
practising anything since I was a teenager and I rarely described
theological issues at the office.

“What
do you mean, Paul?”

I
was probably assuming too much self-awareness on Paul’s part by
asking a question like that.

“I
hear you’re one of those Mormons!”

“Are
you calling me a moron, Paul?” I’d heard him all right, I
was just being difficult.

“No,
fuckwit! Mormon!”

At
that moment there was a pause in the music and I think absolutely
everyone was looking at me and Paul.

Awkward.

A
second later, the music resumed and everyone went back to regular
party behaviour.

“Where
did you hear that, Paul?”

Paul
giggled. Idiotically, of course. “Dorthea.”

Oh,
Christ. Dorthea. Another Beautiful.

Unlike
Paul, she was more evil than stupid. A few months earlier she had
cornered me in the coffee room.

“I
hear that you’re talking to some people about doing a research
plan for the Vatican Archives.”

“That’s
right,” I replied, looking for some actual milk for my tea.
“I’m really excited about it. They have some incredible
documents and objects.”

“So…”
Dorthea spoke very carefully. “…are you Catholic?”

My
impulse was to respond by saying: are you pathologically motivated to
ask inappropriate questions? However, I did remember that it was
probably very unwise to annoy Dorthea, she was pretty evil after all.
So all I said was:

“No,
I guess not.”

She
peered at me over the rim of her coffee cup with a calculating
expression. I swear I could hear sinister gears rattling around
inside her head.

“So,
what are you then?”

“I
guess you could say that I’m an agnostic,” I said,
feeling as though I was about to receive an unscheduled prostate
examination. “I mean, I believe that there’s a spiritual
side to life—”

“That’s
bullshit,” Dorthea said. “Everybody’s raised as
something.”

“Not
necessarily—”

“You
were raised as a…?” Dorthea’s tone was more
insistent than interested.

“My
family are Latter-day Saints,” I admitted.

“You’re
a Mormon?!”

Dorthea
laughed.

It
was a not a friendly, “let’s all celebrate our cultural
differences” laugh. It was more of a “you’re
goddamned lucky I don’t punch you in the throat, you fucking
heathen” laugh.

“That’s
right.” Now I felt like I had been recruited into my own
outing. “They’ve been LDS for generations, but as for
me—”

“Man,
that is so…” Dorthea shook her head and then used a
phrase in Italian which I later learned translated as “incredibly
white bread.”

All
in all it had not been my favourite coffee break.

Meanwhile
back at the party, I had another slug of wine.

Ah,
memories.

“Why
did Dorthea tell you that, Paul?”

Paul
laughed again. “I dunno! She told everybody!”

Then
I suddenly connected a few dots and realized why that Vatican
contract had suddenly dried up on me.

“She
did?” Yes, I know, there was an active office culture I hadn’t
been invited to, so I had no reason to be surprised.

Paul
shook his head. “I just can’t believe that you’re a
Mormon.”

I
wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult. What the
hell, I thought, let’s explore this a bit further. It can only
get worse.

“Why
do you say that, Paul?”

“Because
you’re not a dentist.”

“What?!”

I
think that was one of the most bizarre statements I’d ever
heard. I also think that a number of people heard me cry out that one
word, even over the music.

I
forced myself to calm down.

“Paul,
do you think you could you explain that statement?”

Paul
looked at me as if I was failing to understand something very
obvious. Then he shrugged.

“All
the Mormons I know are dentists.”

“They
are?”

Some
of the dentists I knew were Mormons and some of the Mormons I knew
were dentists. For some reason I started thinking about mathematical
paradoxes.

“Every
dentist I’ve had has been a Mormon,” Paul said. “Cal
Stewart, the dentist I go to now, he’s a Mormon.”

“How
do you know that?” I always thought that Paul was too stupid to
suffer from complex delusions but I thought I should at least probe
for some kind of empirical evidence here.

“His
dental diploma was issued by Brigham Young University.”

Okay,
that wasn’t absolutely conclusive proof but it was pretty
darned close.

“Excuse
me.”

That
was Sally’s voice. The overall weirdness of the conversation
had prevented me from noticing that she was standing next to me.

“Hello,
dear,” I said.

My
wife ignored me.

“Did
you say that you had a good dentist?”

That
actually wasn’t what Paul said but that detail didn’t
stop the flow of contact information.

Events
were now in motion. It would not be too much longer before I met Dr.
Calvin Ormstead Stewart.

*

As
I mentioned earlier, the only reason that Sally and I could even be
at that party was because we had actually managed to secure a
babysitter.

Babysitters
were quite a rare commodity in our part of town and this was proving
to be quite an inconvenience. When I was growing up we seemed to have
a babysitter over at least once, maybe twice a month.

My
parents were “dashing socialites” or as close as you get
in western Canada. Of course this was western Canada so maybe they
actually were dashing socialists.

Anyway,
Mom and Dad would regularly go take in a movie—the ones they
thought were too racy or serious for us kids. Stuff like Ship of
Fools, Satyricon or Bob and Ted and Carol and Alice.
Then, giggling I’m sure, they would scurry over to the Golden
Dragon for Chinese food which was considered High Bohemianism for the
Canadian Prairies in the 1960s.

They
loved it.

Babysitters
were an essential part of my parents’ mental health strategy.
It was good for me too, because the babysitter would let me eat
whatever I felt like, watch whatever I wanted to on TV, stay up as
long as I liked, and if she really trusted me she’d invite one
of her boyfriends over.

Some
clichés were true, and yes indeed, when this scenario played
out I was able to supplement my allowance by taking a bribe to go up
to my room and play with my Matt Mason and Captain Action dolls while
babysitter and boyfriend made out on my parents’ shag carpet.

What
was even better was when my babysitter would be feeling slightly
virtuous and didn’t send me out of the room. At that point the
boyfriend would sigh, stretch and smoke.

Since
ours was a Mormon household, albeit a pretty liberal one, seeing a
person smoke was about as common as seeing our cat kinetically
manipulate the lawn furniture. Sure, I’d seen lots of people
smoke on TV and in movies, but I figured that was all done with
mirrors and animated cartoons.

No.
The boyfriends (and sometimes the babysitter) smoked. For real. And
in three dimensions.

Honestly,
I never really wanted to smoke myself, I was simply fascinated by the
process of this seemingly magical blue haze streaming in and out of a
human body. If the boyfriend was particularly talented and was a bit
of a showman, he’d invariably start to blow smoke rings.

That
was a near transcendental experience for me.

So
cool…

Sally
and I’s experience as parents was playing out very differently.
We just could not find a goddamned babysitter!

At
first we just thought the demographics were working against us. Maybe
there just weren’t that many kids of babysitter age out there.

Sally
was sceptical.

“The
economy sucks right now,” she said. “There’s got to
be some kids out there who don’t want to risk death from an
exploding fry cooker.”

She
decided to start calling around the neighbourhood to test out this
theory. After a while, her half of the telephone conversations got
very interesting:

“No,
I don’t think I can prove that we don’t have a criminal
record.”

“I
promise you, there are no firearms or explosives in our home.”

“You
want us to submit to a drug test?”

“A
five hundred dollar deposit? Against your daughter’s safe
return?”

Sally
took most of this in her stride because she assumed that at least 85%
of the human species could be proven to be insane if only someone
could be bothered to do the appropriate tests.

One
telephone call did manage to get under that extraordinarily beautiful
and intelligent skin. In desperation, Sally called up an old friend
of hers who had a couple of teenage kids and lived in a neighbouring
city.

“Lynda!”
I heard her cry from the kitchen. “I can’t believe this!”

I
was at the dining room table, working on some back correspondence.

“What
do you mean we might be Satanists?!”

At
least Lynda didn’t suspect that we’d voted for the New
Democrats in the last provincial election.

“For
goodness’s sake, Lynda! We went to C.G.I.T. together!”

C.G.I.T.,
which was an abbreviation for Canadian Girls In Training, was a youth
organization operated by the United Church of Canada. As far as I
know, they hardly ever dabbled in witchcraft or any other variations
of the dark arts.

Sally
hung up. Rather noisily.

I
heard her open and close the refrigerator door.

Again,
rather noisily.

She
walked into the room with a bottle of beer in one hand.

“That
didn’t sound very promising,” I said quietly.

Sally
sighed and sucked back one-third of the bottle.

“I
really don’t remember her as such a psycho when we were in high
school,” Sally said.

“We’re
in an unusual social climate right now,” I said, looking up
from my antique Tandy WP-2 Portable Word Processor. At that point in
time that cute little device was just about completely obsolete but I
could still download files to other machines.

“Fuck,”
Sally said. She sat down heavily in the easy chair. “I really
want to see that concert.”

I
nodded. We were both huge Moody Blues fans. What was odd about that
was the fact that we had completely missed them in the sixties and
seventies. It wasn’t until I discovered their stuff when the
Richview Public Library was selling off its vinyl collections back in
1990. I bought a copy of Long Distance Voyager and The Gift
for 50 cents each, played them for Sally and we’d been fans
ever since. I suspect that our oldest was conceived the afternoon we
first heard Sur Le Mur.

It’s
beautiful record. Listen to it. Use contraception if you don’t
want to start a family.

Our
youngest, Nathan, who was about 18 months old at the time, stood up.
He had just finished destroying his big brother’s Thomas the
Tank Engine track installation and he was staggering in his
mother’s direction. Our child had a determined look in his eye.

I
looked down at that little green screen on the WP-2. It was a report
on what steps I was going to take to ensure the safety of my
co-workers in our place of employment. You know the kind of thing,
calling up escorts to take people to the parking lot; making sure
that potentially vulnerable staff weren’t left alone at the
building at night; agreeing to put my penis in a safety deposit box
every Monday morning to ensure that I didn’t go on a spree of
murder or rape during the course of the week.

Our
son was now at Sally’s feet and was working his way up her
shins toward her knees. I’d taken that journey myself; it was
almost always a lot of fun.

Maybe
I was over-reacting about the social climate in southern Ontario. If
that was so, then just about everyone else in the province was doing
the same thing.

A
few years earlier there had been a high profile sex murder trial in
Toronto. A young man and his wife (not that much younger than Sally
and me) were accused of luring teenagers to their home, sexually
assaulting them, videotaping these attacks, and then dissecting their
victims in terrible ways.

Now
our son was on Sally’s lap. She was aware of this affectionate
invasion but she did not allow it to distract her from her bottle of
beer. I admired her sense of proportion.

I
also admired her proportions. We were married, I got to do that.

What
made people crazy was the fact that there was a complete news
blackout. Apparently the videotapes of the crimes were so horrific
that the Provincial Supreme Court was afraid that it was impossible
to select an impartial jury if these details got out.

Maybe
yes, maybe no.

I
do know that in the absence of any real information, people’s
imaginations got rather over-active. They started seeing rapists, sex
slaves, serial killers and homicidal Satanic cults waiting for them
at every other bus stop. People were almost paralyzed with fear by
the sudden awareness of the iconic evil that our species was capable
of.

Our
son was finally up onto my wife’s lap and happily manipulating
her breasts. Since Sally was still nursing him it seemed like a
pretty logical thing for him to be doing.

What
seemed truly odd to me about the public reaction to the now
semi-secret murder trial was that many people were acting much more
frightened after the most likely suspects had been
apprehended. Was this another reaction to the manifestation of near
absolute evil? Or was it just the collective unconscious of the
province slamming the door shut after the devil’s horse had
just escaped from the stable?

In
any case, even three years later, it was a bad climate for trying to
hire someone from the main category of victims to come over to your
house for most of the evening.

Even
though I intellectually accepted the universal benefits of
breastfeeding, I did find it a little unsettling as I watched my
toddler son deftly undo my wife’s blouse, pull the fabric of
her bra off of her breast and start sucking away on her nipple.

This
was pretty much exactly what I liked to do when I was that close to
Sally. However, the circumstances and my motives were somewhat
different. Unless you are a strict Freudian, in which case the
motives are almost identical.

It
was Sally’s connection to her drink that gave the moment its
truly magnificent splendour. As my son was taking comfort and
nourishment from her breast, my wife knocked back the last of her
bottle of beer.

Canadian
Madonna and Child.

If
only I could have thought of a way to get us to that Moody Blues
concert, then everything would have been perfect.
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“Are
you okay with this morning’s drill?”

I
nodded at Cal, briefly wondering how a guy who never touched coffee
could manage so well even though he’d had no sleep at all last
night.

“I
can always stop at Timmy’s on the way back if I need something
to keep me alert at the wheel.”

Cal
frowned.

“I’m
sure you would find the inner resources you need if you kept the Word
of Wisdom.”

“Think
of it as medicinal use of caffeine,” I said.

Cal
still wasn’t smiling.

I
changed out of my mall-ninja gear into a pair of pin-striped golfing
pants, some white and green Adidas and a nice, light beige
windbreaker. After zipping up the jacket, I gave Cal a ‘thumbs-up’
and walked out of his office.

The
police would have found the bodies of the dead teenagers by now and
would have recognized the M.O. as fast as we did. With a regular
homicide, I mean where people are responsible for killing
other people, the whole mall would have been closed down; the place
would be liberally decorated with waist-high yellow tape and there’d
be cops and journalists all over.

Not
with this kind of case.

The
S.O.P. for at least three different city administrations was to
completely seal off the immediate site, destroy the bodies and say
absolutely nothing to anybody. After a few years the mayor’s
office and the police department had gotten quite good at this
procedure. In fact, so good that Cal and his people weren’t
even sure if there was any kind of criminal investigation files kept
on these cases anymore.

While
the cops were busy playing Secret Squirrel, so were Cal and I. Just
in case there was some kind of ongoing investigation, it was
essential that there were no links between me, Cal and last night’s
operation.

There
was also an outside chance that if the Hive was feeling a little
bolder than usual they might have someone around to look into who had
tried to hit them.

Some
low-budget subterfuge was needed.

I
had to blend into Sherway Mall’s early morning crowd. You know
about the mall-walkers, right? The people with bad hearts and high
blood pressure whose doctors have told them to take up walking as an
exercise?

They
start coming in around 6:30 a.m., long before the shops open, and
start doing laps along the cloverleaf corridors. By 7:00 a.m. there’s
got to be at least a hundred of them trudging along in the mall.

Phase
One of the morning’s drill began.

I
waited for a pack of five not-too-fit looking ones waddle by, then I
stepped out from behind a lottery booth, snapped into a speed-walking
posture and marched up from behind.

“Morning
folks!” I chimed.

Most
of the pack’s responses were reasonably cheerful. The oldest
guy in the group, must have been at least 92, quickly dropped into
position behind me. I think I heard him mutter, “fuck off.”

I
liked him already.

I
did a couple of circuits of the cloverleaves, moving from pack to
pack, exchanging chatter about the weather (which most mall-walkers
have very limited knowledge of); why taxes are so fiendishly high in
this country; and why isn’t the government spending more on
health care for seniors?

After
about 40 minutes I waved goodbye to my latest company of fellow
striders and speed walked out of the southwest entrance and
half-dashed to the main bus stop where you can catch transport to
either Toronto or to the neighbouring city of Mississauga. I’d
rather be taking a No. 15 or 110 into Toronto. If I did that, in less
than half an hour I’d get a transfer onto the subway and 15
minutes later I’d be at my place.

That
is not how Phase Two of the drill was going to work. My objective
today was to reinforce the appearance that Cal was nothing more than
a successful but essentially typical dentist. He is therefore
affluent. He is married, but in spite of his LDS heritage, he only
has one wife. His wife (Cheryl) and he have an indeterminate number
of blonde children (I could never figure out the exact number). He
owns two vehicles. One is a sedan, reasonably recent vintage. The
other is a mini-van with a lot of seats for transporting children.
Cal also has a big house in the suburbs.

All
of this means that I must venture into monster house country.

I
walked over to the near side of the bus stop, stood under an odd
angular orange sign and waited for the Mississauga bus.
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With
the challenge of securing the perfect (i.e. available) babysitter
successfully achieved, I was about to be engaged in a rather artful
game of “dentist dodging.”

Whenever
the kids had an appointment, Sally always arranged for me to pick
them up. I knew what she was doing. She did not want to directly
intercede in my doings but she wanted me in the vicinity of the
dentist so that I would take the initiative and make an appointment
on my own.

This
was just a challenge.

I
had to find some way of not making an appointment but in a way that I
had a credible and irreproachable excuse when Sally “just
happened” to ask me about it. Furthermore, I had to have a new
excuse for every trip. I was getting pretty good at this and even
developed a menu of reliable strategies:

“Friendly
Neighbour”–required getting the receptionist so involved
in telling you all about her kids that she forgot to ask you if you
wanted to make an appointment.

“Vacation
Envy”–was a variation of the first ploy. My clue was the
fact that one of the receptionists always had a great tan. So the
thing to do was to ask her where she had gone her last vacation. The
art here was to keep her going by regularly stating how much you
wished you were free to go on great trips like that. Again, so much
conversation that the appointment just doesn’t come up.

“Just-In
Time”–a tough one because if the traffic to Sherway Mall
is just little worse than usual then the logistics go all to hell and
the kids are waiting for you at the office and then dinner’s
going to be late and then there’s lots of annoyance on the home
front all around. High risk but great payoff if successful. J.I.T. is
unassailable because everyone’s been there. Traffic was heavy,
you got here a bit later than you expected but you just made it. You
swoop in, grab the kids and swoop your kids to wherever they are
supposed to be next. As I said, very tricky but very effective.

We
are a clever species but perhaps not quite clever enough. I was able
to defer the event but the inevitable happened.

That’s
why they call it inevitable.

A
toothache.

The
pain wasn’t as volcanic as the sensations from the Wisdom Teeth
Incident or as transformative as the Singapore Hot Tooth Syndrome,
but as toothaches go, it was distinctly visible on the Ouch Horizon.

I
didn’t go crawling to Dr. Cal right away. I forestalled the
appointment by working my way through the medicine cabinet with
substances to dull the ache. Stop-gap measure of course.

“Did
you take the last of the Tylenol #1?” I heard Sally yell from
the bathroom.

I
had made a near-fatal error by downing the last of our best
painkillers just as Sally was ramping up for a really bad period. I
had been found out and the Domestic Detective was not particularly
sympathetic.

“Go
and make the goddamned appointment to see the dentist!”

I
didn’t want pain anywhere else in my body so I called Dr. Cal’s
office almost immediately. Fortunately they were able to fit me in on
the same day.

Then
more retribution as my evasion strategies backfired. I sat in the
office as the receptionist went on for an eternity talking about her
dumb-ass vacation in Las Vegas.

For
some reason she thought I was interested.
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The
vehicles and routes of the Toronto Transit Commission and Mississauga
Transit intersect at several points at the westernmost edges of
Toronto.

The
two public transportation systems can be said to cooperate with each
other, in say the same way that the United States and the former
Soviet Union used to team up during the Cold War. That is to say that
the drivers don’t actually roll down their windows and shoot at
each other, but there is a definite sense of tension and they offer
qualitatively different experiences.

The
Mississauga buses roll through the TTC stops with the speed and
attentiveness of a West German in the 1960s trying to get through
Checkpoint Charlie.

And
you just know that when an ancient TTC streetcar clanks to a stop at
that old 1910 Long Branch barn of a station, one of those low-slung,
high speed Mississauga buses would like to take out one of those
electrical antiques with a low altitude stinger missile.

I
knew which side of the Wall I had to be on. I was sitting on those MT
plastic orange seats and heading up Hurontario Street. We’d
just passed Mississauga City Hall and the Living Arts Centre. These
were two of my favourite bits of ugly regional architecture. The
buildings looked like someone had combined the structural DNA of a
large box of Lego, Orwell’s Ministry of Truth, a distillery
warehouse, a maximum security prison and the headquarters of
Colossus: The Forbin Project.

Unlike
many Torontonians, I like Mississauga a lot, but that’s because
I have an eccentric sense of humour. Much of the city is urban
null-space, one to three storey strip malls combined with
multi-drivewayed homes set along suburban streets that looked like
mutated nautilus shells from the air.

Cal
and his family lived in a place near the centre of one of those
nautilus streets. At least there was a sidewalk on this one. Some of
those neighbourhoods didn’t have sidewalks—which was a
strong indication that some city planner felt that if you wanted to
get around in this part of town you really ought to be doing so in a
car.

Most
of the Mississauga Transit vehicles were so long that they couldn’t
negotiate all those curly roadways so they only travelled up the few
straight roads—the city’s central access ways. This urban
planning decision meant that I had to get off at an intersection
where a Chuck E. Cheese’s was diagonally positioned from a
rather dodgy looking massage parlour, and walk another three and a
half miles to Cal’s house.

Once
there, I was supposed to let myself in through the back door. Cal’s
wife would be busy feeding and grooming their children for school.

Cheryl
would know that I would be coming but I was not to greet her, or even
see her. I was to head directly downstairs and change into some of
Cal’s clothes: probably some beige pants, brown hush puppies, a
blue shirt with a button-down collar and navy blue sports coat. It
was a little like just rearranging the colour scheme of my
mall-walker clothes.

Cheryl
always shopped for Cal’s clothes at Eaton’s, which was
one of the anchor stores at Sherway. Everything she bought was Pierre
Cardin which always felt like an odd compromise between complete
conventionality and high fashion.

This
was quite a calculated statement on Cheryl’s part. Cal’s
practice was in a high-fashion mall and the PC wardrobe at least
suggested that he was clued into this but that he was still a very
practical guy.

Exactly
what you want in your dentist.

I
always liked Cardin clothes because that’s one of the few lines
that seems to understand that there are some men who weigh more than
85 pounds and some of those guys have love handles.

Like
me.

Pierre
Cardin’s shirts always seemed to hide those fat deposits rather
well.

Then
the plan was for me to walk upstairs to the garage, slip on a straw
hat and get behind the wheel of his sedan and put on some sunglasses.

If
the traffic is good I’m off to Hurontario and onto the Queen
Elizabeth Way in just over 20 minutes and after another 15 minutes I
should be pulling into the northwest parking lot of Sherway Gardens.
Two minutes later, it looks like Dr. Cal Stewart is walking into the
mall with his keys out and getting ready to open up his office.

If
anybody’s watching, it just looks like he’s come in for a
regular day’s work of drilling, filling and pulling. No
suggestion at all of any encounters with the undead.

Phase
Four:

Still
in Cal-guise, I will turn on the lights. Boot up the computer and
head into the inner office.

Cal
and I will then change clothes. If there’s any issue of my B.O.
all over his shirt, I doubt very much that he will say anything.

The
receptionist will come in a little more than half an hour later. She
will see me sitting in one of the examination chairs with her boss
poking the usual lights and implements into my mouth. She will check
her computer and see that I’m a last-minute write-in for an
early morning appointment.

After
a while, I’ll rinse and spit, get out of the chair and head out
into the lobby. The receptionist will smile sympathetically at me and
I’ll make a cash payment because I don’t have insurance
these days.

Then
it will be back to the bus stop but this time I’ll go to the
other side of the street and catch a TTC bus. Soon I’ll be at a
subway station and in 15 minutes I’ll be at my apartment.

Phase
Five:

My
personal mission plan is to sleep for a week or so.

That
was the original plan anyway. There were going to be some variations
in the schedule.

I
knew this immediately when the MT bus stopped in front of Dixie Value
Mall and Sally got on.

Or
at least something wearing Sally’s face.

I
knew that such a thing was at least theoretically possible but I
thought it was either unwise or incredibly arrogant for the Hive to
do this so close to where she used to live.

Of
course, you have to have been married to that face to be able to
recognize it now. It was definitely a different look for Sally. For
one thing, her hair was now at country western singer proportions and
the makeup was right out of Showgirls.

I
don’t recall Sally wearing anything higher than two inch heels,
but this individual was sporting stilettos that were at least six
inches. She was navigating the central aisle of the bus like a pro.

Pro.

I
immediately tried to strike that word from my mind.

At
this point every male on the bus (and a couple of females) who
weren’t dead or comatose were watching “Sally” find
a place to sit. It might have had something to do with the way her
jeans and halter-top seemed to have been applied with spray paint.
The word “HUSTLER” spelled out in rhinestones across her
ass was also a particularly interesting touch.

She
was carrying a shopping bag from the La Senza discount warehouse
store at Dixie Mall. Because a basic knowledge of local street
fashion was needed for my new job, I knew that this outlet was where
a lot of strippers and hookers got dress-up clothes.

This
woman’s outfit revealed so much of her personal topography that
I could tell that this individual may have Sally’s face but not
what I remember of her body. Perhaps there had been some surgical
intervention.

Intervention.
Not improvement.






1997

Sally
drove me to my first appointment with Dr. Calvin Stewart. I told her
that the pain wasn’t that bad and that I could manage the car
myself.

“That’s
okay,” she said as she opened the door of the Ford and got
behind the wheel. “I need to pick up some clothes for the boys
anyway.” We had a kid-free hour window courtesy of Lucille
which Sally was going to exploit to the fullest.

“At
Sherway?” I said as I eased myself into the passenger seat.
“You feel like paying an extra 200%?”

“The
clothes at Gap for Kids cost more but they last longer.”

“Uh,
huh.” I felt the seat belt enclose me. The toothache was
sapping my debating skills.

Sally
smiled and turned the ignition. “So it works out cheaper in the
end.”

“Uh,
huh.”

Dr.
Stewart was your stereotypical LDS: six feet tall, short blond hair
(going a little grey), light blue shirt with button down collar,
light beige trousers—probably a Pierre Cardin knock-off of a
Docker’s line.

I
couldn’t see what kind of shoes he was wearing from my position
in the examination chair.

“Hello,
Mr. Percy.”

“Hi.
Ouch.”

I
was afraid that the next things that would come out of his mouth was
an invitation to shoot a few hoops, then ride our ten speeds over to
the Dairy Queen and talk about our favourite passages from the
Doctrine and Covenants.

When
I was a teenager I used to worry that this was how other people saw
me. I needn’t have worried. It was exactly how other
people saw me.

“You’re
having some trouble with a toothache?” he asked.

At
that point none of my ethnic fears mattered anymore. I soon learned
what was truly important about Dr. Stewart.

He
was observant, he was fast and he had the fingers of an angel. In
just over two minutes he swung the lamp away from my mouth. “You’ve
got a pretty bad cavity on one of your molars.”

In
less than a minute he had slipped in the needle with the local
anaesthetic. I barely felt the pressure in my gums.

In
just over ten minutes he had cleaned out the cavity and filled it in.

With
no pain.

In
other words, Dr. Stewart was/is an extremely good dentist.

My
relief at how well this procedure went eclipsed any irritation I
might have experienced with the possibility that Paul the Beautiful
might be right about something.

As
I was standing in the lobby filling out forms (because I did have
insurance back then) Cal came out with a prescription pad in one
hand. He gave me a small piece of paper with some very cryptic
writing on it. Dentists’ handwriting is just about as bad as
doctors’.

“I’d
like you to get a blood test,” he said.

“A
blood test?” I asked. “For a toothache?”

“No,”
Dr. Stewart replied. “You may have a rare infection just below
your gum line.”

“Rare
infection?”

I
didn’t like the sound of that.

Cal
smiled. It wasn’t a very convincing smile, but maybe that was
just his manner.

“It’s
minor.”

“Minor?”

He
nodded.

“But
rare.”

*

I
had a heck of a time scheduling that blood test.

When
I tried to book additional time off, Martha, our HR director, called
me into her office.

“I’m
not sure the company plan will cover this,” she said.

“Let’s
try and see what happens,” I replied. I noticed a new book on
Martha’s desk, How to Deal with Difficult People. I’m
sure she ordered it with me in mind.

Martha
sighed. “What the hell for? Your tooth doesn’t hurt any
more does it?”

“Yeah,
but my dentist’s office keeps calling me up.”

“They’re
just looking for more billable work.”

Not
everyone is as unethical as us, I thought.

“My
wife would really like me to get the test,” I said. Sometimes
the spouse card worked with Martha.

Martha
leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “You know, when
you older employees put in all these claims, you’re just
driving up the rates for the rest of us.”

Did
I mention that Martha was one of the Beautifuls?

At
least on the outside. In terms of attitude and behaviour, she was far
from beautiful. A first-class bitch.

I
lost the argument. Really lost it.

Eventually
I had to go in for the tests on my own nickel and so early in the
morning that HR and Senior Management couldn’t complain about
any lost time at the office.

Anyway,
I had to get up at 4:30 a.m. because it turned out I had to go to one
of what Dr. Stewart’s office called their “Central Labs”
which was up north of the city.

Central
to what? I wondered.

I
actually called his office to complain and find out if there was
somewhere closer to my house. Just as the receptionist was about say:
“Yes, that’s fine please go to X alternative place,”
Dr. Stewart cuts in on the line:

“Mr.
Percy, I don’t want to alarm you but because this is a very
rare condition we’re looking for, there’s really only one
facility in the region that has the necessary equipment.”

I
really didn’t like the sound of that.

“What
exactly are we looking for, Dr. Stewart?”

“Something
that’s likely to be a nuisance to you later on,” he
replied. “But nothing to worry about.”

I’m
sure Dr. Stewart was smiling, very unconvincingly, on the other end
of the line.

“Then
why the special equipment?”

“The
infection, if that’s what it is, can be kind of tricky to pick
up.”

“It
can?”

“I
just don’t want you to have to go through the tests more than
once.”

This
whole matter was starting to sound like it belonged in the
Pain-in-the-Ass File.

“Doctor,
what happens if we just put the test on hold for a while? Maybe take
a wait and see stance?”

Dr.
Stewart coughed and there was a bit of a pause. “I understand
that you’ve experienced Hot Tooth Syndrome?”

My
mouth went dry. “Yes.”

“I’m
sure that you would like to avoid that condition in the future.”

“Yes.”
I would have driven all the way to Singapore to avoid a repeat of
that experience, so maybe getting up at four in the morning wasn’t
so bad.

At
least the traffic was going to be easy that time of day.

I
tend to notice architecture. You’ve probably figured that out
already.

The
Zion Laboratories building looked like it was designed by Arthur
Erikson on mushrooms. Lots of elegant concrete and glass that start
out looking pretty normal but then they get stacked on top of each
other.

And
stacked.

And
stacked.

And
stacked.

The
Lab was a pretty big place.

The
Lab personnel had a really good work ethic. It was just coming up on
6:00 a.m. and most of the lights were on. Or maybe the company just
didn’t care about energy conservation.

Some
nice people in white and blue uniforms greeted me at the front desk.
Then one of them guided me to an elevator and we went down what
seemed like a few thousand levels, then the doors opened and we
walked down a corridor that looked like it belonged in that movie The
Andromeda Strain.

“This
is quite the place,” I said to the young lady who was escorting
me. I couldn’t decide if she looked incredibly healthy or was a
very well-made android.

“We
do a lot of important research here.” My escort was tall and
blonde. I decided that she was not an android but a female clone of
Dr. Cal. Or maybe a fraternal twin sister if you didn’t want to
get all science fictiony about it.

It
was hard not to feel all science fictiony. The room she left me in
was more of that seamless early Michael Crichton motif and the tech
who came in to take the blood sample was wearing something out of
Star Trek: TNG. She was also wielding a hypodermic needle that
must have been powered by at least eight pneumatic tubes.

“Are
you sure you’re in the right room?” I asked. “I’m
just in here for a gum infection test.”

The
lab tech smiled. “This does look pretty imposing, doesn’t
it?” She pressed the end of the hypo against the inside of my
elbow. “The equipment here is ultra-sterile.”

“So
I’m not at risk of getting pregnant?”

I
know, it was a dumb joke but the lab tech smiled anyway.

“It
improves the accuracy of the tests.”

There
was absolutely no pain. Just like when I was in the dentist’s
chair with Dr. Cal. I sat there and watched as a three inch glass
cylinder filled itself with my blood.

“There
we go.”

The
lab tech put a small bandage on my inner elbow and tilted my upper
arm towards the ceiling.

“Just
hold that there,” she said.

“Can
I go now?” I asked.

The
lab tech pressed a switch on the wall and the door slid open.

“You
should wait,” she said.

“Wait?”
This was weird, usually it took at least a week for the results of a
blood test to come in.

“Sure.”
She smiled at me again. “It will only take a little while.”

Then
she was gone.

After
about half an hour another tech came in and apologized for the delay.

“Our
super computer is kind of busy this morning.”

Super
computer?

The
new lab tech pressed another wall switch and a panel slid open
revealing a large TV screen.

“Why
don’t you watch a movie?” she suggested.

“A
movie?” It was 7:15 in the morning. I wasn’t used to
being entertained at that time of the day.

“We
have lots of Disney, but if you have kids I bet you see all of those
at home,” she said.

“Oh,
yeah.”

“There’s
also It’s a Wonderful Life, Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington… and I think You Can’t Take It With
You.”

Somebody
at Zion Laboratories was a Jimmy Stewart fan.

That
was fine with me. I selected Channel 17 which was showing Harvey—one
of my all-time favourites. I was about halfway through it, at the
point when they’re threatening to commit poor old Jimmy when
they showed up with the test results.

The
first lab tech and another Cal clone (this one male) walked in.

“Mr.
Percy?”

“That’s
still me.”

The
new clone held a piece of paper in his hand.

“I’m
afraid the test is positive.”

I
paused the video. Jimmy Stewart froze midway through explaining
something to an empty barstool.

“Is
it serious?” I asked. “I thought it was supposed to be
just a mild infection.”

The
male clone looked at the female one.

“Sure,”
he said. He handed me a small plastic bottle filled with pills. “It
would be good if you could take these right away.”

“Do
I need a prescription for these?” Argh, more expense!

“Dr.
Stewart will call it in later this morning.”

“He
will?”

“Yes.”

“What
is this going to cost me?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”
I’m sure my doubt shone right through.

The
female clone smiled at me. “These are samples.”

The
male clone took the bottle away from me, opened it, shook two pills
onto the palm of his hand and gave them to me. The female clone
passed me a paper cup full of water.

“You
need to take these right now.”

This
was happening just a little too fast for me.

“I
don’t even know what these are!”

“The
message from Dr. Stewart mentioned something about Hot Tooth
Syndrome?”

I
took the pills as fast as I could.

*

Lucille
seemed to have everything under control when we got back from the
movies.

I’m
not sure what the movie was or even if was any good. I was still too
thrilled by raw experience of actually getting out of the house for a
few hours and seeing something that wasn’t associated with
anything that I had to do for work. They could have been shining a
flashlight on the wall and doing shadow puppets for all I cared.

As
a serious appreciator of the cinematic arts I was an excellent judge
of popcorn. The absolute best popcorn was served at the second run
discount theatres, notably the Kingsway and the Bloor cinemas. I
would sit through some of the most inane art house crap just for the
chance to suck back some of their hot corn.

The
next best was the stuff they served at Cinesphere, IMAX Theatre No.
1, at Ontario Place. As some of you may agree, the interest value of
IMAX films can be a little variable (To Fly! To Swim! To Walk! To
Snore!) but it was always really great when the theatre
management would dust off some 70 MM prints of classic films and show
them on that gorgeous huge screen with stadium seating. You have to
see Alien or Lawrence of Arabia on a screen like that.

You
really do. It’s your fundamental cinematic right.

Now
the popcorn at Cinesphere was also quite cheap and that was because
it was a socialist snack. Ontario Place was subsidized by the
provincial government and if the quality of the popcorn was any
indication then I felt that my tax dollars were being well spent.

The
first run theatres, the ones that charged you the most for
everything, come third in the popcorn race. It wasn’t bad but
they had trouble with the salt-starch gradient. And for god’s
sake, do not ask for the “butter” topping. It’s
not butter. It’s not even organic. It’s like that black
oil that used to ooze into people’s eyes in X-Files
episodes, except that it isn’t black, it’s an icky clear
yellow colour. Reminds me of robot snot.

Over
the years, the first run theatres have made enormous strides in
improving the quality of their popcorn. Sadly, there’s been a
corresponding rise in the price of the product and frankly I hardly
go to those movies anymore.

My
priorities have changed somewhat.

Never
mind. That night I was happy. I think Sally was too. We didn’t
seem too tired, so the evening might get even better now that the
film was over and we were home.

Lucille
looked up from the array of textbooks that she’d laid out on
our dining room table.

“Hello,
Mr. and Mrs. Percy.”

Sally
smiled as I removed her coat and hung it up. Sally was already
letting me undress her. This could be a promising trend.

“Did
the boys behave themselves?” Sally asked.

Lucille
smiled. “Little angels.”

“You
sure those are our kids?” I asked.

Lucille
seemed to be a little literal minded so that was the sort of question
that she might find a little disorienting.

Sally
added: “Are they asleep?”

Lucille
nodded. “They watched Dumbo and went to bed at 9:30.”
She started packing her books into her backpack. “George got up
for a glass of milk about an hour later.”

“Wonderful.”
Sally turned around and put her coat back on. Crap, I thought.

“I’ll
give you a ride home,” Sally said.

What
I really hated about the situation was it was exactly what we needed
to do. In the current climate of community anxiety we couldn’t
send her home on her own and the optics were a lot better if Sally
was doing the driving.

“Are
you sure, Mrs. Percy?” Lucille asked as she put her jacket on.
“The boys were so little trouble I feel badly about charging
you.”

“Don’t
be silly,” Sally said before I could explore this interesting
option.

When
Sally returned home she discovered me lounging on the living room
couch dressed only in silk boxer shorts and a black Harley Davidson
T-shirt. I was hoping to look irresistibly sexy although I knew that
my appearance was going to raise a few questions.

“Where
did you get that shirt?” Sally had that dangerous ‘discovery
of unauthorized purchase’ look. “Did you go shopping?”

I
shook my head. “I found it.”

“Found
it? Where?”

I
smiled, being a somewhat evil bastard.

“Under
one of the couch cushions. About 10 minutes ago.”

“Is
that Lucille’s shirt?”

“Maybe,”
I said. “But it’s a man’s shirt and its six sizes
too big for her. Even if she wears things super baggy.”

“What’s
that shirt doing here?” Sally knew, she just didn’t want
to think about the implications of this wearable artifact.

“I
think it’s quite possible that was a young man here tonight.”

“And
he took his shirt off?”

Come
on, Sally, you can do it…

“And
it looks like he had to leave before he had time to put it back on.”

Sally
frowned. “How are we going to return it to him?”

“We’re
not.”

I
stretched out and hoped that I was distracting my wife with my
alluring bad-boy look.

“I
figure this shirt is mine now.”






Let’s
take a break and talk about Sherway Gardens Mall and Sally and my
relationship with the place.

When
we moved to the area we were apartment dwellers. Small apartment
dwellers. Rather we dwelled in small apartments. Sally and I were
pretty much normal sized. Bathroom, living/dining room and a bedroom.
The bedroom was all the luxury we could afford.

I
was a newly hired government employee (notice I didn’t say
‘rising’) and Sally was a graduate student. This meant
that together we had about $1.50 at the end of the month to have fun
with.

At
that point Sherway was exactly what we needed. It had two competing
supermarkets, a drug store and a sizable hardware store. All of it
under one big roof. Extremely useful if you were in nest building
mode with a low budget. Especially on cold winter days and you didn’t
own a car.

There
were some other shops and services which weren’t necessities
but it was enjoyable to poke your nose in and look around. There was
a pet shop (an excellent source of free entertainment); a food court
that always had something really cheap and really bad for you (i.e.
really good); a budget one-hour photo shop and three stereo
retailers. These were real stereos—those big suburban rec-room
blasters that had gigantic speakers, scary looking amplifiers, double
cassette decks and turntables the size of a Cadillac’s steering
wheel. Some of the high-end systems were equipped with these
experimental things called “compact disc players” but I
didn’t really understand what they were. Sally probably did.

All
of this was serious transformational technology. When you bought one
of these systems you were supposed to set them in the middle of the
nicest room in your home, burn down half of your furniture to make
space for the speakers, carefully, ever so carefully, place a vinyl
analog-inscribed plate onto the turntable, flip on the power, lower
the lights and settle into a really comfortable chair. Then you would
sip some wine or inhale some cannabis (so I’m told) and listen.

That’s
all you did. You relaxed and listened to your music.

It
was fantastic.

I
hadn’t been able to afford a leisure time experience since I
moved out of my parents’ place. As it was, Sally and I were
stuck using my old Viking component stereo from the bargain basement
at Eaton’s. That thing was older than Devo. Maybe the Bay City
Rollers.

The
turntable was a bit wonky so it made everything in my record
collection sound inebriated. The best use of the Viking was picking
up FM radio stations and playing 8 track tapes. I was annoyed by the
fact that we couldn’t buy any new recordings until Sally
pointed out how much we were saving on our entertainment budget.

Speaking
of which, Sherway had a few places which Sally and I classified as
“dens of temptation” which meant that we loved to go
inside but we knew that we really shouldn’t. The “Music
on Wheels” and “Sam the Record Man” would have
fallen into this category except that they were mostly stocking
cassettes back then and the Viking couldn’t play them. However,
there was a bookstore that was a very evil place for both of us to be
in. There was also a combination board game and comic book shop. I
was in for a very frosty time indeed if Sally caught me in there.

Now
her consumer weak-point was the garden supply shop and nursery. Sally
loved flowers in particular and growing things in general and every
time we walked past that place she really wanted to extract something
that lived in a pot. Actually, most of what they sold there was a lot
cheaper than what you’d find in the comic book shop. The
difficulty was the spatial reality of living in a small one-bedroom
apartment. Very soon there was a leafy population explosion on every
shelf and window sill.

Never
mind. If having too many houseplants was a problem then it was a
pretty agreeable problem.

Agreeable.

Happy.

Those
are the kinds of words I associate with our time at Sherway Gardens
Mall back then. It was a more rustic and utilitarian place and it was
a lot of fun for us to go there and do some of the basics of
subsistence.

Rattling
through the nails and screws in the hardware store, looking for ways
to hang some pictures or build more shelves for all those potted
plants. Rolling down the aisles of one of the supermarkets collecting
ingredients for some new recipe. Standing outside the mall on a
December night waiting for the bus to come and take us back to our
micro-apartment. We had just got our first Christmas tree at the
nursery and I was watching snow steadily collect on the tree and
Sally’s hat. I also wondered how we were going to wedge all
this festive growth on and off the bus. I was also noticing how
beautiful my wife was.

It
was mostly supplies from Sherway Gardens that permitted us the
Saturday night mental health treatments that got us through our first
winter.

Wearing
the budget skates and socks from Canadian Tire we would trudge over
to the nearest outdoor skating rink and fall on our asses for 60 or
90 minutes or so. After that we would go to a coffee shop and split a
very gooey doughnut over huge mugs of hot chocolate.

One
more briefish midwinter’s journey and we would be back at the
apartment watching old movies on the educational channel on our
12-inch black & white set that we picked up from an ad posted at
the Sherway Gardens food court. That was before it morphed into an
upscale high-fashion mall. When it was actually a useful place.

Over
the ensuing years, our financial and professional situations
improved. Perhaps not as quickly or as completely as we might have
liked but we did get access to more essential and more disposable
income. We moved to a bigger apartment, bought a used Dodge Omni
(hey, it was a really fun car for the six weeks that it lasted) and
we even started saving for a house.

We
also decided that we needed to replace my ancient Viking stereo with
one of those monster units we always saw on sale at the AV shops at
Sherway. We thought we might even get one with those “new-fangled”
CD players.

On
that fateful day, we wheeled/nursed the Omni into the parking lot
(week six had definitely passed by a long time ago) and walked in
through the southwest entrance. As we pushed open the big green-glass
doors, we had the first indication that the retail aspect of our
lives was going to change forever. There was a huge multi-coloured
banner stretched across the main atrium. The banner read:

“THE
MAGIC IS COMING”


















CHAPTER THREE

In
which the pursuit of a mysterious face continues; we learn of the
qualities of the perfect babysitter; the relationship with Dr. Calvin
Stewart grows more complex; and we discover an unusual perspective on
the history of shopping malls.
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Change
of plans.

Too
bad that I had forgotten to pay my cell phone bill, now I couldn’t
call Cal and tell him.

I
may have recognized “Sally” but she didn’t give any
indication that she knew me. Maybe this was because I was still in my
mall-walker outfit but I was pretty sure it was just evidence that
this was just Sally’s face that I was dealing with.

To
my mild surprise there was no new construction on Hurontario, so
there were no detours and as a result the bus was roaring straight
north past the City Hall plaza towards the Square One Shopping
Complex.

Square
One and Dixie Outlet Mall have very different clientele, as does
Sherway Gardens. Even so, SQ1 and Dixie have potential, if not
active, roles in the Hive’s long-range objectives.

They’re
shopping malls, of course they do.

Square
One and Dixie must be at least between 40-60% larger than Sherway and
their images are not nearly as upmarket.

Dixie
Outlet Mall is barely designed at all. It’s just a series of
warehouse structures linked by a series of equally box-like corridors
and atriums. Lots to eat in the food court but nothing all that
exotic and all the seating is very basic. They don’t want you
sitting around too long when you should be out there buying
something.

Dixie
doesn’t have too many dollar stores but there’s a few no
frill places and lots and lots of wholesale outlets of major chains:
clothing, appliances and lots of entertainment products. The
underlying message was definitely: “Cheap, good and plenty of
it.” Dixie would be useful to the Hive as constant source of
cheap but effective materials, like “Sally’s”
stripper gear from the La Senza discount outlet. The Hive had to
trade in glamour and high fashion but that didn’t mean they
wanted to pay Sherway or Yorkville prices to do it.

Square
One was an entirely different story. You could look at its theme as
“Happy Consumer Chaos” or perhaps “we’ve got
every fucking thing you can possibly imagine.” The mall was
also the beneficiary/victim of successive generations of retail
theory and architectural fashion.

When
Square One first opened in the early 1970s it was definitely of the
generic label/concrete bunker at the end of the road school and the
mall still has the Bulk Foods and No Frills supermarkets to prove it.
Things got all frivolous, cute and Disney when the 1980s slouched
into existence and there’s still a Body Shop, a Laura Secord, a
huge direct sales comics shop and what may be the last Laura Ashley
outlet in North America. I still smile when I think of ambitious
female executives ripping off those tailored skirts and huge
shouldered jackets they used to use to batter away at their glass
ceilings, and slipping into floppy hats and Greco-Roman style gowns
while they spent the weekend in the forest picking flowers and
petting fawns.

Then
the 1990s jumped on the mall and started humping the consumer
experience with crazed post-modern glee: Apple, Sony, Gap, Banana
Fucking Republic, and FCUK. There were some indoor “Virtual
theme parks” that didn’t last all that long as well as a
truly massive expression of cinematic excess: 19 movie screens, all
with near IMAX-quality projection, all fitted out with THX or Dolby
Stereo and really, really comfortable stadium seating. The minute
those babies opened up, they might as well have dynamited all those
art houses and 30-40 seat Lego-block things.

Then
as we approached the 21st century, more over the top, less
micro-design and a complete lack of organization masked as a high
art.

If
I was running the Hive, I would use Square One for training purposes.
The evolution of the mall was a timeline of the major phases in the
history of their species. By studying the history of retail and
fashion, the Hive could better understand their unique
characteristics as a “people.” They might even discover
new and profound things about their relationship with human society.

Sadly,
what we knew of Hive culture suggested they were both too vain and
too pragmatic to care much about such philosophical and sociological
matters. We were probably just a genetic crop to them and in all
likelihood they would like Square One because the mall attracted lots
and lots of people.

People
from all kinds of different backgrounds.

Good
pickings.

Fuck
those bastards.

The
Hive I mean, not the people going to shop at the mall.

The
bus passed the intersection of Birthday Party and Handjob which was
where I was supposed to get off to go to Cal’s house. In about
45 minutes Cal would likely be getting a call from Cheryl saying that
I was a no show.

Cal
had a contingency plan for that. He would just change into a new set
of his regular clothes, sneak out of one of the service entrances,
re-enter the mall in full view through one of the main entrances and
open up his office.

It
wouldn’t look quite as convincing but if the observers weren’t
too interested they might figure that Cheryl had just dropped off Cal
that day. Not as good as the original plan but it would probably work
fine.

The
bus was now heading further north, deep into Mississauga’s
steel and glass canyons. We were also moving deeper into the city’s
21st century phase. These were monstrous multi-storey structures by
various Gehry and Libeskind wannabees, who like their heroes
occasionally forgot that bytes are a lot easier to manipulate on a
computer screen than big hunks of atoms on a construction yard and
bytes don’t let the rain in either.

“Sally”
pressed the stop request button and stood up. Maybe she was going
into one of those twisted towers.
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“I
just didn’t know dentists could write prescriptions for
procedures like blood tests,” I said.

“Why
not?” Sally asked as she finished packing her briefcase. She
had a big presentation that day. Her team had just finished a major
longitudinal study on disease vectors and the city’s raccoon
populations.

She
didn’t tell me much about it, except that the mayor’s
office probably wouldn’t like it.

I
was not particularly objective on the subject of raccoons as the
damned things had been attacking our garbage and our roof for years.
It was my secret hope that the results of this study would result in
an extermination order against every goddamned one of those varmints.
At least twice a week they would do an assault run on my garbage cans
which meant I lost a good 20 minutes cleaning up my driveway. It
didn’t matter what I used to seal the cans: duct tape, bungee
cords, bolted clamps, the damned buggers would find a way inside. I
swear the beasts were evolving more dexterous fingers every spring.

Perhaps
I shouldn’t go on regarding what I see as the various
undesirable features of the contemporary urban raccoon.

The
immediate outcome of this study, and its presentation, was that I was
assigned to getting the elder child to junior kindergarten and the
younger child to his caregiver. Then I had to go up north of the city
to get that blood test. Which meant I wouldn’t get into the
office until after lunch.

My
employers weren’t too happy about this until I pointed out that
they owed me about 3,500 hours in unpaid overtime and six years of
back vacation pay. Then they didn’t cheer up but at least the
HR person went quiet.

This
was about to change.

The
phone rang.

I
answered.

“We
need you here, right away!”

It
was Dorthea.

“Hi,
Dorthea.”

Sally
stopped putting on her coat and glared at me.

I
put up my hand and mouthed the words: Don’t worry.

“We
have to get the Virginia proposal out today and you have to write
it.”

That’s
what I liked about Dorthea, she never wasted time with superfluous
words like “could you?” or “would it be possible?”
or even “please.”

She
absolutely never used the expression “thank you.”

Today
was going to be SOP with her. Unfortunately it was also going to be
SOL for her.

“Sorry,
but I don’t know anything about that proposal.”

“Natasha
says that you have to write it.”

Crap.

This
directive was coming straight from one of the founders. And the most
powerful one at that.

I
started doing mental calculations about what I could realistically
defer, divide or subtract from my plans for the day.

The
kids were the absolute priority. I loved them, and besides, the
police would come if I just let them wander around on the streets.
Now Sally was going to kill me if I missed the blood test. I had an
idea.

“Dear?”
I said to my wife.

My
wife glared at me in advance of anything I was about to say. Never
mind, it was triage time on the home front.

“Can
you please pick up the boys on your way home tonight?”

“Can’t,”
Sally said sharply as she opened the door. “I doubt that the Q
and A will be over before 5:30.” She closed the door behind
here.

So
much for spousal negotiations.

The
timing also meant that I had to fix dinner for the kids as well.

I
had to solve this one on my own. I didn’t blame Sally though.
Over the years my bosses had put us through so many logistical
contortions that she just had no more patience left.

I
had a sudden inspiration. How much physical writing actually had to
be done today?

I
spoke into the receiver: “Dorthea, is there a page limit on the
proposal?”

I
heard the rustling of paper on the other end of the line.

“Yes.
15 pages for the methodology and 20 pages for the company
background.”

Okay,
this was getting a little more manageable. A lobotomized primate, or
one of the Beautifuls, could assemble the background so all I really
had to worry about was the methodology.

“When
does the proposal have to go out the door?” I asked. “I
mean, exactly, when.”

“Ten
copies have to printed and bound for courier pick-up at four
fifty-eight.”

Bullshit,
I thought. The couriers did the run to our office at five forty-five.
It sounded as though Dorthea had a date but Natasha had told her she
had to stay until the proposal left the building.

“Forget
the pick-up,” I said. I heard a small gasp coming through the
earpiece. I enjoyed Dorthea’s brief moment of panic, then spoke
again: “I’ll drop the report off at the airport which
will give me until nine in the evening to work on it.”

The
blood test just wasn’t going to happen today. The page limit
was a bit of a godsend because unlike most of the Beautifuls I didn’t
boilerplate my stuff and I needed to maximize my research and writing
time. If I could come up with a reasonably responsive outline in the
morning I would have the rest of the afternoon to write and the early
evening to assemble the documentation. I was not at all sure that we
were going to turn in a winning proposal but at least we wouldn’t
have the embarrassment of missing a deadline.

“Gotta
go, Dorthea,” I said. “I’ll be in around 9:15.”

I
hung up. There was a dial tone on the other end of the line.

She’d
hung up on me.

Okay,
Part One of the Solution to the Horrible Problem of the Day was
accomplished. Now for Part Two.

Lucille.

It
was just coming up on 7:30. Unless Lucille had an exam that day, she
wouldn’t have left for school yet. Hit the speed dial, man!

“Hello?”

So
far, so good.

“Lucille,”
I said, trying to sound as calm as possible, even though I felt like
the blood vessel on the side of my head was going to explode at any
second. “I know it’s really last minute, but I have a
huge favour to ask.”

“Sure,
Mr. Percy.”

“Can
you pick up the boys today?”

I
am such a bad parent.

“Sure,
Mr. Percy.”

Appalling
father.

“And
feed them when you get to our house?”

Always
putting his family as the last priority.

“Of
course, Mr. Percy.”

“I
think there’s some frozen pizzas you can microwave for them.”

Spineless
bastard.

“I
can do that, Mr. Percy.”

“Thanks,
Lucille.”

You
don’t deserve your family.

“That’s
okay.”

“I
really appreciate it.”

Asshole.

Once
again I had pulled it off. Saving the asses of those whose asses were
the least worthy of saving and who wouldn’t be in the least bit
grateful. And all it cost me was time with the people who needed me
the most.

Why
was I doing this?

I
really wished that my ass wasn’t grafted to the asses of the
people at that office.

Even
so, if we hadn’t found Lucille as our baby sitter I’d be
totally screwed seven-ways from Sunday.

Reverend
Sweet, the assistant minister from the Royal York Road United Church
put us on to Lucille Yap. The Reverend learned of our
babysitting/mental health problems when Sally had to give her and her
partner our tickets for a Moody Blues concert that we had hoped to
attend. We just were not able to crack the care giving problem in
time.

Our
friendship with Rev. Sweet was the result of Sally’s volunteer
work with the Junior Church School. Sally had the ability to read
music and draw cartoons, which made her something of an invaluable
commodity to Rev. Sweet, who had been tasked with transforming a
rather moribund Sunday school populated by the few children in the
congregation who were too weak or small to crawl away into a “vibrant
spiritual resource for a growing body of young people in our faith
community. A place where kids can rap, roll and rock about what Jesus
and the gospel mean in today’s world.”

Hey,
it wasn’t what I grew up with but you had to hand it to the
Uniteds, while they sometimes had a weird way of putting things, they
always tried their best. Also, since I was called in as a substitute
teacher for Sally on a reasonably frequent basis, I had to at least
sound like I bought into the curriculum even if I didn’t
completely understand it.

I
didn’t do too badly, I only once called the Greek Scriptures
“the Golden Plates.” I had absolutely no idea where in my
subconscious that reference came from, fortunately nobody seemed to
know what I was talking about.

Anyway,
Reverend Sweet really wanted to keep Sally happy so she accepted the
tickets for the Moodies only on the condition that she do a
congregation-wide search for babysitting services. The Rev’s
connections must have been mighty indeed because even though we had
been searching for over a year, three days later we got a phone call
from Lucille Yap.

She
and her family had just moved to Toronto from Singapore. Lucille was
a Grade 11 student enrolled in the Etobicoke School for the Arts.
Lucille, whose Chinese name was Ming-Wha which she told us means
“strength of a tree,” was incredibly polite, very
soft-spoken and all she seemed to do was study. I know that’s
something of a cultural stereotype but there you go.

When
Sally called Mrs. Yap to introduce our family, Lucille’s mother
explained that Lucille preferred babysitting because it gave her more
time to study once the children were asleep.

This
just kept sounding better and better.

In
fact it was so good that it was almost surreal. The boys adored her
too because as a recent arrival from southeast Asia Lucille was about
two years ahead of the storylines on all the kids’ anime TV
shows. After a few times over to the house, I started to wonder if
looking after our kids was her main social life. Sometimes Lucille
would call me or Sally on the phone and ask if we needed her to come
over.

Then
again, maybe she was just after some additional cash.

Frankly,
I didn’t care. The interest was most welcome and we took up her
offer every time she called. This meant that Sally and I were able to
get out of the house three, sometimes four times a month. Finally we
could see all those movies and plays other people were talking about.
We could also renew our subscription to the symphony and could even
drop in for some stand-up comedy. During this period, one of our all
time favourite outings was a travelling production of a two-person
play called Love Letters starring Colleen Dewhurst and E.G.
Marshall. We owe Lucille for that experience and in spite of
everything that happened afterwards I will always be grateful for
that.

The
only difficulty with the situation was that sometimes we were a
little short of cash. As a government scientist, it wasn’t
likely that Sally was looking at a serious raise any time soon, no
matter how good she was. And she was really good.

To
add to all that, the boys were getting bigger and you never knew just
how much the little darlings were going to cost you in the long run.
Therefore, the onus for increasing the family finances fell on me.

Tough
one that.

Even
though I knew that I was bringing in more than my fair share of work
for the company, and I was pretty handy in repairing the regular
series of fuck-ups from Beautiful incompetents like Roger, giving
more money to a plain-looking, boring, increasingly middle aged guy
like me meant that there was less cash around to bribe the Beautifuls
to dignify us with their presence.

Giving
more money to me would be very difficult for the founders to do.

I
briefly (but not very seriously) considered sending Lucille in to ask
for the raise on my behalf. Why not? She was young, obedient and
attractive. These were all traits that the senior management and the
founders greatly valued.

Perhaps
not. Lucille was far too intelligent for the founder’s comfort
zone.

This
line of thought always made me angry with myself. How could I, even
as a joke, even consider putting a good person like Lucille into such
an unpleasant situation?

Then
I had another thought. A surprising thought. Not just for the content
of the thought, but also because this was the first time this thought
had ever occurred to me:

If
the company was so terrible, why did I keep on working for those
assholes?
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We
were both off the bus now.

I
pretended to head towards a Tim Hortons while I watched the creature
with Sally’s face enter one of those concrete towers.

It
was a mid-range condo building and it looked like she was punching in
an entry code at the front door. This suggested that she lived in
there.

Or
more likely, worked there.

Processing
this thought was a lot like getting hit in head by the hammer of Thor
followed by a whirlpool of dizziness and nausea. That was fine, soon
any discomfort was replaced by a low level of eternal seething rage.

As
part of my training I was re-introduced to those free Boho
newsletters that cover the local music and arts scene for the first
five pages and escort service ads for the next fifty. Most of the
coffee shops and greasy spoons carried them and this Timmy’s
was no exception.

“There’s
a lot of relevant activity documented in those ads,” Cal said.
“However disturbing you might find them.”

“Oh,
I think I can manage,” I said at the time.

Cal
looked at me with a very serious expression. “Whenever you do
this sort of reading, I strongly advise that you fast, pray and do
whatever is necessary for you to put on the full armour of God.”

Sitting
at the Formica table, not drinking from my paper cup of coffee was
the first time Cal’s advice didn’t sound incredibly
comical. Time to dive into the Adult Classifieds:


Hi, Gentlemen:


I am ASIAN CICI, 22 year-old
HOTTIE KOREAN, 35D-24-36with 5’3” and 106lbs. Nice girl
with very good and passionate service. I always make sure that I look
desirable and sexy for my boyfriend like you and my location is
always clean with scented shower gel, fresh towel, refreshment and
comfortable slippers.


Italian busty blonde princess
36DD-26-36, 5FT6, 125lbs, curvy figure with a pretty face. I am a
sexy, feminine soft spoken girl with an alluring smile and bedroom
eyes. I am the total girlfriend type,


STAY AT A VERY NICE,CLEAN,
UPSCALE LOCATION!!
IF YOU HAVE A LOT ON YOUR MIND, AND WANT A
GREAT COMPANION LOOK NO FURTHER.I CATER TO YOUR NEEDS, LIKE NO ONE
SHOULD EVER BEFORE!! I OFFER FULL BODY MASSAGE WITH MORE INTIMATE
LEVEL OF A COMPANIONSHIP! OPEN MINDED, FUN, PLAYFUL,SEDUCTIVE


I am here at Islington/401 but
ONLY TODAY till 1pm sharp! My name is Catherina. I do have the
largest breasts you will ever find, a natural 48G. I am very rare! I
am also gifted with a magic mouth. I will make you explode with
passion. No private callers please. Serious callers who understand
everything this ad says!!!


MISTRESS AVALON. Old Fashioned
Internal Cleansing Domestic Discipline. Have you been naughty? Do you
need and deserve a deep, internal cleansing? Perhaps have your pants
pulled down.... Be lovingly pulled across the soft lap of an older
women.... Then, a good, sound spanking before the proceedings begin?
What you need is a Mature, Understanding Women! Session Privacy and
Discretion Assured Central Downtown No Private Numbers or Payphones.

The
sex trade in any community is a great vector point for all kinds of
diseases (physical and emotional), out-of-control pathologies and
core-level mutagenics. Exactly the sorts of places where the Hive
likes to operate.

In
fact, human beings are so vulnerable, almost anxious for their
destruction that you get the sense that the Hive finds it all too
easy. It’s the really bland stuff: the suburbs, shopping malls,
church socials—that’s probably the kind of thing they see
as a challenge.

As
you probably can tell by now, I am rarely at a loss for words. But
the thought of Sally, even if it’s just her image, being a part
of that world…

Well,
this time I couldn’t think of any words to describe it.

However,
I refused to be at a loss for actions.

I
was going to find out what was going in there. Soon I would
reactivate my social instincts and check in with Cal and let him know
what was happening. Sure I was consumed with deep moral outrage and a
blinding lust for revenge—but I hadn’t lost my marbles.

Not
completely anyway.

About
20 minutes later I located what may have been one of the three
remaining public telephones in Mississauga and was using the last of
my change to call the dental office.

“Hello?”

I
really had to do better at keeping my calling cards up to date. Or
persuade the people at the Brampton Temple to get me a new credit
card.

“Cal.”

“Where
are you?”

“Just
off Hurontario.”

“What’s
happening? Bus break down?” Cal sounded very calm which was
always reassuring. He knew that I would never deviate from the drill
without a very good reason. I quickly related my very good reason.

“What
are you going to do?” he asked.

“Go
in there,” I said. “Do all the tests to make sure it
really isn’t Sally, then get her to tell me everything she
knows.”

“Then
what?”

“Depending
on the test results… SOP.”

There
was a long pause on the other end of the line.

“You
still there, Cal?” I asked eventually. “Everything okay?”
Why was I concerned if he was upset? I was the one who’d just
seen a slut-parody of his wife!

“Can
you do me a favour?” he asked.

“What’s
that?”

“Wait
until I can get away from here,” Cal said. “I can
probably get Dr. Milkman to fill in for me after lunch.”

Dr.
Milkman was the retired dentist who used to own the Sherway dental
office. He was so old you’d need an archaeologist to get him
out of his wheelchair.

“She
could be long gone by then, Cal.”

I
heard a sigh. He knew I was right.

“I
have to go, Cal.”

“Just
a second!” he said. “Can you wait another 20 minutes?”

“Cal…”

“You’re
going to need at least that long to triangulate her location in that
building.”

Cal
was right about that. I was going to have to use my PDA (a rather
unusually adapted Palm 5000) to connect to the online classifieds.
After that I would use some pretty aggressive search-ware to
determine which apartment “Sally” was working out of. It
was going to take a little while for my equipment to piggyback onto a
local wireless network and then I was going to have to start matching
up phone numbers with addresses.

“Elder
Williams and Elder Fitzroy are in your area,” Cal continued.
“Can you wait for them before you go in?”

“I
don’t think a couple of American kids on bicycles are going to
be very useful,” I said. Most likely they’d be sending
what was left of them home in a very small box. Or worse.

“These
missionaries are from the Special Seminary,” Cal said. “They
do have some resources to offer you in this situation.”

As
Elder Williams and Fitzroy rolled up on their ten speeds, some of
these resources were very obvious. They looked like two tanks wearing
human skin.

There
was something else very useful about having Elder Williams and Elder
Fitzroy along. It was very likely that there could be several squeeze
and suck apartments in this building. The missionaries would be good
cover because nobody was likely to stop us for a spontaneous
religious discussion nor are many people anxious to stand in the
pathway of a couple of human tractors.

Elder
Williams had a laptop in his backpack which he jacked into a phone
line he used to call up the Adult Classifieds for the GTA and
Mississauga region. I hadn’t seen a computer that small and the
internet was still pretty new back then; I was pretty impressed by
all this exotic tech.

“We
can block any images from the display,” Elder Williams said.
“In case you might see something that offends you.”

We
were sitting outside at a stone table set in front of a steel and
glass insurance building. Neutral territory, the missionaries didn’t
want to be seen in front of a coffee shop.

Both
young men nodded. Elder Williams clicked on a couple of icons to
activate what was probably highly illegal software that allowed us to
locate the origin points of the listed phone numbers.

There
were four possibilities in the building that pseudo-Sally had
entered. No, make that three. One was an ad for “intimate
man-to-man massage.”

“That
wouldn’t be the one,” I said. “Not based on what
she was wearing on the bus.”

“Maybe
she’s a he,” Elder Fitzroy said.

“I
don’t follow,” I replied.

“You
know, a trannie.”

“A
trans-sexual.” Elder Fitzroy said the word very slowly, as if I
was being particularly thick. Which I suppose I was.

“Could
be,” Elder Williams added. “Apparently some people find
that kind of thing very exciting.”

Even
though these guys were obviously not Mormon missionaries in the usual
sense, it kind of disturbed me that they knew about trans-sexuals and
how some people get all kinky for them. It really bothered me that
they probably knew more about the topic than I did. But there was
something about that angle…

“I
bet the people who find trans-sexuals exciting, find them very
exciting,” I said.

“What’s
your point?” I detected a tiny smear of self-righteousness on
Elder Fitzroy’s face. It was kind of nice to detect a trace of
an expected reaction.

“Those
people like them enough to pay for the experience,” I replied.
“So the ad would at least hint something about the
trans-sexual, trans-gender thing.”

“It
would?” Elder Williams asked.

“It’s
the main selling point,” I answered. “This is essentially
a form of commerce, right?”

Both
young men nodded.

So
we were back down to three possibles.

Before
we entered the building, Elder Williams handed me a fanny pack. Like
every fanny pack ever made, it looked really stupid but it contained
some very impressive gear: testing strips and pads; a set of
scalpels; a miniature acetylene torch; a taser that had a small
radiation hazard sticker on the handle (suggesting an exotic power
source); a set of disposable electrodes and micro-battery that
allowed you to administer electroshock treatments wherever you needed
to; and something new: a collapsible switchblade with a micro
filament cutting edge. Plus the old standby:

An
iron file.

With
lots of very rough and jagged teeth.

Elder
Fitzroy had custody of the olfactory sensor. We were probably going
to really need it, so I hoped he knew how to use it.
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“What’s
wrong with Lucille having a boyfriend?”

My
biker-boy seduction strategy had failed completely. Big surprise,
right? And Sally was upset.

“But
how could she?”

Sally
had encased her body in a long-sleeved, long-legged pair of pajamas
and was wrapping a thick tweed housecoat around her body. Of course,
the pajamas had feet.

We
probably wouldn’t be having sex until next spring.

“How
could she what?” I said, putting on my own housecoat. “I’m
glad she’s having a bit of fun; she seems to have such a
joyless existence.”

At
least I wasn’t going to miss Babylon Five.

“Joyless?
Just because she’s hard working?”

Sally
dropped onto her side of the bed and picked up a book about evil
submarines, or dangerous super-weapons, or impolite global
terrorists. That was a good sign; that kind of book always seemed to
cheer her up.

“Joyless,”
I insisted, feeling a surprising amount of empathy for Lucille just
then. “I’ve only seen her smile when she’s playing
with the boys, and even then not very often.”

“Hmmm.”

I
was losing Sally to the evil submarines.

I
dropped onto my side of the bed and continued:

“I
think it’s great that she has a boyfriend. I hope they make
each other very happy.”

Sally
sighed and put the book down. “Okay, I really don’t mind
that Lucille has a boyfriend.”

This
was way too easy; I wasn’t even close to winning this argument.

“So
why are you upset?”

“I
am upset…” Sally spoke very carefully, as if I was being
very thick. Which I suppose I was.

“…because
she brought him into our home.”

I
shrugged. “My babysitters used to bring their boyfriends over
all the time. They used to—”

“Blow
smoke rings!” Sally cried. “I know!”

“So
why should our generation have more fun than hers?”

Sally
spoke even more carefully. She got this calm when she was about to
make a completely unassailable statement.

“What
disturbs me… and disturbs me very much…”

“Is
that the boys might have walked in on the two of them having sex?”

It
was very foolish to try and rush in and make Sally’s point for
her. But I was a pretty foolish person back then.

“No!”
Sally laughed. “The boys have walked in on us often enough.”

“True.”
I think I was the most embarrassed one in those situations.

“They
just think it’s a nature show,” she added.

Also
true.

“So
what is bugging you?” I asked finally.

“That
Lucille tried to hide the fact that her boyfriend had been here.”

“Well,
she must have been pretty embarrassed.”

Sally
glared at me: “You don’t get it. It makes me wonder if
she is a dishonest person and I worry about leaving our children with
someone like that.”

Sally
might be right. This could be the end of the Era of the Perfect
Babysitter.

“Maybe
the two of them just panicked,” I said. “And they didn’t
know what to do.”

For
the first time since she’d seen me in the Harley-Davidson
t-shirt, my wife’s expression softened a little.

“Maybe.”

The
doorbell rang.
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We
rang the first door bell.

The
woman who answered was not wearing Sally’s face. She was,
however, wearing a white lace corset, white stockings with white
garter belts and white high heeled shoes.

Very
high heeled shoes.

And
lots of makeup.

“Good
afternoon, ma’am,” Elder Fitzroy said.

“Isn’t
it a lovely day?” Elder Williams asked.

“I
suppose so,” the woman said. She had an eastern European
accent.

It
was important to keep this person talking long enough to give us a
good reading from the olfactory sensor. Just because “Sally”
hadn’t answered the door did not mean that she wasn’t
somewhere in the apartment.

“Elder
Fitzroy and I have been visiting some of the homes in the
neighbourhood.” Elder Williams said. Then he realized that he
had to say something to explain why I was there. “As well as
our driver… Brother… Studebaker?”

Studebaker?
I’d heard dumber things I decided.

“Is
there something I can do for you gentlemen today?” the woman
asked. Her tone suggested that she’d do just about anything for
us if the price was right. Not with much enthusiasm but she would do
it.

“We
would like to talk to you about the Revealed Gospel of Jesus Christ,”
Elder Fitzroy replied.

The
woman’s expression became more serious. “You gentlemen
are missionaries?”

“Yes,”
Elder Williams said. “From the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints.”

“Come
in,” the woman said.

We
sat down on the living room sofa. She had left the door to the
bedroom open and I could see the sort of things you might expect to
see in a micro-brothel: a mattress, a shelf with lots of containers
filled with oils and lubricants, some candles and assorted sex toys.

The
motif in the living room was somewhat different. It was filled with
angels. Representations of angels actually. There couldn’t have
been more than five, maybe six thousand different kinds of angels in
the room.

“You
may not understand this,” the woman said as she placed a tray
of glasses of water in front of us. “But my profession
sometimes puts me in hazardous situations.”

There
were paintings of angels, photographs of people dressed as angels,
angel figurines…

“I
have come to rely on the grace of God for protection,” the
woman continued.

“That
is very wise,” said Elder Williams.

“I
have learned to heed the messages of God in whatever form they
manifest themselves,” the woman said.

…Angel
dolls, little angel robots with wind-up keys, VHS and DVD cases with
angels on them, angels on breakfast cereal boxes…

“That
is a wonderful coincidence,” said Elder Williams as he put his
empty glass on the tray. “Because we are here to tell you about
a wonderful message from Our Heavenly Father which has been brought
to Earth by an angel named Moroni.”

The
woman’s eyes widened and she leaned forward. All three of us
men pretended to ignore her cleavage.

There
was a poster on her wall depicting a cartoon superhero called Space
Angel… there were lots of Christmas tree ornaments of angels…
mounted in big glass frames there were a couple of sports team
jerseys with “angel” in their name.

“And
the angel Moroni brought a message of profound truth and love for all
mankind. And Moroni gave this message to a questing young man named
Joseph Smith.”

Elder
Fitzroy glanced over in my direction and shook his head. Just a
little bit.

The
olfactory scan must have been negative. No “Sally” here.

Elder
Williams was about halfway through the story of Joseph Smith in the
forest praying to God about the truth quotient of the various local
churches in western New York State when Elder Fitzroy cleared his
throat.

“Elder
Williams.” he said. “Just realized that Brother Quinton’s
Patriarchal Blessing is in less than 30 minutes.”

We
stood up.

“Thank
you so much for you hospitality, ma’am, but we really have to
go.”

The
elders left their cards with the woman in very little white and
mentioned that some of the sister-missionaries could be around next
week to continue this discussion. I had no doubt that this was true.

The
lady was a little teary-eyed as she opened the door; then she hugged
each one of us. I don’t know about Elders Williams and Fitzroy,
but I know I enjoyed that hug more than I should have.
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It
was a mix of familiar/unfamiliar when I opened the front door.

The
familiar bit was seeing a couple of guys in suits and ties with MOR
haircuts; not so long that they could be mistaken for lefties or
rockers but not so short that someone might think they were punks or
survivalists on their way to court for sentencing. Nope, these
gentlemen were either young politicos canvassing for the Reform Party
or they were the latest batch of Priesthood holders from the local
LDS Stakehouse.

“Good
evening, Mr. Percy,” one the men said.

“Isn’t
it a bit late to come door to door?” I asked. I know, not the
most polite response but they might have considered calling first.

The
surprise visit really wasn’t much of a surprise really. All of
this was very familiar territory for me. I must still be on some
church membership list so at least technically I was still a member.
That meant that every few years they would send some guys around to
see if I suddenly wanted to get more serious about being a Mormon.
These guys wanted to be my home teachers.

The
unfamiliar or at least unexpected part of this equation was that it
was almost midnight and that one half of the prospective home
teaching team was Dr. Cal.

“We’re
very sorry,” he said. “But we were coming home from our
last visit and we noticed that your lights were still on.”

“Who
the hell is it?” Sally asked as she came to the door. She was
still wearing her flannel and tweed bedtime armour.

“It’s
Dr. Stewart, darling,” I said. “And…”

“Kent
Cahoon,” the other man said as he took my hand and shook it,
“Wonderful to finally meet you…” He took Sally’s
hand and shook that too. “…after all this time.”

“I
think Dr. Stewart and Kent are hoping to be our new home teachers,”
I said.

Kent
Cahoon nodded.

“Oh,
okay,” Sally said as she turned back into the house. “Home
teachers” was Mormon-talk and she was going have as little to
do with that as possible. “Have a nice chat,” she said
over her shoulder.

“Good
night, Mrs. Percy,” Kent Cahoon called out.

That
might have been a mistake; Sally really preferred to be called Dr.
Wright by people she didn’t know.

“Honey,”
she called back from the staircase. “Don’t stay up too
late.”

“I
won’t, dear.” Maybe it would be okay after all.

“Because
you’re doing the scripture reading tomorrow morning…”

“I
remember, darling.”

“…at
the Royal York Road United Church!”

I
don’t know why but somehow I felt totally busted and it really
wasn’t fair. How could someone with as little faith as me be
weathering the pressures of an interfaith marriage?

We
three men stood in the darkness for a moment. Silent because it just
felt safer that way.

Eventually
Dr. Cal cleared his throat.

“We
just wanted to stop by and pass on this month’s inspirational
message from the Council of the Twelve in Salt Lake.”

“Sure,”
I said as I folded my arms in a way that was more defensive than
prayer-like. At least this time of night I couldn’t be expected
to invite them inside. Then I unfolded my arms and tried to look a
little friendlier. I really didn’t want to alienate the most
talented dentist I’d ever encountered.

Dr.
Cal reached into his suit pocket. I thought he was going to take out
a leaflet or maybe a miniature Book of Mormon. Instead he was holding
a small grey pistol. The barrel was pointing straight at me.

“You
really need to listen to his message very carefully.”
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Another
seven floors up and we were at Door Number Two. None of us said
anything but it was now fifty-fifty that something really bad was
happening in that apartment, so we were all pretty nervous.

Elder
Williams knocked on the door.

This
time the woman answering was wearing a black bra and panties and very
sheer print negligee.

“Good
afternoon—” Elder Fitzroy began.

“What
the fuck do you want?!” The woman was furious.

“We
are here to—”

“I
don’t do fucking groups or gang-bangs!”

The
woman slammed the door shut.

Elder
Williams screamed in agony and doubled over onto the floor.

“Oh!
Oh! Oh!” he panted out in pain. “Oh, Lord, it hurts so
much!”

Elder
Fitzroy bent over to help his fallen comrade. “What happened,
Elder Williams?”

“Yeah?”
I asked. “What the hell happened?”

The
elders glared at me. I know… language.

The
door reopened and the woman looked down at Fitzroy and Williams:
“What the fuck happened?”

“My
t-toes…” Elder Williams gasped. Were those tears in his
eyes? “I think you broke them.”

“I
what?” The woman squatted down to survey the damage. This time
I think I was the only one who seemed to notice the cleavage.

“I
think you caught the end of his shoe when you closed the door…
kind of suddenly,” Elder Fitzroy explained.

Elder
Williams was crying now and he wasn’t doing it very quietly.
The woman looked a little nervous as some of the other apartment
doors were inching their way open.

“Ma’am?”
Elder Fitzroy asked. “Could we trouble you for the use of your
telephone?”

The
woman frowned.

“Get
inside, then.”

“Thank
you, ma’am.”

“I’ll
get some ice for that foot,” the woman in black lace said.
Elder Williams lay on her couch while I kneeled next to him,
appearing to offer what comfort I could.

“I
don’t know if that’s going to work,” I said. “The
swelling’s so bad that I don’t think I can remove his
shoe.”

Elder
Fitzroy was standing a bit to the side of the couch and it looked he
was checking out something on his PDA. In reality, he was taking a
reading with an olfactory sensor.

The
woman brought in a bag of crushed ice anyway. “You never know,”
she said. “Press this against his ankle.”

Even
though his toes were the supposed injury point.

Elder
Williams groaned as I wrapped the cold wet around the upper portion
of his sock.

“We
really shouldn’t take up too much of this good lady’s
time,” Elder Fitzroy said as he tilted the “PDA” at
me, which was his way of signalling a negative scan.

“Do
you want to wait here until we call an ambulance?” the woman
asked.

“Uh…”

All
of us were a little surprised by the woman’s change in
attitude.

Unfortunately
her generosity was most likely just going to waste time and make it
harder to get back into the building.

“Perhaps
a word of prayer would be appropriate, Elder Fitzroy?” I
suggested.

“Prayer,
Brother Studebaker?” Elder Fitzroy’s reaction suggested
that he hadn’t done any real missionary work in quite a while.

“To
ease the pain, Elder Fitzroy.”

He
put his hands on Elder Williams’ head and I followed. The woman
looked at us as if we were completely crazy.

“Dear
Heavenly Father. Bless this young man, your faithful servant, Elder
Williams, who was injured in the spreading of your Holy Gospel of
Your One True Church.”

Elder
Williams gasped and the bag of ice fell to the carpet.

“Elder
Fitzroy! Brother Studebaker!” he cried. “The pain! It’s
gone!”

“Wha?!”
the woman said. So did I.

Elder
Williams bounced off the couch while I picked up the bag of ice and
handed it to the woman.

“Thank
you so much, ma’am,” I said.

“So
is this like… a miracle?” the woman asked. “Are
you trying to show me that you have magical powers or something?”

A
quiet but deep look of panic flickered across Elder Fitzroy’s
face. Obviously he wasn’t prepared for any kind of serious
theological discussion.

Time
to intervene.

“That
would be terribly presumptuous, ma’am,” I said as the
three of us edged towards the door. “It is probably just the
Lord’s way of telling us that Elder Williams needs to carry on
spreading God’s Word in this neighbourhood.”

The
woman gave us the sort of look you might expect.

“You
guys are sure spreading something around here.”

Just
move on.

“Thank
you so much for your concern and hospitality, ma’am.”

We
closed the door and ran towards the elevator.
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“Please
keep very quiet,” Dr. Cal said. He cupped his free hand over
the pistol barrel so that the metal didn’t reflect in the porch
light.

I
nodded.

“We
really don’t want to shoot you,” Brother Cahoon added.

I
nodded again.

Then
I wondered if I should have shaken my head. The guy’s statement
was ambiguous.

“This
is an air pistol loaded with tranquilizer darts,” Dr. Cal
explained.

“Okay,”
I agreed.

“Not
unlike some of the anaesthetic I use in my practice,” he
continued.

“Okay.”

Still
seemed to be the best word to use in this situation.

“However,
if I do have to shoot you, you won’t wake up for at least
twelve hours and you’ll feel very nauseous.”

“Okay.”
Let’s keep going with it.

“How
are you feeling right now, Brother Percy?” Brother Cahoon
asked.

“Honestly?”
I replied. “I’m feeling pretty nervous.”

“That
is very understandable,” Brother Cahoon said. “More
importantly, how have you been feeling for the past week or so?”

“Um…
less nervous?”

“We
mean, physically.”

“Well…”

I
reflected on my state of being for a moment.

“Pretty
good, actually.”

“More
energetic? Maybe a bit happier?”

I
recalled the seduction attempt, which was cuter and funnier than
usual for me. I also remembered that I hadn’t been travelling
for a while which meant that I was spending more time with the
Beautifuls, but it wasn’t bothering me all that much.

“Yeah.”
Then I paused. “Until now.”

“That
means your medication has been working,” Dr. Cal said.

Brother
Cahoon handed me a small tube full of pills.

“These
are a stronger dose,” he said. “You need to take two
tablets every six hours instead of one every twelve hours.”

Wasn’t
that something like a 400% increase?

“A
double dose?” I asked. “I don’t even know what
these things are.”

Brother
Cahoon handed me a bottle of water.

“It
would be best if you took these right now.”

At
that moment, a number of things came to mind.

Maybe
all that anti-Mormon propaganda was true and they wanted to kill off
all the stragglers and apostates. Or maybe they wanted to destroy my
credibility in the community by giving me some kind of freaky
hallucinogenic. Ha, fooled them! I’m a consultant, I have no
credibility!

Maybe
it was something that was going to knock me out and lubricate my anus
and these guys were actually a couple of perverts who were going have
rough sex with me and sell bootleg tapes of the incident in every
adult bookstore in Florida.

It
also occurred to me that I really didn’t want them to shoot me.
Even if it was a tranquilizer dart, I did not like the idea of being
unconscious while my family was vulnerable to a couple of
Restorationalist nutters.

I
took the pills.

“Thank
you,” Brother Cahoon said.

“I
suppose we owe you an apology,” Dr. Cal said.

“For
pointing a gun and me? Or forcing me to take drugs?”

Unwise
words but they just kind of came out of my mouth.

“For
misleading you about the seriousness of your state of health.”

“You
mean the gum infection?”

“Yes,”
Dr. Cal said softly.

“The
infection was potentially lethal,” Brother Cahoon added.

“Worse
than lethal,” Dr. Cal said.

This
was just dumb.

“What
the hell could be worse than lethal?” I asked.

Dr.
Cal pocketed his pistol and breathed out a heavy sigh. “We’re
not sure you’re ready to know that.”

“And
when will I be ready?”

“There’s
something we need you to read before we can answer that question.”

Dr.
Cal handed me a book. In retrospect, I’m kind of embarrassed
that I spoke before I read the title.

“I
already have six, maybe seven, copies of the Book of Mormon.”

Dr.
Cal smiled a little.

“You
do?”

“Yeah,
my family out west sends me one every Christmas.”

“Perhaps
you should look at the book, Brother Percy,” Brother Cahoon
said.

I
was a little surprised. No, I was a lot surprised.

The
words on the cover read:

An
Occult History of North American Shopping Malls.

The
author was:

Dr.
Elizabeth Joan Wolfanger, PhD.

“Please
read the first three chapters, that’s up to page 78, by
tomorrow evening,” Brother Cahoon said.

“Why?”

“Because
I will telephone you.”

“You
will?”

“And
then we can talk.”

Better
than being shot, I decided.
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Now
we knew we were dealing with Door Number Three and we didn’t
have to be clever or polite anymore.

We
just had to be big, fast and mean.

All
three of us had our monofilament switchblades in one hand and our
dart-guns in the other as the elevator dragged upwards. When the
doors rolled open, we ran full bore down the hallway.

I
was grateful that there were no parents with toddlers in push-chairs
or grannies with groceries in that corridor at the same time we were.
I mentally uttered one of those vague kinds of agnostic prayers as we
continued our charge.

I
also prayed that we were about to arrive at the right apartment.

If
we didn’t then someone was going to miss the last half of Oprah
in a pretty big way.

Elder
Williams hit the door like an atomic fullback. The sound of the
impact was like a meteor strike and the door seemed to disappear like
a torn piece of paper.

I
wished that I hadn’t seen what was on the other side of that
former door. I also wished that I wasn’t going to see what was
going to happen next.

Two
creatures were in the living room. They had approximately female
forms and they were in the process of harvesting a couple of johns.
Our studies of Hive behaviour indicate that this can be a messy
process, so there were plastic sheets all over the floor to reduce
the loss of human tissue and fluids.

Within
seconds of entering the room, Elder Williams and Elder Fitzroy were
busy slicing and dicing.

We
had some messy work to do as well.

The
creatures responded to the first incisions with a sound that I can
only describe as a sticky howl. However, they didn’t get much
of a chance to make more noise before the elders reduced them to
something resembling cubist dog food.

Elders
William and Fitzroy were completely silent as they swung and spun
their blades. This work was too important to carry out in anger.

I
turned away.

Which
forced me to look at the remains of the johns.

The
Hive’s harvesting process involves a lot of organic acids and
enzymes that accelerate decomposition and putrefaction to incredible
rates. What was left of the bodies looked like sculptures of rotting
flesh.

I
didn’t like this art gallery very much.

“Is
she here?”

Elder
Fitzroy and Elder Williams took their blood-splattered goggles and
jackets off and threw them onto the floor.

I
shook my head and put away my switchblade. There was no way I would
use it on anything with Sally’s face.

Even
a monster.

I
turned away and pushed open the bedroom door. Then I saw the same
halter top and jeans from the bus. She was standing on the bed,
trying to open the window.

I
fired off three tranquilizer darts into her ass and she fell back
onto the mattress.

Blades
were bad but darts were okay. I was sentimental but not completely
stupid.

“Is
it her?” Elder Williams was standing behind me as Elder Fitzroy
was spraying disinfectant on the piles of flesh-gunk in the living
room.

I
walked over to the bed and gently rolled the slowly breathing body
onto her back. I looked at her.

She
had Lucille’s face.


















CHAPTER FOUR

In
which Dr. Calvin Ormstead Stewart bares his Testimony and our
protagonist reads a book.
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I
am grateful to Brother Percy for giving me the opportunity to relate
my story in my own words. He is a good friend.

And
a patient one.

He
is patient with me and with the Project organization. I remember when
he handed me the DNA sample from the “Lucille”/”Sally”
entity.

“The
Tank Brothers took her.” Brother Percy handed me a small glass
tube full of skin shavings. “This is all you get.”

“It’s
all they’ll need at the lab.” I put the tube in that
special drawer in my office.

“I
need to know who she is.” Percy’s hands were in his
pockets and he stared at the drawer.

“Was.”
I spoke without thinking. “Who she was.”

I
realized immediately that my statement was not the most sensitive
thing I could have said but the training goes deep. Once they can
shift forms, there is no humanity left. No matter what they can make
themselves look like.

And
it is very likely that once the Project finished processing it, there
would be very little of that entity left.

Some
men would have punched me in the mouth. Not Percy. He just sighed and
shook his head.

“Was
it Sally or Lucille? I just want to know.”

Brother
Percy was patient. He would wait for the results.

I
know that Brother Percy gets uncomfortable when I refer to him as
“Brother Percy” but I am convinced that in spite of his
inactive status in the Church and his continual disregard for the
Word of Wisdom, he is a virtuous, kind-hearted and honest person.
While I also believe that we are all Free Agents who are ultimately
responsible for our own actions and that our Dear Heavenly Father
never presents us with truly insurmountable obstacles in our
spiritual development—I must state that Brother Percy’s
faith journey has hit some serious existential speed bumps that would
challenge even the most devout person.

Sometimes
when I see Brother Percy, I am reminded of the Book of Job from the
Old Testament. Like Job, I think Brother Percy has been tested by the
grace of our Lord, beyond the reasonable limits of all human
endurance. Job lost everything. Brother Percy lost everything.

Except
for perhaps his working relationship… friendship (?)…
with me.

Which
is a poor substitute for the loss of your career, your family, the
very meanings and relationships that make up your life.

There
is loss but my faith tells me that there is redemption. What Job
lost, God restored to him. What Brother Percy lost will be restored
to him.

Well,
perhaps most of what he lost he’ll get back. Some things are
just irreplaceable and deep down I am a dentist, I know a lot about
pain, and I have to be realistic about these things.

In
the meantime, while I wait for this reconciliation and even though
Brother Percy never loses an opportunity to mention that he no longer
sees himself as a Latter-day Saint, I know that he has not rejected
God and I am proud to serve with him in this War Against Evil.

He
is my Brother Percy.

If
he ever reads this he will be very embarrassed and annoyed. However,
since he will likely regard my contribution to the story as a bunch
of religious nonsense he will never read it.

I
suppose I should start my story.

It
begins with my Testimony.

The
first thing you have to know about me is that I believe with every
fibre of my being that Joseph Smith was a Prophet of God, that the
Book of Mormon is the Revealed Word of God and that the Church of
Jesus Christ is the Restored True Church.

Some
of what I’ve just written will probably annoy the heck out of
some of you and I’m really very sorry about that. That’s
just who I am and it doesn’t mean that I don’t care about
you or respect you.

If
it’s any comfort to those of you who disagree with me, I know
that I don’t have all the answers and I’m pretty sure
that even the LDS Church doesn’t have all the answers.

Nobody
has all the answers.

Well,
of course, God does.

The
work we’re doing every day tells me that.

Even
so, I am a man of my faith and I am confident that at the right time,
in this life or the next, all of this will be explained to me.

I’m
sure Brother Percy is pretty curious about it as well.

For
the record, I was not always a person of faith and I had strayed from
the teachings of the Church as a young man. Perhaps that is where my
involvement in this great but hideous calling began.

While
we’re on the subject of curiosity, about six weeks after
Percy’s encounter with the entity, the results came in from the
lab.

We
were sitting in the food court at Sherway. I was having a diet
smoothie and a garden salad because my wife said my Dockers were
getting a bit tight. Brother Percy was obviously feeling a bit
rebellious because he was having a small black coffee.

“What
does it say?”

Doesn’t
he know how terrible coffee makes his teeth look? It’s almost
as bad as smoking.

I
studied the columns of figures describing blood chemistry levels and
gene sequences.

“It’s
not very conclusive.”

“Not
conclusive? What the fuck does that mean?!”

Language
Brother, language.

“The
results just aren’t as clear as they could be. It’s
probably why the tests took so long.”

Brother
Percy sighed and took a long sip of that unhealthy fluid. “So
what do these unclear results say?”

Now
it was my turn to sigh. “Sally’s DNA was present.”

“So,
she’s dead? Or part of the Hive?” Brother Percy’s
expression told me that he needed to know, one way or another.

I
wasn’t going to be able to help him. “We can’t know
that for certain.”

“What
do you know for certain?”

“The
lab is 62.3% sure that the entity used to be Lucille.”

I
knew what my partner was thinking and I agreed with him. Not a very
useful percentage at all.
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Sure,
most people would have run into their homes and immediately called
the police the instant that Dr. Cal and Brother Cahoon climbed into
their Dodge mini-van and drove away.

Me,
I just got distracted.

First
of all, our youngest woke up after what must have been the mother of
all bad dreams. Since we didn’t seem to be in any immediate
danger, Sally and I thought we had better attend to that.

Sally
did the essential mom stuff which was some serious hugging and
kissing and singing some songs to chase away all those night fears.
This nurturing process took the better part of an hour and to my
credit I did not sneak away to turn on the TV and watch the last half
hour of Babylon Five. I quietly sat down and read some back
issues of Sandman and Doom Patrol that I had been
meaning to catch up on.

By
the time he had completely stopped crying, the little guy was wide
awake and Sally was completely exhausted. Time for dad (i.e.
emergency back-up mom) to kick in.

I
sent Sally to bed in a rather lame simulation of patriarchal
authority and to my surprise I was in pretty good form. First, I
quieted the kid down by telling him that I had some new Goldizapper
stories to tell him. Goldizapper stories were these incredibly
complicated and dumb narratives that I told at bedtime.

I
made them up as I went up as I went along.

The
very first Goldizapper story that I told was a simplistic science
fiction retelling of Goldilocks and the Three Bears in which the
heroine had somehow had been reconceived as a high-tech whiz kid who
was as comfortable on the Moon or Jupiter or the 25th century as he
might be in the deepest woods looking for breakfast.

Fairly
soon I ran out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales to rip off which meant
that I had to start inventing a bunch of new characters with names
like Burbalean, Silverzipper, Candystein, Megabrain, etc. I also had
to use these beings to populate growingly complex mythos of bizarre
stories.

Sally
used to listen in on these stories—doing her mom due diligence,
making sure I wasn’t hideously warping our children’s
minds with these weird stories. She once said that I should have
written all these stories down.

I
declined. I wondered if they might be used against me in a sanity
hearing.

So
never mind.

To
my surprise, the boys loved the Goldizapper stories, so telling a few
favourites was a good way of keeping the little guy quiet.

When
I got tired of telling the story of how the evil Burbalean tried to
ruin Candystein’s Halloween party by animating the CN Tower and
giving it a heat ray that destroyed everything in its path… I
decided to sing some songs.

Yes,
I used to sing to my kids.

Any
truly desperate parent with a colicky baby will understand this. You
will do anything to soothe your kid, regardless of your lack of
talent.

My
dad used to sing the same kind of songs to me and my sister when we
were kids. The important thing about nonsense songs is that they must
be about the person you’re singing to. Therefore, our
youngest’s favourite song was all about him.

Big
surprise.

This
is how part of the song goes:

“Bitty
baby, Nathan, sitting in a tree…”

Yes,
it is a dumb song.

“…he’s
got fish-birds sitting in a tree…”

Little
kids seem to like things in trees.

“…one…
two… three…”

They’re
also very interested in numbers.

“Fish-birds,
fish-birds…’

They
find repetition very reassuring.

“…A…
B… C!”

And
they are quite passionate about the alphabet.

I
once sat down with the boys and tried to draw a picture of what
Goldizapper looked like. We never worked it out because the boys had
very strong opinions about GZ’s appearance. I had made quite an
impression on them and in a strange kind of way I felt rather
flattered.

After
a few stories, he laughed and like someone had flicked a switch, his
eyes shut and he was asleep.

I
put him back in his crib as gently as possible and headed back to
mum.

To
my surprise, Sally was not asleep. It appeared that my display of
competent late-night parenting skills had somehow inflamed her most
primal carnal lusts.

That’s
always good as far as I’m concerned.

Did
I ever mention that Sally was the greatest kisser in the world?

Never
mind…

Anyway,
that is how we failed to call the police after the visit from Dr. Cal
and Brother Cahoon.
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I
am ashamed to admit it now, but many years ago, I was a wild young
man.

I
let my hair grow down over my ears and even sported some quite bushy
sideburns. I neglected my studies, electing to read used science
fiction paperbacks while listening to Steppenwolf, Iron Butterfly and
the Guess Who on my portable phonograph. These sessions of reckless
bohemianism might go well past eleven—on weeknights!

These
books and that music were not supportive of many Church values. The
song “American Woman” is an anti-Vietnam protest, did you
know that? The title is a reference to the Statue of Liberty:

“American
Woman, stay away from me…”

Brother
Percy once tried to annoy me by pointing out that the writer of
“American Woman,” Randy Bachman, was a Mormon and that
perhaps the song was in fact divinely inspired.

Then
he went on to argue that Steppenwolf’s song “The Pusher”
with its message to “G— D—, the pusher!” was
in fact a form of blessed blasphemy.

It
was worrisome, because I wondered if he had a point.

But
never mind all that, the point of all this is to explain that as a
young man, I had fallen away from the Church.

At
age 12 when I was ordained as a deacon, I was quite enthusiastic
about my new religious duties. The main assignment was to help
distribute the bread and water for the Sacrament Meetings every
Sunday. I enjoyed this sacred duty, it wasn’t very difficult
and everybody praised me for doing it. They praised every one of us
deacons, probably because we looked quite handsome, well cute anyway,
in our ill-fitting white shirts and badly knotted ties.

By
the time I was 14, and had been elevated to the role of Teacher, and
my attitude and behaviour were steadily deteriorating. I was
masturbating at least every other day and my readings of the Book of
Mormon, the Bible (King James Version) and the Doctrine and Covenants
had been replaced by Conan the Barbarian, The Tarnsman of
Gor and back issues from my best friend’s collection of
Playboy, Swank and Cavalier magazines.

Then
I stopped going to church all together.

Why
had this happened?

Was
it the permissive times I was growing up in? Tensions within my
family? A necessary developmental phase in my emotional life?

I
suspect I will be in the Celestial Kingdom before I know the correct
answers to that question.

But
for whatever reason, my Testimony at that time was not strong. I was
not at all sure that I belonged to the One True Church and I wasn’t
at all sure what exactly had happened to Joseph Smith in that forest
in Western New York State.

My
deep spiritual doubts were dispelled in an unlikely way.

I
was lying on my bed, reading Robert A. Heinlein’s latest novel
I Will Fear No Evil. I was also hoping for an opportunity to
commit my regular act of self-defilement. It was Heinlein’s
fault. He had a gift of intellectualizing different pornographic
themes in ways that the disaffected adolescent mind finds difficult
to resist.

My
older sister appeared at the doorway of my bedroom.

“You
need to get packed!” she announced.

“Packed
for what?” I yawned.

“Because
you’re going to Youth Conference!” she announced somewhat
more loudly. Very loudly actually. At that time, if you looked up the
word “strident” in the dictionary you would have probably
found my sister’s picture next to the definition.

“The
f—k I am,” I said, very carefully not looking up from my
book.

“Yes
you are!” My sister’s tone would not have been out of
place in the Chinese Cultural Revolution.

I
ignored her and continued reading. In the story, an old but
incredibly charming man was about to say something extremely witty
and wise to a beautiful young woman who was very anxious to have sex
with him.

My
sister was not deterred.

“You
are going to Youth Conference or else I will tell mom and dad about
all those dirty magazines you’re hiding under your bed.”

She
really would fit in well with the Maoists, or as an officer in George
Orwell’s Thought Police.

I
closed the book, looked at my sister and then closed my eyes.

“Fine.”

I
was, indeed, going to Youth Conference.
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Next,
there’s the matter of how I actually managed to find time to
sit down and read any significant amount of An Occult History of
North American Shopping Malls by Professor Elizabeth Wolfanger
B.A., M.A., M.Phil., PhD.

I
intended to start in on the thing the morning after Dr. Cal and
Brother Cahoon’s visit. I mean it was a gift, admittedly given
under weird circumstances, but a gift even so. Besides, a title like
that was irresistible.

Events
intervened however.

First,
I had to take the boys to their swimming lessons and Natasha called
me at just past seven with a fairly urgent list of complaints that
was going to keep me working on my laptop over the weekend.

“Jennifer’s
having trouble completing the market assessment chapters! You should
have been more detailed in your briefing.”

(Hey,
she’s the double MBA, not me.)

“You
have to re-file all of last month’s expense receipts! We need
them sorted by project, date and also by time of day!”

(Good
plan, going through that useless category of information will give
you yet another excuse for delaying my reimbursements.)

“Your
UK project is losing money. The status report indicates that you’re
only 35% through the work plan but you’ve exhausted 72% of the
fee allocations. Resolve this in the company’s favour at once!”

(That
might be easier if your husband/business partner didn’t keep
skimming thousands of dollars out of the project budget every time he
wanted to fly over there to spend a dirty weekend with his latest
girlfriend.)

There
was little time for reading, recreational or educational or
otherwise.

What
was truly irritating about having to sweat my way through the weekend
was that none of what I was doing was going to make Boris and Natasha
any happier. Monday morning, I was going to be walking into a serious
toasting regardless of how much I produced or how good it was. (And
dammit, it usually was pretty good!) First they’d interrogate
me to identify anything else they could blame me for, then they would
insult me with just about everything that the fringes of human rights
legislation would allow. I suspected that they didn’t care if
the problems got solved or not; it was the abusive process that
interested them.

They
really liked to watch me suffer through the tension and fear.
Sometimes it felt like they were trying to smell me.

I
didn’t get to Professor Wolfanger’s book until Thursday.

It
was about 7:45 p.m. I usually wrapped up at the office between 6:30
and 8:00. Then, I’d walk down the street and catch the subway.

One
of the few advantages of having to put an average of 90 minutes of
unpaid overtime every day was that most of the rush hour traffic was
gone, so there was lots of seating space.

You
cannot characterize the Toronto subway system as particularly fast
and that’s what I like about it. You can sit down and read
something for a while.

I
had Professor Wolfanger in my briefcase and I had some time to kill:


“To Anna. A rigorous editor, stimulating collaborator and a
treasured and loving life-partner.”

I
had a feeling this was Wolfanger’s first book. I really hate it
when authors get too personal in their introductions and dedications.
Given the nature of this narrative, that’s pretty ironic, isn’t
it?

But
some of these academic books have the dumbest dedications:

“To
Gerald, who knows where God hides all the socks in the universe,
including me.”

“To
Dr. Susan Fleckmann, the best Head at Vassar.”

“To
my darling dog Fluffy, who taught me that true love means being happy
to stop and pick it up.”

Why
do so many learned minds start their dissertations with such moronic
pronouncements? How can you tell that I wrote something just as dumb,
maybe dumber, in the dedication to my master’s thesis?

The
ancient loudspeaker in the subway car squawked out something about
further delays along the Bloor-Danforth line so I decided not to put
Professor Wolfanger away and to keep on reading no matter how much it
hurt my brain.


“Norman Cohn in his seminal study of the origins of the
Anabaptist movement, In Pursuit of the Millennium, notes how
major social change and theological revolutions throughout history
occur in highly populated, ethnically diverse communities, situated
at cultural and geographic crossroads.


Protest movements, new political parties, and innovations in religion
spawn amongst the teeming human traffic of trade, entertainment,
vice, virtue, and hundreds of different languages. Sometimes these
expressions and aspirations are in conflict, sometimes they are in
harmony—but either way they collaborate in the creation of new
human and spiritual constructs.”

Oh,
god! Wolfanger was quoting somebody else in the first paragraph of
the first chapter! Way to hide behind someone else, Prof!


“It is in these lovely, noisy and colourful places that
profound social innovation—both wondrous and horrific—occurs.”

Wondrous
and horrific?

That
didn’t quite sound like the two-ton academic vocabulary I was
expecting. Maybe there was hope for this book after all. I flipped
ahead a couple of pages.

I
found a truly interesting phrase near the end of chapter one:


“Bio-cultural potentiating forces in the urban environment.”

There
was also: “social mutation factors.”


“The airport terminal and the retail mall are the 20th-Century
equivalents of the holy lands, the burnt-over states and the
Californias of the past.”

Okay,
this was getting more interesting.


“The truly fearsome factor is the reality that these
contemporary equivalents of the millennial melting pot have taken on
a maligned and contagious form, catalyzing individual behaviours and
group organizational patterns that are fundamentally non-human, or to
be more accurate inhuman, in their forms.”

Okay,
really interesting.

Our
academic had obviously consumed some LSD and magic mushrooms, placed
the Peter Max lampshade on her head and just jumped off the viewing
pod of the CN Tower.

Why
was I surprised? Of course this was a crazy book; it had been given
to me by crazy people.
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I
cannot adequately describe my experience at the Youth Conference. I
must admit that the Bishop must have been a bit lax in giving me a
recommendation to enter the Canadian Temple in Cardston, Alberta.
Perhaps Our Heavenly Father was responsible for clouding the man’s
judgement. Like that old time radio character The Shadow.

It
was very early in the morning when we left the house where we were
billeted and walked towards the gigantic stone monoliths that make up
the Cardston Temple. The rising sun was bright and the air was clear
and cold—there was golden light everywhere and it turned the
Temple a rose colour and gave everything a glowing spirit-like aura.

Those
images are my primary memories of that morning. The quality of the
air and the light.

We
were greeted at the doors of the Temple and we entered.

Because
the readership of this work is likely to include some who are not
members of the Church, it is not appropriate for me to describe what
happened within the Temple walls. I am able to share with all of you
that the young man who left the Temple was very different from the
rebellious boy who went in.

I
now had a strong, living Testimony of the Gospel and this blessed
gift has stayed with me to this very day.

After
the Youth Conference I returned to Church life, but I lay as low as
possible. Not only did I feel guilty for my youthful arrogance and
many transgressions but I had been away so long that I was no longer
sure exactly how to behave at Priesthood and Sacrament meetings.

It
was strange. When I first stopped going to church my main reaction
was relief for all the free time I suddenly had. It was also nice not
to be around most of the other guys in my Priesthood class. Most of
them were obnoxious gits.

The
only church activity I missed was being a junior home teacher. I was
partnered with a senior home teacher, Brother Watt.

He
was a very special man, good natured, the least judgemental member of
the Bishopric and absolutely nothing seemed to shock or surprise him.

These
were all good qualities to have because we had the “north side
run” which was the part of town that was home to the poorest
and most socially disadvantaged members of our faith community.

Most
of them were converts.

Some
were students and/or immigrants from places like Korea, Taiwan and
even the Philippines. A few were members of the Cree and Inuit First
Nations and this was a complicated matter that troubles me even more
today than it did back then. I have faith that some day the seeming
contradiction between the church’s account of these peoples’
origins and my personal experience of them will somehow be
reconciled.

Brother
Watt didn’t seem bothered by any of this. I knew that he was
the most faithful of the faithful but he just loved everybody.

Most
people loved him back. You just couldn’t help it.

After
I stopped going to church, I stopped being a junior home teacher. I
missed going on the north side runs with Brother Watt dropping off
Thanksgiving and Christmas turkeys, Easter Hams, Labour Day pot
roasts and nothing-in-particular cans of Spam and cream of mushroom
soup. I even missed sitting in on Brother Watt’s monthly
spiritual pep-talk and taking 30 to 60 minutes to listen to how these
people’s lives were going.

When
I became inactive I was no longer there for those people and that may
have been greatest sin of my youth. When I returned to the church
they never put me back on home teacher duty. Perhaps that was my
punishment.
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It’s
just past three in the morning, I’m sitting on the living room
couch reading and I’m just about two-thirds of the way through
An Occult History of North American Shopping Malls. Various
forms of ritual sacrifice are being collated with the linguistic
structure of real estate contracts. Cripes, it’s like Jane
Jacobs wrote a sequel to Rosemary’s Baby.
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Shopping
in Hanover could be a test of faith and a challenge to a young man’s
purity of spirit. In theory, as missionaries, most of our material
needs were to be supplied by the local church, which meant that we
really didn’t shop very much. We really were not supposed to be
running on our own and we definitely expected to keep to our assigned
routes while on missionary duty.

“What’s
wrong, Elder Barnett?”

My
partner suddenly sat down on the curb of the sidewalk and started to
remove one of his shoes.

“It’s
these gosh darn blisters, Elder Stewart.”

Elder
Barnett rolled off his sock and I saw exactly what the problem was.
There were large red welts all over his heel and large translucent
bubbles of fluid on the balls of his foot. These were just what we
could see, it was very likely that there were other, even larger and
more painful blisters deeper down in the flesh.

Mormon
missionaries know a lot about foot blisters.

“Are
you able to walk?”

I
knew that Elder Barnett must have been in considerable pain,
otherwise he would never have compromised the dignity of his Calling
by exposing his naked foot while carrying out the work of the Lord.

“I’ll
try.”

He
took my arm and tried stand on both feet. Tears ran down his face.

“Darn!
Darn! Oh, darn!” Elder Barnett sobbed.

I
was a little startled by my partner’s near-blasphemous
outburst; then I noticed a stream of clear fluid with a trace of
blood spreading out over the pavement.

Some
of the blisters had popped.

“Courage,
Elder Barnett.”

I
didn’t mean to sound unsympathetic but honestly, it was all I
could think of to say.

“I
know, I know,” he sniffed. “I’m very sorry.”

In
truth, Elder Barnett had to assume some responsibility for his
predicament. There are three things that are absolutely essential to
a successful missionary experience. These are in order of importance:

1.
An unshakable Testimony of the vital importance of the Book of
Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants and the Articles of Faith.

2.
A working knowledge of the language(s) used in the community where
you have been assigned. The resulting ability to correctly identify
bus routes and washroom locations is particularly helpful.

3.
Comfortable and durable footwear. In that order. The Missionary
Training Center in Utah provides very specific guidelines about what
to look for in your shoes. They even suggest what makes of shoes have
proven to be the most reliable.

Elder
Barnett came from a large family just outside St. George, Utah and
these facts do mitigate his responsibility to some extent. While his
mission calling was very important to him and his family, they didn’t
have a lot of money. Apparently, he had come over to Germany with a
pair of knock-offs that looked like regulation Missionary footwear
but really weren’t.

Now
Elder Barnett was paying a painful price for deception and poor
product quality control.

I
hope I don’t sound too unkind. I know that Elder Barnett was
motivated by his enthusiasm to serve the Lord and that counts for a
great deal.

“Don’t
try and stand anymore,” I said.

Elder
Barnett sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

“I
don’t think I can.”

He
started to put the grey wrinkled sock back onto his foot. Obviously
he wanted to cover his naked and rather disgusting foot.

“Don’t
do that,” I said.

Once
again, good motives, wrong action.

My
partner looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“Is
that sock made from a synthetic fibre?” I asked.

“I
don’t know,” Elder Barnett said—whining just the
slightest bit.

“They
probably are,” I said. It made sense. If his shoes were
non-regulation copies, his socks probably were too.

“So?”

I
sighed, then noticed the look on Elder Barnett’s face and
wished I hadn’t.

“You
need to get some disinfectant into the burst blisters,” I
explained. “Then we need some bandages and only then you should
only wear white cotton socks.”

“I
should?”

I
knew that Elder Barnett was in a lot of pain but it seemed to me that
he was being a bit obtuse about his situation.

“Yes,”
I said firmly—and fighting the uncharitable urge to be angry
with my partner. “Otherwise your foot will get infected and it
will be weeks, maybe months, before you can walk comfortably.”

Elder
Barnett looked at me helplessly.

“Where
are we going to get that kind of stuff out here?”

That
question was annoying but highly relevant. Our route took us along
the edge of the Berggarten, one of Hanover’s main parks, a vast
place full of rich foliage and Nazi-commissioned sculpture. It was in
the heart of the city but strangely, miles away from anything useful.

“You
wait here,” I said.

“Wait?”
Elder Barnett looked at me with an alarmed expression.

Yes,
wait, you silly person—was what I wanted to say, as if you
could go anywhere anyway! Instead I said:

“I’ll
go back into town.”

“But
why?”

I
thought some more things that I knew I would have to repent for
later.

“I
think I saw a Woolworth’s with a drug store when we were on the
streetcar.”

Elder
Barnett nodded.

So
after a brief blessing of my partner’s foot, I began what was
to become a life-changing journey to Hanover’s main shopping
district.
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Professor
Wolfanger wrote:


“Shopping and fast food have similar socio-cultural origins. As
societies became more mobile and the immediate ties of extended
family and the rural village lessened, the drives of new products,
new services, new experiences and, to be completely candid, new
sexual partners—became greater and greater.”

Funny
thing, I thought as I turned the page and looked up at some of my
fellow commuters skulking around me. You mean our ancestors weren’t
all that excited about sitting out their entire lives in the dark, in
the hamlet of Nowheresville and getting ready to marry their cousin?

What
an incredible surprise.


“It became increasingly necessary for travelers—whether
they be merchants, scholars, mercenaries, missionaries or economic
migrants—to readily secure the essentials of life whilst they
were in transit and distanced from any sense of human community.”

Whilst?
Who the hell uses the word “whilst” anymore?
Regardless of occasional lapses into archaic usage, Professor
Wolfanger had me by the intellectual short and curlies and The
Occult History of North American Shopping Malls was now my
official subway book. After my initial burst of enthusiasm the other
evening, I had settled into a routine of five pages on the way into
the office and at least another five pages on the way home—give
or take depending if I got a seat.

I
calculated that I should be finished the book by April 4, 2063.

I
was still a little wary of Wolfanger’s perspective. I kept
waiting for the words “alienation” and “social
means of production” to show up.


“…this distancing and displacement undoubtedly
represents a profound instance of the alienation of many populations
from the means of production in their consumption patterns…”

See?
What did I tell you? right there at the top of page 233.

By
the early 1990s, I knew that I hated Neo-Conservatives and I was not
all that in love with Neo-Marxists either. I hated Neo-Conservatives
because they were dumb shits with access to way too much money and
had a complete disregard for truth.

I
disliked the Marxists because if you ever wanted to waste an
afternoon and scrape away all that bizarre politico-babble they
seemed to believe in a lot of the same things that the conservatives
did, neo or otherwise.


“…however, this systematic dislocation of the social
dialectic is not the primary focus of this study…”

Thank
God for that, Professor Wolfanger!

There’s
three more stops on the line before I have to get off. Surprise me,
Professor.


“Rather my intent is to explore the rise of evil as a force
that surpasses capitalism and materialism in the manufacture of
history. Here consumption and sexual attraction are taken to its
absolute extremes—we are now entering realms where economic
exploitation is replaced by genetic exploitation and the very course
of natural evolution is threatened.”

Hot
damn! Charles Darwin and Karl Marx are dating! You have indeed
surprised me, Professor.

And
here was my subway stop.
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I
fell to the pavement as I stepped off the streetcar.

I
wasn’t seriously injured, just a few scuff marks on the knees
of my trousers and a slight tear on the elbow of my shirt. I could
clean and mend these later; in fact these could be relaxing
activities after next Sunday’s Sacrament Meeting.

Some
locals helped me to my feet. They all seemed very sympathetic. This
is probably because people were falling out of streetcars all the
time in Hanover.

There
is a design flaw in the streetcar system in Hanover. Notably, the
interface between the height of the station platforms and the bottom
of the streetcars. On approximately 60% of the stations, the edge of
the platform and bottom of the streetcar door are level with each
other. This permits the passenger to step out with no level change.
This arrangement is convenient and safe.

On
about 25% of the stations, the platforms are lower than the bottom of
the streetcar doors; to close this gap and remove the stumble hazard
small steps have been installed. This is not a perfect solution
because the steps were usually quite narrow and if the passenger
behind you is crowding you, you may get pushed off the step. Still,
the steps are better than nothing.

On
the remaining 15% of the stations, there is, in fact, nothing. There
is just a big gap between the platform and the street car door. You
have to be ready for these stations and carefully lower yourself onto
the pavement.

The
most difficult thing for me was that I did not see any system to
determine at what point along the streetcar line I would arrive at
one of the void-offering stations. My personal name for these points
along the street car lines were the “Wile E. Coyote Stations”
in honour of those cartoons where that character runs off the edge of
a cliff for about thirty feet before he realizes he’s standing
on air and plunges to the bottom of the canyon.

My
theory was that the stations were built in phases and that it was
simply too expensive to retrofit them all when the city started its
new light rail transit system. Or perhaps some people in the planning
office just made a mistake.

“Don’t
you believe it!”

Brother
Percy was sceptical when I told him this story.

“Why
not?” I asked.

“Germans
don’t make mistakes like that,” he replied.

“So
they varied the height of the subway platforms deliberately?”
Now it was my turn to sound sceptical.

“It’s
social Darwinism,” Brother Percy said.

“I
saw no evidence of the theory of evolution on the streetcars or on
any of the platforms.”

That
was true, I hadn’t.

Brother
Percy smiled with one of those smiles that were a little bit
unpleasant: “It’s in the action. They are using the
difference in platform heights to try and kill off the elderly,
disabled and habitually inebriated.”

“The
Hanover public transit system is deliberately trying to harm people?”

“I
don’t know if that particular agency per se,” Brother
Percy said. “But survival of the fittest sometimes involves the
elimination of the least fit. Culling the population.”

Brother
Percy can be quite cynical at times. I just wish he wasn’t
right so often.
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The
office was pretty quiet when I got there.

Leela,
the latest bitter woman who’d been tricked into being our
receptionist, was talking to someone on the phone and avoided making
eye contact with me. As I walked past the large panopticon like
structure that was Leela’s desk, I could see that the telephone
conversation was about something very serious and complicated;
probably she was talking to the company travel agent.

I
felt sorry for Leela even though she was an unpleasant person.
Setting up Boris and Natasha’s travel itinerary was pure
torture duty because B & N usually changed their flight and
accommodation arrangements seven or eight times a day; and since they
liked to book as early as possible that meant many, many calls to the
travel agent and all kinds of opportunities for mistakes,
misunderstandings and miscommunications.

Welcome
freak-out fodder for our bosses.

Yes,
Leela was definitely working on a very hot seat.

I
stepped into my office, not realizing at the time that I should be
saving all that sympathy for myself.

A
spiral bound document was sitting on my chair. It was a draft of a
business plan for an agricultural fair in Kansas City. About 18
months earlier I led the team that secured that assignment.

When
I say “led” I mean I did all the work but included the
usual list of Beautifuls and interns whose main role seemed to be to
complain about every task I asked them to perform, dispute every
decision I made (without suggesting any alternatives of course), and
report every time I broke wind to Boris and Natasha.

Complete
assholes.

But
my goodness, didn’t they all have such nice hair?

The
post-it on the cover of the business plan read:

“Your
responsibility: URGENT!”

The
note was in Natasha’s handwriting.

You
didn’t argue with that handwriting.

I
sat down and started reading the report. By page ten, I knew the
problem was.

The
plan was a complete piece of shit.

Now
technically, and if you really stretched things, you could say that
this spiral bound crap artifact was my responsibility:

1.
There was evidence that I was the same species as the authors.

2.
Also, I did put members of the firm and the client in the same room
together.

3.
I did use my abilities, education and experience to convince the
client to actually hire us. There may have been some clouding of
people’s minds going on but I can neither confirm nor deny
that.

I
felt badly that our client wasn’t happy with us. They were a
bunch of urban cowboy and cowgirl types with weird Republican
politics, but they were very friendly in a fifties sitcom kind of a
way.

I
loved the working lunch we had in their office. It was this huge
boardroom with Remington wannabee murals of rodeos and cattle herding
all around us. Once we were all seated, they started passing out
these throbbing hamburgers that were the size of your head.

“Hope
you don’t mind just a light lunch,” the chairman said.

I
confess to my carnivorous tendencies. It was the best hamburger I’d
ever had. I wanted more. The best way to do that was win the
assignment.

Of
course, once we got the job, I was pushed off the team. We had a
cluster of Beautifuls at the time all named Lorne. I think it was
Lorne 2 who explained that he was taking the captain’s chair.

“Boris
said so.”

“That’s
correct,” B. said when I asked him about it. “Someone
with your seniority and experience is just too expensive to use on a
day-to-day basis on this project.”

“What
about what we told the client?” I asked. “They’re
expecting to see me working on this project.”

“Lorne
is better with clients,” Boris replied. “He’ll do
the face time.”

“Lorne
is better with clients?” It was a rather unbelievable statement
as Lorne was prone to hissy fits when he encountered information he
didn’t understand, which meant that he was hissing and spitting
just about all the time.

Boris
just shrugged. “Face it, he’s more presentable.”

“Of
course.”

Boris
seemed not to notice my sarcastic tone.

“And
he’s more profitable.”

This
was not the first time I’d heard such statements from Boris. In
fact ever since I hit the big “four zero” and my
waistline creeped over 36 inches, it was just about all I heard from
the jerk: win the job for us Percy, stay out of the way when it
starts up, and go find us some more work and maybe we’ll keep
you around for a little while longer. Aren’t we compassionate
and progressive? You can hang around even though you’re old
(although not as old as us), ugly (and we’re the aesthetic
experts so we know) and expensive (well, more expensive than we feel
comfortable paying you, anyway).

In
fact I’d heard this line of thought so often that I wondered
why I even bothered to talk to Boris about it this time. Maybe
because I liked those giant hamburgers so much.

I
was about halfway through the draft business plan when I realize that
I was mistaken when I decided that it was a piece of shit. It was
more like a gigantic fecal asteroid that was hurtling through
extra-solar space on a trajectory that would bring it crashing down
on our company.

The
first serious problem was the fact that Lorne 2 and his fellow
Beautifuls kept referring to the client by someone else’s name.
For some reason the Kansas City Agricultural Exposition needed to be
called the Vancouver Multicultural Advocacy Association.

Not
even close!

This
kind of error is a sure sign of boilerplate consulting with its abuse
of the cut and paste function of your word processing software. Lorne
2 (or maybe it was Lorne 1 or 3) had just found the files from
another study and dropped them in to generate some padding.

Then
after chapter 5, the headers on every page started calling the study
“The Battersea Royal Engineering Discovery Centre.” I had
no idea where that came from, so I was pretty sure that our client
wouldn’t know either.

Now
let us consider the actual substance of the study. The new theme that
Lorne (number whatever) had recommended for the Agricultural
Exposition was “Seek Your Inner Beef” and based on this
brilliant concept he was predicting attendance levels that were just
shy of the combined populations of Kansas City, Kansas and Kansas
City, Missouri.

Even
if the new theme and brand had been as brilliant as they really were
stupid, that number was just a bit optimistic.

Next
there was the comparables analysis. Maybe the Lornes had some
rationale as to why the education program attendance at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York City and the cinema series numbers at the
Pompidou Centre in Paris were relevant to the projected revenues at a
rodeo and agricultural fair in the American Midwest. However, they
didn’t bother explaining that reasoning, so the analysis now
read as bizarre as well as moronic.

I
could feel a headache coming on so I decided to flip ahead and check
out the bottom line. A healthy profit in Year One that increases for
the next five years. Attendance also grows at a hefty 15% per year.

Of
course. Also completely unbelievable.

Something
fell out of the back of the report. Two somethings actually.

The
first something was an angry letter from our client, threatening our
termination and possible legal action if they didn’t see me
personally to: “…receive an explanation and apology as
well as to brainstorm strategies to try and salvage this disastrous
situation.”

These
were bad words to hear from a client. Especially an American client.

When
you work with most Americans you soon discover that they are usually
extremely positive and pleasant. Usually they “love”
everything you do; progress on any project is always “fantastic”
and every team is an “incredible” team.

The
worst thing an American client is likely to say about your work was
that it was “really very good” which means that you had
better start settling in for some serious revisions. America is a
society that really likes winners and if they can’t be the
winners themselves, they try very hard to surround themselves with
other people who might be the winners.

I
knew that but Lorne 2 and his team had fucked up so badly that we’d
managed to crash through the cultural differences and tap into a deep
primal loathing of our product.

I
knew that I had better get down there as soon as I could—all I
had time to do was get a briefing from L2 (for whatever that was
going to be worth) and book a flight.

Then
I looked at the second something.

It
was a plane ticket for Kansas City.

My
first thought was that this action was perhaps a little presumptuous
but given the situation, understandable. I looked at the ticket a
little closer and realized that the act was also insane.

The
date of the ticket was for today. The flight was scheduled to leave
in 65 minutes.

This
was going to be interesting.

I’d
had to leave on short notice before (not quite this short) so I had
taken to keeping my passport in my desk. Getting into the States
likely wasn’t going to be a problem, I just had to get
to the States. So I grabbed that tiny blue scrap that recorded my
frayed identity, picked up my briefcase and leaped up the stairs to
Lorne 2’s office.

He
and Lorne 1 and Lorne 3 were having a nice relaxing cup of
over-priced coffee. Lorne 1 looked over and saw me panting at the
doorway.

“Shouldn’t
you be at the airport?” he asked.

“Where’s
the Kansas City file?” I asked. And not very quietly.

“Seriously,”
Lorne persisted making no move to produce any paperwork. “I
mean what the fuck are you still doing here?”

“The
file?!”

“Don’t
you know how serious your situation is?” Lorne 2 asked.

The
other Lornes said nothing but they looked highly entertained.

I
strode across the room, turned behind Lorne 2’s desk, opened
one of the drawers and removed everything filed under the letter “K.”

“Not
until five minutes ago,” I replied, stuffing papers into my
briefcase. “Thanks for the heads-up, dickhead.”

“You
can’t talk to me like that, you asshole!”

Now
I’d gone and offended him.

“Sorry,
fuckface.”

“What
did you call me?!”

“Sorry,
Mr. Fuckface.”

I
had all the K paper there was now. No time to hang around to exchange
any more abuse.

Leela
was still on the phone with the travel agent when I walked past the
panopticon. There would be no sense in asking her to book a limo to
get me to the airport; it would take at least 45 minutes for the
driver to get here and that would leave 20… make it 15 now,
minutes to get to the airport.

Not
too feasible.

My
best option was to march right outside and wave down a regular cab.
Failing that, I could stick my finger in my suit coat and attempt a
carjacking. Considering Boris and Natasha’s likely reaction if
I didn’t make that flight, Door #2 didn’t sound like that
bad an idea. I didn’t have a criminal record, so I’d only
be looking at 10, maybe 15 years if there was a kid in the car. Small
price to pay for avoiding 10 or 15 minutes with the founders in their
disappointed mode.

The
gods of management consulting must have been smiling on me. The
second cab that rolled down the street did a fast u-turn and stopped
in front of me. Or perhaps those gods were just having a bit of fun
with me. I jumped in the car and handed the driver two fifties.

“I
have to be at Terminal Two in 15 minutes.”

The
driver responded with a cold look, then a tight smile.

“Da.”

His
foot hit the floor and we flew down Bay Street.

Things
were starting to really break my way. My driver was probably a
laid-off MIG pilot or cosmonaut and had found some way to have his
car fitted with some jet assisted take off units that he’d
managed to smuggle out of the then collapsing Soviet Union.

I
opened my briefcase and started reading. L2 was a very bad writer who
liked to use 12 words when one would do. That, and the bouncing
motion of the cab, were not going to make this an easy read. The
inconvenience didn’t matter, I had to get in as much prep time
as I possibly could.

If
I could read all this, understand the issues and the problems,
suggest at least two or three credible solutions…

…maybe
I could pull this one out of the fire.

“Terminal
Two, sir.”

Cosmonaut
Cabby had gotten us to the airport in just over 12 minutes. I was
impressed but also glad that I had been preoccupied with my reading
and had not witnessed just how he’d navigated the journey. I
handed him another 20 as I wondered how many alarms at NORAD HQ he’d
set off.

I
was actually feeling a little optimistic when I saw that there was no
line up at the departures desk. Then again, why would there be? All
the people who’d made their travel arrangements more than 12
hours ago had already boarded the plane over an hour ago. Even so,
the gate was still open, so the nice lady in uniform handed me my
boarding pass.

I
was only travelling with my briefcase and it was full of non-lethal
pieces of paper which meant that getting through Airport Security
wasn’t likely to be a problem.

All
that was between me and my aircraft was…

…U.S.
Customs.

Back
then 911 wasn’t even a plotline in a spy movie. Maybe those
particular American Customs Officers were prescient because even
though I travelled with my passport (years before it was required)
and carried as much written authorization as possible, these guys
were getting increasingly antsy about letting me into their country.

“What
is the purpose of your visit?”

“I’ve
been invited to attend a meeting in Kansas City.” Invited? More
like commanded. I produced the letter from the client.

The
customs officer’s eyebrows raised a bit when he read some of
the text. He handed the letter back to me.

“What
are the terms of remuneration for your time in the United States?”

I
had less than eight minutes to get onto that plane.

Never
mind that! My only chance to past this guy was to act as calm as
possible. Fortunately, our contract with the client was one of the
documents I’d grabbed out of Lorne 2’s desk. I handed the
paperwork to the customs officer.

He
skimmed through it a few times and returned it to me. There was a
distinct look of disappointment on his face.

“This
seems to be in order.”

I
nodded silently as I put the papers back into my briefcase.
Experience had taught me that it was best to say nothing at times
like this. Never gloat at thwarted authority. At least when you’re
in a hurry.

“Excuse
me,” the customs officer said.

“Yes?”
I replied as calmly as possible.

Oh
crap!

I
had five minutes to get on that plane.

“Could
you please open your briefcase again?”

Say
nothing, I told myself. Maintain silence and just do as the man in
uniform says. Maybe if I was really quiet, he would get bored and go
bother some other Canadian.

“Could
I see that bottle of pills?”

The
vial in question contained my prescription from Dr. Cal.

Four
minutes.

I
handed the vial to the customs officer.

“Null-Neonarxxison,”
he read the word from the label.

“It’s
a prescription from my dentist,” I volunteered. Okay, I wasn’t
staying silent, but I had to do something to speed this interview up.

Three
minutes.

“What’s
it for?”

“I
have a low level blood infection.”

The
customs officer’s eyes narrowed. He sensed that he was on to
something.

“And
your dentist is writing prescriptions for that?”

“It
mostly affects my gums.” I really wanted to tell this jerk that
this was way too personal and that I wasn’t going to answer any
more questions until I got to read the results of his latest civil
servants drug test. I didn’t say anything because I really
needed to get onto that plane.

The
customs officer kept on studying me.

“Are
you carrying some kind of contagious disease?”

“I—”
I was about to say “no” right away but I’d had
enough experience on cross border projects that it was very unwise to
lie, exaggerate or embellish to these people. Even unintentionally.
They ask you a direct question, tell the truth. And don’t
hesitate while you do it.

“—I
really don’t know.”

The
customs officer turned away from me and started hunting and pecking
his way through something on his computer keyboard.

Two
minutes.

“Even
if this is a valid prescription…” the customs officer
said as he waited for more orange letters to appear on his near-black
screen “…it still might be a criminally controlled
substance in the United States.”

This
sounded like complete bullshit to me but since there had been a
sudden reversal in the distribution of power in our relationship, I
really wasn’t in a position to say so.

One
minute.

Computers
were really slow back then. We didn’t notice it much, but they
were. So the customs officer and I waited while a message crawled its
way out, line-by-line, onto his terminal screen.

“We
have no record of Null-Neonarxxison on our Permitted Substances
List,” the customs officer said. “Also, since you are
suspected of carrying a communicable disease, I will need a signed
certificate of health from your physician.”

“My
doctor?” was all I could say.

“Not
your dentist.” The customs officer smiled at me. “Do you
have a letter like that with you?”

Of
course not.

At
that instant, I knew that I really was not going to get on that
plane.

Zero
minutes.

I
was screwed in so many ways that it would be difficult to count them
all. Even with the fast and powerful computers we have nowadays.

I
remember collapsing into one of those utterly uncomfortable plastic
chairs that the Airport Authority liked to bolt into the floor at
Terminal Two. I had a brief vision, some kind of flashback to my
university days:


“The convenience of many contemporary shopping malls is
impossible to deny. Not only is the consumer environment made
available in a controlled context—sealed off from the extremes
of the outdoor climate—but the retail setting in itself is a
logical, epistemologically consistent ideological ecosystem. To
illustrate the above principle:


Any shopper who is able to locate the YOU ARE HERE marker on the
orientation map is suddenly gifted with a powerful overview of the
full range of products and services available—as well as the
quickest routes to locating them.


The ordering of the necessities of human existence represent the
conquest of the ideational, and all our pleasures (higher and lower)
over the irrationalities of the natural world.”


(Wolfanger, 1988:351-2)
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As
a result of the irregularities of streetcar platforms in Hanover,
Elder Barnett was not the only injured missionary in the city.

Fortunately,
finding the pharmacy was pretty easy. The pharmacist helped me apply
some disinfectant to cuts and bandaged my knee, then she sold me a
tube of something else for Elder Barnett’s burst blisters.

As
I was paying for these medical supplies, the pharmacist scowled at me
and removed my glasses.

“These
lenses are filthy!” she said.

Before
I could reply, the pharmacist took out a small spray bottle and white
cloth and in seconds my lenses were cleaner than they had been in
years. I was never very good at cleaning my glasses, I kept worrying
about scratching the clear plastic.

“Thank
you,” I said.

The
pharmacist handed me the spray bottle.

“Free
of charge.”

“Uh—thank
you…”

“It
is much safer if you can see better,” the pharmacist explained.
”You will be less likely to trip over things.”

“Once
again, thank you.” I had a feeling that I had just been
criticized but it becomes difficult to maintain a healthy spiritual
attitude if you dwell on things like that.

Out
on the sidewalk, I stopped and looked at the label on the spray
bottle:

“Blitzputz!”

The
exclamation mark was drawn with jagged edges, like it was supposed to
be a thunderbolt. I knew enough German to figure out the word roughly
translated as “Lightning Clean!”

Blitzputz.

I
headed down the street in search of pure cotton socks. That word
reminded me of another German word.

Blitzkrieg.

That
was the word the Nazis used for their surprise attacks on defenceless
countries.

I
continued walking and looking. I had to find those socks. Clean,
white and pure socks that would slow the infections that possessed
Elder Barnett’s foot. I felt both ashamed and silly—it
felt like I was looking for a racist pair of socks.

Blitzkrieg.

Blitzputz.

I
had another crazy thought.

Wouldn’t
the course of the 20th Century have been less terrible and violent if
the Germans had descended on Europe, not with the goals of conquest
and destruction but of just coming over and tidying up a little?
Imagine, platoons of storm troopers marching into your town with the
intent of filing that mess on your desk at the office, or cutting the
grass and raking some leaves, maybe even giving you a hand with that
backload of laundry.

I
wondered if harbouring secret scatological thoughts was a sin.

I
had reached the main shopping district at this point but I was also
lost. I thought that I had seen a Woolworth’s on our way to our
route and that seemed like a good bet for socks. Unfortunately, I had
no idea how to find the store in question.

Was
my quest of mercy about to end?

No,
I spotted an excellent landmark. The World’s Fair countdown
clock. Just after I arrived, Hanover bid for the right to hold EXPO
2000 and they had set a gigantic digital clock in the town square
that counted off the months, weeks, days, hours, minutes, seconds and
nanoseconds until the big event.

My
mission would be over by the time the World’s Fair opened. I
wasn’t sure if I would have been allowed to attend the EXPO but
it would bring millions of people to the City and every one of them
would benefit from hearing the Gospel.

Standing
in the shadow of the Expo clock gave me a basic sense of where I was,
but there was still no sign of Woolworth’s or any store that
might sell cotton socks. All I could see were coffee shops and
drinking houses. Places of limited use to Mormons.

I
needed a view from higher ground. There was a promising perch at the
other end of the town square. It was a large open cube sitting on a
platform that was about 20 feet above the street. Moments later I was
standing on that platform, more or less in the middle of the cube. On
my way up I noticed that the steps leading to the platform were lined
with hundreds, perhaps thousands of names. When I got to the top a
sign explained that the cube and the platform were a Holocaust
Memorial sculpture. The names on the steps were the people who lost
their lives during this “systematic genocide.”

My
immediate reaction to the open cube was that it was a little sparse
and too much like something purchased at an IKEA foray kind of a
memorial. Considering the human suffering involved, it seemed
inadequate.

At
least I had a good view of the cityscape. I spotted the Woolworth’s
right away.

Due
northwest.

The
streets leading toward the department store looked a little tangled
but now that I had my bearings I was certain that I could get there
without too much trouble.

Then
the meaning of the Holocaust Memorial struck me.

The
cube had to be open so that you could see the city of Hanover from
every angle. The sides of the cube framed every section of the city:
north, south, east, and west.

No
matter where you looked, from inside the cube, every view of the
community was framed by the memory of the Holocaust.

The
memorial was very educational.

Brilliant.

Terrifying.

I
wished that I had more time to contemplate this meaning. The memorial
was doing exactly what my high school art teacher told us art was
supposed to do—it changed you. After you experience the work
you weren’t quite the same person.

I
had to keep moving. I was a missionary and at that point in time my
mission was to find a pair of pure white socks.
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“Journalists and architects have commented on the simple
reality that the number of retail malls in North America cannot be
sustained in economically rational terms. Even with our voracious and
ever-growing consumer lifestyles, we can, can never, support the
number of malls and outlets that exist.


We simply cannot purchase enough to make all these shops, big box
warehouses, boutiques, shopping quadrants and department stores
profitable. This is a fact and this fact is immune to cyclical
economic forces. Whether we are in periods of growth, recession or
inflation, it makes no difference.


The resulting question is obvious:


Why then build so many retail malls? Why do we find new retail
centres under construction in the same communities where we find
struggling shopping precincts and closed malls?


One school of thought or argument attempts to account for this
profound socio-economic imbalance by stating that the profit focus
for retail malls occurs at the wrong point in the transactional
equation. Developers, so the theory goes, make their money when the
malls are built. Then they leave the playing field. Whether the mall
is sustainable is completely immaterial.


This explanation is nonsensical as it fails to account for
contemporary mall landlord and tenant relationships. It has been
several decades since developers have been allowed to walk away at
the end of the capital project. They are as much the exploited as the
exploiting parties.


Other theories are more aesthetically based. Cities create and
support shopping malls because they are “public-private”
spaces where the middle and upper classes are protected from
uncontrolled exposure to the lower orders and/or “socially
suspect” or “contaminatee” ethnic groups.


Certain segments of society will pay extraordinary amounts of money,
these theories assert, to avoid “social pollution.”
Usually at this point, the writers refer to anecdotes describing how
“high end” malls that play classical music in their
public spaces enjoy less vandalism and shop-lifting because gang
members and other working class entities fear such encounters with
the Enlightenment.


While there are tiny elements of truth to such accounts, they are
more expressions of class prejudices that serve to obscure a far
darker and more dangerous pattern of genetic exploitation at work.”


(Wolfanger, pp. 337-38)

Okay.
Stress-induced waking dreams. That book was definitely one of the
weirder reads of my life but maybe that was exactly what I needed at
that point.

When
I stood up, realized that I just wasn’t going to make that
flight and sat down again, my first instinct was to jump into another
cab (maybe the cosmonaut was still orbiting the airport) head for
home and hide.

I
decided that this plan was a bad idea. The boys would be just coming
home from day camp and they didn’t need the trauma of finding
Daddy crouched in the corner of the basement, weeping.

No.

The
best option was for me was to get back to the office and deal with
the consequences. However horrific they may be. Having the root canal
without anaesthetic compared very favourably to that prospect.

I
didn’t have to get back quickly, however.

I
took the bus which meant that it would take me at least 2 1/2 hours
to reach the office and since this was a time before mobile phones
were routinely used I had a certain amount of pain-free time. There
was no point in returning to the Kansas City files, we were
definitely going to get canned.

A
mind date with Professor Wolfanger would be much more edifying:


“…the very physical structures of shopping malls—we
see that the majority are designed for maximizing flexibility and the
throughput of human traffic. This is an early indicator of their twin
function…”
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Polygamy
has many legacies.

Under
most circumstances, missionaries are advised not to discuss this
topic. However, these circumstances make it necessary to do so. So,
back to the many legacies of polygamy:

Most
of them are unfortunate.

And
frequently annoying.

Perhaps
the most irritating of these “gifts” is how many people
have come to equate the word “Mormon” with “sexual
irregularity.” That particular prejudice is somewhat relevant
to this part of my story. That the story is about to start sounding
completely unbelievable is yet another matter.

I
was heading in generally the right direction of Woolworth’s but
there were some peculiarities in the urban planning of Hanover that
were working against me. One oddity was the non-rectilinear nature of
the streets throughout the downtown core. This is odd because most of
the city is based on long and straight roads with logically placed 90
degree intersections. I was told that this difference is the result
of the fact that Hanover’s factories and munitions plants were
located on the outskirts of the city. The Allied bombings were so
intense that almost all of that part of the City had to be completely
rebuilt after World War II.

The
other odd thing (although I did not know it) was its main red light
district in the centre of town. A “red light” district is
not likely a term that many of you will know. At least I hope you
don’t know this term. A “red light” district is the
part of town where most of the houses of prostitution are located.

Some
people who were much richer in worldly experience than I explained to
me that the location of the red light district was quite calculated.
Hanover has several major exhibition complexes at the far side of the
city. Because of these facilities, Hanover is able to house some of
the world’s largest trade shows; electronics, automobiles, farm
equipment, nuclear technologies. On the exact opposite side of town
is the main transportation terminus which services most of the bus
and rail systems and airline shuttles. There’s even a sheltered
streetcar depot.

The
alignment of locations means that most business travellers pass
through the red light district either on their way to the trade shows
or on their way back.

Brother
Percy would probably suspect that I’m procrastinating with all
this background information. He probably would be right. However,
certain aspects of the following events are going to be… well
to be blunt about it… deeply embarrassing. Brother Percy is
himself a master of denial and procrastination so he is able to
identify this sort of behaviour. I’ve said this to Brother
Percy in the past so I don’t feel as if I’m criticizing
him behind his back.

I
do feel that it is very important for readers to believe that my
entry into the red light district was an honest mistake. Once I
discovered where I was, I did my best to comport myself as an
honourable and morally clean person.

I
wasn’t my fault that things got so messy.

It
turned out that Woolworth’s was on the border between the
brothel zone and normal retail. I was able to enter the department
store without being aware that there was anything unusual about the
immediate surroundings.

I
was able to navigate the interior spaces without too much difficulty.
The insides of Woolworth stores are pretty much the same in any
country, so soon I had located the white cotton socks. They looked
well-made and were reasonably priced; I purchased three pairs.

My
mood was improving. All I had to do now was get the socks to Elder
Barnett.

There
wasn’t much of a line-up at the cash register, so very soon I
was stepping out onto the street and I turned left when I should have
turned right. I went around the corner thinking I could find a spot
where I could catch a streetcar.

I
caught a surprise instead.

Posters
in the windows. Dozens of windows filled with posters. Flesh, flesh
and leather. Whips, paddles and women and men wearing very little but
gas masks.

If
I hadn’t gone left when I meant to go right I wouldn’t
have those ungodly images in my memory. They reminded me of a
painting we’d studied in my Grade 11 art class, something from
the 15th Century painted by someone named Hieronymus Bosch.

It
reminded me of a vision of Hell.

The
oddest thing was that otherwise, the buildings, the street, they were
so ordinary. It was like some horrific orgy was being held at the
Holiday Inn.

My
missionary training kicked in. This neighbourhood was a place of
moral uncleanliness. I had to get out of there as quickly as
possible. The best response to temptation of this type was to remove
yourself from its presence. No debate, no reconsideration, no
attempts at negotiation. Whatever the devil says, one way or another,
it’s going to be a lie.

Once
I was out of there I would have to report in to the Mission
President. Even though it was not my intention to sin, I would never
be able to erase what was in my consciousness. There was going to be
a lot of fasting and prayer and very serious discussions as to
whether I could ever be spiritually clean enough to continue on my
mission.

Someone
knocked me to the ground.

I
was kind of hoping it was a thunderbolt from God.

I
looked up and saw the person who had run into me. The force of the
collision had knocked him to the cobblestone pavement as well.

It
was Brother Yeager, assistant bishop to Hanover Third Ward.

“Elder
Stewart…” he said very slowly.

“Brother
Yeager?” I replied.

“What
are you…?”

I
held up the little bag from Woolworth’s.

“Socks.
Hurt foot. Elder Barnett.”

Brother
Yeager’s eyes narrowed and his forehead creased. Understandable
if you think about it.

“Yeager!
We don’t have time for this!”

A
third voice.

The
owner of that voice reached out and helped Brother Yeager to his
feet. He was a tall man with a full beard and huge, wild hair and he
was wearing a black great coat and a cleric’s collar.

For
a second I wondered why Brother Yeager was in such a terrible place.
The next interesting question was why his companion was some kind of
mad monk.

Brother
Yeager reached out and helped me up.

“No
time for questions, Elder Stewart,” he said in that slightly
accented voice (Brother Yeager had excellent English). “You are
now deputized.”

I
noticed that he was holding a small electrical device that was about
the size of one of those cassette tape recorders you used to buy at
Radio Shack.

It
was a piece of equipment I would come to know very well.


















CHAPTER FIVE

In
which our protagonist and Dr. Stewart ride in a van and discuss
different perspectives on human sexuality. Later, certain
lesser-known dental surgery techniques are demonstrated.
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“What
did you tell your wife?” Cal asked me as we walked across the
parking lot.

I
shrugged. “Just that I was working late.”

Cal
pressed a button on his key chain and the doors of the van
automatically unlocked. Hey, these were the nineties and I was
impressed by that kind of thing back then.

“She
accepted that as an excuse?”

“Happens
often enough.” I opened the door on the passenger side. “So
you don’t have to worry. Sally won’t think we’re on
a date or anything.”

Cal
started the engine and put the van into gear. He didn’t say
anything but I don’t think my joke made him very happy.
Incidentally, you’ve probably noticed that I had stopped
thinking of my associate as “Dr. Stewart” or “Dr.
Cal.” Cal was now just “Cal.” I must have decided
that he was trustworthy. Besides, Cal might be squarer than a Bauhaus
building full of Lego bricks, but I still kind of liked the guy.

“Where
are we going?” I asked.

“Queen
Street.”

Hey!
An unsquare place.

The
van was pulling onto the QEW, we were indeed heading towards the
centre of the city.

“What
kind of van is this?” The vehicle was long, low and black with
opaque windows. It would have been a good hearse for a mass burial of
soccer moms.

Cal
flipped on the turn signal as he started to pass a squadron of
BMWs.“I think it’s a KIA.” Then he hit the gas and
we roared ahead like the Batmobile. “Handles very well,”
Cal said, smiling just a little. “We had it modified according
to our specifications.”

I
glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw some very expensive
headlights receding into the darkness. “What specifications?”

“We
can go into that later.”

Speaking
of the Batmobile, our visit to the rave on Queen Street reminded me
of a scene from the pilot episode of the 1960s Batman TV
series. The one when the Caped Crusader attempted to infiltrate a
discotheque in pursuit of the Riddler. At least in the TV show,
Batman left the underage Robin in the car. I, on the other hand, had
to go into the club with Cal and get completely embarrassed.

I
was way too old to do the rave thing, so the situation was pretty new
to me, but I had enough experience with the Beautifuls that I knew
how to prepare for potential trendoid environments. Fortunately, I
was wearing something that could pass as the universal boho uniform
of the 1990s: black t-shirt, slightly worn blue jeans and black
no-name basketball shoes. The equivalent of a grey flannel suit for
1950s advertising men. Not that I’m complaining. On missions
like this, I was grateful for such cloaks of social invisibility.

Cal,
however, was dressed in his usual khaki Dockers and light blue Arrow
shirt with button down collar. While this was the ‘scramble
suit’ for the suburbs, it was definitely the wrong disguise for
Queen Street raves. “We’re looking for a young man.”
Cal was passing an 8 x 10 glossy around the bar.

“Aren’t
we all?” replied a guy with a lot of studs sticking out of his
scalp. Cal blinked and coughed a little. I think stud-guy’s
implication bothered him a little.

We
pressed our way deeper in the writhing mass of Throb. Electronica:
Lights, percussion, smells, flesh. All one big Throb.

“Gordon.”
Cal said to anyone who bothered to stop and listen to this person who
was impersonating a male model from the Sears Catalogue. “Gordon
Pressmen. Have you seen him recently? Pressmen? Gordon Pressmen?”

This
was pointless. I decided to intervene.

I
saw a young woman with a purple marine cut duck through a door. Seek
the pain, I thought, drawing on my consulting experience, i.e. look
for any sign of vulnerability and exploit it.

I
followed the woman into a small room. It might have been a broom
closet, maybe it once had been a kitchenette. The important thing was
the room had a large rusting sink and the woman was vomiting into it.

“Feeling
shitty?” I asked.

“Yeah,”
the woman burped out some bad gas.

“I
got some Tylenol #3 on me,” I said. “You think they might
help?”

The
woman’s lips were smeared with puke, but she smiled. “Fuck,
yeah…”

Actually
I only had Tylenol #1, which you can buy over the counter in Ontario,
but I figured any quantity of opiates would help this person. “But
I need something in return,” I said.

The
woman answered with another smelly burp and a heavy sigh. “If
you want anal, you’re going to have to wear a condom.”

Cal
opened the door and looked at me with a puzzled expression. I waved
at him to keep silent.

“It’s
nothing like that,” I said.

Now
the woman looked puzzled.

“Not
that you aren’t absolutely beautiful,” I continued. “But
I’m interested in other things just right now.”

The
woman wiped the vomit off her face and sat on the floor. “Okay…”
She looked a little relieved.

I
folded my arms. “I’m looking for a guy…”

The
woman laughed. “So you guys are a couple of faggots?”

Her
statement did not make Cal look happy. Chill, Batman.

“His
name is Gordon Pressmen.”

“Oh,
someone in particular?” We got a smirk from Ms. Puke-Lips. “Now
you’re getting fussy.”

I
smirked back. “My friend and I have some financial matters to
discuss with Mr. Pressmen.”

Cal’s
eyebrows shot up but that wasn’t all that important right now.
The woman on the other hand was looking at me with increasing
comprehension. I could almost hear her connecting the dots in her
head:

1.
She thought I was carrying illegal prescription drugs on me.

2.
That probably meant I had lots and lots of other kinds of
recreational substances on hand.

3.
I had mentioned money.

4.
Therefore I was probably Gordon Pressmen’s dealer and
therefore:

5.
The poor slob owed me money.

She
burped again.

“Dreamworld.”

A
new stream of vomit trickled down her chin.

I
pressed four tablets into her hand. She was probably going to be
disappointed later on, but at least she wouldn’t be in as much
pain.

*

“How
is the medication working out?”

“Fine,”
I replied.

I
was a little surprised that Dr. Stewart was calling me in the
evening. It wasn’t that late but it was somewhat late. I
assumed these weren’t normal working hours for a dentist.

I
was even more surprised by how calmly I took his call. Just a week
ago he and his weird friend were standing outside my house pointing
unusual weapons at me.

“I’d
like you to come to my office next weekend,” Dr. Stewart said.
“I want to check and see if we need to increase your
prescription and if you need any work.”

“Next
weekend?”

“How
about early Saturday? Do you think you can arrange that?”

We
are such odd creatures. I’m referring to the entire human
species, not just Dr. Stewart and me. On the one hand we crave the
dramatic, the exciting, and the exotic. Two of the planet’s
largest industries, fashion and entertainment, are dedicated to
persuading us to try and look better than we ever possibly could and
to live our lives in places that actually don’t exist.

On
the other hand, we seek order and stability in our lives. If we
aren’t living in a place where events can be predicted, get
involved with people we have reliable relationships with, participate
in social institutions that are reasonably reliable, then we become
very unhappy creatures indeed.

That
paradox is probably why I was having a quiet and casual conversation
with someone who had pointed a gun and me and forced me to take
unknown drugs. As I stood there in the kitchen, holding the receiver
against my ear, watching my youngest son methodically stack pot lids
in his all-plastic wheelbarrow, the conversation felt very much a
part of the ordinary mundane world.

But
of course, there was a bit of an edge of strange to it.

“Sure,”
I said. “How about eight o’clock?”

“That
would be fine.”

I
wondered if this was the beginning of the end of this rather odd
period of my life.

“Have
you finished the Wolfanger book?” Dr. Stewart asked.

Maybe
not.

“Not
quite,” I lied. “I have a few chapters to go.”

My
son was happily transporting the pot lids from the kitchen to the
dining room.

“Bring
it along,” the voice on the receiver said.

*

Dreamworld
was one of Toronto’s best-stocked and trendiest direct sales
comic book shops. Back in the 1990s we still used terms like “comic
books” instead of “graphic novels” or “sequential
art.” I think the newer terms are more accurate but perhaps
less fun.

Whatever
you call them, these publications were my main vice back then, so I
was an occasional visitor to Dreamworld myself. Sometimes on Friday
evenings, after work I would stop in and pick up a copy of Grant
Morrison’s Doom Patrol, or Gaiman’s Sandman
and anything by Alan Moore. I used to really love Mister X—but
they kept cancelling it and starting it up again and it got worse
with every version. There was also some joy of nostalgia going on,
because I would always poke around and see if I could find cheap
copies of old DCs and Marvels that I missed when I was a kid.

Sally
would sometimes see me coming home with a plastic bag with the
Dreamworld logo on it and say something about “incredible waste
of money” or “unresolved adolescent issues” but I
don’t think she minded too much. There were certainly much
worse bad habits out there.

When
I was feeling naughty and would bring home a couple of back issues of
Heavy Metal, she would scold me about indulging in pornography
(which is the true appeal of HM). But often I would find her
in bed reading them. This was often good news for me.

Speaking
of sex and the mysterious, Cal and I found Gordon Pressmen in the
alley behind Dreamworld. He was kneeling in front of another young
man, who for some reason had allowed his trousers and underwear to
collect around his ankles.

I
never saw anything like this on my previous trips to the shop, but
then again, this was the first time I’d visited the place in
its late-night mode. With the energy and clientele from the nearby
clubs, Dreamworld must have transformed into a very different place
with a very different function. The atmosphere reeked of horniness.
Maybe this was the result of the murals on the outside of the shop,
with all those voluptuous women and super-muscular men in those
colourful skin-tight costumes.

*

“Man
and the chicken!” I cried. “Man and the chicken!”

My
oldest son giggled maniacally as held the round bearded man in one
hand and an equally round chicken in the other. Both figures were
from his Noah’s Ark play set and were about three inches in
diameter. Small enough for little hands to manipulate but too big for
little mouths to swallow. Got to love careful toy designers.

“Chicken!
Chicken! Chicken!”

My
son laughed some more and ducked behind the side of the bed.

If
we were going to be anatomically accurate, the fact that the man
(probably Noah) and the chicken (probably half of an Ark-bound
pair-bond) were about the same size was something of a problem. I
know that some theologians said that in biblical times people were to
have lived between four to eight hundred years, but I don’t
recall anything about six foot chickens. The dimensions of the
chicken were probably the result of some creative license taken by
the toy designers.

“Where
is the chicken?” I bounced the man over the surface of the
duvet as if he were running across a hilly field. “Can the man
find that chicken?”

It
was license well taken. The fact that the man and the chicken were of
equal proportions must have made the game of pursuit even more
exciting. My son’s eyes were peering over the edge of the bed
and I could tell that he was smiling.

“Now
where is that chicken?”

A
few months earlier we had invented the game of Man and the Chicken
but even after all this time, neither one of us were exactly sure
what the rules were. We did seem to agree that the game involved a
never-ending chase where the man was always trying to catch that
chicken but that he never quite succeeded.

I
know: Meep. Meep.

“Here
I am, Man!” I popped the chicken out from a pillow. “I
bet you can’t catch me!”

My
son gasped in surprise. Actually I think it was polite pretend
surprise. He was probably just pleased that after weeks of playing
his simple and strange game I was still trying to keep the game
exciting.

“Yes,
I can, Chicken!” I said in a stern voice as I raced the human
figure across the duvet towards the animal figure. “This time,
I really will catch you!”

The
thrill of it all was getting to be too much for my son. There was
more high-pitched giggling as he snatched the chicken from my hand
and ran out the bedroom. The chase was over for the time being. My
son had decided to give the chicken sanctuary in his room.

The
phone rang.

“How
are you doing today, Mr. Percy?”

It
was Dr. Cal.

“Fine,”
I answered. “Just fine.”

Actually
I was more than just fine. It was sunny outside and Sally was
puttering around in the garden and trying to keep our youngest from
eating all the cherry tomatoes. It was the third weekend in a row
that Boris and Natasha had failed to load me up with undone work from
the Beautifuls.

“You’re
keeping up with your medication?”

“Sure.”

I
hadn’t felt this relaxed in years.

“That’s
excellent.”

I
could see my son waving the chicken at me from his half-open bedroom
door. The game was about to begin again.

“Calling
me twice in one week, Dr. Stewart,” I said. “That’s
a bit above and beyond, isn’t it?”

I
held up the man where my son could see him.

More
laughing in the distance.

“I
was wondering if you could stop by the LDS Stakehouse tomorrow,”
Dr. Cal said.

Frankly
no, I thought. I had spent more than enough of my Sundays inside
church buildings in my youth.

“Uhhhh…”
was what I said.

“It
would give me a chance to give you a more coherent explanation of
recent events…” Dr. Cal said, not wanting my hesitation
to turn into a negative answer, “…in a more comfortable
setting.”

I
suppose going to an office would be better than having people
standing on my front porch, pointing tranquilizer guns at me.

“How
about 8:30?” Dr. Cal continued. “That would be just after
sacrament meeting.”

“Sure,”
I said. At least I wouldn’t have to actually participate in
sacrament meeting.

*

“Yeah,”
I whispered to Cal. They’re having oral sex in the alley.”

“I
know that things like this happen in places like this.” Cal
removed a pistol from his fanny pack.

“Try
not to look like you just stepped in two gallons of dog poop,”
I growled. The two men were still pretty busy, so they didn’t
notice us.

Cal
aimed the pistol. “I don’t see any reason to applaud
their deviant lifestyle.” Cal fired off two darts and the men
hit the pavement like two big bags of rocks. “But that won’t
stop us from trying to save their lives.”

At
least Cal didn’t say he was trying to save their souls. If he
had, I probably would have had to punch him.

Cal
put on a pair of rubber gloves and threw a pair at me. “Follow
me.”

“What
are these things for?” One of the reasons Sally and I bought a
dishwasher was because I had a really difficult time putting on
rubber gloves. It also seemed that Cal was taking his homophobia a
little too far.

“Please,”
he said. “Just do it.”

Then
I saw Cal opening the mouth of one of the men. Okay, the gloves made
a bit more sense. I mean, who wants to get somebody else’s
semen all over your fingers? On second thought, please don’t
answer that question.

“Not
our man.” Cal studied the small off-white strip of paper. “He’s
testing with minimal exposure.”

“What
do you want me to do?” I really didn’t feel qualified to
do anything.

Cal
removed two hypodermic needles from his fanny pack. “Sit on Mr.
Pressmen. If he wakes up unexpectedly he will likely try and run
away.”

“How
can I do that without crushing his ribs?” Yes, I was delaying
because I am embarrassed to admit that I was experiencing some
contagion anxiety.

“Don’t
sit on his chest,” Cal replied. “Straddle his waist and
place your hands on his shoulders. “Like you’re winning a
wrestling match.”

Or
like I’m fucking his ass, I thought. I sighed and did as Cal
instructed. “This looks so gay,” I said.

Cal
snorted (in spite of himself I’m sure) and emptied a hypodermic
into the other man’s arm.

“What
are you giving him?” I asked.

“Neutralizing
agent,” Dr. Cal said as he put away the empty needle. “It
should burn out the mutagenic factors pretty quickly.”

“That’s
good—whoa!”

Dr.
Cal held the second hypodermic needle in his mouth as he used both
hands to unzip the fly on the man’s pants.

“What
the hell are you doing?!”

Cal
jabbed the needle into the man’s penis. “Libido blocker.
It will shut down his sex drive for two, maybe three, months.”

Even
if it was temporary, this was just chemical castration. “So is
this punishment for having gay sex?”

I
heard a sigh as Cal put the man’s penis back inside his
underwear and zipped up his fly. “We are not in the punishment
business.”

Now
Gordon Pressman was starting to move a bit, which was making me
nervous. “So why shut down his dick?”

Cal
propped the man against the wall. “When someone has low
exposure levels, it’s wise to stop all sexual activity just in
case the victim meets someone else in Mr. Pressmen’s condition
and gets re-infected.”

Cal
put a small strip of white paper in Pressmen’s mouth. “Help
me hold his jaw.”

When
the paper came out, it was sky-blue.

Cal
half-smiled: “High level of infection but not past the
transformation threshold.”

Pressmen
groaned.

“Is
that good?”

Cal
removed something metallic from his fanny pack. “It means we
can do something for him.”

He
snapped the handcuffs onto Pressmen’s wrists.

*

I
know from my uneven religious education that the beehive is an
important symbol in Latter-day Saint heritage but as far as I’m
concerned it is the rectangle that is the shape that defines the
Mormon community.

If
you go down to Kirtland, Ohio to see the very first Mormon temple you
will discover that the structure is essentially a really big wood and
plaster cube on a hill. The sheer scale and simplicity of the
Kirtland Temple makes it oddly out of proportion with the rest of the
landscape, sort of like it was a lost piece of a giant child’s
village play set.

If
you check out most LDS buildings constructed in the 20th Century you
will see that they are variations and combinations of different kinds
of rectangles—from the long flat gyms and function rooms to the
45-degree intersecting panels that make up the chapel ceiling and up
to the square towered spires at the very top. The spiritual lives of
church members are sheltered with right angles. Perhaps that’s
not surprising when you consider that we are dealing with a group of
people who are more than happy to be associated with squares.

The
Etobicoke Stakehouse was a classic piece of LDS architecture. There
was the conventional arrangement of chapel, offices, classrooms and
gym and not even the suggestion of a curve within two blocks of the
place. It was an older structure and the lines were so simple that I
wondered if it was built back in the days when church members were
expected to help with the actual construction.

Kent
Cahoon was waiting for me at the side entrance and escorted me
inside. “Hello, Brother Percy,” he said as he shook my
hand.

‘Brother
Percy.’ Nobody had called me that in almost 30 years.

“Hey
Kent,” I replied. Sure it was probably too informal but I just
wasn’t up to calling anybody ‘Brother.’ Or ‘Sister’
for that matter.

Brother
Kent Cahoon didn’t seem to mind. He just smiled and touched my
elbow to steer me down the right corridor. “Sorry that things
got a little weird the other night.”

“No
problem.” I saw Dr. Cal opening a door at the end of the
hallway. The lights were out in the room beyond.

“Hopefully
this will put things in a better context,” Brother Cahoon said.

It
occurred to me that Dr. Stewart and Brother Cahoon were not wearing
suits but were sporting khaki Dockers and blue golf shirts. Since it
was Sunday, that meant that they went home, changed and came back.
Such deliberate casualness was definitely some kind of signal. I
wondered what that signal might be. I suspect something along the
lines of: What we are about to discuss is completely off the
record.

Not
official Church business.

Dr.
Cal flipped on some lights at the back of the gym and I suddenly felt
like I was back in Grade Six. An extension cord snaked over the
geometric shapes on the wooden floor and the electrical wires led to
a small folding table in the middle of the room. There was a row of
those plastic and metal tube stacking chairs you only seem to find in
churches and community centres. The chairs faced a folding screen
that wobbled a little on its tripod stand, sort of like a sail
catching a very slight breeze. The best part, or at least the most
nostalgic part, was what was sitting on top of the table: A film
strip projector.

When
I was in elementary school in the 1960s, they used film strip
projectors all the time and for almost all subjects: geography,
arithmetic, science, sometimes even music class. Film strips were
great for teachers because all the images were printed onto wide
rolls of 35 millimetre film. True slide projectors were tricky
because you could lose some of the slides or you could get them in
the wrong order or, worst of all, you could accidentally put two
slides into one slot and completely jam up the machine. Motion
picture projectors weren’t much better because loading in that
16 millimetre leader was really fiddly and if the film jumped its
sprockets, the show would jam and even burn out the images. Much to
the hilarity of the class.

There
were none of those problems with film strips. Just plug ’er in
and play. You even had a soundtrack with a cassette player that gave
you audio cues to tell you when to turn the knob on the projector and
move on to the next picture.

The
audio cue was usually a loud electronic tone that was a bit of a mood
killer but the teacher always knew how to keep the sound and vision
in correct synchronization. By the time I was in Grade Six,
educational AV technology had advanced some and film strip projectors
were regarded as rather passé. The only one of my classes that
still used them was Boy’s Health Class, i.e. sex and drugs
education. They never mentioned rock and roll. I still had vivid
memories of some of those wonderful educational presentations:


		
	How Boys and Girls are Different

	
	
	Why Boys and Girls are Different

	
	
	How Marijuana Ruins Your Brain and Shrinks Your Testicles

	
	
	Your Penis: Dangerous Friend!




I
was pretty sure that neither cannabis nor my penis were going to be
the subjects of tonight’s slide show. At least not directly.

“Please
take a seat,” Dr. Cal said as he turned on the projector and
pressed the toggles on the cassette player. Brother Cahoon turned off
the lights at the back of the room so that we’d get a better
picture. Bit of a focus adjustment and… what was supposed to
be ominous music crackled out of a monaural speaker. Then:

“Beep!”

Audio
cue.

Brother
Cahoon sat next to me as Dr. Cal advanced the strip to the first
image. The upper half of the screen was filled with a chain of stars,
spires, beehives, crescents, crosses and swastikas (with the Buddhist
orientation, not the fascist)—in other words symbols that
represented just about every faith I could think of.

At
the centre of the screen, the words read: “The following
program has been reviewed and approved by the most senior authorities
for every world religion.”

“Beep!”

*

Eventually
we just duct-taped Gordon Pressmen’s wrists and ankles
together. At close distance I could see that the young man was
wearing a black t-shirt with lots of deliberately made holes in it.
On the chest there was a cartoon of a woman wearing only a
black-leather corset and a strap on dildo buggering an Apple II
computer. Some kind of sexual techno-political commentary that I
couldn’t figure out.

“Love
Gaybot?” I read the caption written over the cartoon aloud.

“Gaybot,
yes.” Cal grunted as he lifted Pressman up in a fireman’s
carry. “Band from Rochester.”

I
followed as Cal took Pressmen to the van.

“Band?”
I asked. “As in rock and roll?”

Cal
gestured at me to open the van. “More like experimental
low-budget electronic. With occasional forays into industrial and
music concrete.”

I
swung open the rear doors of the van. “I had no idea you knew
so much about the regional independent music scene.” And if so,
why were you such a dork in the club, I wondered.

Cal
grunted some more as he stepped up into the van, still carrying
Pressmen. “I don’t know much about music… could
you please…?” He gestured at an opaque plastic curtain.

“Sounds
like you do.” I pulled back the curtain and Cal dropped
Pressmen onto what looked like a very complicated dentist’s
chair.

Looked
like? Of course it was a dentist’s chair!

“I
know about Rochester,” Cal said as he started strapping
Pressmen into the chair.

“Rochester?”
Where Kodak used to rule? The only city in western New York State
that was more economically depressed than Buffalo? “What’s
the big deal about Rochester?”

Cal
wrapped a leather belt around Pressmen’s forehead and pulled
the young man hard against the back of the chair. Pressmen’s
mouth was hanging open and he was drooling all over his cartoon.

“Rochester
is a place of some sensitivity.”

Sensitivity?
What the hell was that supposed to mean?

“I
don’t know,” I said. “The Eastman Museum of
Photography is very nice…”

“Brother
Percy!”

Cal
was glaring at me. This was a bit of a surprise. He’d never
raised his voice before.

“Uh…”
was my reasoned and articulate reply.

Now
Cal was using little chrome clamps to fold Pressmen’s lips back
over his gums.

“You
must never go back to that city unescorted.”

“I
think I can handle myself, even in an American city.” I hoped
my sarcasm was coming across but I wasn’t too sure.

“Well,
you shouldn’t go there without adequate briefing and
protection.”

With
his lips pulled back and his teeth sticking out, Pressmen looked sort
of carnivorous.

“Now
come over here and hold this young man’s head steady.”

*

“Beep!”

“Brothers
and sisters…” an old man’s voice growled out of
the speaker, “…while we pride ourselves on being a
tolerant and compassionate faith, our doctrinal teachings have
directed us not to take an active role in the ecumenical movement…”

On
the screen I saw a picture of a very bald, very wrinkled man wearing
a dark suit and a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles. He was sitting
behind a very large desk. There was an oil painting of Joseph Smith
praying in the forest on the wall behind him.

“…however,
members of the Church, in fact members of all faith communities on
this planet, are facing a catastrophe of unprecedented proportions…”

I
briefly wondered if there were faith communities on other planets.

“Beep!”

Now
I saw a composite image of just about every religious building
imaginable.

“…and
we must enlist the aid of all branches of God’s family if there
is to be any hope that His Eternal Plan for us is to be fulfilled…”

“Beep!”

I
glanced over at Brother Cahoon and Dr. Cal. My dentist was watching
the screen very carefully, probably because he wanted to be sure the
pictures stayed in focus and he didn’t miss any sound cues.
Brother Cahoon was just sitting there, arms folded, also looking at
the screen very carefully. I guessed that he must have seen this show
many times before, but he still seemed to think it was important
enough to merit his full attention.

Then
I looked at the screen. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

It
was a photograph of a young woman wearing a bright scarlet mini-dress
and white knee-high boots. She had long platinum hair with bangs.
There were big peace symbols on her earrings and the buckle of her
wide white belt. It was a go-go dancer, circa 1965-66. Because it was
a still image, I couldn’t be completely sure, but I think she
was doing the Monkey or the Frug.

More
of the old man’s voice: “…many of you may have
noticed a recent increase in permissiveness and sensual licence in
our society in recent years…”

I
heard the faint twang of surf-guitars and drums in the background. Oh
good, they were using the Ventures as part of the soundtrack; I
hadn’t heard them in years.

“Beep!”

The
guitar riffs continued and we had another shot of our go-go dancer.
Her medallion—a giant jewelled cross—was frozen in
mid-motion as she twisted her body in some very unlikely position.

The
old man’s commentary: “Most of us, including Church
Leadership, believed this lowered moral climate to be the outcome of
suggestive themes in our mass-media, misguided educational policies
and foolishly liberal parenting practices.”

“Beep!”

I
wondered if I had been invited here to see some kind of sex-piece on
venereal disease. Now I was looking at an historic photograph of a
Nazi rally in Nuremberg.

“Our
perception was a dangerous half-truth,” the old man said.

I
had to admit I was having a little trouble connecting the dots here.

Old
man again: “The 20th Century has proven to be the most vicious
and violent in human history…”

Well
that was something we could agree on.

“…and
as much as it might surprise us, the cause of this near unimaginable
human suffering cannot be accounted for in conventional theology.”

“Beep!”

Conventional
theology? Was that like conventional weapons?

This
next image was an even bigger shocker. It was the first time I’d
seen a Hiver in action. It was a grainy black and white photograph of
a half-naked woman eating strands of flesh and muscle from a rack of
bones. It looked like she was dining off someone’s ribcage.

“…to
use the vocabulary of scientists, the human race is locked in a
secret, world-wide struggle with what may become the dominant species
on the planet.”

“Beep!”

*

“This
is going to be a difficult procedure.” Cal snapped on a new
pair of rubber gloves.

“Do
I have something to do here?” I noticed that our patient was
starting to blink and twitch a bit. The effects of the tranquilizer
dart must be wearing off.

“Yes,”
Cal said as he handed me my own pair of rubber gloves. “You get
to hold Mr. Pressmen down some more.”

“He’s
already strapped in.”

“He
will struggle, Brother Percy,” Cal said. “The treatment
won’t work if we use any medication.”

This
scenario was starting to sound disturbingly familiar. “And what
is the treatment?”

Cal
pointed at Pressmen. “Take him by the shoulders.”
Pressmen was awake now. The young man couldn’t speak with his
mouth stapled open but the frantic look in his eyes told me that
there were no more drugs in his system.

“You’re
going to have to hold him harder than that.” Pressmen’s
eyes widened. Cal opened a canvas bag and started taking out his
dentist’s gear: tiny electric drills, chrome clamps with
complicated springs as well as several sets of long handled tweezers.
And needles. Lots and lots of needles. “I’ll have to
drill into his incisors…”

I
felt Pressmen’s whole body spasm. “Dr. Stewart?”

“…locate
the infected nerve endings and remove them…”

More
spasms, each one stronger than the last. “Dr. Stewart?”

“…with
normal humans, this a painful enough procedure, but the mutagenic
agents in these subjects generate tendrils that wrap around the
frontal lobes and the intersection between the spinal cord and the
base of the brain.”

Pressmen
lurched forward. I could barely hold him down.

“Even
though the brain itself has no sensory receptors, the removal of the
mutated neural material is a surprisingly painful process.”

“Dr.
Stewart, he’s awake!”

“Oh
darn.” Cal stood there with a drill in his hand. Pressmen was
already out of the head strap and soon he’d be out of his wrist
restraints.

“We
can’t operate under these conditions,” said Cal.

I
leaned over Pressmen, pushed my hands as hard as I could on his
shoulders and took a deep breath. Then I kissed him. Actually, it was
a Glasgow Kiss, which is to say I smashed the top of my skull into
Pressmen’s forehead.

Cal
gasped. I had the headache of the century but at least Gordon
Pressmen as quiet and under control, i.e. unconscious. I hoped that I
hadn’t given him a serious concussion.

I
know, it was a very violent act. It was also the kindest thing to do
under the circumstances. No one should undergo dental surgery without
anaesthetic. Gordon Pressmen would not have to experience what I went
through on that awful early morning in Singapore.

*

“How
do you feel?” Dr. Cal asked.

“What
do you think?” Brother Cahoon asked.

“I’m
fine,” I replied. Then: “That’s quite a thing.”

Brother
Cahoon didn’t look too happy. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”

“Do
you believe what you heard?” Dr. Cal was seeking clarification.
Smart guy.

I
didn’t say anything for a minute. I just looked over at my car
sitting there at the far end of the parking lot.

“I
guess it’s consistent with what’s in the Wolfanger book,”
I said eventually. It was also completely nuts but I wanted to sound
as neutral as possible. If these two were seriously crazy it wouldn’t
do me any good to upset them.

“Will
you at least consider the implications?” Dr. Cal’s voice
faded a little. I wondered if he was getting a bit desperate.

“Sure,
Dr. Stewart,” I said. “You have given me lots to think
about.” Insane things to think about mind you.

“You
look tired,” Brother Cahoon said.

“Some.”

“It
is a great deal to take in all at once.” Dr. Cal put his hand
out as if he wanted to shake mine but instead he put his hand on my
shoulder.

I
nodded.

It
was a very quiet drive home. My car radio had packed it in a few
weeks earlier so I couldn’t listen to CBC, which was a pity
because it was time for Ideas and whatever Lister Sinclair was
talking about: the earliest known alphabets, table talk on Mount
Olympus, what Tom Thomson was thinking about when he was painting
murals at St. Anne’s, and how best to appreciate the depraved
poetry of recorded messages on phone sex services.

Lister
was reason itself and listening to him made me feel a little bit
saner. Sanity was definitely the tonic I needed right then. Because
when I thought about it, and was completely honest with myself, I
sincerely believed what I heard and saw in that extremely cheaply
produced presentation. Even though the context that I’d seen it
in, a gym in a Mormon church, was probably one of the least credible
settings I could imagine.

It
was in a very similar setting that I lost my faith in the first
place.

It
was in a church gym that I was catapulted from my then status of
devoted, practising Mormon, growing in the faith, even expecting to
go on a mission—to my current condition of agnostic, “inactive”
Mormon. Popular culture labels people like me as “Jack
Mormons.” That’s really simplistic, it’s more
accurate to think of us as ethnic Mormons.

It
was early in 1971. Although I was still a believer, I was going
through a mildly rebellious phase. I grew my hair out into a pretty
messy shag cut and I wore slightly tinted granny glasses. With my
beardless, near featureless, face I looked like a Japanese cartoon
character.

Animated
or not, me and a few other kids at the local church were terrifyingly
bohemian enough to spark action on the part of the local mission
presidency. They organized a ‘Special Youth Conference.’
They even called in a speaker from Salt Lake.

This
guy was an Assistant to the Council of the Twelve. Brother
Something-Or-Other. Over the years a lot of the people who came up
from Utah or Cardston were spiritual people, sincere, direct and
honourable human beings who made you want to know what they knew,
experience some of what they experienced. What made them so
persuasive was the sheer force of their humility.

Brother
Something-Or-Other was not among that category. He was an oily guy,
wearing an expensive blue suit that didn’t fit him all that
well, and he seemed perpetually annoyed. Possibly because he didn’t
look enough like Richard Nixon.

The
Youth Conference was on a Saturday, which between homework and all
the time we were expected to spend at church on Sunday, meant that
none of us were going to have any kind of a weekend at all. The topic
of Brother S.O.O.’s talk to us was the spiritual implications
of the Kent State Shootings and the Anti-War Movement in general.

“These
activist groups who oppose the policies and actions of our
government…” (Typical of many of the speakers from Utah,
Brother S.O.O. forgot that America and Canada were separate countries
with different political systems) “…are nothing less
than instruments of evil. So-called revolutionaries are the followers
of Satan.” Brother S.O.O. wiped the glistening beads off his
forehead. He had good Nixon sweat which I’m sure made him
happy.

He’d
been going on for almost an hour and we were way past my tolerance
point. Maybe it was some kind of genetic memory but something deep in
me knew that governments were as fallible as anything else people
create. Some governments are more or less good. Some are bad. Some
are very bad.

Some
of us Mormons were the descendents of a people who had had an
Extermination Order levelled against them by the then Governor of
Illinois. To paraphrase in contemporary terms: “See those
Mormons over there? They’re assholes. Officially designated as
such. Feel free to take a couple of shots at them. If you get one,
you get to keep his stuff.”

“Excuse
me.”

The
speaker was me. I couldn’t believe it, I was standing up. Me,
the kid with long hair and wearing jeans and an army jacket. One of
half a dozen freaks in a sea of Quasi-Osmond’s.

“Yes,
young man?” Brother S.O.O. was pretty surprised too. I could
see more of that Nixon sweat on the end of his nose.

“I
have a question.”

One
of the Q.O. kids was tugging at my sleeve to sit down. One of the men
from the Mission Presidency was whispering in Brother S.O.O.’s
ear. The oily man nodded and waved the other guy off.

“Questions
are essential to democracy, young man.” I had a feeling he was
going to make an example of me. “Ask away.”

“Isn’t
the Church’s official position that America is a sacred nation?
“

“Yes,”
Brother S.O.O. wiped the end of his nose. “A nation chosen by
God for great things.” He knew that I was trying to set him up
but he probably figured he could handle anything a dumb punk kid from
the boonies like me could throw at him.

“And
didn’t you just tell us that all those revolutionary movements
going on in the world are evil?” Okay, I started by saying that
I had “a” question but obviously I had a few. However
Brother S.O.O was letting me get away with it. Probably waiting for
me to hang myself.

“Yes,
young man,” Brother S.O.O. replied. “They threaten
freedom of individual choice and God’s Plan for us.”

“Just
to be clear, revolutions are inherently evil?”

“Yes,
they are manifestations of Satan.”

I
couldn’t believe that I actually had the opportunity to ask the
question I was about to ask: “But wasn’t the Sacred
Nation of America created through a revolution?” If this had
been eight or ten years later, I’m sure the image in my mind at
that moment would have been of Luke Skywalker dropping those missiles
down the ventilation shaft of the Death Star.

“Well…”
Brother S.O.O. looked like I’d given him a Glasgow Kiss. On the
other hand, he was giving great sweat. “…that was an
exception, young man…”

“An
exception?” The question hadn’t come from me. The speaker
was one of the people I had earlier dismissed as Osmond clones.

“Yes,
it was an exceptional expression of God’s Plan.”

That
answer was so dumb and so lame that I had to get out of there. I sat
down and at the next break walked out of the church and pretty much
hadn’t come back inside an LDS building until the night of the
slideshow.

There
was an interesting contrast between the discussions in the early
1970s and 1990s. Back then we were talking about some very serious
matters but they were all real-world issues, wars, revolutions,
students getting shot, etc. In the 1990s, I was hearing about how the
human race was in danger of genetic colonization by shape-shifting
group-mind entities who may have been among us for centuries. I could
make some allowances for the apocalyptic frame of mind that seemed to
be building as we approached the end of the millennium but this was
just fucking weird.

However.

I
certainly believed more of what I heard in that filmstrip than I did
anything that Brother Something-Or-Other said back in 1971.

*

Blood
everywhere.

I
think that’s a Monty Python quote.

At
least Pressmen was still breathing.

Cal
was wiping his hands on a towel. “The encouraging thing is that
we were able to cure him.”

I
was towelling the blood off my hands as well. There were tears in my
eyes. “Yes. That’s very good.”

Cal
started unfastening the straps on Pressmen’s wrists. “It’s
too bad that we can’t do anything about his lifestyle.”

I
used some tissues to soak up the saliva and blood off the young man’s
face. “You mean you wish you could stop this kid from being
gay?”

Cal’s
expression was blank as he deposited the paper towels in a bin. “It
would make things simpler and safer if we could cure his S.S.A.
pathology.”

“What
the hell is S.S.A.?” I was annoyed. I majored in psychology for
a while and thought I knew all the terms for all the major mental
illnesses.

There
was a gentle popping sound as Cal turned on a Bunsen burner. “Same
Sex Attraction.” He used a set of tweezers to carefully
incinerate the tiny strands of mutated nerve tissue that he had
extracted from Gordon Pressmen.

I
kept on dabbing fluids off Pressmen’s face. “So does that
mean you regard homosexuality as an illness?”

Dr.
Cal didn’t say anything as he continued to burn up nerve
tissue.

“Most
doctors and scientists haven’t classified homosexuality as
pathology since the early 1970s.” I was getting pretty pissed
here. I’m not sure why, I had as many friends and family
members in the closet as anybody but gay issues were never at the top
of my list of concerns.

“It’s
a bit more complicated than that.” Dr. Cal was holding a
particularly long tendril over the Bunsen burner. “Research by
our scientists indicates that there’s a correlation between the
mutagenic process and the number of sexual encounters a person has.”
The nerve sizzled away into ash, like a slow fuse on a stick of
dynamite. “And gay men have statistically higher numbers of
sexual contacts.”

“So
this huge planetary menace we’re fighting is basically an STD?”
I felt a little let down, this was so mundane.

“That’s
part of it, too,” Cal replied. “It’s probably more
accurate to think of it as more of a convergence of unfortunate
factors.”

Which
I imagined someone would eventually get around to fully explaining to
me. I decided to check Pressmen’s breathing. Regular and deep.
It looked like I hadn’t damaged the poor bastard too much.

“The
Church doesn’t view homosexuality as a sin,” Cal said.

I
bent down and unfastened the straps on Pressmen’s ankles. “I
must have missed that memo,” I said.

Cal
swept the ashes into a small sealed container and turned off the
burner. “The sin only occurs if the individual in question
chooses to act on their abnormal inclinations.” Then Cal
removed a hypodermic needle from a drawer next to the sink.

“Don’t
you think that’s a rather unrealistic attitude? Expecting
someone to refrain from having sex for their entire life?”

“You
don’t have to agree with me.” Cal pushed the tip of the
needle into the flesh of Pressmen’s inner elbow. “But at
least this young man is going to live.”

True.

I
assumed that Cal had just loaded up Pressmen with a big dose of those
libido blockers. He removed the needle and taped a cotton swab over
the puncture point to stop the bleeding. “And he’s still
human.”

Also
true.

*

Like
I mentioned earlier, actually everything in the film strip was
consistent with the historical accounts in the Wolfanger book. I
suppose I could go into some detail and summarize all the points of
agreement and convergence but some things are best appreciated as
experience and not exposition so you will just have to be patient if
you’re after more details.

All
I feel like talking about right now is that at that point I was in
agreement with Dr. Cal and his religious friends. There was something
very big and nasty out there and it wanted to change and consume us.
It had made a lot of progress and it had been working on the
endeavour for quite some time.

“I
have an assignment.”

A
few weeks after filmstrip night, I got a phone call from Cal.

“Oh,
really?”

“I
could use your assistance.”

“What’s
the gig?” I asked.

“A
young man named Gordon Pressmen is in need of our help.”

“What
can I do?”

“More
than you might think,” Cal replied. “And it will be an
opportunity for you to learn more about what our group does.”

“What
kind of help will we be giving this guy?” I was fascinated by
the words that Cal used to answer my question.

“Genetic
intervention.”


















CHAPTER SIX

In
which our protagonist gains insight through hypnosis and by entering
two empty buildings. We are left wondering if explosions have any
therapeutic value.






1997

I
remembered thinking, this is odd. It was quiet. Almost peaceful and
pleasant. Even so, a little odd.

It
was just after five in the afternoon which was too early for me to be
home as I never left the office before seven in the evening. What was
a whole lot odder was that I had no memory of taking any form of
transportation to my house.

The
last thing I did remember was getting the third degree from Boris and
Natasha for missing the plane to Kansas City. At first Boris wouldn’t
look at me, he was staring out the window and making occasional
pronouncements about “gross incompetence” and
“appropriate grounds for dismissal.” Before I could think
about how me and my lawyer might word that “unfair discharge
complaint,” Natasha pushed her face about an inch from mine and
started snarling at me. I know she thought she was using human
language but I sure as hell couldn’t figure out what she was
saying. It was all just a barrage of enraged, taunting sounds. Every
time she got angry, her nostrils started flaring. Over the years I
had noticed that the angrier Natasha got, the more her nostrils
flared. At that point I could have stuck my head up her nose.

I
entered some kind of fugue state. Why was Natasha so unattractive?
What she spent on clothes and cosmetics each year was probably twice
the value of my car but it just didn’t seem to do any good.
Maybe that’s why she surrounded herself with all those
Beautifuls—she was hoping some of their good looks might rub
off on her.

Didn’t
seem to be working.

I
felt some pressure on the back of my neck.

That
was pretty much it.

I
was oddly at home.

I
was lying on the couch and the loudest sound in the house was the
ticking of the clock on the living room wall.

5:10
p.m.

Mrs.
Edmonson, our new after-school caregiver, should be stopping by with
the boys. Then in about 45 minutes, Sally would be home to start
getting dinner ready. Since I wasn’t going to be home until
8:00 p.m. at the earliest, we’d long given up on taking turns
with meal preparation.

Nobody
showed. That was just fine, at least in the short-term. I could zone
out and try to remember how I got there. Did I have a stroke? Maybe
I’d been drinking? Drinking so much that I couldn’t
remember how I got home? Unlikely. I was pretty sure that the Boris
and Natasha verbal assault had started around 2:30 p.m. and unless I
had been injecting liter bottles of alcohol there was no way that I
could have generated that much cognitive damage.

5:45
p.m.

No
sign of Mrs. Edmonson and the boys.

6:15
p.m.

Sally
wasn’t home either.

I
pulled myself off the couch and started wandering around the house.
Stupid really, but I was wondering if I might find my family hiding
in one of the rooms.

All
I found were the Man and the Chicken figures laying on the floor of
my oldest’s room. It looked like my son had disappeared in
mid-motion and the toys had dropped to the floor.

Now
that was just dumb.

I
was starting to hate how quiet the house was.

7:00
p.m.

Where
the hell was everybody? I missed my family.

7:45
p.m.

The
doorbell rang. I opened the door and nobody was there. I swore.


“The shopping mall is a unique social innovation in the history
of commerce and urban development. While there is a superficial
resemblance to the souq in the Arab world, as well as the
marketplaces found throughout Asia and Africa, the mall is
fundamentally different in several key aspects:


1. Haggling—the negotiations involved in determining the price,
ire. the consensual value of the product is forbidden. Haggling is
essential in most commercial exchanges as it is an evolving forum for
generating social agreement on the values of commodities and
services. Haggling, by its very nature, creates a personal
relationship between the buyer and the seller. To haggle, people have
to talk to each other.


2. The din of continual speech is absent from the contemporary
shopping mall and haggling as an institution is the very antithesis
of the shopping experience in the developed world. In today’s
world, it is essential that consumers be conditioned to be as passive
and as alienated as possible.”

I’m
not sure exactly why excerpts from An Occult History of North
American Shopping Malls kept slipping through my consciousness as
I dozed on the living room couch, but there you go. Maybe I should
have turned on the TV.

9:00
p.m.

Nobody
here except us toy chickens and worried husbands and fathers. Husband
and father. It probably wasn’t healthy for me to be thinking of
myself as a plural.

About
an hour ago I started phoning friends and neighbours. Those who were
home hadn’t seen Sally and the boys and they had no idea where
they might be. Why the hell would they?

I
got really desperate and called Lucille’s home. Not only did
her parents not know where my family was, they wanted to know if I
might know the location of their daughter. They seemed to think Sally
and me might know something, but of course we didn’t.

Not
a particularly happy conversation for any of us.

I
still felt badly busting Lucille and hoped that she was probably off
with her mysterious boyfriend desperately trying to squeeze a tiny
fragment of happiness out of an otherwise joyless youth.
Unfortunately, I had other shit to worry about.

9:30
p.m.

Still
nothing. I decided to wait another 30 minutes before calling the
police. Sally was smart and as far as I knew I hadn’t done
anything recently to severely piss her off enough to take the boys
and leave me. There had to be some normality factor going on here,
some routine domestic message that I’d somehow missed, some
outing that my family was away on. They were going to walk in and
Sally would scold me for being such a dope because I forgot X-thing
which was why they hadn’t been home and which she’d told
me about a hundred times.

I
was looking forward to being scolded.

What
the hell was happening? The most important people in my life were
suddenly just not there. How long had they been gone? Twelve hours?
Sixteen? It was killing me that I didn’t know where they were,
didn’t know if they were fed or hungry, warm or cold, happy or
sad, safe or… I couldn’t complete that thought. Twelve
seconds was too long for them to be gone.

I
closed my eyes and forced myself to wait the 29 remaining seconds.


“When I speak of alienation, I am applying the Durkheimian
rather than the Marxist version of the concept. The Shopping Mall can
be viewed as a massive sea of “anomie”—or in
layman’s terms: when people go to shopping malls to purchase
the necessities, and even luxuries, of life—they are isolated,
unhappy and feel a tremendous void in their very being.


The consumer populace is now ripe for control and exploitation. And I
apply those terms in every way possible.”

I
was pretty sure that was page 416 from Wolfanger.

9:55
p.m.

Couldn’t
do the full half hour. I had the telephone in my hand when I heard
footsteps in the hallway.

“Sally?”
Thank God! They were home!

“Brother
Percy?”

To
my eternal disappointment, I saw Cal standing at the opening between
the kitchen and the dining room.

“I
rang the doorbell but you didn’t answer. I hope you don’t
mind too much that I let myself in.”

It
seems that I did mind because the next thing I was aware of was
opening one of the drawers in the kitchen, grabbing a butcher knife
and pushing Cal to the floor.

I
heard screaming. Cal’s mouth was closed, he was gritting his
teeth in fact, so it must have been me making all that noise.

I’m
pretty sure that my plan was to use the butcher knife to cut off
Cal’s head. That was not the sort of thing I usually considered
doing. It would have made a real mess in the kitchen. Besides, I
didn’t recall being all that angry about Cal at the time.

Cal
didn’t seem very bothered by my plan to decapitate him. He
looked very calm as he firmly put his fingers in my nostrils and
inserted a hypodermic needle into my neck.

I
distinctly recall a slightly hollow sound as my head hit the kitchen
floor.


“Alone, unhappy, incomplete and inadequate. Highly advantageous
emotional states if your objective is to create the conditions of
minimal resistance.”

Jeez,
now I was dreaming Wolfanger.

*

“I
bet you were wondering why I was in your house.”

Bright
fluorescent lights. Powder blue walls. Electrodes glued to my
forehead and it felt like there was some kind of tube stuck up my
ass.

I
was curious about all kinds of things.

“Yeah,
kind of.”

“You
haven’t been in to pick up your latest prescription.”

My
vision was focusing. Yes indeed, it was Dr. Cal standing over me. I
was hoping that he might also explain why I was strapped into this
bed.

“Did
I…?” I remembered something rather awkward.

“Attack
me with a butcher knife?” Cal nodded.

“Sorry
about that.” It was an inadequate statement but it was the best
I could do at the time.

Cal
smiled, perhaps a little sadly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Maybe
I didn’t need an explanation for the straps.

“No?”
It was true that I wasn’t aware of being all that angry with
Cal.

Another
face came into focus.

“Would
you mind if we hypnotized you, Mr. Percy?”

*

It
was inevitable that our baby-sitter enabled period of freedom had to
come to an end.

Sally
and I had argued about, no discussed, whether or not we were going to
confront Lucille about her boyfriend for so long that eventually it
just seemed pointless to say anything. This was probably just an
unconscious procrastination process because we just didn’t want
to lose her.

The
compromise was always to call before we started on our way home,
giving a very precise estimate of our ETA. Once we got home we always
made as much noise as possible as we got out of the car and opened
the front door. Like most compromises, this solution was only
partially successful. We never found any more boyfriend debris but
Sally was never able to completely shake her fear that the boys were
being neglected while Lucille and Mister X were making out on our
living room couch. Therefore, Sally was less happy when we went out.
Therefore, both of us started not having as much fun on our dates.

Who
knows if they were making out? Maybe they were just watching Jackie
Chan videos or Simpsons reruns. Anyway, that’s what I
used to tell Sally when she wanted to leave the restaurant, the
concert or the movie early. Usually that would calm her down some and
she would settle for making a phone call. Although she (and therefore
me as well) still wouldn’t be enjoying ourselves very much.
Another partially successful compromise solution.

Not
only we were selfish, we were also moral cowards. We didn’t
want to embarrass Lucille, and probably more importantly, we didn’t
want to be embarrassed by her embarrassment. And there was still the
need to have some form of entertainment that didn’t involve
repeatedly listening to the theme of Thomas the Tank Engine.
That music is cheerful but after you hear it 4,000 times you know
that it is evil.

The
Good Baby-sitter Era ended through the intervention of forces outside
our control.

It
was an evening when Sally was working late. She shut the front door a
little louder than necessary and without taking off her coat, walked
into the kitchen, took out a beer and sat down in front of me. I
figured that I was in trouble because I was still banging out memos
on my WP-2 and hadn’t made a move toward starting dinner.

“Where
are the boys?” The question came after Sally had downed about a
third of the bottle.

I
pointed in the direction of the living room. “Watching Thomas.”

Sally
nodded. She had asked because she wanted to be sure the boys were out
of earshot. God, I was in such deep shit.

“Is
there a problem, dear?” That’s one of those oxymoronic
questions. If you have to ask if there’s a problem, then you
already know there’s a problem. You’re just asking for
more details.

“Yeah.”
I watched my wife take the longest swig of beer in human history.
Christ, she must have been so pissed off.

“Do
you want to tell me about it?” Or perhaps we could do something
more fun, like giving me another root canal without anaesthetic.

Eventually
there was an answer: “I got a phone call from Lucille’s
mother today.”

That
was not the answer I expected.

“Is
everything all right?”

Sally
shook her head. “Lucille didn’t come home last night.”

“Did
she leave a message? Do they have any idea where she’s gone?”

Sally
shook her head again.

“Her
parents must be out of their mind with worry.”

Sally
nodded.

“Have
they contacted the police?”

“Oh
yeah.” Sally emptied the last of the bottle.

“That’s
really terrible.” I was almost whispering, I think because I
might have started crying if I used my regular voice. “Is there
anything we can do?”

Sally
sighed. “Maybe there is.” Then she looked at me with an
expression that was a lot more objective than I liked. “Can you
tell me what pony porn is?”

*

A
nurse loosened the strap on my right wrist and put a pen in my hand.

“This
must seem a little peculiar, Mr. Percy.” Cal laid a clipboard
on the bed sheets in front of me. It held a form with what looked
like 18 carbon copies. “We need to get your written consent
before Dr. Norris can begin her work.”

The
specialist in question was standing next to Cal. She had a mass of
permed blonde hair and huge icy blue eyes.

“Why’s
that?” It just seemed like an odd time to start asking for
permission.

“Because
it entails us deliberately altering your consciousness.”

“Temporarily,”
Dr. Norris added. “And with purely benign intent.” I
could make out a rough cotton blouse and peasant skirt under her
white lab coat.

Okay,
slightly scary but at least ethical. I signed the form. Cal was kind
of distant as he tore one of the carbons off the clipboard and handed
it to Dr. Norris. I tried to take an emotional reading off this. It
looked like Dr. Norris was some kind of ally but not a member of Team
LDS. Maybe she was a Unitarian, maybe a Wiccan.

Dr.
Norris sat down on the edge of the bed as the nurse strapped my right
hand back down. “How do you feel about having your movements
restricted, Mr. Percy?”

“Given
that I attacked Dr. Stewart for no reason…” I was
surprising calm about the whole thing, but then again, who knows how
much medication I’d been given. “…it’s
probably a good idea.”

“A
good idea? Are you sure?”

What
were they going to do if I thought it was a bad idea? People like her
gave liberals a bad rep.

“At
least until I figure out what’s going on.”

“When
we figure out what’s going on.” Dr. Norris gave me
a smile that was just a tiny bit, incredibly, condescending.

“Let’s
get to it.” I decided that I didn’t care who she was, or
what group she was from, I just didn’t want her to pull out a
crystal.

Dr.
Norris’ smile got even bigger.

Then
she pulled out a crystal.

*

I
couldn’t move.

This
time I was lying on my face. I was surprised to be conscious.
Actually I was pretty surprised to be alive because I thought the
needle in my neck would have killed me.

Speaking
of which, Boris and Natasha were sticking more needles in my arms, my
armpits, and the back of my legs and the base of my skull. Unlike the
first needle they weren’t putting stuff into my body; now they
were extracting blood. I remember wondering why they were interested
in my bloodstream.

Natasha
pulled one of the needles out of my body and pressed the plunger. A
small pool of my blood formed in the palm of her hand. She slurped up
the dark fluid and frowned.

“I
can’t get a buzz off this shit,” she growled.

Well,
if you don’t like my blood, I thought. I’d be happy to
hang on to it.

“I’ll
take a deeper sample.” Boris pulled down my pants and stuck a
very long needle into the muscles of my upper leg. More of my blood
gushed into a long glass tube.

This
extraction was a long process and it gave me some time to reflect on
what was happening to me. In one sense it was very strange to see my
employers running around with cruel instruments and using coercion
and violence to steal my very life blood.

Then
they complain about its quality.

From
another perspective this was totally normal. It was just a variation
of what they’d been doing to me for years. Boris walked in
front of me and I could see him carefully putting some drops into
that glass tube. My blood gradually turned a light purple colour. One
of the shades you might find on an old Peter Max print.

Groovy.

Boris
and Natasha weren’t as impressed as I was.

“Someone’s
been tampering with him.” Boris sounded disgusted as he threw
the tube into waste basket. “No wonder he’s been so
unripe.”

“Fucking
ingrate!” I felt the toe of Natasha’s (undoubtedly very
expensive) shoe smash into my ribs. “After all we’ve done
for him and his peasant family!”

“You
know this means we’ve been compromised, don’t you?”
Boris started throwing the rest of the tubes filled with my blood
into the bin.

I
gasped as another shoe rammed into my side.

“Ingrate!”
Natasha screamed.

“We
could just grind him up,” Boris said. “It could take
months before anyone noticed he was gone.”

“No.”
Natasha dropped into the chair behind her desk and did some deep
breathing exercises. “We will use him to send a message.”

“Fine.”
I heard Boris’ footsteps circle around behind me. I felt his
fingers pulling at the elastic of my underwear. “But one way or
another I will get some pleasure from that body.”

This
may have been the first time I heard Natasha laugh.

It
was not a particularly nice laugh.

*

You
have to be very thoughtful and answer very carefully when your wife
asks you about pornography. Any kind of porn. Usually these
conversations are not easy and there is at best a 75% probability
that the discussion will not end well.

Pony
porn? Where the hell did that come from? I wasn’t feeling so
much busted as blindsided. I knew what it was but it didn’t do
a thing for me and I didn’t have any.

“Well,
dear…” I walked over to the refrigerator. “Pony
porn sounds like candid photography taken at the stables of Catherine
the Great.”

Sally
did not look amused as I took two bottles of beer out of the
refrigerator. I set one in front of her and kept the other for
myself.

“I
don’t think Lucille’s mother was making any kind of
historical reference.” In less than 20 seconds Sally had the
cap off the bottle and one third of the beer was gone.

This
was a good time for me to partake as well. “Okay, I’ve
heard that pony porn is a variation of bondage where people ride
around on each other with saddles and riding crops and stuff.”

Sally
nodded. “That sounds about right.” Then she looked at me
with a ‘scrutinize and study’ expression. “Is it
something you’re into?”

In
spite of the fact that it was not, I had to be very careful here. A
simple denial was not going to carry a lot of credibility here.

“Sally,”
I spoke very slowly. “You know exactly what I’m into and
what I’m not into. You also know the full extent and content of
all smut in this house.”

Sally’s
stone face, and her voice, cracked a little. “That’s what
I always thought.”

“Darling,
your main erotic rivals are Dale Arden, Shalla-Bal and the Queen of
the Lizard Women.” My voice was getting a bit wobbly too; the
direction of this conversation was starting to upset me. “Go
and check the tickle trunk.”

“But
how do I know—”

About
18 alarm bells went off in my head. I really did not want to get into
a big discussion about trust, because once you started talking about
trust you’ve usually already lost it.

“Sally,
why are you asking me these questions?”

My
wife did not take another drink. Instead she just sighed. “Mrs.
Yap said they found all these… magazines in Lucille’s
room. She also said they were all pony porn.”

I,
however, decided that this was a very good time to take a drink.
“What does this have to with me, Sally?”

My
wife blushed and stared at the table. “Mrs. Yap seems to think
that the magazines might be yours.”

At
that moment I really didn’t know how to react. I was also
almost out of beer. Given that Sally and I did have a “tickle
trunk” full of a range of adult literature, AV and various
devices and given that I was the one who was mostly responsible for
stocking said trunk, a position of outraged virtue and moral
indignation was not going to fly here. On the other hand, I was as
upset about Lucille’s disappearance as Sally and the idea that
anyone thought I had anything to do with it was pretty scary.

There
were also the facts. I didn’t give Lucille any porn, especially
not pony porn. I thought it was stupid and had never owned any. And,
giving any kind of porn to your babysitter is colossally stupid. I
forced myself to speak as clearly and calmly as I could. “Sally,
those are not my magazines.”

If
I tried to be objective, it was difficult to be angry with Mrs. Yap.
She had a pretty feasible hypothesis: married man, maybe heading
towards early male menopause, comes into regular contact with
socially inept but possibly sexually curious teenage girl. Antics
ensue, some of which involved the exchange of kinky publications. Not
at all hard to connect the dots on that one. Except that you’d
end up with a completely incorrect picture.

I
took a deep breath, said one of those lame internal prayers to
whoever that agnostics like me say, and put my hand on Sally’s.
“Darling, this is terrible news about Lucille. I know as little
about it as you do but I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“That’s
good,” Sally said to the table. “Because I think the
police will be around to talk to you.”

The
doorbell rang.

*

I’m
sorry to say that the hypnotherapy gave me a rather vivid
recollection of Boris fucking me in the ass. He was very rough and he
took a very long time.

Anal
rape is humiliating, well any kind of rape is. However the experience
was not as traumatic as I expected; not that I enjoyed it, but it was
a curiously numbing process. I suppose that after ten years of
working with Boris, Natasha and the growing cast of Beautifuls, I
must have been habituated to abuse.

What
happened after Boris zipped up his pants was even more upsetting.
More memory fragments were surfacing in my consciousness. I couldn’t
tell if these memories were returning during the session with Dr.
Norris or if B & N had done something to block my mind while I
was lying with my face in their carpet.

I
now knew that this was not the first time I had been spread out on
the floor of their office. I’d been there many times and every
time as helpless as this. Boris and Natasha did something to me each
time. Something involving those tubes and needles. They would stick
some of them into my arms and neck, but most were jammed up my
nostrils or stuck into my temples and the base of my skull. Dr.
Norris and Dr. Cal did not seem very surprised when I described this.
Obviously they had come across this kind of thing before.

“Have
you ever wondered why they assaulted you so often?” Dr. Norris
asked. That question was the most distressing event of that day’s
session. The people in that company loathed me, why the hell didn’t
I just walk out of there and get another job?

I
couldn’t answer that question back then. I wasn’t able to
even ask the question. Forced to look at the situation now, the
explanations were very unpalatable. Was I incredibly stupid? Weak?
Maybe I deserved all of what happened to me for some reason.

“Did
you ever wonder why you didn’t quit your job?”

Dr.
Norris held a clipboard that was loaded up with columns of numbers,
diagrams and anachronisms. So she wanted to know the answers to the
same questions I had. Good luck with that.

I
shrugged as best I could with all those straps on me.

“Did
it ever seem that they went to a lot of trouble to make everything
you did in the office, even the most routine tasks, as difficult for
you as possible?”

“Oh,
yeah.” At least I could figure something out.

Cal
stood behind Dr. Norris. Dressed in his beige Dockers and light blue
Arrow shirt, he looked like a Secret Service agent on Casual Friday.

Was
it Friday already? I had no idea.

“Why
would they do that?” asked Dr. Norris.

“Because
I deserved it.” I started to cry. It was so embarrassing. This
interview felt almost as bad as the abuse. Maybe it was part of the
abuse.

“You
have to forgive yourself,” whispered Dr. Norris. “You
didn’t leave because you couldn’t. While I had you under
hypnosis, I found very powerful psychological blocks implanted in
your subconscious.”

All
I could do was nod because at this point I was bawling my eyes out.
Dr. Cal was doing the manly thing and staring at the floor. Real guys
avoid all eye contact at times of powerful emotional expression.

“In
other words,” Dr. Norris continued. “You stayed there
because you were compelled to do so. You were the target of such
frequent abuse because they needed your nervous and biochemical
systems.”

“They
wanted to stress me?” I managed to choke out. “Why?”

“They
were harvesting your fear and pain.” Cal said this from the
back of the room. His arms were folded like he was about to start a
silent prayer.

Dr.
Norris nodded. “They were regularly extracting blood and brain
fluid from you while you were experiencing high levels of anxiety.”

“What
for?”

Dr.
Norris put the clipboard down on the bed beside me. “How is
your chemistry?”

Ragged
sigh. “Non-existent.”

“What
these charts illustrate is how they were removing adrenal secretions
and dopamine from you on a regular basis.”

All
these years I thought I was a management consultant. Turns out that I
was the company fear-cow.

“When
do I get out of here?” I asked.

Cal
looked up from his prayer. He didn’t exactly smile but I sense
that he was pleased.

*

The
day after my last interview with Dr. Norris, Cal said he wanted to
drive me to my old office.

“If
you think you’re ready for this.” We were standing at the
door of my hospital room, great time to ask.

“I
don’t think I’ll ever be ready.” I slowly slid on
my jacket. There were still bruises all over my body, so getting
dressed was a protracted and painful process. “Got to do it
anyway.”

“It
will be useful if you can walk with us through the site,” Dr.
Cal said as we walked down the hall. “It helps us identity
patterns and pathologies.”

Sounded
a little like they were collecting butterflies.

“Sure.”

In
the car, Cal decided to explain his role in my medical condition: “I
knew you were infected at your first check up.”

“That’s
why I had all those mysterious tests and prescriptions?”

“Yes.”

“I
kind of figured that.”

“I
figured you did.”

I
looked out the car window. We were driving down Davenport heading
towards St. Clair. At least that’s what the street sign said.
The intersecting horizontal and vertical lines that made up the city
that I’d lived in for the last twenty or so years looked
completely unfamiliar to me now.

Cal
continued: “At first it was difficult to determine how far
along you were and whether you could be treated.”

“Why
did you decide to administer medication at gunpoint?”

We
were at a stop sign. I watched a woman walking her dog down the
street. At least that’s what I think it was. It could have been
animated figures bouncing along the screen of an Etch-A-Sketch.

“They
might have issued a subconscious command to make you resist taking
the medicine.”

“Like
the way I attacked you with the butcher knife?”

“That’s
right.”

Cal
turned the steering wheel and rolled past the old mansions that
extended out into the design district. Many of the buildings were
heritage structures, others were more recent architectural
statements. All the buildings were landmarks that I used to pass
every day on my way to work. Couldn’t place any of it, we might
as well have been circumnavigating the mountains of the moon. Cal
steered the car around another corner. In theory, I knew that we were
about three blocks from my office. In reality, I didn’t have a
fucking clue.

“Sorry
about that.” My apology was totally sincere, even so it sounded
very inadequate.

Cal
braked the car to a stop. “Forget it, I wasn’t hurt and I
know you didn’t mean it.”

I
knew that there was supposed to be something outside the vehicle but
all I could see was a big grey blur.

“Brother
Percy?” Cal put his hand on my shoulder and looked at me very
intently. I hoped that he wasn’t going to try and kiss me or
anything; I’d had enough homosexual experiences for a while.

“What?”
I looked back at him.

“Revelations.”
He said the word very slowly and very deliberately.

Suddenly,
we were parked outside my old office building.

Cal
opened the car door. “I hope that’s the last of the
psychological blocks.”

The
office building was taped off from the street, but it wasn’t
the standard yellow issue from the Metro Toronto Police. This tape
was bright orange and had biohazard symbols printed all over it.
There weren’t any cops walking the area but maybe the fear of
horrific contamination was enough to keep the neighbours away. Or at
least the real estate agents.

Someone
had put up an inflatable airlock over the front door. Cal and I kind
of punched our way into some rubberized pressure suits. Under
different circumstances, the science fiction fan in me would have
really enjoyed this experience.

“After
we picked you up at your home, we sent some people around to check
out your place of work.” Cal’s voice squawked out through
the helmet speaker. “They found the place like this.”

‘Like
this’ was a series of dead rooms, all of them coated with a
light layer of grey-pink dust. There was enough dust that our boots
made footprints about one-quarter of an inch deep.

“Was
there a fire?” We walked slowly across the lobby.

“No.”
Cal’s voice crackled over my headphones. Couldn’t they
afford better audio equipment? “That dust is pulverized human
flesh and bone.”

His
explanation made a weird kind of sense. It was also quite disgusting.

I
noticed that the ugly art totem was gone. I also noticed that a
skeleton with pieces of ragged flesh was draped over the reception
desk. I wondered if that was Leela, waiting to answer the phones.

“Do
you recognize anything?” Cal asked.

“I’m
not sure.” I didn’t want to be sure. I liked my
co-workers about as much as they liked me but they didn’t
deserve anything like this.

Same
thing in every office. The variation was that the bones and flesh got
more and more twisted as we moved up the floors towards Boris and
Natasha’s office. Some of the “bodies” reminded me
of experimental sculptures—bio-mechanical installation pieces.
So Boris and Natasha got to curate their very own postmodern art
exhibition.

I
started to see things embedded in the flesh-dust: watches, fragments
of jewelry, torn fabrics, even the occasional (and very expensive)
shoe.

“Were
these the people you worked with?”

Cal
pushed a shredded purse aside with his boot.

“These
are the Beautifuls. At least bits of them.”

“Beautifuls?”
Cal looked shocked, probably because ‘beautiful’ was not
the first word that came to mind in this setting.

“That
was my name for the younger employees.” I noticed a pair of
plastic pads partially covered in dust. Breast implants? “Now
it seems rather unkind.”

“It
fits the pattern.” I could just make out Cal shrugging in his
pressure suit.

“Better
than young and dumb, I suppose.” I wondered what ‘the
pattern’ might be. Later on I would become very familiar with
it.

Cal
started up the last set of stairs to Boris and Natasha’s
office.

“What
happened to these people?” I called after him.

Cal
was making a lot of noise with each step. Like he was using a
stair-master on Jupiter. “Same as you. They were harvested.”
He slowly opened the office door.

“I
think I’m feeling a lot better than they are.”

“In
their case, the process was much more extreme.”

There
was another twisted shape strewn in front of Natasha’s desk.
This time there was a stench, so strong it cut through the pressure
suit’s re-breather. So strong it could have come from the
bowels of Hell. Not to sound too melodramatic or anything.

The
other bodies were more like husks or ripped open mummies. One was
very wet and very sticky. Half of it seemed to be slowly dissolving
from exposure to a powerful acid. The rest of the flesh was already
rotting.

“The
dominant entity must have been interrupted.” Cal bent down and
started using a pair of tweezers to put strings of ragged flesh into
a plastic bag. Taking specimens. “Any idea who it was?”

About
an eighth of the face was still remaining. It was enough. “That’s
Boris.”

Cal
produced a small pair of pliers and started pulling out Boris’
front teeth. “Any idea who the dominant was?”

“That’s
got to be Natasha.”

*

It
was back to the hospital for me after the trip to my former
workplace. I needed all kinds of experimental drugs to counteract the
bio-nasties that Boris must have passed on when he butt-fucked me.
Cal and his friends had gone to a lot of trouble to purify my body
over the past few months and they weren’t very keen on me going
over to the Wet and Sticky Side. Besides, they wanted the opportunity
to fill me with as many sedatives and anti-depressants as my blood
stream would allow.

Not
that I objected. At that point all I could do was exist and the
masses of meds took enough of the edge off my pain that I was able to
refrain from sticking my head in the garburator. So there I was, on
vacation on Planet Numb. Best option that I could think of.

The
only distractions were those visits from Dr. Norris. Every day she
would drop in wearing a new pair of huge, bizarre earrings. They
really were different every day. She must have had a vast collection
of folk jewelry. And her hair kept getting bigger. Every day, I
swear, her hair was a little bit larger and kinkier. The worst thing
was that she kept explaining things to me.

This
was annoying because I didn’t want to know, I didn’t want
to care about things anymore.

“You
have a highly developed adrenal gland. When they placed you under
high levels of stress, you started secreting a very powerful
biochemical cocktail.”

This
news made me feel vaguely exotic.

“Did
you ever experience a great deal of pain…” Dr. Norris
blushed a little. “…while having some form of sex?”

Even
though it had been decades earlier, the wisdom teeth and the mouth
rape flashed to mind. “Yes.”

“Sometimes
that seems to be a factor in these situations.”

She
had to be the worst girlfriend ever!

“They
must have found you very tasty.”

“Tasty?”

“So
much so that they didn’t want to harvest you right away.”

Well,
duh.

“Instead
they sampled you, dined on your stress for almost ten years.”

That
was just demeaning. I still didn’t want to care.

“So
when Dr. Stewart started changing my blood chemistry…”
I’m not at all sure why I decided to speak at this point.

“…it
really angered them.” Dr. Norris nodded. “It also
probably confused them for some time and when they realized they’d
been discovered they must have panicked.”

“What
happened to my family?” Okay, I still cared about something.

Dr.
Norris sat down and put her hand on mine. I know she was trying to be
kind but it just felt strange.

“It
is possible that they’re alive.”

“Alive?”

“So
they can sample them in the same way they sampled you.”

That
was a lovely thought. My wife and children tortured every day just so
those assholes could get a regular brain-buzz.

“What
about Sally?” My voice was going. I fucking hated caring about
things. Also…

…how
could someone wearing such goofy earrings look so serious?

“Can
I have some more drugs, please?”

*

“Do
you need the wheelchair?”

Cal
was standing next to the transport device in question.

“Fuck
no.” I pulled on my jacket. “I got dressed on my own and
I’m walking out of here on my own power.”

During
the last month my prevailing mood had shifted from numb to surly. Dr.
Norris told me that this was a healthy process. I told her to try
shutting up.

A
Zion Labs limo was waiting for us at the front door.

“Normally
we don’t have the budget to travel this way.” Cal opened
the door for me. “Under the circumstances we thought you had a
right to be as comfortable as possible.”

“Fuck,
thanks.”

Actually
it was shaping up to be an interesting experience. I’d never
been in a stretch limo before. We slid onto a padded fake leather
sofa that ringed most of the interior. Some of the cushions were also
inset shelves that would have been filled with booze if this
operation wasn’t run by followers of the Word of Wisdom. There
was also a huge oval table just off the floor with a corresponding
neon purple light fixture on the ceiling.

The
limo started moving.

“Are
you okay?” Cal asked.

“Great.
I feel like we’re on the Moody Blues reunion tour.”

We
drove back up Davenport, towards St. Clair and up that familiar hill.

“Here
we are.”

“This
is the fucking place all right.” I pressed on an oversized
toggle that slid down the tinted window. There it was.

The
old office once again.

Someone
had replaced the bio-hazard tape with new tape that read “DEMOLITION
IN PROGRESS.” It still seemed to keep the neighbours away.

Cal
took a pair of construction helmets and protective goggles out from
one of the inset shelves. “You need to see this.” He got
out of the car. I followed him.

“See
what?”

“We’ve
pretty much sterilized the entire building.” Cal took my arm
and directed me over to a group of people who were also wearing
helmets and goggles. “But we have to make sure there’s
absolutely no risk of contamination.”

“Sure.”
I had sort of enjoyed the ride in the limo but I still really didn’t
care what Cal and his buddies were going to do.

The
group of people moved a bit to make room for us and I could see what
looked like a portable lectern.

“There’s
something you need to do,” Cal said.

I
noticed a couple of guys in bulky suits with visors lurking at the
far end of the lawn. They were fiddling with some tanks and hoses.

There
was a small and simple looking control box placed at the centre of
the lectern. The box had a large yellow toggle, a small light that
was flashing green and a spring loaded button in the middle.

Cal
reached over and flipped the toggle. This action revealed the word
“ARMED.”

“Press
the button, Arthur.”

Best
suggestion I’d heard in a long time.

Click!

There
was a short buzz, a rumble and the building collapsed.

The
guys with suits, tanks and hoses walked over the dust clouds and
debris. Flames snaked out from the ends of the hoses and the fire
started to dissolve the last fragments of my former workplace. At one
level, I was feeling ‘that was that’ and that I could
close the door on those terrible years working with those terrible
people. At another level I knew that I couldn’t trust that
feeling.

“It’s
not over, is it?”

Cal
put his arm around me.

“You’re
completely in it now.”


















CHAPTER SEVEN

In
which our protagonist develops a grudging admiration for President
Harry S. Truman and discovers that he is not particularly adept at
carving chalk. Dr. Stewart learns he is good at carving said material
and relates a painful incident from his past.
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They
pretty much wrapped me up and mailed me south. They didn’t ask
if they could do it, they didn’t tell me why they were doing
it, they just went ahead and did it.

After
the fire died down and the smoke cleared, I had a vague memory of Cal
signing some customs forms and handing me a plane ticket. Then I was
back at Terminal Three (I still hate that place) standing in line at
US Customs (I really hate that place).

The
officer stamped my entry card and boarding pass without asking any
questions. “Enjoy your stay in the United States.” He
used a very polite indoor voice. Whatever Cal had put on those forms
must have contained some very powerful kung-fu and made the officer
pretty nervous.

I
only have a few memory fragments of the actual flight. The
entertainment system was running nothing but episodes of swiftly
cancelled network sitcoms and the bags of peanuts were even smaller
than usual. Situation normal.

Well,
there was one weird thing. (Just one?) I was going to Kansas City.
The same place that Boris and Natasha tried to send me to rescue that
project that their Beautifuls had fucked up so royally. Cal’s
people were able to get me on the plane this time, so I guess they
must be better organized, or they weren’t interested in
sampling my stress secretions.

There
was a car waiting for me when I landed. A man, part missionary part
bulldozer, was holding a sign with my name on it.

“Welcome
to Missouri, Brother Percy.” Elder Uclid opened the door and
kind of poured me into the car.

The
vehicle was huge and almost completely devoid of any styling. I was
sitting in a large rolling box. This seemed appropriate as I was now
completely in the power of the Rectangle People.

“This
is my first time in Kansas City.”

“Technically,
we aren’t going to Kansas City.”

“We’re
not?” Why was I asking? At this point I didn’t give a
shit about anything. I was essentially a mass of transportable
semi-sentient protoplasm, i.e. pretty passive. “So where are we
going?”

“Independence.”

“Independence?”
Never heard of it and what’s that like?

Then
I thought for a second, yes I had heard of the place. Independence,
Missouri was the birthplace of U.S. President Harry S. Truman and the
home of the Reorganized Church of Latter-day Saints.
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I
am sorry to intrude in what is a very difficult time in Brother
Percy’s story, but the account of my mission in Germany is not
quite finished and there are some relevant details.

I’m
ashamed to admit that Father Yeager’s personal hygiene habits
always bothered me. Germans are only occasional users of deodorant at
the best of times and the Father was no follower of fashion, and he
always wore heavy fabrics even in the warmest weather.

I
had enormous respect for Father Yeager. He was a brilliant,
dedicated, courageous and deeply moral human being. He just smelled
pretty bad most of the time. This wasn’t much of a problem
during the training sessions in the gym or at the lectures in the
classroom. Meetings in his office were more difficult.

If
you consider the seriousness of the social challenge we were facing,
my issues were very petty. Maybe the only way of overcoming these
foolish thoughts was to admit they existed and move on from there.
Everyday repentance.

The
body odour issue presented itself because Father Yeager gave me a
large and protracted hug when I walked into the room. “My son!
Welcome!”

“Good
morning, Father.” This was my third visit to his office so I
had developed some coping strategies. One was to take short, shallow
breaths to reduce the number of odour-carrying molecules impacting on
the olfactory sensors in my nasal cavities. That worked pretty well,
but the risk was that I might pass out if the meeting went on too
long.

Father
Yeager removed a very large folder from a filing cabinet and sat down
at his desk. “I’ve been reviewing your progress, Elder
Stewart.” This was going to be a long meeting; I might as well
inhale.

Another
coping strategy was silent prayer. That’s always a good option,
but the risk is that the Lord moves in mysterious ways and it’s
pretty rare to get direct intervention when you have to put up with
serious B.O.

Father
Yeager leaned back and smiled at me, which was rather frightening.
Brother Percy would probably say something cruel but true like: “It
looked like he hadn’t brushed his teeth since the Beatles were
playing in Hamburg.”

“Very
impressive for such a young man.” However, this was the first
time I’d seen Father Yeager smile so I decided I should make an
effort to enjoy the event. “Especially since you came to us by
accident.”

“Thank
you, Father.” It is a sign of my own lack of character and need
for spiritual development that the main reason for my good marks was
that the content of the training program was a lot more interesting
than knocking on the doors of the citizens of Hanover and talking to
them about the Book of Mormon. That is a terrible thing to admit but
as I mentioned a little while ago, you can’t repent of your
sins if you first don’t acknowledge them.

Father
Yeager pulled a sheet of paper from the bottom of the file folder.
“Your physical endurance and martial arts are good, but not
outstanding.”

I
would have liked to contest those scores. Unlike the regular
enrollees, I had to do my gym and dojo work after walking around the
city for seven or eight hours.

The
Father was looking at another sheet of paper. “However, your
theory and history grades are outstanding. Right up there at the top
of the curve.”

This
information should not have surprised me. The readings they gave us
were really fascinating. I guess all those bizarre pronouncements
from Wolfanger, et al, somehow just got stuck in my brain.

“But
what is truly remarkable…” Now Father Yeager was holding
a pale blue sheet of paper in his hand. “…are your
manual dexterity scores.”

Since
I’m being completely candid here, I have to say that I found
the manual dexterity exercises to be a real waste of time. Using tiny
screwdrivers to remove backs of broken Walkman players, picking up
ball-bearings with long tweezers, pushing erasers into paper cups
with drinking straws. And the silliest one of all, putting on a pair
of rubber gloves and shaving pieces of chalk with a scalpel. I would
get through these pointless exercises as quickly as possible so that
I could get back to my reading.

“You
have the highest MD scores I’ve seen in my tenure with the
program.”

“Thank
you, Father.” This seemed like a dubious honour to me as I
doubted that our adversaries were particularly vulnerable to attacks
with tweezers, ball-bearings or small pieces of sharp chalk.

Father
Yeager put the blue page back in the folder and clasped his hands. It
looked as if he might start to pray. I supposed that would have been
fine. Eventually, he spoke: “What are your plans after you
complete your mission?”

“I
was thinking of getting a bachelor of science. Microbiology.” I
was then going to add: That is before I got involved with all this
strangeness, but I changed my mind.

“Ah,
an aspiring scientist. Very good.” Father Yeager nodded and
gave me another one of those distinctive smiles. “And where do
you plan to pursue your studies?”

“I
was thinking of applying to the University of Western Ontario and the
University of Saskatchewan.”

Father
Yeager slowly tapped his finger on his desk. “I’m not
familiar with either institution, but I’m sure they are
excellent.”

“They
both have cognate programs with their departments of agriculture.”
I’m not quite sure why I felt the need to justify myself. “And
my father studied at Saskatchewan.”

Another
nod from Father Yeager. “Excellent. A young man who is
practical and honours family traditions.”

What
can you say to a statement like that? So we didn’t say anything
and sat through a few seconds of silence.

“How
would you like to attend Brigham Young University?”

“My
mother would be thrilled.” Then I said quickly: “And I
would love to.” Now it was my turn to smile. I could relax now,
since the conversation was moving into the realm of fantasy.
“Unfortunately, there’s no way I could afford to do that
after the expense of my mission.”

Once
again I was looking at a big brown-grey grin. “Our program can
arrange for a full scholarship with a stipend to cover most of your
living expenses.”

“That
would be wonderful.” I hesitated, wondering what the conditions
would be for such an arrangement. While the project’s goals
were good, even essential and heroic, it was not a charitable
organization.

“Of
course, you would be expected to continue with your training.”
Once again, Father Yeager’s hands were clasped in front of him.
Well, that made sense. “And you will have to enrol in
dentistry.”

Given
the state of Father Yeager’s teeth, I was a little surprised by
this requirement.
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If
you’re in Independence, chances are you’re either
thinking about religion or Harry S. Truman.

For
reasons which are pretty much obvious to you by now, I have a lot of
sympathy for people who have to tough it out in terrible jobs, which
is why I have quite a bit of respect for Harry Truman. I figure that
he must have had the worst first day on the job in human history.
Let’s put that day into context:

On
April 12, 1945, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, after steering
the United States through the Great Depression, taking a reluctant
population into World War II, and starting discussions for a post-war
new world order, ups and dies before the goddamned war is won. That
was not supposed to happen. FDR was almost a fucking god to many
Americans.

The
Allied Forces had stopped Hitler and the Germans but the war with the
Japanese was still grinding out thousands of corpses every month.
Truman is Vice-President, this is his first term and apparently for
security reasons, he doesn’t have inside information about the
American war effort. In particular, he didn’t know anything
about something called the Manhattan Project. So with all this
historical detail in mind, let’s take a look at President
Truman’s agenda for day one behind the big chair:


9:00 a.m.


Update addresses in rolodex. More important than ever to keep things
up to date.


10:00 a.m.


Write letter of condolences from Bess and me to Mrs. Roosevelt.
Wonder how things are going for her.


10:30 a.m.


Meeting with White House Staff. Such nice people!


12:00 p.m.


Lunch! Yum! Can’t wait to see what they’ve got on the
menu.


1:00 p.m.


Meeting with generals and scientists from the War Department. They
say they have a surprise for me. Sounds really interesting!

On
reflection, maybe Harry Truman’s second day on the job was
likely even worse:


9:00 a.m.


Must decide whether to drop the atomic bomb, the most destructive
force in human history, on the people of Japan. What a pickle!

My
boss/mentor/co-caregiver in Independence was Lachlan MacKay, a
retired history professor and veteran of the Korean War. He helped
focus my interest in Harry Truman by virtue of the fact that just
about every book in the house was about Truman, the Post World War II
era and the start of the Cold War. The only other books were various
early editions of the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants and
the Pearl of Great Price. I opted for the 20th century geopolitical
analysis. I’d had enough theology for a while.

Ellen
MacKay, Lachlan’s wife, was a medical doctor. They’d met
during the Korean War when she was a nurse and he was flying Sabers,
on the lookout for MIGs. I saw quite a bit of Dr. MacKay (the
physician, not the historian) because every morning after we all
drank very potent cups of coffee, she would take a sample of my
blood. Right there at the table she would squirt some of the blood
onto a white piece of paper and if she didn’t like whatever
subtle, indistinguishable to me, colour it turned—she’d
make me sit in the Laz-y-boy chair in the recreation room and set up
a plasma transfusion. On those days, all I could do was sit around
and read photocopies of Church-funded scientific papers speculating
on the origins and intentions of the Hive, or I could look at some
more stuff about Harry Truman.

For
a 1960s American power couple, the MacKays were incredibly nice
people. Very relaxed and tolerant, soft-spoken with a good sense of
humour. Unlike many Americans I knew they weren’t so darned
earnest about everything. They were also good people to talk to and I
could feel myself getting better just being around them. When I first
got there I couldn’t see the point of talking to anyone ever
again, but Lachlan and Ellen helped me get past that and gradually
rejoin the human race.

The
MacKays lived in a big old house at the nice end of Walnut Street.
From what I could make out, the place was big enough to accommodate
at least four or five other trainees/casualties. There was also an
enormous basement which they had retrofitted as an exercise room. On
days when I wasn’t getting a transfusion, Lachlan would be
telling me war stories and giving me physiotherapy.

Walnut
Street gives you access to most of the major cultural attractions in
Independence: the Truman Historic Home, the Truman Presidential
Library and Exhibition Center and Leila’s Hair Museum (aka The
International Museum of Hair). As soon as I was declared healthy
enough to go outside I made a point of visiting the Truman Home and
Library.

I’ll
never forget the statue of Truman at the Library. He was not a tall
guy but you could feel his strength and focus just from the angle of
his back and the way he planted his feet on the ground. His chest was
not too far out and his feet not too far apart—this was no
posturing Mussolini but a guy who was ready to handle the next punch.
The expression on his face… it showed resolve, but not the
absurd heroics you see on many of those 1812 war memorials. You could
see uncertainty, thoughtfulness in Truman’s eyes. This was a
tough but troubled man.

Never
seemed to make it to the Hair Museum.

The
house was also within walking distance of what I called
“Restorationalist Row” which was a long stretch of road
with probably more churches and religious visitor’s centres per
square mile than anywhere else on Earth. Restorationalist Row started
with some slightly adapted civic buildings and schools that belonged
to the poorer sects and ending with the big LDS Visitors Center and
the absolutely ginormous domed tower of the World Headquarters of the
Reorganized Church of Latter-day Saints.

Lachlan
and Ellen were members of the RLDS which meant they were associated
with the followers of Joseph Smith who decided that polygamy was a
bad idea (quite a bit sooner than the LDS Church) and decided to pass
on that big outing to Utah. When I was still going to church as a
kid, we always thought that as a Latter-day Saint movement, we were
pretty much it. Usually you only heard about the RLDS as a kind of
rumour. I figured that since they organized and then re-organized
things, they must be Mormons with really tidy desks. Of course, it
was a bit more complicated than that.

I
never had much interest in church history but I did understand that
(as with most break-ups—personal and organizational) there was
a certain amount of animosity at first. By the 1990s, the two groups
weren’t exactly hostile to each other but they weren’t
inviting each other to parties all that often. I was thinking about
all this while Lachlan had me lying on a table and was trying to pull
my arm out of its socket. If Salt Lake and the RLDS were cooperating
on this one, then we must be in a very bad situation indeed.

In
about two months, I graduated from the basement torture chamber and
Lachlan started exercising me with long walks around the
neighbourhood.

“Arthur,
how did they describe the Church to you when you were growing up?”
It was before seven, an absolutely beautiful morning with almost no
traffic. I liked the fact that Lachlan was calling me by my first
name and not “Brother Percy.” It made me feel more like a
human being.

I
squinted at the outline of what was probably a 19th century
schoolhouse. It had been converted into some kind of religious
institution. Oh, look! We were on Walnut Street!

“That’s
hard to say,” I said eventually. “We talked about the
Church in all kinds of ways.”

“All
kinds of ways?” Lachlan laughed. “Sounds like a cop-out
answer, son.”

Cop-out?
I hadn’t heard that phrase since 1972. About the same time as
everybody started copping-out.

“Now
how did they describe the Church?” Lachlan sounded a little
more insistent.

“Mostly
in favourable terms.” He was right, I was copping-out.

Lachlan
slapped me on the back and we walked over to the next structure. The
building was a bit more modern and a little less modest and even more
church-like. “Come on, son! What’s the elevator pitch for
Mormonism?”

I
didn’t recognize the name of the church we were looking at but
I did figure out the answer to the question that Lachlan was asking
me: “The One True Church.”

Lachlan
chuckled and nodded his head. “Wouldn’t you say that this
street is something of a challenge to that assertion?”

A
challenge? I figured Restoration Row was more of a monument to people
who have very reluctantly agreed to disagree. Lachlan continued:
“Every one of these churches is some kind of variation of the
original faith community established by Joseph Smith.”

Yeah,
I could see that. We passed a few more churches, each one a little
larger than the last. “Do you know how many different
off-shoots of the original Latter-day Saint community exist today?”
No I didn’t, but I was pretty sure Lachlan did. He grinned at
me. “Two hundred and fifty plus change.”

“Two
hundred and fifty?”

“That
we know about.”

Now
even though I didn’t think that I had a huge amount of
emotional energy invested in the credibility of the good people in
Salt Lake, this revelational factoid was something of a surprise to
me. “That sounds like kind of a lot.”

We
were coming up on the LDS Visitors Center which was set right across
from the RLDS headquarters. The Visitors Center was a big rectangle
with pillars in the front. Of course.

“Do
you ever wonder why there are so many branches and splinter groups
from the original church?”

The
opposition of the two buildings, one square-ish, one roundish wasn’t
exactly the Korean DMZ (I’m sure no landmines were involved)
but it didn’t feel like there was a lot of communication and
commerce between the two institutions.

“Well,
do you?” There was that insistent tone again. Why did Lachlan
have to keep asking me questions? All the patriarchal figures in my
childhood just told me stuff and expected me to believe it. I wasn’t
used to thinking about religious issues.

We
kept on walking and crossed over the lawn onto the giant tiled
courtyard that led to the main entrance of the RLDS headquarters. At
first I didn’t know how to answer Lachlan’s question.
Then I remembered something from my teenager years. The look of
profound disappointment on my mother’s face when I announced
that I had no plans of going on a mission.

Why?
She was struggling hard not to cry. What did you do? What happened? I
hadn’t done anything wrong and nothing happened. That was the
problem, nothing happened. I had absolutely no sense of a call to go
on a mission.

I
had a question to offer Lachlan’s question: “Does it have
anything to do with the belief in Personal Revelation?”

Lachlan
looked impressed. “Very good.”

“You’d
probably say that it was an inspired guess.”

Lachlan
laughed at my little joke. From our vantage point we could see that
the courtyard made up a vast mosaic treatment of the planet Earth. It
was a little like walking through U.N.C.L.E. Central Control.

“So
speculate, son. Build on that inspired guess.” Lachlan peered
at the vast cross at the top of the dome. “Why would something
as simple as a belief that God speaks the truth to each one of us on
an individual basis cause one community of the faithful to unfold
into dozens and dozens of new churches?”

Dozens
and dozens? At least it wasn’t billions and billions, I don’t
think I could have handled it if Carl Sagan had entered the
conversation.

“Uhhh…”
Default response for the human organism. I could see what looked like
a Japanese garden inside the RLDS building. Even from this distance I
could get a sense of tranquility. What the heck, I thought: “If
everybody thinks they have direct access to Divine Truth, then a
certain percentage of the population will think that God has told
them to do things differently.”

“And
how do we know who is right and who is wrong?”

Lachlan
opened a door and I used the time walking inside the building to
think of a suitable answer. “Maybe it doesn’t matter.”

“Why?”
We walked across the lobby towards another set of doors. Lachlan
looked as though my answer amused him. “Because all of them are
wrong?”

The
doors opened onto a stairwell. I shook my head. “There’s
no way to tell.” We started walking down the stairs. “What
matters is that all of them are totally convinced that they are
right.”

“That
sounds confusing.”

“Maybe
there are a lot of right answers in the world.”

At
the bottom of the stairs we got into an electric golf-cart and rolled
down a very, very long corridor that was lined with lots and lots of
multi-coloured pipes and complex fluorescent light fixtures. This
place really was U.N.C.L.E. HQ. We didn’t say anything for a
while as I took in the techno-subterranean ambiance. Eventually we
arrived at a long low space. Some kind of firing range.

“Calvin
Stewart was right.” Lachlan spoke softly as we stepped out of
the cart.

“What
about?”

Lachlan
opened a storage cabinet set into one of the concrete walls. “You’re
pretty smart for an agnostic.”

I
mumbled something stupid like, “…gee… thanks…”
and we spent the next two hours shooting cross-bow bolts at targets
shaped like fashion models.
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My
first mission after graduation from the program.

Brother
Anderson, who also taught my Priesthood class at the Logan Singles
Ward, was mission leader. I guess I should clarify. This was a
different kind of mission than the one I was on in Germany.

Lagoon
was a reasonably ordinary place of amusement. A few Ferris wheels, a
couple of not too outrageous roller coasters, a big merry-go-round, a
bouncy palace, a lane of various ball and dart throwing booths (games
of skill, not chance!) and a food court with roast cobs of corn, corn
dogs and some really excellent spudnuts. Mormon Ethnography Break:
spudnuts are doughnuts made with potato flour. Along with lime
Jell-O, spudnuts are the essential core of LDS ethnic food.

While
I was studying at BYU, I’d been to Lagoon several times. Each
visit was some sort of youth/singles outing. Part of the greater
Church’s gentle but persistent urging to get us married off
before we became dangers to human society. I didn’t mind this
pressure. I understood the necessity of encouraging young people to
start their Eternal Families as soon as possible, and I still agree
with this attitude.

Besides,
Lagoon was a lot of fun.

This
time the outing was much more serious. As we drove up from Logan,
Brother Anderson showed me a computer print-out filled with row after
row of dot-matrix numbers. “We got this from the Computer
Center at the University of Utah.” Brother Anderson looked at
me meaningfully, as if he expected me to understand what all that
typed matter meant. Even so, I couldn’t help but be impressed.
U of U had very large and very powerful computers; it was a matter of
considerable pride to most Utah residents that NASA and the Pentagon
would consult with the Computer Center when they needed some
extremely precise calculations.

“Gosh.”
I flipped through the pages, hoping that I might find something to
help me understand all those numbers.

“Pretty
serious, isn’t it?” Brother Anderson was looking at me
again and it was making me feel kind of uncomfortable.

“What
exactly is pretty serious?” I returned the print-out to Brother
Anderson. “I’m not all that good with statistics.”
Honesty is the best policy, as my mother used to say.

“The
Computer Center does epidemiological scans of movement patterns
throughout the State.” Brother Anderson put the print out back
in his briefcase. I caught a glimpse of a hypodermic needle, an air
pistol and the autobiography of Church President Spencer W. Kimball.

“They
do?” Such a process sounded like a great technological
achievement. It also sounded like a serious violation of the general
public’s right to privacy. Life is complicated, go figure as
Brother Percy would probably say.

“We’d
like to extend these scans throughout the country but for the time
being the Federal Government will only give us permission for Utah,
Nevada and Arizona.” Brother Anderson said the words “Federal
Government” as if he just stepped in some dog pooh.

Brother
Anderson was my primary mentor and I disliked admitting any ignorance
in front of him. “So what did the scan pick up?” There
wasn’t any sense in presenting myself as something I wasn’t.

“Something
unusual is happening at Lagoon Park.”

“Unusual?”

“More
people are going to the park than are leaving it. Also, almost 15% of
the people who do leave are staying there much too long.”

I
remembered my theory classes in Hanover. “Is a Hive colony
taking root at Lagoon?”

“Early
stages.”

“So
that’s why it’s just the two of us.”

In
profile, I could see Brother Anderson smile. “It’s going
to be a fairly standard seek, locate and neutralize assignment.”
I think at this moment he had decided that I was not as hopeless a
rookie as he’d thought.

“That
makes a lot of sense.”

Brother
Anderson took the turn-off for Lagoon. “It will be a good
learning experience for you.”
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I
was a little disappointed to discover that Graceland University in
Independence has no connection with the legacy and art of Elvis
Presley. I was kind of hoping that the King had lost 200 pounds, dyed
his hair, grown a beard and was the president of this institute of
higher learning. At the very least there should be some kind of
statue to the guy on the campus grounds.

Nope.
The place was called Graceland for some other reason. I never figured
out what that reason was.

The
important thing about Graceland University was that Ellen MacKay was
on faculty there. Lachlan and I moved on from cross-bow and slingshot
practice to hand to hand combat. He bruised me up pretty bad at our
first session. Over breakfast the next morning, Ellen announced that
she was taking me on a “learning day” to the university.
She glared at Lachlan, who had the good sense to hide behind his mug
of coffee. “And you can curb your lust for blood atonement for
the next 24 hours.”

By
09:30 Ellen and I were at her office at the university and I was
sitting across from her desk while she was checking the mail.

“Technically
I’m on the faculty for the School of Nursing.” She threw
half a dozen promotional leaflets from various pharmaceutical
companies into the recycling box. “But I’ve never even
met any of the students.”

“So
what do you do there then?” Since this was obviously Take Your
Casualty to Work Day, I figured that I should ask a few questions.

“I’m
here because the university has some lab space they can spare.”
Ellen turned off her computer and stood up.

“Lab
space?”

“Plus
there’s some good equipment and I can seal off the space if I
have to.”

I
wondered what conditions would require that kind of thing.

Ellen
opened her office door and stepped out into the hallway. “There’s
something I have to show you.”

Her
lab was small but it had a lot of gear in it. In fact the technology
threatened to take over the room and most of it looked like some very
old equipment had been retrofitted to do some very complicated
things. Saving the world on a budget.

“Lachlan
helped me set this up.” Ellen spoke with a certain amount of
pride as she turned on the lights. All the gauges, pipes, tubes and
flashing lights gave the room a certain Irwin Allen charm. The only
thing it needed was a bank of computers with big rolls of data-tapes
to complete the effect.

Instead
there was a large aquarium tank at the centre of the room. I could
see a dark mass suspended in a light green fluid. I studied the mass.
To be blunt it looked like somebody had vomited into a mood lamp and
tried to preserve the results by mounting it in a block of lime green
Jell-O. This was at least culturally appropriate.

“That’s
really disgusting.” Honesty is the best policy as my mother
used to say.

Ellen
nodded. “That’s an individual Hive entity.”

“Is
it alive?” It was moving anyway.

Ellen
frowned. “Yes. No. Maybe. I don’t know.” With that
statement of uncertainty I knew that Ellen MacKay was a very honest
scientist. “It seems to change its state of being on a very
regular basis.”

Perverse
bastards. “That must be very confusing.”

Ellen
nodded and picked up a thin glass tube. “There is one
constant.” She poked one end of the tube into the mass and gave
it a little stir. The little pockets of quasi-puke spun off into
smaller swirling mini-galaxies of ickiness. “The entity is
slowly losing its structure.”

“Why’s
that, Ellen?” I felt like the little kid in a particularly grim
episode of Mr. Wizard.

Ellen
turned on a Bunsen burner and used the flame to sterilize the end of
the tube. “Every time I push the thing apart, it takes a little
longer for it to pull itself back together, and every time it loses a
little bit more of itself.”

“But
why is that?” Okay, so I was one of the really dumb kids on Mr.
Wizard.

We
watched the gunk slosh around some more; it had a calming effect.
Eventually Ellen spoke: “When we first got the sample it looked
a lot like an eleven year old girl.”

When
I was an eleven year old boy, I thought that eleven year old girls
were disgusting, but not as disgusting as that thing.

“We
used the solution in the tank to keep her completely isolated from
contact with any human body cells.”

“Body
cells?”

“Blood,
bone, flesh, saliva…” Ellen looked a little hypnotized.

…shit,
piss, semen… I thought, being the filthy minded boy that deep
down I really am.

“After
a few months the little girl started to sort of… come apart.”

“Gosh.”
I sounded just like Cal at that moment.

“We
concluded that if members of the Hive don’t regularly ingest
human DNA they start to depattern and their bodies start to…”
Ellen paused as if she was putting aside the scientific term to
describe the phenomena and find some words that an idiot like me
might understand. “…lose focus.”

A
little while later Ellen and I were in the cafeteria drinking coffee.
We needed some recovery time. I’m not sure what was bothering
Ellen but I was disturbed by the possibility that I had just seen
what had happened to Sally and the boys. It was also an opportunity
for me to ask questions beyond “How,” “Why”
and “What the—?”

“I’m
confused,” I said.

The
coffee was surprisingly good, well maybe it wasn’t such a
surprise. This was an RLDS university and one of the distinguishing
features between LDS and RLDS culture was the consumption of coffee
(and tea). If you were RLDS, knocking back a few cups of the
aforementioned substances was perfectly okay. You could even have a
glass or two of wine if you didn’t do so to the point of
“foolishness.” If you were LDS and you admitted that you
drank any of that stuff you might as well have told people how much
you enjoyed having anal sex with Satan. Which I can assure you, is
vastly over-rated.

As
for me, I’ve never been a huge coffee drinker but at that
moment it was most welcome.

“What
are you confused about?” Ellen was looking out the window.

Since
I wasn’t getting any eye contact I looked over at a table of
nursing students who were sitting on the other side of the cafeteria.
Just over a year ago I would have been noticing how pretty they were.

“I
thought that Boris and Natasha were after me because they liked the
way my fear tasted.” I had a brief mental image—like a
snapshot taken from orbit by a spy satellite: me being raped by
Boris. At that moment, it was the most feasible emotional distance
for me to remember that event.

“There’s
also a psychological aspect to it.” Ellen looked sad and closed
her eyes. “That is if the Hive can be thought of as having
minds.”

“What
the hell does that mean?” I was immediately sorry that I’d
raised my voice. Ellen was a good person who was taking care of me.
She didn’t need to be dealing with my shit.

She
sighed. “The short form answer is that the Hive needs more than
just our DNA to stay integrated. They also need our ideas and our
emotions.”

“What
the hell for?!” I did it again! Why was I suddenly so angry?
The nursing students heard me and looked over at our table. It was
weird, back when Sally was a part of my life I would have been having
all kinds of really stupid fantasies about how great it would be nail
those girls (‘Dear Penthouse, I never thought the
letters were true until…’) Of course, this was all
internal activity where my gonads were temporarily shorting out the
higher reasoning sections of my brain. I would have gone home to
Sally and been eternally grateful to be in bed with her, feeling her
warmth against my increasingly flabby body.

Now,
thanks to Lachlan’s regular attempts to kill me with his
training program, my body was rock hard and according to most
indications I was single and available. No, I most certainly was not
available. Those young ladies across the room might as well have been
paper dolls.

“In
the broadest terms, the Hive seems to be trying to be as human as it
can.” Ellen set her cup down and sighed again. “At least
in terms of what it thinks being human is.”

This
discussion had helped me a lot. I had gone from a state of confusion
to one of complete mystification. “But why?”

Ellen
shook her head. “Nobody knows.”

Even
later we were driving to Walnut Street in the MacKay’s
burb-wagon.

“One
more question.”

“Shoot.”
Ellen steered the van around a corner.

“Who
was that eleven year old girl?”

“There’s
no way of knowing for sure.” Ellen took us around another
corner. “But she looked a lot like my grand-daughter.”






Cal

The
old olfactory readers were bulkier than the ones we use today, which
meant each one of us was equipped with two fanny packs. One for the
o-reader, the rest for all your other equipment. Nowadays, you can
get everything in to one fanny pack, or you can distribute in several
jacket pockets. The project is making improvements.

“Over
to the west,” Brother Anderson looked at the flashing lights on
the monitor. The readings took us to a dark ride: “The Haunted
Caves.”

Its
canvas walls were painted with giant pictures of monsters, ghosts,
bats and skeletons, all in the style of a 1930s cartoon. The
illustrations were covered with cracks and blisters that reminded me
of the scratches and pops you see on an ancient movie as it runs
through a rusting projector. This ride wasn’t retro, it was
just old.

It
still seemed to be functioning though. The cars creaked down the
steel rail into the ‘spectral maw’ that made up the ride
entrance like giant ball bearings rolling along a conveyor belt that
was badly in need of lubrication. The young couples who were in the
cars didn’t seem to mind the rustic nature of the transport. I
was a single man and eager to relieve some of the pressures of the
flesh myself, so I understood that the riders had much more important
concerns.

“It’s
a disgrace that the park is allowed to run an attraction like that.”
Brother Anderson was a married man so he had no sympathy at all. He
stood next to the ticket booth and glared at a couple who weren’t
waiting until they were out of sight to start kissing. Nobody noticed
Brother Anderson’s disapproval.

“Yes
Brother, it is a cathedral of lust.” I decided the best thing
to do was humour my leader and try to get us back to our mission
objectives.

Brother
Anderson put the reader into his fanny pack. “And we have to go
in there.”

At
that point I became very aware of the limitations of the informal
nature of the project. If Brother Anderson and I had been from the
FBI or the NSA or even state troopers or local police officers, we
could have flashed our badges, the operators would have stopped the
ride, and we could have gone in there with our guns and flashlights
and done whatever we were legally sanctioned to do.

Instead,
we had to wait at the ticket booth, pay for our admission, wait in
line for another ten minutes and let the attendant help us into one
of the cars. I know, two grown men going together into what was
essentially a necking and heavy-petting zone. We got some very
peculiar looks from the other people in line and the man who slammed
the safety bar down in front of us didn’t bother to conceal the
leer on his leathery face.

“You
don’t have to say anything, Brother Stewart,” Brother
Anderson muttered as he grasped the safety bar and we heaved forward
into the darkness. “Everyone here thinks we are a couple of
homosexuals.”

There
was a complete absence of light which was good because it meant that
Brother Anderson couldn’t see me blush.

My
mission leader continued: “It’s just one of those things
we have to endure sometimes.”

I
couldn’t answer because there was a howl through some very
large and very old speakers. Then there was a huge blast of
compressed air in our faces. Fortunately we had very short hair that
was set firmly in place with Brylcream so there was no damage to our
professional appearance. That is if anyone could see us.

We
rolled past some luminous skeleton faces and I jumped a little when
something long and wispy brushed over my head.

“Giant
spider legs.” Brother Anderson pointed to a dark orb that I
supposed had to be the body of the giant spider. “It’s
not real, nothing to worry about.”

It
was annoying that Brother Anderson felt that he had to reassure me.
Then I chastised myself for resenting Brother Anderson’s honest
concern for my well-being.

There
was another fuzzy howl and two badly animated figures leapt out from
the tunnel walls. They had glowing green faces, bulging glass eyes
and blood stains all over their hands and mouths. One figure had
fangs, the other had a big hole in its head with some brains hanging
out. I guessed that one was supposed to be a vampire and the other
was supposed to be a zombie. How appropriate, I thought.

“That
is really lame.” The green light from the figures’ faces
made it possible for me to make out Brother Anderson as he shook his
head.

“Look
at that!” When the car jerked its way around a corner we saw a
seam of incandescent light where it was probably supposed to be
pitch-black. Brother Anderson fumbled with his fanny pack and checked
the olfactory reader. “Something’s in there!” he
whispered.

The
car was moving quite slowly so it wasn’t too difficult for us
to climb out. Okay, to be completely honest, it was still very dark
and I tripped and fell on my face. I chipped a tooth on the rail but
I managed not to cry out.

Brother
Anderson let me pick myself up as he pushed on the wall next to the
light and a service panel slid open. We went inside.

A
row of light bulbs revealed a line of stationary cars sitting on a
section of track. We were in some kind of maintenance and storage
area. We heard a sound coming from the car furthest down the track.
It was a gasping, wet and urgent sound. Brother Percy would probably
say that it sounded like Nosferatu gargling.

Brother
Anderson didn’t have to tell me to be silent. He removed a
collapsible aluminium slingshot from his other fanny pack. He then
turned towards me, unzipped one of my fanny packs (which felt a
little awkward) and removed what looked like a perfume atomizer. He
handed it to me and spoke very softly into my ear. “Use this
when I tell you to.”

The
gasping and gurgling sounds were getting louder as we crept closer to
the car. I hated that sound. There was something ugly and selfish
about it.

Brother
Anderson pulled his slingshot tight and kicked open the car door.
What looked up at us was not all that different from the faces of the
figures in the tunnel. Face smeared with blood and small pieces of
pink flesh, and yes, fangs. I know, cliché, archetype, fact…

The
face belonged to what once might have been a pretty teenage girl with
long blonde hair. There were little blue bows in that hair and she
was wearing a New Kids on the Block t-shirt. “One of the Brady
Bunch on a really bad day,” was how Brother Percy labelled her
when I told him about this incident. The once-girl was crouched over
a body. He was gasping, so I presume that she was doing the gargling.

Brother
Anderson released his slingshot and what looked like a small steel
ball hit the once-girl in the forehead. She flew backwards from the
impact and hit the ground like a mattress full of bricks.

“Should
we try and remove her teeth?” I started fumbling around in my
other fanny pack with my free hand. Where the heck were my pliers?
“We ought to do a paper test, right?”

“It’s
too late for her!” Brother Anderson took the boy by the
shoulders, presumably to check the extent of his wounds. “Use
the spray before she gets up!”

I
did as instructed.

“Don’t
get any on you! That’s a very powerful acidic compound!”

Brother
Anderson was certainly right about that. The ‘girl’ cried
out, just a little as the chemicals started to bite into her flesh
and she must have realized that she wasn’t going to exist for
very much longer. In less than two minutes, the once-girl was a dark
pink and brown puddle. The last things to go were those little blue
bows.

“There’s
a packet of grey powder in your pack.” Brother Anderson had the
boy in a fireman’s carry over his shoulder. “It’s a
base substance. Pour over the remains to neutralize the acid.”

The
remains.

Again
I did as I was instructed. There was no sense in some park employee
getting his foot dissolved the next time they needed to replace a
car.

Brother
Anderson found an exit that led to an alley. I followed him, briefly
wondering if I should be angry with him for having me carry a
container of incredibly corrosive acid right next to my genitals. I
resolved that I would be more careful with my team when it was my
turn to lead.

We
put the boy in the back seat of the car, put on our rubber gloves,
mopped him up and gave him a clean shirt.

“What’s
your name, son?” Brother Anderson was wearing his most
sympathetic face. So was I. Heck, I really was sympathetic! No young
person deserves this kind of experience.

“Paul
Levitt.” The boy sniffed. The first thing he did when he came
to was to have a good cry and ask for his mother. Quite embarrassing
for a teenage male.

“How
did you come to be at Lagoon today?”

“I
came with my cousins.” Paul’s face reddened a bit as if
he was remembering something that made him angry. “They ditched
me when I said I didn’t want to smoke up with them.”

Brother
Anderson smiled. “You did the right thing, Paul. Consumption of
cannabis is a very serious sin.”

Paul
sniffed. I hoped that he took some comfort from Brother Anderson’s
statement.

“What
happened then, Paul?”

“I
just wandered around the midway. I didn’t have much money so I
was just looking at stuff.”

“How
did you meet the girl?”

Paul
looked thoughtful. “She was just kind of there. She said hi and
took my hand.”

Brother
Anderson did his ‘friendly concern’ face. “Don’t
you think that was kind of a forward thing for a nice girl to be
doing?”

Paul
blushed. “I dunno. It was kind of fun.”

“Kind
of fun.” Brother Anderson nodded. “So what did you two do
together?”

Paul
shrugged. “Nothing bad. We just walked around the midway some
more and looked at more stuff.”

“We
didn’t find you on the midway, Paul. What happened next?”

“She
squeezed my hand real hard.” The memory made Paul’s eyes
tear up. “Then she bit my hand.”

“Gosh.”
That was me talking.

“And
then?”

“And
then I woke up in your car.”

“Paul.”
Brother Anderson put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. I wondered
if Paul had noticed that we hadn’t removed our rubber gloves.
“There’s a chance that the girl had some kind of
infection.”

“An
infection?” Paul’s eyes widened.

Another
sympathetic smile from Brother Anderson. “Nothing too serious,
just a mild form of the flu.”

“The
flu?”

“We
should find out if you need to get a shot.”

Paul
frowned. “I don’t like needles very much, but okay.”

Brother
Anderson nodded at me and I handed Paul a white slip of paper. “Can
you bite down on that please?”

Paul
did as he was asked. I looked at the dot on the strip and handed it
to Brother Anderson. I wasn’t familiar with that result but it
seemed to make Brother Anderson’s face cloud over, but just for
a second. He handed the strip back to me and I put it in a sterile
plastic pouch.

“That’s
great Paul. We’re just going to take you to a clinic and give
you a quick check-up before we call your folks to take you home.”

Paul
looked very relieved. “Do I have to get a shot?”

Brother
Anderson smiled. “Maybe just one.”

We
drove Paul to a laboratory on the outskirts of town. Zion Labs. In
Utah everything is ‘Zion’ something or other so it
actually was a pretty anonymous address. I certainly had no idea the
place existed before then. We waved to Paul as some nurses rolled him
away in a wheelchair.

“Did
you get a number?” I asked as we walked across the parking lot.

“A
number?”

“Yeah,
so we can call his parents to pick him up.”

Brother
Anderson stopped walking and started to cry.






1998

I
was carving chalk when Lachlan walked into the studio.

“You’re
not going to hit me again, are you?” I was smiling when I said
that. Over the past few months, it had gotten very hard for Lachlan
to even touch me, let alone knock me down.

“Waste
of time.” He was holding a fax in his hand. “Like what
you’re doing to that perfectly innocent piece of chalk.”

“You
object to my work?” Lachlan had every reason to; I have lousy
fine motor skills.

My
mentor/healer/co-caregiver sighed. He and Ellen seemed to do a lot of
that when I was around. “My report on your training will state
that you have superior logistical, tactical and fighting skills but
you have just above average medical skills.”

The
piece of chalk snapped in my hands. So he was right.

“You
can do field treatments but you’ll never be an Advanced
Dentist.”

“So
how come this is report card day?”

Lachlan
handed me the fax. “Toronto wants you back.”

*

Cal
met me at the airport, which was nice but a little surprising.

“Did
you have a good flight?” He hadn’t lost his firm
missionary handshake. “Are you well rested?”

“Nice
to see you too, Cal.” Something was bugging him. “And yes
and yes.”

“Good.
We have a lot of work to do.”


















CHAPTER EIGHT

In
which our protagonists witness an unusual excavation, an experience
of immersive cinema is recalled, there is an analytical description
of the mechanics of dog bites and we experience the joy that is
Family Home Evening.






1998

The
Eaton Centre.

Home
of Sears Canada. That’s the way it goes up here sometimes.
Eaton’s was our foremost department store chain and the Eaton
Centre in downtown Toronto was the flagship. Ever since I could
remember, the Eaton’s stores seemed to be in some kind of
financial trouble. I sometimes wondered if their main marketing
strategy was guilt; you felt that you had to shop there because it
was a national institution and you had to support it no matter how
badly run it was.

They
had some pretty nice merchandise but they kept going weirdly upmarket
with expensive products that you couldn’t figure out how you
would use even if you could afford them. At the time I just thought
it was stupid and arrogant. I still think that but I also suspect
that there was some kind of Hive influence going on.

Another
reason for shopping at Eaton’s, at least the one in downtown
Toronto, was the interior architecture. I read somewhere that the
design for the mall was inspired by the Crystal Palace. The original
Crystal Palace was the home of the Great Exhibition of 1851 and it
was this magnificent temple of steel and glass that featured the
miracle of 19th century high technology, the wonders of the exotic
cultures captured by the British Empire and one of the earliest
dinosaurs displays ever; these were called ‘The Crystal Palace
Monsters’ and they looked more like Chinese dragons on Speed.
And Toronto’s Eaton Centre was a celebration of all that
weirdness. In other words it was a fantastic steampunk experience
decades before anyone had come up with the concept.

Of
course, Sally and I loved the place. Back when we were dating, we
used to go there all the time. There was a huge fountain on the
basement floor which was always a good place to find each other.

Sally
was finishing her PhD and I had not yet entered the decaying orbit of
Boris and Natasha. I was just a minor civil servant, receiving very
poor compensation for doing unacknowledged things that were probably
making major improvements to the lives of many people who were too
preoccupied to notice. Most of my jobs seem to be like this.

We
usually had really good dates when we were sitting at the fountain,
so I guess we partly owed our marriage to the Eaton Centre. Sometimes
we walked over to the Laura Secord’s to get a couple of mint
chocolate milkshakes and count the hundreds of shoppers rushing along
the dozens of walkways overhead—huge multicoloured bags and
boxes in hand.

“What
are they going to do with all that stuff?” As a struggling grad
student, excesses of consumerism sometimes bothered Sally.

I’d
usually just shrug when she’d get in these moods. “At
least they’re happy for an hour or two.” How naive I was.

Sometimes
when we were feeling decadent and mistakenly rich, we would ride the
huge escalators up the fifth level to Mr. Greenjeans and eat orgasmic
taco salads and drink strawberry daiquiris the size of Oldsmobiles.
Complete 80s experience, absolutely great.

Regardless
of whether we were good milkshake people or naughty daiquiri people
we almost always went to the multiscreen Cineplex at the north end of
the Eaton Centre. The Cineplex was considered one of the coolest
things in town at the time, now it’s completely obsolete
entertainment. It originally had 50 screens, none of them very big,
each theatre only seated between 20 to 30 people so we were not
talking Cinerama or IMAX here. The appeal of the Cineplex was with
all those screens they ran lots and lots and lots of different
movies. VCRs were still pretty new and many of us (like me and Sally)
couldn’t afford them, DVD was completely unheard of and even if
you could pay for cable you’d get twelve channels at most.
Peasants like us got three, maybe four channels if there was a clear
view of the antennae at the top of the CN Tower.

Which
meant that if you missed a movie on its first run, or if you liked
less popular movies, then Cineplex or the second run cinemas were
your only option. And a lot of TV was really bad and boring back
then. It was hard to stay away from the Cineplex some nights.

They
also served pretty good popcorn.

The
summer before we got married, Cineplex was starting to feel the
pressures of the democratization of media. By then, a lot more people
did have VCRs and while most people had not mastered the timed
home-taping functions there were now hundreds of video rental stores
all over town. For a fraction of a ticket cost, you could rent a
reasonably new movie and watch it in the comfort of your home. And
you could get porn and watch it in a zone of relative safety. The
Hive must have hated the idea of all those tasty horny people,
completely out of their reach.

The
owners of the Cineplex quickly figured they had to offer a big screen
experience to compete with all the little screens at people’s
houses. They knocked out the walls of ten of the cinemas and created
one big 70 MM theatre that seated over 500 people.

The
first big screen show Sally and I saw there was a remastered print of
Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis. They’d tinted many
of the scenes and added a rock and roll soundtrack.

Great
movie. I figure that all those heavy duty stage shows like Les
Miserables, Phantom of the Opera and Miss Saigon
owe a huge debt to that version of Metropolis.

As
well as the fact that we loved the music, Metropolis has all
kinds of fantastical cityscapes and architecture, visions of
technological magic and powerful insights into the ways people live
together. And lots of other perception and life-changing stuff. By
the time the credits were rolling there were heavy sighs, we were
blinking back tears and holding hands. Almost as good as sex, but not
really.

We
left the theatre and found ourselves back in the Eaton Centre…
and we were transported back into the movie. The interior of the
Centre was an almost perfect replication, or maybe an extrapolation,
of the design of the film. It was like unexpectedly stepping into a
future/past that never was, but here we were.

We
had to sit down on a wire bench and take it all in. Then I asked
Sally to marry me.

Eventually
she said yes.

Fifteen
years later, the magic was definitely gone. The instant we got out of
the airport limo, I could tell that the Eaton Centre had a different
vibe. For one thing, there were massive amounts of that orange hazard
tape sealing off all the public entrances and dozens of city
maintenance trucks parked along the Yonge Street facade. The trucks
looked a little old so I figured they were just decoys from the
project.

There
were also several dozen people dressed in gas masks and yellow
coveralls dashing in and out of the place. Flame throwers in downtown
Toronto? Even in the reality defined by the project that was just too
crazy.

Cal
didn’t say much as we entered the mall. Something was
definitely on his mind though; it felt like he was trying to get me
from the car to the ground floor as quickly as possible. As we
stepped through the revolving doors, one of the people in gas masks
gestured at us and we heard a low voice growl out of a small speaker:

“Any
dogs?”

Cal
shook his head. “I think last night’s sweep got most of
them.”

“Sure
hope so.”

Dogs?
What the fuck was wrong with the dogs?

We
walked onto the floor plate that overlooked the basement levels. I
remember reading how in the early 1980s that was the most profitable
underground space in North America. No shoppers today though.
Somebody had manoeuvred a large crane next to the fountain; they’d
also ripped out a large section of the floor of the food court. The
crane was pulling what looked like metal oil barrels out of the
ragged hole.

“What
the hell is that?”

Cal
still managed to look embarrassed when I used bad language. “Do
you remember when all LDS families were told to have a two year
supply of emergency food?”

“Yeah,
so what?” The fact that my parents never managed to build up
their stock was just one more thing for them to feel guilty about.

“This
seems to be the Hive’s equivalent.” Cal frowned. “It
appears they were keeping people on ice until they need them.”

The
crane was lifting another cylinder out of the hole. “How many
people are down there?” I noticed that they’d stacked the
cylinders into a series of pyramids.

“Over
1200, but we’ve only gone down one level and there’s at
least three more to go.”

I
did some mental calculation as we watched two missionaries and a man
in a yarmulke pry open one of the cylinders. “That’s over
5,000 people.”

Cal
nodded. “Probably more.”

The
three men below us tipped the cylinder on its side and a wave of
purplish fluid spread out over the tiles. A naked body spilled out.

“Didn’t
anyone notice that over 5,000 people had suddenly disappeared?”

It
was a woman in her teens. The man in the yarmulke put a respirator
mask over her face while the missionaries covered her in a large
white towel.

“Very
likely it was a very gradual process.” It felt a little like my
early days with the project, I knew less about the situation than
everyone else. “And we’re dealing with shape shifters
here; the Hive may have just replaced a lot of people.”

The
woman in the towel coughed and sat up.

“The
good thing is almost everyone we recovered show very little signs of
contamination.”

The
man in the yarmulke led the woman away while the missionaries started
to open another cylinder.

“Why’s
that do you suppose?”

Cal
shook his head. “We don’t know yet. Maybe virgin DNA
gives them better genetic patterns to work with.”

The
missionaries looked inside the canister. They didn’t seem to
like what they were seeing. Or maybe smelling.

“Maybe
that’s it.”

One
of the missionaries was on his knees vomiting while the other one was
trying to put the lid back on the cylinder without having to looking
inside.

Apparently
not everyone survived the storage process.

Cal
walked over to talk to another person in a gas mask. I kept on
watching the mini-drama below. One missionary was getting back on his
feet and seemed to be looking for something to clean up the mess he’d
made. The other missionary was busy spray-painting a large orange ‘X’
on the re-sealed cylinder.

Two
things were bothering me about this situation. No, a lot of things
were bothering me about this situation but I figured that there were
only two things that Cal might be able to explain to me.

Cal
walked back over to me and pointed to the other side of the mall.
“They want to see us at the field office.”

“Sure.”
What the fuck was a field office?

We
walked down the frozen escalator and headed past a row of youth
clothing stores. That gave me some time to get more information: “How
did you get to shut down Yonge Street?”

Cal
grimaced a little. “We lied.”

“A
religious organization misled the public?” I felt myself smile
for the first time in months. “I’m shocked.”

Cal
grimaced again. “We managed to convince the City Works
Department that an underground river might cause the Eaton Centre to
collapse at any moment.”

“But
what about the gas masks and flame throwers?”

“We
also suggested that a toxic spill from one of the university labs
might have entered the river.”

“Double
whammy.” If you’re going to lie, lie big time. “Pretty
impressive deception really.”

“I
hate dealing in falsehoods.”

“I
know Cal, that’s why you’re a good person.” Okay,
that was bothersome issue number one. On to the next one: “The
scale of this is incredible. Why didn’t we pick it up a lot
sooner?”

Cal
stopped walking just before we walked into the doorways leading to
the Queen Street subway station. I actually thought he might swear at
that moment.

“They
suckered us.” Okay, that was a little informal for Cal but
nothing that was going to get him kicked out of Sunday School.

“Suckered
us?”

“Since
you left, we were taking out colonies out in the suburbs. Each one
was a little smaller than the last.”

“So
they let us hope…”

Cal’s
voice quivered a little. “…that we were finally
winning.”

That
was brilliant! At that moment I realized that the Hive must have the
biggest reptile brain in the universe. I also felt that it was my
duty to express anger as profanely as possible for the both of us.

“I
really hate that fucking Hive.”

Cal
didn’t seem to notice.

The
so-called ‘field office’ was three subway cars sitting
just off the Queen Street platform. They’d hooked up lots of
cables and hoses into the undercarriage and through the windows I
could see double rows of people typing at computer terminals, wearing
headsets and talking into microphones. Real mission control stuff.

When
we entered one of cars I could also see three guys in grey suits with
automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. I’d seen all kinds
of weird gear in the project and much of it was totally capable of
terminating many living and living-dead processes. However, this was
the first time I’d ever seen our people packing anything as
brutal and banal as regular guns.

I
didn’t like it very much and I’m not sure if this was
because I was some kind of pansy Canadian (I am!) or because it was
evidence that things had gotten very bad indeed.

I
saw another guy in a suit, this one was navy blue: Kent Cahoon. He
was at the far end of the last car and was talking to a silver haired
man who was decked out in a huge pair of headphones and a cleric’s
collar. Silver Hair looked pretty Presbyterian to me.

Kent
waved at us, shook the minister’s hand and started walking
towards us.

Cal
spoke softly. “Brother Cahoon is now the Bishop of Etobicoke
Third Ward.”

“Why
do I care about that, Cal?”

“He’s
also coordinating the security and strategic operations of our rescue
mission.”

That
was more interesting information.

Bishop
Cahoon shook my hand. The guy still had the missionary crush-grip.
“Good to see you back with us, Brother Percy.”

I
responded with my best agnostic smile. “It’s nice to be
back, Kent.”

“We’re
ready for seek and destroy duty, Bishop.” I wasn’t sure
if Cal was really enthusiastic or if he decided that it was time for
him to intercede in the conversation.

Bishop
Kent Cahoon nodded. “You’re going to be doing some
seeking but you will not be joining any of the local units.”

Cal
looked very surprised. “But Bishop Cahoon, Brother Percy is
ready for deployment and we don’t want to let our teams down.”

I
knew Cal well enough to know that these were bullshit reasons. Things
were going to hell in a hand basket in town and Cal wanted to be
around to protect his family.

“As
much as we all want to strike back at the Hive right now, Brother
Stewart…” Bishop Cahoon flashed a smile that was
sympathetic but also indicated that he wouldn’t be changing his
mind any time this geological epoch. “…we simply don’t
have a target, no matter how large a force we can mobilize.”

“If
it helps, Brother Percy and I would happily take on additional patrol
shifts.”

What
do you mean ‘happily,’ Brother Stewart? Unlike Cal I
didn’t have a family to worry about anymore. I’d help but
don’t expect me to get up at 3 a.m. for a month and be
delighted to do so.

Before
I could share my perspective, Bishop Cahoon put his hand on Cal’s
shoulder. “We have something more important for you two to do.”

Cal
tried to hide it but I knew exactly what was on his mind at that
moment: What could be more important than my family?

We
got another magnificently sincere smile. “Professor Wolfanger
has gone AWOL and we need you to find her.”

Somebody
from the field office had requisitioned the last project car so we
had to use public transit. While we were waiting for the streetcar, I
remembered the second thing that was bothering me:

“Cal?
Why so many?”

Cal
started a little when I spoke; he must have been thinking about
something else. “So many what?”

“People.
The Hive used to be content with just nailing the occasional pick-up
artist or homeless person. Why are they setting up warehouses of
human beings?”

“We’re
not sure.” Cal scowled. He was a dental scientist and he didn’t
like not being sure about things. “The latest hypothesis is
that the Hive has reached some kind of critical mass and now needs a
larger supply of genetic information to avoid depatterning.”

“English
please.”

“The
Hive needs larger and more frequent doses of human beings to
continue.”

“So
it’s become this vast DNA junkie?”

“That’s
what the theory says.”

“Jesus
fucking Christ!”

“I
can see that your time away has done nothing to improve your
language.” Cal was glaring at me but I was delighted; if he was
taking time out to scold me then he must be feeling a bit better.

I
turned away from Cal, thinking the sound I heard was our streetcar
approaching. The sound had nothing to do with the Toronto Transit
Commission. The sound came from a large, snarling/roaring dog with
enormous dagger shaped and sized teeth. The mega-dog knocked me to
the pavement. As I twisted my head away from its teeth in the effort
to avoid getting my throat ripped out, I realized that there was
another thing about the situation that was bothering me. Question
Number Three: Why are dogs now an issue? Did they shut down the SPCA?
Was there a strike at Animal Control?

Have
you ever been bitten by a dog? It’s an interesting occurrence
in anyone’s life. If it wasn’t so painful and dangerous,
you might even admire the mechanics of the operation. The canine
teeth sink into your flesh as the jaw muscles kind of lock into
place. From that point, all Fido has to do is either push himself
back or hang there and let gravity shred the skin and muscle off your
body. It happens really fast and there’s usually lots of
screaming and spurting blood and what not so it might not look like
it—that that’s what happens.

These
insights all occurred to me after the fact. As you may have figured
out by now, I didn’t think all that fast and I’m crap at
multi-tasking. While mega-dog was attacking me I was busy screaming
my brains out and trying to push the furry mass of fury away before
it could start tearing my face off.

I
do remember that after what seemed like three weeks but was probably
less than three nano-seconds, there was a very loud and very sharp
sound. An explosion. Then all that bad doggie breath and nasty sharp
teeth were gone. Actually the whole head of the dog was gone.

Cal
stood there with a smoking revolver in his hand; it was something
small but powerful looking. Yet another surprise of the day.

His
other hand was reaching out to me. I took it and pulled myself off
the concrete.

“The
dog problem has been getting pretty serious lately.”

“I
guess so.” One more shirt ruined by blood stain patterns. First
time it was dog blood though.

“Do
you think its teeth broke the skin?” Cal was studying my face
and neck.

“Don’t
think so.” I was pretty sure that none of the blood was mine.

Cal
seemed to be satisfied. “Your treatments have probably made you
almost completely immune by now, anyway.”

“I’m
always thankful for small blessings.”

The
streetcar rolled up and we got on. We had to step over a sticky mess.
“Don’t worry about the remains of the dog. Someone from
the field office will clean it up.”

I
wished I cared. Even though I’d been getting some very good
care recently, my attitude still needed a lot of work.

Cal
continued as we sat down: “The dogs were actually how we found
the infestation.”

It
felt oddly normal to be back riding the street car. “How did
that work?”

“About
a month ago, shoppers started getting attacked by huge feral dogs.”

“That’s
pretty bad for business.”

“Indeed.”

We
rolled past the Parkdale Public Library. It was open and a group of
kids were stepping out the front door, hefting piles of books and
tapes in their arms. Stop being so sweet you kids! It hurts too much.

“Any
idea why the dogs started doing all this bad stuff?”

“More
critical mass theory.” Cal didn’t seem to want to look at
the kids too long either. “The initial tests suggest that when
Hive colonies pass a certain point in size they cause other species
to mutate.”

I
considered that hypothesis for a moment. “What about cats?”

“Cats?”

“Are
there any mutated cats running around?”

Cal
looked thoughtful. “I don’t know.” Cal seemed to be
managing his discomfort with uncertainty quite well.

We
rode in silence for a time. When we approached the transfer point at
Humber Bay, I spoke:

“Where
exactly are we going, Cal?”

“Do
you mind staying with me and my family before we head out? We have
the basement room set up.”

“I
hope it’s not too much trouble.”

“Of
course not.”

I
wondered how I would react to sharing the same building with children
again.
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I
blame myself. I neglected my duties to my family and to my friend.

The
day after Brother Percy came to stay with us was Family Home Evening
at the Stewart household. To those of you who don’t know,
Family Home Evening is a weekly event in many LDS homes and it a set
time for all of us to gather together to worship and pray as a family
unit and to share the wonderful messages and lessons our Church gifts
us with. I have always enjoyed Family Home Evening because I knew it
was the one time each week that I could be sure I would be with the
people who meant the most to me.

I’d
missed the last three Family Home Evenings and I was really looking
forward to this one. My patrol duties had been keeping me very busy,
so I wasn’t able to perform my usual patriarchal duties and
prepare the lessons, let alone teach or lead the family prayers.
After some consultation with my wife we agreed that our oldest son
Andrew would assemble the lesson plans and lead the activities. When
I would get home, usually sometime after two in the morning, I would
ask my wife about the well-being of each one of our children. That
took at least 45 minutes, and then we would move on to the next item
on the agenda:

“How
is Andrew doing?”

“You’d
be very proud.”

“I
already am.”

We’d
hug each other, talk a little about when Andrew might receive his
mission call and eventually go to sleep. Or we would move on to the
third item on the agenda which is really no one’s business but
my wife’s and mine.

I
probably should have just come home and tried not to wake up my wife,
but I needed those reports on the family. They reminded me how
important it was to win this fight.

That
was the upside. As Brother Percy was fond of reminding me, there was
always a downside.

It
seemed like a good idea to let Andrew continue doing the job on
Family Home Evening that he’d been doing so well. So that
night, the second night that Brother Percy was spending with us,
Meredith, my middle daughter started to play “I Know That My
Redeemer Lives” on the piano, which was a signal for everyone
in the family to gather together in the living room. I went
downstairs to the room Brother Percy was staying in; we’d moved
three of my daughters out of that room to make a place for him. I
hoped he didn’t mind the My Little Pony and Strawberry
Shortcake wallpaper but it was the most spacious bedroom we had.

Meredith
was about halfway through the piano piece when I knocked on the door.
“Brother Percy?”

“Call
me Arthur.”

I’m
still not sure why I decided it was important to invite Arthur to
join us for Family Home Evening. “May I come in?” Perhaps
I felt it was my moral obligation to offer him an opportunity for a
spiritual experience. Perhaps I just wanted to share something very
important to me.

“It’s
your house.”

Arthur
was sprawled out on the bed, well two beds pushed together really.
That was no surprise. What was a surprise was seeing him reading from
one of the dozen or so copies of the Book of Mormon that we owned.

“Are
you busy?” Perhaps it would have been better if I had just let
him carry on reading.

“Just
studying up.” Arthur shut the volume and put it down on the
bedside table. I noticed the other books he had put there:
Charlotte’s Web, Winnie the Pooh, Wind in the
Willows. At that time I didn’t think about it but now I
realize all these are comfort literature.

“Would
you like to join us for Family Home Evening?”

Arthur
smiled, just a little sadly. “Okay.”

“Are
you sure?” I really didn’t want him to think that I was
pressuring him.

“Yeah,
it sounds like a lot of fun.”

I
could never tell if Arthur was being sarcastic, humouring me, or
genuinely interested. I still can’t.

Andrew
had done a great job of organizing everything. Emma, our next to
youngest daughter, started the service by singing one of my favourite
hymns, “I am a Child of God”; she has such a sweet voice.
I just can’t believe how a child of six can sing with such
power and such purity. And she got most of the words right!

I
had to wipe tears out of the corners of my eyes as our children took
their appointed seats around the room. When I saw Arthur sit down
across from me I felt like I might have to wipe some serious tears
out of my eyes, so I blew my nose instead. Arthur must feel so alone
right now; so much of his suffering could be relieved if he could
re-embrace the Gospel.

I
held my wife’s hand as Andrew stood in front of his family; he
had a book and file folder tucked under one arm. “Tonight’s
lesson is about family togetherness and how families are forever.”
Such a fine young man!

This
was exactly the right lesson for me. Out on patrol duty, I’d
been missing my family and I was constantly worried about their
safety when I wasn’t with them.

“Erin?”
Andrew pointed to his youngest sister, who stood up and held a large
picture out for all of us to see. “Erin, can you tell us what
this is?”

Erin
is only four, so she’s a bit shy but she’s also a bit of
a princess, so she was loving every second of the family’s
attention. Of course, she giggled and blushed. “It’s the
Temple in Cardston.”

Why
Cardston? The picture could have been, maybe it should have been, the
local Temple in Brampton. Or the really big one in Salt Lake City.
Why Cardston? Because Cheryl and I had been sealed there and over the
years we’d cultivated a sentimental attachment to that
particular Temple. I remember how proud my mother had been when
Cheryl and I, with Andrew and his oldest sister in tow, had made the
trek for the kids to do their first Temple work there.

“Can
you tell us what happens in the Temple, Erin?” Andrew was
grinning; he was enjoying how cute his little sister was and taking
some pride in how well he was handling his duties as master of
ceremonies.

Erin
blushed. I noticed that Arthur was blushing, too. Why was that? Was
he feeling sympathy for her embarrassment?

Erin
was taking too long to answer the question. William, the child just
older than her, threw out his hand. “I know! I know!”
This did not make Erin happy.

All
the other children started giggling nervously, probably wondering if
Andrew was going to try and handle this situation or if Mom and Dad
were going to have to intervene.

Andrew
turned to Erin. “Will says he knows the answer. Should we find
out?”

Erin
looked thoughtful for a second, then grinned and nodded her head.

“Will?
Do you know what happens in the Temple?”

“Families
go there to be sealed!” The words almost burst out of our
five-year old. But just about everything Will said and did kind of
exploded out of him.

“That’s
right, Will.” Andrew looked back at his sister. “And
Erin, how long are families sealed together for?”

Erin
really grinned. I was a little concerned about how her incisors were
positioned. I’d need to watch that when her grown-up teeth came
in.

“For
time and all eternity!”

“And
how long is that for, Erin?”

“A
really, really, really, really, really long time!”

I
glanced over at Arthur. He was smiling a little. I wondered if he was
as proud as I was of how well my family were handling themselves.

“More
than one hundred big fish!” That was Carl, my sister’s
kid who had been dropped off while his parents went out to a movie.
For some reason, his two and half year old mind was measuring in
terms of fish. Little fish and big fish. I’m reasonably certain
that Carl had no idea how many fish one hundred fish was—except
that it was more fish than he was able to count at that point in his
life.

“Thank
you, Carl. Thank you, Erin.” Andrew nodded to his sister and
she sat down. “Now does anyone here know why families want to
be sealed together for forever and ever?”

Tara,
daughter number three, looked as though she knew but she was just too
cool to speak up. This became one of those rare moments when our
family was completely silent.

Andrew
nodded. “Well, I’m going to tell you.” He had just
discovered the need for an important teaching moment. “By using
a little demonstration.” He pointed at Tara. “Can you get
up and go stand in the corner?”

For
a ten-year old, Tara has a lot of stage presence—she strode
across the room with tremendous effect. Andrew walked over to the
centre of the living room and pointed to where the rest of us were
sitting. “Here all of you are, all together. Safe and happy.
Enjoying each other’s company, knowing that there will always
be someone to care for us and that we are surrounded by people who
understand us and love us.”

The
younger children laughed and hugged each other. Andrew pointed at his
sister standing in the corner of the room. “Over here is poor
Tara. All alone with no one to look after her. Maybe she’s sad,
maybe she’s lonely.”

Tara
put on her best pout and pretended to cry.

“Isn’t
it terrible for all of us to be so happy when we’re together
and to know how sad Tara is because she’s alone?”

Most
of the children were engaged in mock weeping to let Tara know that
they all felt her pain. My wife and I were laughing. I looked up to
see if any of this was entertaining Arthur.

He
was gone.

Oh,
darn. I’d forgotten about his family. We were just reminding
him he was separated from them. I cursed myself for my monumental
stupidity and insensitivity. Actually, I didn’t use actual
curse words but the intent was definitely there.

The
telephone rang.

This
was unusual because Church members are asked not to call each other
on Family Home Evening because you don’t want to have this time
of togetherness interrupted. Unless it was something very important.
I guess someone wanted to talk to me about something very important.

About
half an hour later I knocked on the bedroom door. “Arthur?”
There was no answer. I opened the door just a little—just
enough to see that the bedside lamp was on.

“What
is it, Cal?” Arthur’s voice was quiet and not exactly
angry, more like very controlled.

“I
just heard from the Field Office. They want to see us first thing in
the morning.”

I
wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard a sigh of relief.
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One
of the worst things about being a victim is how embarrassing it is.
And one of the worst things about being raped by Boris was that for
my own safety and survival I had to tell people about it. Which meant
that every time I walked into a room with project personnel in it,
most of them were experiencing some mental image of me being anally
raped. Knowing that made me feel like I was getting raped all over
again. Knowing this also made me not want to walk into rooms that
might have any kind of people in them.

Sometimes
people and rooms didn’t have to be involved. Sometimes, the
enormity of what happened would just drop on me and it felt like I
was being sucked down into a vast wave of evil shit.

You
could say that some days I would get a bit depressed.

Another
embarrassing thing was that Post Traumatic Stress Disorder seemed
like such a bullshit syndrome to suffer from. In my pre-Hive life, I
only thought of PTSD in the context of bad action movies where some
wacko Vietnam vet would climb up the water tower and start shooting
people until Charlton Heston or Arnold Schwarzenegger or some other
actor with a huge chin and limited emotional range would take him
out. Yes, it is apparent I needed some education on certain mental
health issues.

Okay,
I’m a snob about some things and not only did I not want those
theoretical people in the hypothetical room not thinking about Boris
ass-fucking me when I walked in; I also did not want them comparing
me to some scraggy nut-job wearing an old army jacket and holding an
M-16 in one arm. I mean, I don’t look anything like Bruce Dern.

So
here was the start of my practical education in mental health
studies: 1) You don’t have to look anything like Mr. Dern or
even Nicholas Cage to have anxiety attacks resulting from post
traumatic stress; 2) Those attacks are also as real as the weather
and often just as severe.

I’d
had some mini-attacks ever since we blew up my old office but the
first major hit me while Cal I were driving the rental car on our way
through Buffalo on our quest for Professor Wolfanger.

When
the first attack “hit me.”

It
would be more accurate to say that it was more like being worked over
with the Stainless Steel Baseball Bat of Eternal Existential
Disaster.

Just
as we crossed the Peace Bridge at Niagara Falls, I realized that
things were bad. Everything was bad. In fact everything was really,
really, really bad. And nothing was going to get better. Never, not
ever, ever.

I
closed my eyes for about half an hour and when I opened them I saw
that we were driving past a row of the ugliest buildings ever
constructed. Absolutely hideous, it felt like their every existence
was going to give me a brain tumour. I counted down from ten and told
myself that I had things a bit out of proportion. Even though they
were townhouses and even though we were in Buffalo, those buildings
really weren’t all that horrific. Still, I knew that I would
probably be enjoying the view more if somehow I didn’t have to
be alive.

I
blinked, gasped, coughed and tried to hold it all in. This was
probably a poor idea because just then a shower of tears and snot
kind of exploded out of my face and turned the passenger window into
a really gooey Jackson Pollock tribute.

Cal
put his hand on my shoulder. “Easy, Arthur.”

His
attempt at comforting me only made it worse. Cal had to pull the car
off at a service centre before we became a traffic hazard. Warning:
bawling man on board.

I
am a very inept weeper. Possibly because I have not allowed myself
many opportunities to practice since I reached the age of six. Maybe
it’s because when I cry it sounds like a chicken being
strangled while it was stuffed into a garburator. We sat there in the
parking lot of the service centre while I gradually calmed down and
that stupid chicken had been reduced to its component molecules.

“Sorry,”
I sniffed. I had just about exhausted the box of facial tissue that
Cal kept in his emergency dental kit.

Cal
looked at me. “This is the first time you’ve cried since
you lost Sally and the boys, isn’t it?”

To
my surprise, I did not return to uncontrollable weeping mode. Instead
I nodded and took a very deep breath. It felt good.

“I
promise that once we finish with this assignment, we will find out
what happened to your family.”

Cal
put the car into gear and turned us back onto the I-90. I wondered
why he hadn’t offered to pray with/for me. I probably would
have let him, not because I thought that it would have invoked any
divine intervention but more because it might have made Cal feel
better, knowing that he was doing everything for me that could be
done. On the other hand, maybe Cal was just trying to respect my
beliefs and boundaries by not offering to pray.

Go
figure.

*

“Are
you hungry?”

We
were ten miles out of Rochester and I was pretty sure that Cal was
just suggesting this to try and improve my state of mind. On the
other hand, it was a pretty good suggestion. Who knows what we might
find, and I didn’t like the idea of facing the abyss on an
empty stomach.

“What
did you have in mind?”

Cal
turned left at an intersection. “My brother in law told me that
there’s an excellent place for steak and eggs in that town over
there.”

Five
minutes later we were in downtown LeRoy. 30 minutes later we were
chowing down on some really pretty amazing protein, carbohydrate and
fat. Not only that, LeRoy had a Baptist church in the shape of a
geodesic dome and a hobby shop with an incredible number of model
rockets for sale. This was a surprisingly fun place.

Our
server was obviously an escapee from the Country Music Female Tragedy
Experience. She had blonde hair stacked in a gigantic beehive and she
wore extremely tight pink jeans and a pink cowboy shirt. She was
assisted by a young girl who was essentially a 1/3 sized clone.

My
theory was that the smaller server was the daughter of the larger
one. Same clothes, same hair, just a lot smaller. This was disturbing
but did not diminish my enjoyment of the steak and eggs. Actually,
the two were a pretty good floor show and I was starting to feel much
better. Maybe even good enough to get through this assignment.

Soon
the eggs were gone and server, along with mini-server, collected the
plates and were sniffing in disgust at Cal’s lousy tip.

Back
in the car.

“Just
a minute!” I saw a sign as we pulled out of the diner parking
lot.

“What?”

“We
have to go there!”

“Where?”
Cal couldn’t help but look annoyed; he’d done the morale
building exercise so I should be ready, willing and able to get back
on track as a reliable project agent. I was, but the sign I saw was
too good to pass up.

The
Jell-O Museum was small but fascinating. The exhibits were placed
throughout the rooms of a restored schoolhouse and most of the
displays were either about: a) The origins of Jell-O, a flavoured
gelatinous mass that was possible only through the miracle of home
refrigeration; or b) The decades of advertising used to trick
consumers to actually buy the various incarnations of this strange
substance. I’m not sure why I needed to see all of this but it
cheered me up even more. Maybe it was the interactive unit that was
playing old videos of Bill Cosby commercials. You really are
spiritually dead if some vintage Coz doesn’t make you crack a
smile.

The
absolute best part of the Jell-O Museum was the very last exhibit. It
was this cartoony hands-on exhibit where you lifted panels, flicked
switches and turned dials to reveal the answers to questions about
the different flavours of Jell-O:

“What
was the first Jell-O flavour?” Lift the flap: “Orange.”

“How
many different flavours of Jell-O are there?” Turn the dial,
and see a decade by decade chart of the number of Jell-O flavours
from 1920 to 1990.

“What
is the most popular flavour of Jell-O in the world?” Push the
button and a word lights up: “Strawberry.”

That
answer was no huge surprise. But then, suddenly, there was the soft
whirring sound of a coiled spring unwinding… a strip of paper
scrolled out the front of the exhibit. Words are typed along the
length of the strip:

“The
State of Utah is the only place in the world where Strawberry is not
the most popular flavour of Jell-O. In Utah, the most popular flavour
is lime.”

Cal,
who had been reading this over my shoulder, started to laugh. There
was another whirr and another strip of paper unravelled itself:

“In
fact, Lime Jell-O is loved so much by the people of Utah that the
Governor declared it to be the Official State Snack Food.”

Cal
was now laughing so hard that he had to lean against the wall. It
worried me; I’d never seen him lose that much control. “What’s
so funny?”

“L-lime
J-Jell-O!” He gasped, and then he put his hand over his mouth
and forced himself to stop laughing. “Mormon ethic food!”
He cried and started laughing again.

Now
I couldn’t stop laughing. I think we frightened the docent.

This
subject had a lot of potential for discourse. When we finally
recovered enough to get back in the car and head towards Rochester,
Cal and I talked at length about the many different substances we had
found suspended in Lime Jell-O and were expected to be eaten by our
families: pineapple chunks, grapes, peas, carrot slices, Shreddies
and Cheerios, even little bits of wieners.

It
was easy to find a parking spot on the University of Rochester
campus. The convenience made me immediately suspicious. Any
university campus this time of day should be at capacity parking,
filled with masses of used and low-cost cars owned by students and
underpaid faculty with a sprinkling of insanely expensive SUVs and
luxury cars purchased by senior administrators and students who
weren’t all that smart but were members of irritatingly rich
families. As we got out of the car and walked across the parking lot
I looked around and confirmed my first impression: there just weren’t
enough cars here.

Something
was wrong here. Or maybe I was still such a basket case that I just
couldn’t handle something easy happening in my life. We heard
piano music as we strode across the grass of the main quad. I’m
pretty sure it was Debussy or some other dead French guy. The music
was coming from a round red-brick building with high windows and a
turret ringing the roof. It looked like a giant had sat down on a
Norman castle and squashed it a bit.

The
execution of the piece was precise yet sensitive, and perfect.
Obviously it was evil music played by an evil musician.

“You
hear that?” I asked Cal. “Something’s not right.”

“They
have an excellent music program at this university.” Cal was
smiling a little, like he was enjoying the performance.

“Nothing
human could play the piano that well.” I squinted at the turret
building, trying to figure out which window the sound was coming
from. The tonal passage changed from French Romanticism to something
that sounded like a Bach organ fugue transcribed for the piano. This
time the performance was not perfect, no actual notes wrong but
occasional hesitancy every once in a while. That was just to throw us
off our guard.

“You’re
over-reacting, Arthur.” Cal started out to the far end of the
quad. “There’s no evidence that Hive entities have any
particular musical aptitude. We’re not even sure if they hear
music as something comprehensible.” Cal was walking at Warp 10
and I really had to hustle to keep up. “Do the math, there’s
no way the Hive could have infiltrated every department at the
university in such a short period of time.”

After
seeing the excavation at the Eaton’s Centre I wasn’t sure
of any calculations the project might generate, but I decided to let
that point slide. We reached the large glass 1980s cube that houses
the History and Social Sciences departments.

“When
did you become so optimistic?” Okay, so I wasn’t prepared
to let my doubts go completely unspoken. Before Cal could
answer:

“Dr.
Stewart? Mr. Percy?”

Cal
nodded at a small balding man who was holding the front door open for
us. He was wearing what looked like one of those synthetic tweed
blazers you get at the Sears Bargain Warehouse. I knew that we were
dealing with an academic.

Cal
handed the man our project ID cards. The man took out his own card
and waited while we looked at it. I couldn’t quite make out the
name but it looked fine to me.

“I
am Professor Knelman, the head of the history department.” He
opened the door and gestured for us to go inside. We walked across
the lobby and stopped in front of a set of elevator doors. Knelman
pressed the arrow pointing towards the sky. There was a ‘ping’
and the elevator doors opened and it was a very long and very silent
ride upwards.

The
doors parted to reveal the 11th floor. We saw another panoramic view
of yellow and orange tape. Sometimes I think the various chapters of
the Hive’s narrative are connected by long and twisted strands
of incident tape.

There
was a lot of fractured grey and black behind the bright colours. The
corridor walls were patterned with scorch marks and every other
office door had been reduced to splinters. The Hive might not have
much expertise in musical performance but they seemed to have nailed
down controlled demolition pretty well.

“Anything
new?” Cal asked as we stepped around the tape and started down
the corridor.

“Not
really.” We reached the door at the far end of the corridor. It
was intact. “Except that the entities might not have brought
enough material along on their mission.” Knelman pushed open
the door. “This is Professor Wolfanger’s office.”

It
was untouched. Actually, it was a little bit messy but nothing that a
human scholar wouldn’t generate on their own.

“Remarkable.”

“What
the fuck?” Guess who said that.

Cal
crossed the threshold into the office. “We’ve been
directed to look for any evidence of her whereabouts.”

“Of
course.” With that Professor Knelman turned and left, leaving
the aura of a man resigned to dealing with very difficult things on a
regular basis.

Cal
started opening the drawers in Wolfanger’s desk. Not sure
exactly what I was expected to do, I started flipping through the
books on the shelves. Most of it was pretty dry and predictable
stuff—what you might expect to find in the office of a
Neo-Marxist, Postmodern Feminazi. There were quite of few of those
running around on campuses back then.

Wait
a minute!

My
descent into Stereotype Land was interrupted by a picture falling out
from between the pages of the book I was holding in my hand. The book
was a text on Retail Marketing and Dialectical Materialism. The
picture looked like it was clipped out of an old magazine. I picked
up the picture and looked at it: a young blonde woman was having the
somewhat unusual (and apparently fun) experience of having a large
penis pushed in her vagina and another even larger, and differently
shaded, penis inserted up her bum.

The
woman had a 1970s haircut and the caption below the picture was
written in some Scandinavian language. Classic hardcore porn.

“Holy
shit!”

“Language
please.” Cal looked up from a file folder thick with
handwritten pages, probably mid-term exams. Maybe Wolfanger had just
run away to avoid marking them.

I
picked up another book and another half a dozen pictures fell out
from between the pages: oral, anal, more double penetrations. I
flipped through a book on the Routinization of Charisma and
discovered more depictions of human sexual activity: bondage, clothed
female naked man, threesomes, foursomes, orgies, trannies on
trannies… I pondered the seeming paradox. The leading
intellectual force behind the project’s battle with the Hive
was a dedicated porn-hound.

By
five in the afternoon, Cal and I had located enough porn in
Wolfanger’s office to fill two bankers’ boxes. I found
this incredibly funny but Cal was quite disturbed.

The
janitor showed up and said that the University wasn’t
authorizing overtime these days so we had to leave the building. We
put the boxes in the rental car and as he slammed the trunk door
shut, Cal looked as though he’d like to set the whole vehicle
on fire.

The
porn incident distracted Cal so much that he let me persuade him to
eat at an Indian restaurant. Also, we couldn’t seem to find an
Olive Garden or an Applebee’s and they don’t have Swiss
Chalet in the States.

“This
is a very bad development.” Cal ripped his naan bread into
shreds.

“Really?”
The vindaloo was excellent. “I find that this kind of food is a
real tonic when I’m feeling low.”

Cal
glared at me as he dipped a fragment of the bread into some green
paste.

“Oh!”
I couldn’t help smiling. “You’re talking about the
Professor’s vast collection of smut.”

“Yes.”

To
be fair, Cal was not reacting this way because he was a prude
(although he is an incredible prude). Pornography is a huge
analytical and strategic problem to the project. First (and most
obvious) was the historical reality that all of the project member
religions with the exception of the Unitarians and some Tantric
Hindus were absolutely terrified of anything to do with sex, so any
depiction of said made them all wobbly at the knees and unable to
function in a rational fashion.

Second,
porn was strategically confusing to the project. On the one hand, the
objectified sexual imagery and narratives were just one more form of
the Hive’s genetic exploitation of the human race. On the other
hand, porn was extremely human; a tool used in the fulfilment of our
masturbatory urges. Sinful but our sins.

The
conflict was so great that it seemed to make Cal forget the near
volcanic flavouring of the chicken curry. Even though I didn’t
find porn as scary as Cal, I felt a certain amount of sympathy for
him.

“If
Professor Wolfanger has disappeared because she’s been
contaminated by the Hive then it could mean that almost a decade of
project research and intelligence have been compromised.”

It
didn’t matter how you felt about watching people you didn’t
know having orgasms, I had to admit that this could be a really big
problem.

“We
have to find her…” Cal gave up on the wrestling match
with the naan and put his head in his hand “…and find
out if she’s in communication with the Hive… and if…”

It
was awkward being with Cal when he was like this. I looked out the
window. Of course. Across the street there was a large shop bearing
the huge neon words: “Show World: Adult Video and Toys.”
Right there in downtown Rochester. This community was either really
uninhibited or incredibly desperate. Possibly both.

In
Toronto they would have painted out the windows so that you couldn’t
see the merchandise or the customers inside. Not at Show World. They
had huge picture windows and you could see everything: about 100,000
DVDs, a vast array of sexy toys, cartoon displays of several dozen
brands of edible condoms and strap-ons. Rochester is one of those
rust-belt communities that never did, and probably never will,
recover from the recession of the early 1980s. Having Show World
sitting there with its retail legs wide open, was just one more sign
of a town that’s so exhausted that it just can’t care
anymore.

You
know me well enough by now to know that I was completely ensorcelled
by this vista of urban and moral decay. I kept looking at the
clientele inside the porn shop; I could make out a tall person
dressed in a black leather jacket with close-cropped dark hair. The
jacket failed to conceal an hourglass figure. Okay, it was a woman.
She seemed to be systematically reviewing the contents of a rack of
DVDs with the label: “Teenage Anal.”

I
turned away. “Do you have the assignment file?”

Cal
took his head out of his hands and removed a folder from his
briefcase. There was a big black and white glossy on page three.

Snap.

“House
of Ass? Do you have that DVD?”

The
woman in black leather with the close-cropped hair was standing at
the counter explaining to the clerk in the hemp-leaf cartoon t-shirt
that there seemed to be an inventory problem at Show World.

“Professor
Wolfanger?” I touched her shoulder, very lightly. “You
need to come with me, please.”

*

Cal
was in the back seat of the rental car making calls on his mobile.
Wolfanger was in the passenger seat. I was driving.

I
didn’t know exactly where we were going; my job at that point
was to just keep us in motion. So we were back on the I-90 heading
toward Albany. That was fine with me, never been to Albany but I was
vaguely curious about it.

Wolfanger
hadn’t said much since we picked her up and showed her our
project IDs. Oh, there was the occasional “fuck you” and
“fuck off” and “go fuck yourself” but since
we were supposed to be on the same side, at least these statements
were fairly low volume.

“So
where did you take off to?” Wherever we ended up, I figured
there was going to be a huge debrief involved, so I might as well
start to set things up.

“Motel
8, out by the airport.”

“Nice
place?”

“If
you like living in a concrete bunker full of whores and horny
business travellers.” Wolfanger looked reflective for a moment.
“So yeah, it was a nice place, kind of.”

“Is
that why you went there? Because it’s a local fuck-zone?”
It was a good thing that Cal was busy on the phone and couldn’t
hear me.

Wolfanger’s
eyes widened in surprise (because I didn’t sound like most of
the Mormons she knew) then she shook her head. “No. It’s
out of the way and people in town tend to forget that it’s
there.”

Not
bad thinking, I thought. Then I realized there was a flaw in
Wolfanger’s hide-in-plain sight strategy.

“So
why did you expose yourself by showing up in Porn Central?”

Our
passenger shrugged. “I’m like everybody else. I have
needs.”

I
couldn’t help smiling. “Professor Wolfanger, you are not
like everyone else.”

“Where
are we going?” Perhaps she decided this was a good time to
change the subject.

Now
I shrugged. “I’ll let you know when I do.”

“So
we’re just driving with no destination?”

“Safest
thing to do right now.”

Wolfanger
nodded. Not bad thinking, she probably thought.

We
drove on for a while, the only person talking was Cal in the back
seat. “No, we didn’t see anybody… behaviour and
appearance seems normal, aside from the obvious… which one is
closest…?”

This
was getting boring. I decided to continue the conversation: “So
what happened to the History Department?”

Wolfanger
started studying whatever was visible in the rear view mirror. “We
were working late and six over-dressed people with flame throwers and
sledge hammers came out of the elevator and started taking the place
apart.”

That
must have been the Hive trying to cover up its tracks.

“Who’s
we? Who were you working with?”

“…by
herself… no mention…”

“Sean
Harris, he’s a grad student from the Microbiology Department.”

“You
brought a student into the project?”

“Relax,
he’s a card-carrying Reformist Muslim. Project would love him.”

A
follower of Islam with the name Sean Harris? I decided to let that
one slide. “So why didn’t they torch your office?”

“They
ran out of juice for the flamethrowers.” Wolfanger snorted.
“And then the alarms kicked in.”

“Where
did the entities go?”

Wolfanger
looked up from the rear view mirror. “Damned if I know. We
pissed off quick down the stairwell.”

“Where’s
Harris?” It occurred to me that I should probably be saving
these questions for a controlled situation.

“Good
question. One second we were running across the quad, the next he’d
completely fucked off.”

“Absolutely
no sign…”

With
all the F-words flying around, I was glad that Cal was still busy in
the back seat. Then he switched off his mobile. Thus endeth the
reprieve.

“Turn
around as soon as you can.”

“We
have a destination?” Why did I always have to ask Cal to
explain things?

Cal
nodded. “Back to LeRoy. There’s a safe house there.”


















CHAPTER NINE

In
which our protagonists argue about cigarettes, coffee and a wild,
wild woman.






1998

Inside
the LeRoy safe house.

Professor
Wolfanger emerged from the bathroom and sat down at the dining room
table where I was waiting for her. She had used her time away to
straighten her hair and re-apply her makeup. She opened her massive
purse and started looking for something.

Why
the hell did she care about her makeup? It was just me and Cal here.
And why the hell did a feminist academic even wear makeup anyway? I
remembered some obscure datum from my distant university days: some
feminists seemed to think that makeup was a good thing or at least an
okay thing. Others did not.

I
put this information back in my brain’s ‘Things About the
Universe That I Will Probably Never Understand’ file. There was
very little chance of me solving that mystery right now.

Still,
there was something about that makeup that bothered me.

Wolfanger
removed a pack of cigarettes and dove back into her purse, looking
for a lighter.

Oh,
boy. Hot button for Cal.

“You
can’t smoke in here!” he cried.

Wolfanger
pulled the lighter out of her purse and glared at my partner.

“I
fucking well can.”

Cal
pointed at the cigarettes as if they might suddenly uncoil and sink
their fangs into innocent flesh.

“You
are not going to defile this sacred place with your nicotine
addiction!”

“Sacred
place, darling?” Wolfanger took a cigarette from the pack.
“This low-rent bungalow in Nowhere, New York State.”

“Don’t
you…” Cal began.

“And
as for addictions,” Wolfanger smiled in a way that was not
particularly pleasant. “Nicotine is nothing compared to some I
know about.”

Just
as it looked as though Cal was going to grab the cigarettes, his cell
phone rang.

“It’s
probably the Stake President’s office,” I said. “You
better answer it.”

Cal
glared at Wolfanger and walked into one of the bedrooms.

Wolfanger
smiled again (still not very pleasantly) and put the cigarette in her
mouth. I reached across the table and took it away.

“Fuck!”
she groaned. “Not you, too.”

I
gave her the same kind of smile she gave me.

“I
don’t give a shit if you smoke or not, Professor.” I took
a strip of paper out of the container in my shirt pocket and handed
it to her. “But put that in your mouth first.”

Wolfanger’s
eyes widened for second, and then she smiled. It was a slightly nicer
smile because I think she was relieved to hear more of my bad
language.

“You
want to test me?”

“I
do.”

She
shrugged and made a rather whorish show of pressing the paper strip
on her tongue with her index finger. Her fingernails were painted jet
black and made for an interesting colour contrast with the wet pink
muscle of her tongue.

It
was also interesting that I was taking notice of such details.
Apparently my libido was not completely dead.

She
handed the strip to me.

Green
dot.

Clean.

“Why
did you feel the need to test me?”

I
sighed. “I wondered if you might be carrying a latent
infection.”

The
professor raised one eyebrow, just like Leonard Nimoy. It looked kind
of cool.

“It’s
been known to happen,” I continued.

“You’re
pretty smart,” she said. “For a fuckwit Mormon.”

I
sensed that Professor Wolfanger’s relationship with the church
had deteriorated somewhat.

“So
why did you put on your makeup?”

Now
Wolfanger sighed. “Because I’m one of those feminists who
thinks makeup is a good thing.”

I
nodded, still not understanding.

Wolfanger
put the cigarette back in her mouth.

“So
are you going to go all nutsie coo-coo and scream if I light up?”

“Puff
away.”

I
got a real smile this time as she lit her cigarette.

Cal
returned.

“Brother
Percy…” He was not pleased with what he saw.

“Brother
Stewart,” I said. “Professor Wolfanger has been through a
tremendous shock.”

“Are
you telling me that this is some kind of medicinal use of nicotine?”
Cal said. “Like your excuse for drinking all that darned
coffee?”

‘Darned’
coffee? It wasn’t like Cal to get this excited about stuff, not
even violations of the Word of Wisdom.

“Plus,
she is our guest,” I said. “We are obliged to make her as
comfortable as possible.”

Speaking
of whom, Wolfanger had the smouldering cigarette set dead in the
middle of one her nasty smiles. The tip moved slightly from left to
right as she watched our conversation.

Cal
folded his arms and looked at the floor. Heavy sigh.

“Fine,”
he said at last. “You want to risk your health, go ahead.”

Risk
my health? I thought. As if the rest of this stupid job wasn’t
nearly getting us killed every other day! What I said instead was:
“We all have to make certain sacrifices in the service of the
Lord, Brother Stewart.”

Wolfanger
laughed silently as she tapped some ash on the table. I found a
saucer for her to use as an ashtray.

“May
I see you in private for a moment, Brother Percy?”

In
the bedroom, Cal put his hand on my shoulder. I had a feeling that he
wanted us to pray.

I
definitely was not in the mood for that.

“I
have to leave now,” he said.

“I
have to stay here?” I replied. “Alone with her?” I
didn’t like the sound of this at all.

“There’s
no one in the area with the appropriate Priesthood training,”
Cal said. “And this is very important.”

“Cal,
the optics on this situation are terrible.” I also just didn’t
want to do it. “That woman is crazy. What if when you get back,
she accuses me of assault or rape or God knows what else?”

Cal
reached into his jacket pocket and handed me a small envelope.

Of
course. More drugs.

“These
are experimental because her influence may overcome our standard
libido blockers,” he said. “The amber ones are for you
and will deaden any physical desire if she attempts to seduce you.”

Anti-Viagra.
Great. “We’re out of saltpeter?”

Cal
ignored me. “The yellow ones will render her unconscious if she
becomes uncontrollable.”

I
nodded. “That way she can also accuse me of date rape.”

Cal
put his hand back on my shoulder. “If you want, we can also
pray for the Lord to strengthen your resolve and protect your
chastity.”

“Gimme
the pills.”

*

I
popped the micro cassette into the tiny tape recorder and pointed the
end with the microphone in Wolfanger’s direction. I pressed
record.

The
professor nodded and cleared her throat. “I suppose we should
start by giving you some of the essentials of my sexual history.”

I
hit the pause button.

“Do
you have to?”

Wolfanger
took a long drag of her cigarette. “I’m embarrassed to
say that it has a lot to do with how we all got here today.”

I
couldn’t quite see how Wolfanger would be embarrassed about
anything but what the hell. Even though she’d shown up clear,
there was still a possibility that Wolfanger had somehow been
compromised by the Hive. Cal said I had to stay behind and find out
if this was the case.

I
hit record.

“Go
ahead then.”

By
now Wolfanger was on her fourth cigarette and a grey haze was filling
the dining room. Seemed appropriate to me. Now the outside world
mirrored my state of mind.

“When
I was fourteen, Gerald Johnson felt me up in the gym of the Third
Avenue Presbyterian Church in Milwaukee.”

I
really hated this assignment. Why did I have to sit here and listen
to this academic pervert?

“How
terrible for you.” I know that statement was completely
unprofessional, but it kind of just slipped out.

Wolfanger
blew a stream of blue smoke out the side of her mouth. “Actually
it was quite horrific, at least in terms of its ultimate
consequences…” She knocked some flakes of ash into the
saucer. “…but at the time I thought it was wonderful…
fantastic.”

Time
to hit the pause button again.

“Careful,
Professor.” I thought I should at least try to act in a
responsible manner. “You’re talking about your behaviour
as a minor. We don’t want this tape to be misconstrued as child
pornography.”

“Good
point.” Wolfanger nodded as she finished off the last of her
cigarette. “I shall be as circumspect as possible.”

Hit
record. I figured that was the best I was going to get.

“What
I discovered…” I noticed that Wolfanger’s fingers
were trembling slightly as she removed cigarette #5 from the pack.
“…was that my responses were probably quite different
than for most young ladies of my age.”

“Different?”
Why did I ask her that? I was only encouraging her.

“As
in more intense. I had been masturbating regularly for several years
before that… but I discovered that… when another person
was involved I seemed to become highly orgasmic.”

All
this from just a cop-a-feel? Wow. I was tempted to ask why this was a
problem but I managed to stop myself.

“The
result was that I became extremely sexually active at a very early
age.”

Okay,
now I could see where this might shape up to be a very big problem.
Still, I figured it was best to say as little as possible.

“By
the time I was in high school, Gerald and I were fucking every other
day… sometimes every day.”

“Sometimes
people bond pretty early in life,” I said. “It’s
not necessarily a bad thing.” I don’t know why I felt I
had to say that, maybe because the person I could barely see through
all the smoke didn’t look particularly happy at that moment.

“Plus
I was going down on just about any other guy I could get my hands
on.”

Okay,
so much for pair-bonding theory.

“I
was doing about half a dozen of my teachers by the time I graduated.”

“Gosh…”
Another slip-out.

“Yeah,
I know.” Wolfanger stubbed out cigarette #5. “Kind of
excessive.”

“Some
people might look at it that way.” I wondered if I should do
another strip test, this pattern of hyper-sexuality was often
associated with Hive infection.

But
not always.

“Tell
me,” I asked. “How did you manage to keep your grades
up?”

“What?”
Wolfanger looked at me as though I was a complete idiot.

“I
mean when did you find time to study?”

“Did
I forget to tell you that I’m a fucking genius?” She put
cigarette #6 in her mouth. “I would have aced my classes even
if I hadn’t been blowing all my teachers.”

“So
how did Gerald feel about all of this?” I know, I asked the
question because she had really annoyed me and I hoped this would
make her feel bad.

Wolfanger
lit the cigarette and blew out more smoke.

“He
was the happiest little boy in Grade 12. We were in love and we were
going to get married as soon as we got out of school and he could get
a decent job.”

“So
he didn’t know.”

Her
eyes teared up a little and I didn’t think it was from the
low-lying cloud she’d generated.

“He
didn’t want to know.”

Nice
one Percy.

Time
to change the tape.

The
micro recorder was a crude but reasonably effective device.

God
damn it.

At
this point in Professor Wolfanger’s sexual narrative, she had
to ‘sleep’ her way through her undergraduate degree in
history at New York University.

“I
wasn’t keeping an exact record but I think I had something in
the range of 1,908 lovers by the time I graduated.”

“Where
was Gerald?”

I
was really hoping that I would get to see some point to all of this
soon.

“Buffalo.
Still waiting for me. He had graduated from community college and was
an electrician or computer repairman or something.”

“So
you weren’t very close at this time.”

“Sure
we were.” Wolfanger shrugged. “We fucked every time I was
in town.”

“So
you got accepted into the graduate program at the University of
Rochester and everything was great then,” I said. “You
were going to be a professor, you and Gerald were near enough that
you could think about getting married, and you get to live happily
ever after.”

Yes,
I was being a complete sarcastic asshole. But maybe when you lose
your happily ever after you get impatient with people who are too
stupid or crazy to take one when it’s staring them in the face.

The
supply of cigarettes was finally exhausted and the atmosphere in the
room was getting less toxic. At least the physical atmosphere.

“You
know that’s not what happened.” Wolfanger bowed her head
slightly. “When I got to grad school something started to
really bother me.”

“What
was that?”

“Do
we have any coffee around here?”

“In
an LDS safe house?” I laughed. “Let’s get real
here.”

Wolfanger
got up and walked over to the kitchen. “Well, what the fuck do
they have?” She started opening cupboards.

I
followed her into the kitchen.

“You
know, for a highly educated person, you certainly use some really
foul language.” I suddenly sounded like Cal.

The
professor laughed a little as she opened another cupboard. “I
do use the fucking f-word a lot, but I can assure you that when I do,
it is with great intellectual insight and unerring fucking
profundity.”

“Well,
fuck, of course,” I replied with what I’m sure was much
less importance.

“What
the fuck is this?”

Wolfanger
held a foil pouch in her hand. It had a type-written label on the
front.

“Freeze
dried oatmeal,” I said reading the words off the label.

“I
can read! I mean what the fuck is it doing here?”

“Emergency
rations produced and distributed by the church,” I replied.
“They encourage all members to carry a two years supply of
non-perishable foods.”

“So
are they expecting some major disaster to happen sometime soon?”

“Of
course,” I said. “Aren’t you?”

Wolfanger
put the pouch back into the cupboard.

“Good
point.”

The
most powerful beverage we found was some powdered instant hot
chocolate, which considering Salt Lake’s concerns about all
“hot beverages” was really rather radical.

The
other option was instant tomato soup and that just didn’t feel
right.

The
tape recorder was back on.

“Come
on,” I said. “Didn’t you feel at all guilty about
keeping Gerald on a string like that?”

“Yeah,
some.” Wolfanger slurped at her mug and came away with a small
chocolate moustache. “I knew that I was going to have to
explain the situation to him someday but that wasn’t my real
problem.”

“So
what was the real problem?” Even as I asked the question, I
wondered if I was going to regret hearing the answer.

“I
was starting to have fewer and less powerful orgasms.”

“Oh.”
Yup, I regretted it.

“This
was a serious thing for me.” Wolfanger was looking at me very
intently. “Sex was my way of maintaining my emotional and
intellectual equilibrium.”

Yeah.
Lady I’d figured out your pathology about 15 seconds into this
debrief.

“So
what did you do?” Well, now that we’ve arrived at this
point we might as well continue.

Wolfanger
looked at her mug of hot chocolate in a way that suggested she really
wished that it was a cigarette.

“I
faced up to something I should have done years before.”

“Which
was?” That you have an incredible sexual addiction problem and
you needed to get professional help right away?

“That
I wanted to fuck girls as well.”

“Oh.”
Well, that was kind of anti-climactic. I’d kind of assumed
she’d been doing that anyway.

“It
didn’t take long to solve the problem though.”

I
bet.

She
took a long drink of the now lukewarm chocolate and smiled one of
those evil smiles.

“I
went to a party held by the anthropology department.”

Anthropology?
I knew how this was going to go. Anthropologists are the sluttiest of
all the social scientists.

“I
saw this amazing girl,” Wolfanger continued. “Huge black
hair, all over the place, masses of weird jewellery. Like a sexy,
happy gypsy girl. She was dancing with another girl.”

“Okay…”
Okay…

“So
I marched over there, pushed myself in between them and started
dancing.”

“Did
that make the other girl angry?” Well, it was pretty rude.

“No,
they just laughed. It wasn’t a very serious situation; I don’t
think they were an item or anything.”

“That’s
good.” It was? Why the hell did I care?

“Then
I whispered something in the gypsy girl’s ear.”

“You
did?” I could have asked ‘what did you whisper’ but
I think I was trying to delay hearing the answer as long as possible.

“Well,
I more like shouted in her ear because the music was so loud.”

“That
sounds very plausible.”

“Do
you know what I shouted?”

“No,
I don’t.” But you’re going to tell me anyway.

“I
shouted: I want to put my fist up your pussy!”

*

Cal
phoned at about three in the morning.

“How
are things going?” he asked. “Did you have to drug her
yet?”

Wolfanger
was finishing her third mug of that god-awful hot chocolate. She
really did have an addictive personality.

“No,
all is cool,” I replied. “But I don’t suppose you
could be persuaded to bring a carton of cigarettes along when you
return?”

Suddenly
Wolfanger looked very hopeful.

“Never.
Not ever. Throughout all time and eternity.”

I
shrugged my shoulders. “Just thought I’d ask.”

A
flicker of mild devastation passed over Wolfanger’s face.

“How’s
the secret mission going?” This was a good time to change the
subject.

“I
can’t tell you that,” Cal replied. “That’s
why they call them secret missions.”

“So
that’s why you called? To tell me that you can’t tell me
anything?” I know I sounded like a jackass but it was late, I
was very tired, I had inhaled too much second-hand smoke and heard
too many dirty stories, and I wasn’t ready to start hoping
about Sally again.

“I
called to tell you that I won’t be back until the day after
tomorrow and to ask if you needed any help.”

How
considerate.

“What
kind of help?”

“I
could call in some people from Palmayra.”

Bored
with the one-sided conversation, Wolfanger was in the kitchen
studying more of those foil pouches. Maybe she was hungry.

I
was kind of hungry.

Given
the situation, reasonably normal impulses. That was something of a
relief.

“No,
we’re good.”

“Just
be careful,” Cal said. “You are a very charitable person,
Arthur but you have to remember that she is definitely a woman of
loose morals.”

My
instinct to laugh was interrupted by a short, low sound coming from
the kitchen. Then an odour that rivalled the prevailing tobacco
atmosphere. Wolfanger had let off a pretty serious fart.

“Sorry…”

“I
will take all due precautions,” I said to Cal.

“Hey!”
Wolfanger held up three pouches. “I think I found some mac and
cheese.”

The
contents of the pouches turned out to be “herb” flavoured
reconstituted mashed potatoes. I didn’t think it was possible
to create food blander than KD. You learn something every day.

“I
think it’s pretty good.” Wolfanger was finishing off her
second helping. “But maybe that’s because I was hungry.”

“Hunger
is the best sauce.” I hadn’t finished my first portion.

“That’s
a German expression.” Wolfanger emptied her plate. “Have
you been there?”

I
studied some fragments of quasi-food that were stuck to the prongs of
my fork. “Nope. Picked it up from my partner.”

“He’s
been?”

“He
went on his mission in Hanover.”

“Hanover?”

Wolfanger
looked extremely interested and I immediately regretted revealing
anything about Cal.

“Let’s
get back to your life history shall we?”

Time
for another subject change.

“Don’t
we get to go to bed at some point?”

“I’m
not that tired,” I lied.

Wolfanger
put her head in her hands.

“Fine.”

“When
did you start researching shopping malls?” I thought that it
might be safer to start her talking about her academic work; I needed
the break from having to visualize this woman in various sexual
situations.

Wolfanger’s
sigh was long, loud and low. Like a slow but relentless leak on your
very last spare tire. “About the same time I entered the worst
relationship of my life.”

“Really?”
Great, we were heading back to sex.

“Yeah,
really.” Wolfanger closed her eyes and shook her head. “Fuck,
I could use a cigarette.”

“Wish
I could help.”

“I
believe that you would.”

She
looked at me. Big brown eyes. Warm and clear in spite of all that
smoke. Hated to admit it but they were beautiful.

“This
guy was the one. And the reason that I had to drag you through my sex
life.”

“I
thought you had discovered woman at this point.”

Wolfanger
frowned at me. “Don’t be tacky.”

“Sorry.”
I was. She had probably skipped over the details of her lesbian phase
because she had figured out that I was finding a lot of her personal
life pretty rough going.

“Do
you ever wonder about certain professors and certain students?”
Wolfanger had folded her hands and was staring at the small mass of
twisted fingers.

“Wonder
what?”

“Wonder
if they were screwing each other.”

“No,
I didn’t,” I said.

“What?!”
Wolfanger cried. “How stupid were you?”

“I
knew that some of them were going at it like crazed ferrets!” I
laughed. “The only thing I wondered was whether they might
start doing it in front of the whole class.”

“PAH!”
Her response was more like a small gas explosion than a laugh. She
struggled to choke it back. Maybe she was worried that she might
start sobbing.

“Are
you okay?”

Wolfanger
took a deep breath and nodded. “I need to get to the point.”

“Good
idea.”

“I
hit a crisis at the end of my first year of grad school.”

“What
kind of crisis?”

I
was surprised. Unless she was stuck in a safe house with her career
destroyed and hordes of non-human entities trying to kill her, it was
hard to imagine Wolfanger in a situation where she wasn’t in
control.

“At
this point I had gone through about 28 girlfriends.”

“So
the fist up the pussy thing was getting a little old?” I know I
shouldn’t have said it, however I couldn’t resist.

Smile
from Wolfanger. I was relieved that she wasn’t offended.

“No,
no,” she explained. “It was still great. I enjoyed
tracking the girls down, being in charge when we were doing it, and
being adored afterwards.”

Wow.
I suddenly felt completely sexually inadequate.

“No,
my crisis was that I couldn’t come up with a topic for my PhD
dissertation.”

Choking
above the waistline? I could see why that would seriously bother an
effortless brainiac like her.

“That’s
a little hard to believe,” was all I could think of to say.

“I
couldn’t think of anything that didn’t bore the shit out
of me.” Wolfanger reached over and started to eat my cold
fake-potatoes. “Almost as boring as all those bi-curious
ninnies that kept hanging around my apartment.”

So
the fist in the pussy thing really was getting old!

And
why did I care?

“I
can see how that could be very annoying,” I said.

“Plus
there was a prof I wanted to fuck,” Wolfanger continued. “And
he was proving to be unfuckable.”

“Was
he married?”

“I
didn’t give a shit about that!”

“So
what was the problem?”

“We
had some definite chemistry going on but he wouldn’t follow
through and he’d never give me a chance to make a move.”

Something
here didn’t compute.

“Sounds
like you were pretty busy anyway. Why was it a problem?”

“Aside
from the fact that it might be nice to sample some dick once in a
while…” Wolfanger looked thoughtful. “It hurt my
pride.”

“Your
pride?” This computed even less. My read on Wolfanger was that
she either had way too much self-esteem or none at all.

“Up
until then, if I wanted to bang a teacher or a prof, I’d have
him in one week, two weeks tops.”

I
had to think about that statement for a minute. This kind of
seek-and-destroy sexuality was completely outside the realm of my own
dating experience and I rather resented it.

“So
who was Dr. Unfuckable?” Oops, they weren’t going to like
hearing me say that when they played the tape back in Salt Lake.

“Katzen.”

“Bless
you.”

Wolfanger
narrowed her eyes. “Peter William Katzen. American History.”

“Like
George Washington and the Revolutionary War?”

“Don’t
be a simplistic ass. He taught urban commercial and residential
development after World War II.”

“Sounds
riveting.”

“Yes.
He was beautiful and brilliant. Dr. Unfuckable, as you said.”

“So
what did you do?”

“Well,
I had to fuck him.”

“What
else could you do?”

“Do
you remember that German actor?”

“Oh
yes,” I replied. “The German guy. Of course.”

Wolfanger
frowned at me. “He was in that old Disney science fiction
movie, The Black Hole.”

“Roddy
McDowell?”

“No!
Roddy McDowell was the voice of the robot.”

“He
was?”

“He
wasn’t German, either.”

“Are
you sure?”

“Yes!”

We
sat there in silence for few moments.

“I
think you mean Maximilian Schell,” I said finally.

“No,
no. Maximilian was the name of the evil robot. The big red one.”
It looked as though Wolfanger was getting a headache.

“Yes
he was.” I decided it was time to stop teasing my guest. “But
the actor you’re thinking about was also named Maximilian.
Maximilian Schell. He was fantastic in Judgment at Nuremberg.”

“Really?”
Wolfanger looked up at the ceiling. “Okay, if you say so.”

I
concluded that Professor Wolfanger’s cinematic IQ was somewhat
below average.

Then
there was more silence.

“So
what was your point?” I decided to ask.

“Sorry.”
Wolfanger looked slightly embarrassed. “Professor Katzen looked
like Maximilian Schell in that Disney movie. Except that he had even
better shoulders.”

“Just
to be sure I haven’t missed anything,” I said. “Professor
Katzen, who looks like Maximilian Schell, is the fellow we have been
referring to as ‘Dr. Unfuckable.’ Correct?”

“Correct.”

I
now wished that Wolfanger and I spent the last five and a half hours
watching TV instead of talking. This time in the morning we could
probably order some brand new Thighmasters or learn all about how
great Dianetics was.

“I’d
been after him for almost six weeks,” Wolfanger said. “No
joy and it was starting to affect my whole sex life.”

“Must
have been sheer torture for you.”

“It
was getting pretty desperate,” she replied. “But I
finally managed to get him out on a date.”

“How
did you manage that?”

“By
not calling it a date.”

God,
this woman was brilliant. Some sort of twisted sexual predator, but
brilliant.

“The
guy kept going on about needing to do some field research at Midtown
Plaza,” Wolfanger continued.

“What’s
that?

“Mall
in Rochester.”

“Why
was that interesting to an American history professor?”

“Midtown
Plaza was the first indoor shopping plaza in the United States.”
Wolfanger had an odd expression. Nostalgia? “It opened in
1962.”

Things
were starting to compute better now.






Cal

I
had never met any of the men from the Rochester Stake Center but from
their dress and manner I was immediately certain that they were LDS.
Judging from the preponderance of grey hair and the expensive cut of
their suits, I was reasonably certain that they were very senior and
very powerful members of the local Church. At that point, Arthur
would probably tease me about me pretending to be Sherlock Holmes,
but when you’re a dentist you have to be able to read people
and be an effective practical psychologist. Otherwise you might get
your fingers bitten off.

By
the way, did you know that the villains in the very first Sherlock
Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet, were Mormons? For some
reason when I first read that book at the age of 12, I loved the
characters of Holmes and Watson so much that I decided to overlook
the slur to my faith. It got easier to forgive Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
as I read more of the great detective’s adventures. The
wrong-doers in all the stories were either foreigners or definitely
not members of the Church of England. Conan Doyle was obviously not
comfortable with everyone who wasn’t of the English middle or
upper classes so there was no need to think he hated us Mormons any
more than he hated everybody else.

I
apologize for this sizable digression. I am procrastinating and I
should tell you what happened next.

There
were three men. The oldest looking one was sitting behind a desk
while the other two were leaning on the wall on either side of him.
They did not bother to try and shake my hand nor did they give their
names. This did not establish an ambiance of Churchly brotherhood and
it annoyed me.

“Sit
down, Brother Stewart.”

That
wasn’t terribly friendly sounding either.

The
chair facing the desk was very basic, one of those aluminum folding
ones with the shape of a cushion painted on the seat. It was set a
few inches lower than the chair behind the desk.

I
sat down and I wondered if I was frowning. It was probably a
contradiction of patriarchal authority, but I had to be strictly
honest with myself; I did not like these men.

“How
is Wolfanger’s debriefing going?” one of the old leaning
men asked.

“Brother
Percy seemed to be making good progress with her when I left.”
So why did you insist that I abandon him when he needed the help? I’m
not sure if it was cowardice or prudence that kept me from voicing
that question.

“Has
that woman been absorbed by the Hive?”

That
was indeed the question of the hour and the person who had telephoned
me at the safe house had asked the same question. Fine. I decided
that I would provide a second answer; this one might be a bit longer
than they might like.

“Professor
Wolfanger is a profoundly profane individual.”

All
three men slowly raised their eyebrows. The man behind the desk
folded his hands.

I
continued. “She is also an incredibly sexually immoral
individual.”

I
now understood. The three men were trying to look surprised. I’m
afraid I wasn’t terribly convinced. I continued. “However,
Brother Percy has tested her and we have both viewed her reactions in
a variety of situations…” I paused, wondering how best
to express my opinion. This seemed to irritate the three men. Good.
“…and in my opinion, and I believe Brother Percy would
agree with me, Professor Elizabeth Wolfanger suffers from unnaturally
high levels of sexual desire.”

The
eyebrows went up again. Genuine surprise this time.

“However,
I am certain that she is still a human being and completely loyal to
the project and its objectives.”

“But
how do you account for…”

“She
is just a very, very horny person.”

The
men’s faces reddened.

“I’m
sorry if my choice of words shocks you, brothers. I am only trying to
be as accurate as possible.”

The
man behind the desk cleared his throat. “Thank you, Brother
Stewart. I believe we understand.” The other men nodded but I
doubted they really did understand.

I
started to rise out of my chair. “If that’s all, I’m
sure Brother Percy could use some help right now.”

“Just
a moment, Brother Stewart.” The man behind the desk removed a
very thick file folder from a drawer. I could see the words
“Strategic Dog Patterning” stencilled across the manila
surface. “We thought you should know that we were able to feed
some of the statistical data we recovered from Professor Wolfanger’s
office into the sensing software of a Canadian LANDSAT.”

“What’s
that?” And why would they think of doing such a thing?

“Land
Satellite. They use them to carry out multi-range surveys of the
Earth’s surface.”

The
man opened the satellite and pulled out a stack of photographic
print-outs. They showed massive swirls of blood red and shining
orange over rectangular patches of green and grey. The pictures
looked like angry weather to me.

“We
were able to determine the location of eight mega-hives by tracking
increasing numbers of feral dogs in urban areas.”

“Near
shopping malls?” I could now see where this was leading.

“Shopping
malls, theme parks, tourist districts. Any place where large numbers
of people are likely to gather together.”

Churches?
What about churches? I wondered if the answer to that question might
tell me something about how the project itself began.

The
man smiled a little as he found the photograph he wanted. He handed
it to me. “Here’s something that might interest you.”

It
just looked like another page of blood-swirls to me—except that
there was a lot more red near the centre. Then there were the words
typed along the white border:

Hanover.
Germany.

“We
understand you are familiar with this city.”

“I
was on my mission there.”

“You
may need to travel there.”

“When?”
I did not like the idea of being so far away from my family. “For
how long?”

“At
some point and for as long as we need you there.”

“I
see.” I stood up, perhaps hoping to end the conversation before
the news got any worse.

“There
is one other thing.” The man behind the desk folded his hands
again. “It concerns Brother Percy.”

“He’s
been performing very well since his return from Independence.”
It was interesting that I immediately defended him.

“It’s
not that.” The old man stared at his fingers. “This is
something we believe would be best heard from someone he knows well
and trusts.”

“Yes?”
I had a good sense of what this information was and I also knew that
it would not be easy to pass on.

The
old man sighed. “We believe we have found the remains of
Brother Percy’s oldest son.”
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“I
complained to Dr. Katzen that I couldn’t see a goddamned
thing.” Wolfanger was massaging her temples, like she was
trying to squeeze these difficult memories out of her skull.

“Why
couldn’t you see?” I could have told her that it doesn’t
work that way. Even if you burst the skin and break some bones, those
recollections seem to just stay with you.

“It
was dark, we were squatting behind a hot dog stand and we were
wearing these stupid goggles.”

“Sounds
awkward.” And familiar.

“Dr.
Unfuckable got really pissed when I tried to take off my goggles so I
could see better.”

“Why
was that?” Very familiar.

“He
said my eyes needed protection. Then he told me to shut up.”

“How
did you feel about that?”

“It
made me very angry and it made me want to fuck him right there on the
mall floor.”

Now
there’s a big surprise.

“So
you two were in the dark, crouching behind a hot dog stand. Then what
happened?”

This
memory put a grim cast on Wolfanger’s mouth. “We heard
footsteps.”

“Coming
towards you?”

Wolfanger
shrugged a little. “It was hard to tell. Midtown Plaza is a
huge cavernous box; it has some really bizarre acoustics.”

“I
think I can appreciate your situation.”

“Actually,
we figured we knew the footsteps were approaching but we couldn’t
be sure from which direction.”

“What
did you do next?”

“I
nearly lost it.” Wolfanger was back to massaging her temples.
“Dr. Katzen pulled out what looked like some sort of a dart
gun.”

“A
dart gun?” More like a hypodermic pistol, I figured.

“Then
he handed one to me!” Wolfanger pressed her palms onto the
table and shook her head. “I thought I was going to completely
freak out.”

“You
have to be prepared for just about anything in a shopping mall.”
I smiled, just a little bit.

“The
footsteps were getting closer.”

“Did
you see anything?”

“Even
though it was very dark I could see that someone was moving towards
the Records on Wheels. Then things got really weird.”

“Really?
Weird?”

“Dr.
Katzen scrambled over on his knees to behind one of those stationary
kids’ rides.”

“A
ride that doesn’t move?”

Wolfanger
looked at me with irritation. “You know, you park your brat in
it and feed it quarters. This one was shaped like a little space
shuttle.”

“A
stationary space shuttle?”

“It’s
not important!” She was right, I was being deliberately stupid.
“The footsteps stopped and from the light of the emergency exit
we could see that it just was a mall cop.”

“So
it wasn’t a monster? Must have been a bit of a letdown.”

Wolfanger
shook her head. “More like a relief.”

“Sounds
like.”

She
shook her head again. “But then Dr. Katzen leaps up—it
looked like maybe fifteen, twenty feet into the air and lands on the
mall cop.”

“Sounds
like Dr. Katzen studied martial arts.”

“Who
the fuck knows?” The next memory made Wolfanger go a little
pale. “Then I heard this awful, godawful, sound.”

“What
was it?”

“It
was Dr. Katzen shooting that dart gun in the mall cop’s eye.”
I wondered if Wolfanger wondered why this revelation didn’t
seem to bother me at all.

“He
didn’t kill the mall cop,” Wolfanger quickly added. “The
needle just knocked him out.”

Well,
I knew all about that! “That was kind of Dr. Katzen.”

Wolfanger
closed her eyes. “Not really. He took out one of those white
slips of paper and put it in the mall cop’s mouth.”
Wolfanger was looking a little shaky. “Then Dr. Katzen started
swearing a blue streak, even used some expressions that even I hadn’t
heard of.”

“Purple
dot?” I asked.

Wolfanger
nodded. At that moment, this was the most vulnerable that I’d
seen her. I didn’t say anything because I really didn’t
need, didn’t want, to press her on this. I knew what was coming
next.

“He
took out these stainless steel… things… out of his coat
pocket and told me to hold the mall cop down.” She put her head
in her hands. “Dr. Katzen drilled a hole in that poor man’s
head and tore a piece out of his brain!”

I
figured that she was hiding her face because she didn’t want me
to see her tears.

Yeah,
given our current situation, you might think Professor Wolfanger was
over-reacting. You have to remember that people like Cal and me are
front-line practitioners. To academics like Wolfanger, the Hive and
the work of the project was pretty removed, a series of intellectual
problems to be solved and abstract questions to be answered.

In
a way I felt relieved that there was still someone around who was
healthy enough to be horrified by what the Hive was doing and what it
was forcing us to do.

Even
though it was incredibly unwise for all kinds of very good reasons, I
got up and hugged her.


















CHAPTER TEN

In
which a group of post-modern French architects are lectured to,
Professor Wolfanger explains some technology and ponders the positive
aspects of her psychopathology and Dr. Stewart takes a long and
meaningful walk. Our protagonist also applies some physical and
informal mathematical skills.
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The
two figures were dressed in black leather and zippers and were
sporting huge pink mohawks. They were running from the pulsing
orb—its huge hemispheric surface displayed a montage of
Fassbinder films and it rolled relentlessly on.

“Careful!”

The
orb sprayed a film of clear lubricant on the pavilion floor.

“Don’t
step in that!” Wolfanger’s voice crackled through my
headphones.

I
didn’t but the brush-heads did, and they fell on their faces. I
heard the blades inside the orb speed up as it flopped over the
entities. When they screamed they sounded just like human beings. I
sort of expected to see some blood and slabs of internal organs fly
everywhere as the blades liquefied the entities, but the
techno-artists at ZKM had been very thorough in the design of these
mobile slaughterhouses. I did hear the high-speed crunching as the
bones were ground into pulp and then a hiss as the hydraulic pumps
forced the organic matter into the orb’s internal plutonium
furnace.

“This
part can get pretty disgusting.” Wolfanger must have been
watching the feed from my helmet camera. In seconds the entities were
reduced to subatomic ash. No contamination problem there. “It’s
important for you to monitor the reduction process as closely as
possible.” Which was something that she and Cahoon and
everybody else at the Command and Control Centre couldn’t do
from the safety and comfort of the Health and Better Living Pavilion.

An
instant later I saw what Wolfanger was worried about. One of the
entities’ forearms must have gotten jammed in between the blade
mountings, there was a weird grinding sound, sort of like a robot
vomiting, and a bloody fist shot out at me.

“Don’t
let it touch you!” Wolfanger yelled so loudly that I nearly
lost my balance.

“Brother
Stewart is just fine, Professor.” Cahoon’s voice was much
softer. He was doing that calm thing again.

The
hand in question bounced off the pavilion wall and bounced to a stop
about two feet from me.

“Neutralize
it!” That was Wolfanger again, telling me how to chew my
cheese.

“Brother
Stewart knows the procedure.” Now it was Cahoon’s turn.

I
did indeed know the procedure. Rather than waste good time
contributing to the exploration of obvious things to do, I turned the
nozzle on my firing unit to its first setting. A wad of super-hot
flame shot out and covered the hand. In less than two seconds it was
reduced to a skeletal spider.

“Don’t
forget—”

“Professor!”

I
turned the nozzle to its second setting. Aerosol mist this time. In
another three seconds I was looking at a grey inorganic stain on the
pavilion floor.

“Arthur,
please! Let me see!”

I
bent over and stared at the stain. Hopefully Wolfanger was getting a
good look. “I’m pretty sure I got all of it.”

Silence
on the other end of the line. I wondered if our professor was so
tense because she was worried about me or if she figured that because
I was one of those Mormon-Boys, I was totally incompetent. Possibly
both.

The
orb was rolling away from me. It was now showing a clip from an Ed
Wood film intercut with shots of Walter Cronkite doing coverage for
the Apollo 11 mission and I think it was chasing down some stray dogs
that had wandered into the pavilion.

“Could
you give us a long view, Brother Percy?” Cahoon’s voice
was even calmer. He either had complete confidence in my abilities or
he didn’t care what happened to me. Possibly both.

On
my far right, I could see half a dozen of our people releasing puffs
of mild acid to herd a busload of entities toward a cluster of orbs
that were circling around the far side of the pavilion. At least I
hoped they were entities and not just some really unlucky
over-dressed tourists.

“Keep
tracking, please.”

“Sure.”

There
was Cal, laying out a sheet of flame pushing about 30 existentialists
(black jackets, black pants, black sunglasses, and black hair) toward
a wall of orbs. The killer units had synced up their projection
systems to create this massive Busby Berkley chorus line.

“Is
this what you want?”

“Keep
tracking.”

Who
says that black and white cinema no longer has the power to impress?
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“Let’s
review what we know so far…” Wolfanger sipped nervously
at her mug of coffee. She’d tried to light a cigarette a few
minutes earlier and was not prepared for the intensity of Ellen’s
reaction. Apparently these liberal Mormons were not quite the pussies
that the good professor had expected. “We know that the Hive is
powerfully drawn to the young and the sexually attractive.”

“Yeah.”
Please tell me something that I hadn’t thought about for the
last million years or so.

“We
also know that the Hive derives nourishment from our bodies…”

“Our
precious bodily fluids?” That was Lachlan making one of his
Cold War Era jokes.

“They
also need our genetic material.” Wolfanger was working hard to
stay on message, like a teacher trying to help a particularly thick
class prepare for their final exams. “Both to reproduce and to
enhance their shape-shifting abilities.”

Ellen,
Lachlan and I were facing Wolfanger across the kitchen table. She’d
flown down from Toronto to give us this briefing. Apparently the
University of Rochester had terminated her tenure.

“We
also hypothesize that they are strengthened and/or derive pleasure
from intense emotional states and the bio-chemical secretions they
produce.”

No
fucking kidding, lady. Let me tell you about the last few years of my
life.

“Especially
pain, fear and feeling of inferiority.”

“No.”
That was Lachlan talking and he was looking at me when he spoke.
“It’s not a hypothesis.”

Wolfanger
nodded. “Thanks to Arthur’s experience, the project is
almost certain that this emotional draining is very likely a fact.”

Almost
certain?

Cal
didn’t tell me about my oldest son until we had safely
delivered Wolfanger to a project facility somewhere on the Canadian
side of Niagara Falls. Honestly I don’t remember much of that
conversation nor do I have much recollection of what happened after
that. I do have evidence to indicate that very soon afterward I got a
ticket and flew down to Independence on the next available plane. I
don’t think anyone objected.

There
was no physiotherapy this time. I did enough talking to Ellen and
Lachlan to maintain minimum civility and I also worked out at the gym
a lot. Lachlan didn’t say too much even though I kept breaking
the fighting machines.

One
morning, just when I was looking forward to beating the shit out of
various constructs of padded iron, a car pulled up into the driveway.
A human being got out of the vehicle who stated that she was
Professor Elizabeth Wolfanger and she wanted to speak to me.

She
was in serious apology mode and I was not sure I liked it very much.
She was just the brain-help and had no responsibility for anything
that happened to me or my family. Besides, I’d gotten used to
her as an arrogant nymphomaniac and I didn’t feel like having
my preconceptions challenged.

“What
exactly do you want to tell us, Professor?” Ellen on the other
hand, while carefully polite, was sending out some very hostile vibes
that suggested she didn’t like Wolfanger at all. Not one little
bit. Perhaps they had some history; I could see a situation where
some bad data might have been exchanged.

“I
have two objectives.” Now Wolfanger sounded like herself; she
opened her briefcase and removed a stack of computer print outs.

“What’s
number one?” The edge in Ellen’s voice made Lachlan’s
eyes widen.

Wolfanger
sighed. “I have Dr. Norris’ full report on Arthur’s
treatment and prognosis.”

“What
did she have to say?” I was surprised to pick up a little anger
in my own voice.

The
professor folded her hands over the print outs and studied her
knuckles. “Dr. Norris has some fairly solid ideas about why the
Hive has been so much a part of your life.”

“I
figured it was because God hated me for all that masturbation when I
was twelve years old.” Everyone at the table had the good taste
to ignore my joke.

Wolfanger
kept on looking at her hands. “Under hypnosis, you talked about
an event with a past lover. Apparently she caused you a great deal of
pain while sexually stimulating you.”

“You
mean she raped me?” What the hell, we were all friends here.
“Yeah.”

“Yes,
in a strange sort of way.”

“I
didn’t need hypnosis to remember that.” Just to talk
about it.

“Is
it necessary for all of us to know this?” Lachlan then turned
to me. “Not that Ellen and I aren’t willing to share
anything you want to, Arthur.”

“These
are relevant facts.” I couldn’t believe it. Wolfanger was
blushing. “According to Dr. Norris, the psychosexual trauma
caused your nervous system to change.”

“Change?
Into what? Spaghetti?”

Once
again, my dumb joke was ignored.

“Dr.
Norris believes that your body started secreting pheromones of a
nature we haven’t been able to detect yet, but that the Hive
finds absolutely irresistible.”

How
wonderful. I was doomed to suffer because I smelled real good.

“What’s
objective number two?” None of this seemed to make Ellen any
less angry.

Wolfanger
nodded and flipped to the back of the print outs. The pages were
filled with swirls of brilliant colours, like Peter Max paintings of
nothing in particular. “These are LANDSAT images. We were able
to book some satellite time from the Canadian Space Agency.”

“Is
there a Canadian Space Agency?” Lachlan looked embarrassed when
Wolfanger’s expression suggested that this was not the most
necessary question at that moment.

“From
space we can now track feral dog movements.”

“That
would mean we can also track the location of Hive colonies.”
Ellen, as usual, was quick on the uptake. “Correct?”

“Just
the big ones.” Wolfanger smiled a little. “The entity
concentration is great enough to start to affect dogs.”

“So
what is it that affects the dogs?” Lachlan looked pleased that
he had managed to ask a question that was probably a lot more
relevant.

The
professor shrugged. “We don’t know, probably another as
of yet undetected pheromone.”

“That
also means we can find out where they’re storing people.”
Ellen took a long, thoughtful drink of coffee.

Now
we got a big smile from Wolfanger. “It also means we have our
first proactive tool against the Hive.”

I’d
already figured that out. Maybe I was smarter than I thought. “We
can finally hit them before they show themselves.”

“Thank
God.” Ellen was blinking back tears. So was Lachlan.

“We
already have several missions in the planning stage.”

“That’s
nice.” There was that edge back in my voice. I think I was the
only one in the room, Wolfanger included, who wasn’t in ‘Praise
the Lord’ mode. “So what does that have to do with me?”

“We…
I…” Wolfanger looked at the tabletop and then she put
her hand on mine. “…I thought…” I should
have been impressed; this may have been the first time since puberty
that she’d touched a person that wasn’t a prelude to sex.
“…thought that you would appreciate the opportunity to
join one of these missions.”

Of
course there was a long pause at that point. A big silence. One of
those awful existential moments that seems to stretch out into
geological time.

“But
if…” Wolfanger’s voice wasn’t strong enough
to break the sound barrier.

“But
if you’ve had enough, Arthur.” Lachlan was the one who
managed to get an actual sentence out. “You really don’t
have to.”

Ellen
nodded. “I’m sure there’s something useful for you
to do at Graceland.”

“Or
you don’t have to do anything with the project at all.”

Oh,
Wolfanger really didn’t like it when Lachlan said that.

At
that point all I could do was sigh and shake my head. “What
else can I do?”

The
Professor looked very relieved and pulled out another thick file
folder. “In that case, I have some tracking data here that I’d
really like you to look at.”

*

“I’m
sorry.”

How
many billion times have those two words been spoken in the dark?

“It’s
okay.” Of course it wasn’t okay, particularly with her.
“Don’t worry about it.” I hadn’t been worried
about it but now I was.

I
rolled over in the sheets and kissed her. This kiss was different
from the earlier ones, it wasn’t trying so hard.

“That
was kind of nice.”

“Don’t
get your hopes up, Professor Wolfanger.” I sighed. “I
think I discovered that I’m not quite ready yet.”

“Understandable.”
Wolfanger sighed. “I just wished you’d figured that out
before you spent all that time riding on the bus getting to the
motel.”

I
didn’t say anything for a minute. I’m not sure if it was
embarrassment or remembering the tedium of my public transit
experience. “Would you like me to go?”

Wolfanger
shook her head. “Stay as long as you like. It’s always
great to get off but I’m enjoying the touching and the talk.”

Her
answer impressed me and I held her a little closer. “I like it
too.”

“Human
beings like to fuck.” She stared at the concrete ceiling, I
wasn’t sure but I thought her eyes were a bit moist. “But
so do most animals and we are human beings.”

I
knew she was trying to be kind and I wanted to kiss her again but I
was also worried about that rising expectations thing.

“Can
I confess something to you, Professor?”

She
turned and looked at me. “Okay…” She looked a
little nervous.

I
regretted my statement; I imagined that she’d heard some pretty
intense confessions in beds just like this one. So I spoke quickly:
“I really had no idea what you were trying to really tell me
during that debriefing session.”

Wolfanger
nodded. “That was because I really didn’t want to pass on
anything of substance.”

“Why?”
My anger surprised me. “Because it was fun to mess with the
head of some Mormon boy?”

Wolfanger
looked right at me. There was a definite tear beading up and rolling
across the side of her face. “Yes, well, partly anyway.”

“Well…”
Now I could feel the pressure of some tears in my eyes. “Thanks
for being honest anyway.”

“But
really I just wasn’t ready to share.”

“Share
what for God’s sake?” To my credit I used my gentle voice
when I asked this question.

“Some
of what we discussed today.” Wolfanger frowned. “And some
other theories about the Hive.”

I
didn’t say anything for a while. I wished that they’d put
skylights in these Motel 8 rooms; looking at the stars would have
been really nice at that moment. Instead I had to settle for the dim
lines of cement sealant and concrete rectangles. Appropriate I
suppose, since deep down, I am one of the Rectangle People.

“Arthur?”

“Yes,
Betty?”

“I
care about you.

“I
care about you too.”

Something
clicked in my head. There was some pre-lingual chain of logic going
on in my head, like finally getting that Mousetrap game working
properly. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

“What
was me?”

I
sat up, then I worried that this really flimsy bed wasn’t going
to collapse. “No project team worked out the Hive patterning;
you figured it out on your own. The satellite images didn’t
happen until you told them where to look.”

“So
what?” Wolfanger pulled the sheets over her breasts and turned
away from me. “Isn’t it nice to know that history isn’t
always bunk?”

I
realized that I couldn’t blame her for the debriefing. She had
no reason to trust me back then. Not a lot of reason to trust me now
for that matter.

“So
Professor…” I began “…if you’re smart
enough to figure out the Hive’s locations and movement
patterns…”

“Do
I know what the Hive actually is? Where it came from?”

“Yes!”

“No.”

Wolfanger
let me dangle for a moment before she smiled. “But I do have
some theories.”

“That’s
better than nothing.”

My
bed-mate yawned and stretched under the sheets. “Did you ever
watch that old episode of The Outer Limits?”

“Ah,
yes. The old episode. I remember it well.”

Wolfanger
laughed. “You know, the one starring the guy who used to be in
The Man from U.N.C.L.E.”

“I
don’t think Robert Vaughn was ever in an episode of The
Outer Limits.”

“The
other guy, he played the Russian agent.”

I
nodded. “Right, him.”

“Do
you remember now? He was this uneducated but smart guy who they put
into an evolution machine that turned him into a man of the future.”

Actually
I did remember that episode. “And he got this enormous bald
head and grew a sixth finger on each hand.” I had a brief
cathode ray flashback of cheap black and white special effects.
“Didn’t he also develop dangerous telekinetic powers and
a snobby British accent?”

Wolfanger
nodded.

We
lay there in silence for a moment.

“Betty?”

“Yes,
Arthur.”

“I’m
afraid I don’t see your point this time either.”

“Sorry,
bad habit.” She laughed. “My point is that that whole
premise is bullshit. Human beings don’t, and probably won’t
ever evolve like that.”

“Like
they do in low budget sixties TV shows?”

“We
won’t be growing giant heads any time soon.”

“Oh,
darn. I was looking forward to that.”

“Not
if you’re a woman.”

“I’m
not a woman and I’m completely confused.”

“The
human brain is as big as it’s going to get because we’ve
reached the maximum size that a newborn’s head can squeeze
through a pussy.”

Pavlovian
heterosexual that I am, hearing Wolfanger say the word “pussy”
made me look down at her crotch. I liked the way the creases in the
sheets were making fractal patterns on her lower belly.

“So
human beings don’t evolve anymore?” I figured if I asked
a question I might stop staring.

Wolfanger
shook her head. “No, we’re evolving like crazy but we do
it by continually changing our culture.”

“We
evolve through our culture?” I had a feeling I should have
remembered this from university.

“Sure,
we adapt to the environment and each other by inventing things,
making up new words in our languages, domesticating plants and
animals. We even create new fashions and hairstyles to attract the
best possible reproductive partners.”

“Okay…”
I started to wonder if this was just another complicated distraction.
“So what does this have to do with the Hive?”

Wolfanger
shifted under her sheets. I couldn’t be quite sure but I had a
feeling that she might be quietly masturbating. “I won’t
bore you with the statistical methodology of my cross-cultural
historical survey…”

Thank
you for that, Professor!

“But
my main conclusion is that the more complicated human cultures get,
the bigger the Hive grows.”

“So
what does that mean?” I had to admit that giant brains and
killer telekinetic powers would have been a lot more satisfying.

“I
think the Hive is like a vast ugly echo of humanity.”

I
could have repeated the question “so what does that mean?”
but I decided that would make me sound stupid. Instead, I said: “That
doesn’t sound very scientific.”

Wolfanger
shrugged. “I’m an historian. I don’t have to be
scientific all the time.”

Yup.
I could just see the outline of Wolfanger’s hand under the
sheets. Moving very very slightly over her crotch. This didn’t
embarrass me as much as I thought it might. “So the Hive is an
echo in the sense that it tries to copy human culture? And
physiology?” Hey, I barely got through grad school.

“It’s
also an echo that needs to stay very close to us… because it
feeds on us at every possible level.”

How
well I knew that. Still…

“Why
doesn’t it just take over? Farm us if we’re so yummy?”

“The
Hive is ultimately one personality and it’s essentially stupid,
uninspired and non-creative.” Wolfanger’s hand was moving
a little faster. “It needs us for those characteristics, it
wants them and it hates us because it can never have them.”

Okay,
completely unscientific but plausible. And the professor had given us
the first pre-emptive intelligence on the Hive.

She
laughed. “I sense that you are still not satisfied.”
There was a bit of a pause. “By my theory.”

“I’m
not qualified to comment really.”

“My
other theory is that the Hive is an invasive species that’s
leaked into our world through another dimension.”

I
turned over to face the cinderblock wall. “I like that theory
much better.”

“It
doesn’t work in about 19 different ways but I’m glad it
makes you happy.”

“By
the way…” Later, just as I was falling asleep, Wolfanger
started talking again: “I should mention that it wasn’t
entirely your fault that we couldn’t make love tonight.”

I
suddenly felt like I was married again. Then I thought, ‘make
love’ was rather sentimental for Professor Wolfanger.

“I’m
not worried about it and I don’t think you should be worried
about it.” It was a great moment in female-male relations: it
was the truth and it was also the right thing to say.

“I
was distracted, Arthur.”

“You
were thinking about Dr. Katzen?”

“Yeah.”
I picked up the tone of mild surprise in her voice. “Sometimes
he comes to mind and it makes me very sad.”

“I’m
sorry to hear that.”

“You
know, I can fuck when I’m happy. I can fuck when I’m
angry. I can even fuck when I’m bored or have a cold.”
There was a heavy sigh. “But I just can’t fuck when I’m
sad.”

“Understandable.”

We
didn’t talk for a while; there was just the sound of her hand
moving under the sheets.

“I
hope you aren’t grossed out by me playing with myself.”

I
shook my head. “It’s better for you than smoking and I
figure it means you’re starting to cheer up.”

Wolfanger’s
laugh was interrupted by a small gasp. She must have hit a
particularly nice spot.

I
continued: “And I’m glad it makes you happy.”
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It
was just fucking weird.

On
the one hand, some of the entities were all scrambling to get out of
there before the orbs could grind them up into vampire juice. On the
other, some of them were transfixed by the murals and sculptural
installations. Seriously! A bunch of them would scramble all the way
across the pavilion, doing these really impressive serpentine
patterns to avoid the smaller orbs and burning patches of A-Napalm,
but then they’d come up against some really stupid post-modern
kinetic thing and they’d stop, almost in mid-motion, and start
gawking. Before they were done looking, one of the bigger orbs or a
cluster of medium sized ones would roll up and it was liquefaction
city.

The
entities must have known this was counter-evolutionary behaviour
because some of them were starting to get pissed off and were
attacking members of our on-the-ground team. I mention this because
three of the goddamned things were rushing right at me. Not too
serious a situation. I just made sure my breathing mask was airtight
and pulled the shot gun out from my back pack.

No
sense wasting valuable chemicals.
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Arthur
has spoken about three sentences to me since we arrived in Hanover
and none of those were particularly long. Our personal and
professional relationship has had its ups and downs, particularly
since he learned of the death of his oldest son. I don’t like
to recall the morning when I gave him the news. It was back at the
safe house. When I finished speaking, Arthur just dropped into one of
the dining room chairs and was quiet for a very long time. When he
did start talking, his voice was very soft:

“It
was a long labour. Almost 16 hours.” Arthur seemed to be
looking somewhere very far away. “The doctor told us we had to
do a c-section.” He was looking into the past. “Sally
didn’t want to but I insisted. I didn’t want to take any
chances with either of them.”

Wolfanger’s
face was grey and it looked like her features were paralyzed. Almost
as if we were talking about her son.

“I’ll
never forget the first gasp the little guy made. Like he was really
surprised to be in the world.”

I
don’t completely know what I was doing at that moment. I think
I was standing and that my face might have been wet.

“He
had a lot of hair for a new-born. The lights in the delivery room
made it look like bright copper.”

Yes,
my face was definitely wet. So was Professor Wolfanger’s.

“I
understand that copper’s quite valuable these days.”
Arthur hunched over a bit, like someone had pulled some pins out of
his backbone. If you looked closely, you could see that there was
less light in his eyes.
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“Stop!”

Wolfanger
was screaming into my headphones again so I choked off the supply of
A-N and the plume of flame faded like a blown-out candle.

“What
part of ‘proceed with caution’ don’t you
understand, you fucking moron?”

This
was the first time I’d ever heard the professor get that worked
up about anything (except sex) but with the generous f-word usage I
was pretty sure it was still her talking.

About
30 feet from me, the chemical pools were still burning and I could
see the shapes of some target entities flickering through the waves
of heat.

“Arthur.”
Cahoon’s infinitely calmer voice cut in. “We’re
getting something on our sensors up here. Do you think you could do a
check with your olfactory unit?”

“In
this goddamned soup? Are you fucking kidding me?!”

“Arthur…”
Right, we were never in so much danger that we couldn’t
remember to mind our language in professional situations.

“Sorry.”

I
pulled the olfactory out of my Kevlar-lined fanny pack and pointed it
at the figures standing on the other side of the flames. They must be
making the units better these days, I was actually getting
understandable readings in all this heat.

Oh,
shit.

Real
people. As in human beings.

I
adjusted the setting on the nozzle and started spraying CO2 foam on
the flames—I had to get the temperature down fast before we
cooked those morons.

“What
the hell did I tell you?!” Oh good, our expert was back.

“Thank
you for bringing the problem to our attention, Professor.” Mr.
Smooth was still there too. “Brother Percy knows the procedure
for this situation.”

Well,
I’d read about what to do in the briefing binder but actually
doing it while surrounded by hordes of killer Hive entities, a bunch
of self-propelled slice-o-matics and pools of burning gasoline gel
was a somewhat different matter. At least most of the fires in my
immediate vicinity were just about out and I figured that the
insulation in my suit would be able to handle any residual heat. Now
who were these idiots I was supposed to rescue?

A
group of local kids from the university I figured, what remained of
their clothes looked like it came from H&M and they had blisters
and low-level burns from touching the walls of the pavilion.

I
called out, heard something that sounded like a duck being strangled,
then I turned on the speaker on my face mask and called out again:
“Kann Sie mich hὄren?”

The
kids looked at me with wide eyes and nodded; they weren’t
exactly terrified by the roar of my vocoder, but they’d had a
fair bit of noxious stimulation before they had met me.

Now
what did that binder say?

‘Step
One. Establish communication.’

Well,
I already started that process but more work was needed: “Can
you speak English?” (In German)

They
all nodded. Okay, that made sense. As uni kids they would be
reasonably well-educated idiots.

‘Step
Two. Reassure the human subjects.’

“I’m
here to help you.”

The
kids didn’t run away but they didn’t look terribly
convinced either. I unravelled a long line of non-flammable synthetic
rope from my utility belt. “Everyone take hold of this.”

‘Step
Three. Assemble and direct the subjects to the nearest evacuation
point.’

So
they all followed me, holding on to the rope as we walked along the
far wall of the pavilion. It was rather a long walk and every once in
a while an orb would spin past us and sticky bits of entity would fly
out—fortunately none of that gunk seemed to hit us. I felt like
I was leading a junior kindergarten class through a midway designed
by Hieronymus Bosch.

‘Step
Four. Once at the evacuation point, activate the escape hatch.’

I
gestured to the kids to stand inside the orange lines on the floor
and then I slammed a plate on the wall. The impact of my fist fired
the explosive bolts in the corners of the plate.

There
was a low sound, sort of like the Friendly Giant farting, and a very
heavy titanium door opened.

‘Step
Five. Encourage the subjects to leave the area as quickly as
possible.’

I
wrapped the rope around the waists of everyone in the group and
pushed the first kid out of the open hatch. The rest of them stumbled
out after him. “Stumbled out” is probably the wrong way
to describe it. “Sucked out” is more accurate.

That
was weird. I looked out of the hatch and noticed that there was a gap
of about twenty feet between the pavement and the hatch. I wondered
if the same people who designed those killer streetcar platforms that
Cal told me about had been contracted to install the evacuation
system.

The
kids were lying on the concrete, twitching and groaning. Some of them
had probably broken something but it looked like all of them were
still alive. Good, I hadn’t killed anybody today. Or at least I
hadn’t killed any people today.

‘Step
Six. Close the hatch before any entities escape.’

Another
stupid design flaw. The mechanism for closing this humungous door was
a gigantic iron wheel that felt like it weighed half a tonne. If I
hadn’t been religiously working out at Ellen and Lachlan’s
gym I doubt that I could have closed it. By the time the hatch was
shut, I had three entities on my back, trying to tear their way
outside.

Actually
that was okay. It felt pretty good punching their faces until I could
hear their jaws crack and their teeth fly out. I was pretty sure I
had enough AN to clear up the residue.
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We
heard the architectural team approach from the parking lot. It
sounded like a choir of squeaking floor boards. When the architects
walked into the conference room we understood the cause of these
strange noises. All 15 of them were dressed in identical black
leather suits. Thick, not terribly well lubricated black leather
suits. Most of the men had shaved their heads and the three women on
the team had close-cropped violet hair. All of them were wearing
sunglasses or heavy black-rimmed spectacles. It was like being
invaded by a dinner theatre production of The Matrix.

Another
group followed the architects; they were much quieter because while
they were all wearing black, most of the fabrics were cottons and
wools. They must be the people from Zentrum für Kunst und
Medientechnologie (aka ZKM) and as Germans they seemed to be much
more comfortable with their existentialism.

The
French architects were just trying too hard.

“I’m
glad we were all able to get to Hanover on such short notice.”
Cal was the first one in the room to speak. “My German and
French are pretty rusty, so I hope you don’t mind if I speak in
English.”

Judging
from the shrugs and eye-rolling around the table, I figured they did
mind, but if they wanted to actually understand this briefing, they
didn’t have much choice.

Cal
didn’t seem to notice. “The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints is providing the bulk of this initiative—which
I might add represents the greatest expenditure of resources in the
history of the project.”

Another
big shrug from the lead architect. “We understand that the
people in Salt Lake City have very deep pockets.”

Another
non-reaction from Cal. “I’ve been asked by the project
executive and the Council of the Twelve to advise you of the critical
importance of this mission.”

“Apparently.”

What
fuckwit said that?

“We
have all made sacrifices,” the lead architect said. “We
have invested almost a decade in the design and manufacture of the
Pavilion. The compromise of our creative vision is not something we
take lightly.”

Cal
tried really hard to look sympathetic. “We appreciate your
disappointment, Mr. Mayrand.”

With
those huge black-rimmed glasses it was hard to say if the lead
architect was glaring or not, but he didn’t sound very happy.
“So what are you trying to say? That we must consider making
further compromises?”

Consider?

World
famous designer or not, this guy was a supreme dick-head.

“We’re
not trying to say anything.” I figured that it was my turn to
speak up. “What we are saying is that it isn’t a question
of whether you will make changes to the Pavilion but rather how you
will make the changes and how quickly you will do so.”

Gosh
(to quote Cal) that was satisfying.

The
lead architect’s face went red, then his forehead, then his
whole head. The ZKM people, who were supplying the media and robotic
technology, seemed to enjoy the exchange.

“I’m
ready now.” Wolfanger stood up from behind the projector.
PowerPoint and PowerPoint hardware was fairly new technology back
then and it had taken almost half an hour to connect the projector to
her laptop. Just in time too, between the French, the Germans and the
Mormons and the various creative and technological egos around the
table we would be looking at a fist-fight if we kept on talking.

The
first thing on the screen was another one of those incomprehensible
infrared satellite images. But they were a good thing, hot doggies
telling us where the Hive was hanging out.

“We’re
all aware that Hanover, as well as Hamburg, have been suspected Hive
epicenters.” Wolfanger was entering academic mode. “Thanks
to recent developments we have been able to confirm this and we can
now track the Hive’s collective movements with a much higher
degree of accuracy.”

I
sighed. Couldn’t help it.

“But
we don’t need to go into that now.”

Thank
you, Betty! If I had to listen to the “Wolfanger Treatise on
Feral Canine Manifestations” one more time I think my head
would have caved in.

“What
I will discuss today are some critical behavioural factors and
quasi-cultural stress points we have been able to identify through
the cumulative statistical analysis of these orbital scans.”

Okay,
there’s no real need for any of you to suffer through every
word of this presentation. The best thing about Wolfanger’s
lectures is that she cuts down on the foul language. Here’s the
Cole’s Notes:

We’ve
known for some time that Hive entities gather around public places
like shopping malls and theme parks. But with good data on actual
entity numbers from the satellite scans we notice that there was not
a direct correspondence between human traffic in these public places
and entity density. Sometimes the entities show up in greater numbers
than we expected. That’s what made us wonder if there might be
something else attracting the entities.

Oh,
wait! Wolfanger might be saying something interesting here:

“…we
know that the Hive has a form of collective or coordinated
intelligence… information and emotions absorbed by individual
entities are eventually shared by the whole of the Hive. This gives
the Hive an enormous advantage in terms of data transmission but it
also suggests a potentially serious weakness… which might make
the entire Hive vulnerable…”

That’s
right; all we have to do is fly our X-Wings up its ass… sorry,
my generational cynicism is showing again. Back to the professor:

“…this
total sharing of experience may make the Hive and all of its entities
subject to Pavlovian classical conditioning…”

So?

“…meaning
that the Hive may exhibit involuntary responses.”
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The
ZKM people were serious big boys with big toys. Okay, half of them
were women but they were acting like guys. All of them were young and
in pretty good shape for tech-heads, and all of them were pretty
cute. I didn’t care what they might be carrying between their
legs, just as long as they knew what they were doing and if I had
half a chance of strapping on a dildo and fucking some of them in the
ass.

Will
you listen to me? I sound like a completely repressed, incredibly
horny sex addict with serious self-esteem issues. Well, what the
fuck, I happen to be a completely repressed, incredibly horny sex
addict with serious self-esteem issues. But I don’t like
thinking of myself as an addict, aside from the implication that I am
somehow flawed (a bizarre notion), I feel that the term represents
rather sloppy use of the concept of dependence which I feel should
involve some form of ingested substance that causes euphoria and
withdrawal symptoms when removed from the blood stream. Sex
addiction, shopping addiction, gambling addiction, video game
addiction. They all sound like the needless medicalization of simple
failures of character. And again, I have to emphasize I don’t
believe I have any significant character flaws or failures. I’m
an avant-garde intellectual, a cultural pioneer, an erotic
adventurer! I don’t have pathologies, I have passion and
courage.

Then
I find myself studying the pen that I picked up at the ZKM offices
and I’m wishing that it was just a little bit thicker so that I
could take it into the washroom and masturbate with it. Who the fuck
am I kidding? I’m probably a big-time sex addict.

This
whole sexual addiction paradigm hadn’t occurred to me until Cal
Stewart (occasional asshole that he is) gave me some literature and a
bottle of some oddly coloured capsules. Honestly, the frequency with
which these LDS types dispense some really powerful psychoactive
drugs really worries at me sometimes.

“Brother
Percy is going through an extremely difficult period in his life
right now.”

“I
know, it’s very sad.” You’d have to be a complete
cretin not to think Arthur Percy’s situation wasn’t
completely tragic.

“Given
what we both know about your personal history and behavioural
tendencies, it would be very helpful for everyone concerned if you
could exert some self-control and keep your relationship with Brother
Percy at a purely professional level.”

“It
is at a profession—” Then I figured it out and started to
laugh. I managed to stop myself before I got too carried away; the
walls in these pre-fab offices were paper thin and the rest of the
project team didn’t need to know what an ass-hat I was dealing
with. “You’re afraid that I might try and fuck him.”

Stewart
blushed and looked uncomfortable. I’m sure he wasn’t used
to hearing this kind of talk from a woman. “Frankly, yes.”

I
couldn’t help it; I started laughing again. “Don’t
worry about it, Dr. Stewart. I want to fuck Arthur as much as I want
to fuck you.”

Stewart
looked thoughtful for a moment. “That’s exactly what I’m
afraid of.”

That
dickhead! How did he know that I wouldn’t mind fucking him?

He
pointed at the literature. “These are a selection of
psychiatric abstracts plus some diagnostic tests that can be self
administered.” Then he pointed at the bottle of lavender pills.
“Once you’ve gone through the material I leave it to you
to decide whether you feel you should be taking these libido
blockers.”

“Thank
you, darling.”

“I
know that by appealing to your intellectual integrity, we can all
rely on you to carry out those tests.”

And
how did Dr. Ass-Hat know that as well?

After
he left, I wondered if Stewart hated the fact that the project had to
rely on a person like me for their expertise. I wasn’t the only
academic studying the Hive but so far, in my completely objective
opinion, I was getting some of the best results.

I
must represent just about everything that would fill a man like Cal
Stewart with mortal, moral terror: female, promiscuous, consumer of
dangerous substances, anti-authoritarian and an intellectual. No,
scratch that last one. It was obvious that Stewart had a lot of
respect for my education. He did seem to loathe a great deal of what
I said but he always paid close attention to my ideas.

Goddamn
it! Waiting for this operation to come down is killing me. When all
of this is over I’m going to buy a carton of those dangerously
potent black Russian cigarettes and the biggest, gnarliest dildo
imaginable. Then I’m going to smoke my brains out and violently
jill off for three months.
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The
1838 Extermination Order 44 is how the then Governor of Missouri
issued a proclamation authorizing authorities and citizens to legally
harass, steal from and even kill the Mormon residents of Jackson
County. Which is why any Latter-day Saint with any awareness of his
or her heritage should become concerned whenever people start talking
about the extermination of anything.

Even
so, that is exactly what we were hoping to do to the Hive. Wipe them
out completely. At least as far as the Hanover Infestation was
concerned. I don’t deny it, I was also eager to do this and I
couldn’t think of anything more important to do than end the
danger posed by the Hive. But my brain hadn’t completely shut
down my conscience. I couldn’t help wondering what would happen
if we achieved our objective.

Perhaps
it was just the return to Hanover that added a darker shade to my
thoughts. This city was where I had lost my innocence, where I
discovered that the world was a much more dangerous place than I
could have conceived. Arthur hasn’t spoken to me as much since
we left the safe house. I tell myself that it’s because he is
trying to work his way through the incredible pain and loss he’s
experiencing. I try to convince myself that he doesn’t hate me
for dragging him, his whole family, into this hideous reality. But I
had to. I couldn’t face this alone. No one can.

This
is weak and negative thinking. Arthur was in the power of the Hive,
they were literally sucking out his soul, a millilitre at a time,
each and every day. Eventually he would have been totally subsumed,
him and his family. All my intervention did was speed up the Hive’s
timetable. And we did save Arthur.

Lose
three. Salvage one. Better than nothing. This was the kind of triage
logic that encouraged you to think that extermination and genocide
was a good thing. I absolutely hated it. Heavenly Father, please
forgive me for my lack of faith and understanding.

I
needed to go for a walk.

It
was an absolutely lovely evening. They always hold World’s
fairs in the spring and summer months which makes sense because the
visitors have to spend a lot of time outdoors, standing in queues and
walking between pavilions.

Arthur
and Professor Wolfanger had returned to their respective rooms and my
LDS associates were holding a prayer and meditation service at the
chapel where we were billeted. That was a little funny. When we
arrived, one of the local members suggested that we all “fast
and pray” which didn’t surprise me because that’s
something we often do when faced with great challenges. Then someone
in Hanover must have emailed this plan to Salt Lake and less than 15
minutes later they received a rather surprising reply:


“All fasting is forbidden! Assignment requires full team to be
at maximum strength. Arrange double portions of egg and meat for all
team members. Prayer services allowed and strongly endorsed. We will
be doing same.”

As
with most communications from Salt Lake, I found the language rather
direct and very sensible. Another paradox, even though I understood
the need for prayer, I simply couldn’t do it. I couldn’t
face four hours sitting in the West Hanover chapel. I needed to keep
moving.

I
needed to enjoy the good crisp air and the orange light of the
sunset.

After
about two hours, I found myself tracing one of my missionary routes.
The streets were very much the same. Clean, well-cut lawns, the
streets were much straighter and wider than the ones in the older
city centre. These could have been neighbourhoods in Calgary or
Provo.

Elder
Barnett had been assigned to a sector of the city where many of the
munitions factories had been located in the years leading to World
War II. Of course, the Allies bombed these areas into rubble and they
had to be completely rebuilt after the War. The neighbourhoods were
modelled after American suburbia because at the time, everyone knew
that these were the best places on the planet to be.

I
didn’t disagree. The streets and houses looked very pleasant to
me.

As
a missionary, I didn’t convert a lot of people, perhaps ten or
twelve. I should remember; bringing someone into the love of the
Church Family is a very special occurrence. It’s just that so
much has happened over the last few years. I started to wonder what
had happened to the Germans that I’d converted. Did I just
create more Arthur problems in microcosm? Take these unsuspecting
people from a life of innocence and drop them into new realms of
terrible danger and impossible responsibility?

No.
That simply can’t be true. If innocence equals ignorance then
innocence is an undesirable condition. It’s essential to know
the truth and it’s vital to act on that truth. I believe I had
just discovered a personal article of faith.

And
I seem to have run out of sidewalk. I could see a Catholic Church on
the other side of the street. I went inside and sat down in one of
the pews, surrounded by all the complicated stone figures and
elaborate stained glass imagery. I loved the stained glass windows;
they reminded me of plasma-powered graphic novels. Catholicism is so
entertaining!

Even
with the décor, I started to feel sad. Five years ago, I
received a letter from Salt Lake informing me that Father Yeager had
passed away. They said from natural causes and I sincerely hope so. I
was really missing the company of that very brave and very hairy,
strong-smelling man at that moment.

Time
to move on.

I
didn’t really need any sidewalk; there was hardly any traffic
this time of night. Hanoverians had good values; almost everyone was
probably at home spending time with family members. Eventually I
found myself at the edge of the Stadtpark. There weren’t very
many streetlights and it was getting pretty dark. This was definitely
not the main entrance.

Entities
are not the only problem you might find in a community. It occurred
to me that with skinheads and neo-Nazis active in Hanover, this was
probably not the safest place for me to be. Mind you, if any of those
thugs approached me they were likely to be the ones in danger.

The
miniature olfactory sensor in my jacket pocket started to purr. What
could it be?

There.
About half a block away, under one of the exit arches. Three figures
were standing there in silhouette. I walked closer. Two men in their
mid twenties, they were talking to a teenage girl who seemed to have
torn holes in her jeans and t-shirt, I suppose in an attempt to
appear stylish and avant-garde. Fairly typical entity bait.

“Hallo
Liebling, Du siehst aber gut aus heute Abend!”

The
men were trying to persuade the girl to go into the park with them.
My sensor was telling me that one, maybe both, of the men had been
exposed to the Hive. Because I didn’t want them to see my
sensor, I couldn’t tell for sure and I couldn’t determine
if they were entities, crops or just carriers.

“Willst
Du eine Weile mit uns herumhaengen?”

From
the little German I still remembered, it sounded as though the girl
was going to join them.

“Ich
weiss nicht, habt Ihr denn was interessantes vor?”

If
Arthur had been with me, the next course of action would have been
clear: 1. Apprehend; 2. Immobilize; 3. Evaluate; 4. Administer
Treatment or Execute depending on the evaluation results. With no
backup I was a little unsure what to do. If the men were entities
they could overpower me, or more likely the girl could be injured in
the resulting conflict.

I
needed a different tactic. I remembered a quotation: “They also
serve who only stand and wait.”

I
walked closer, making sure all three of them could see me and in the
blue-white of the single streetlight, it was apparent that I could
identify all of them.

“Warum
starrst Du uns an, Du Arschloch?”

I’m
not sure what the one man said but I don’t think it was very
polite. I stayed silent; it just didn’t seem necessary to say
anything.

“Wenn
wir Zeit haetten, wuerden wir Dir Deine Eier abschneiden und sie Dir
zum Fressen anbieten!”

That
sounded even less polite but the men turned their backs and
disappeared into the park.

“Warum
kuemmerst Du Dich nicht um Deinen eigenen Kram, Du Schwanz?”

The
girl glared at me; probably not very happy that she’d lost her
admirers but at least after she gave me the finger (possibly one of
those cultural universals?) she walked away from the park.

“Wahrscheinlich
bist Du ein nettes Meadchen. Vielen Dank,” I whispered.

With
the girl safely gone, Standard Operating Procedure would be for me to
call in the Hive sighting and chase after those men. Not tonight. It
wasn’t because I was feeling merciful; it was just that there
was going to be more than enough death soon.






2000

“Get
behind the configuration,” Cahoon said.

Configuration?
Oh, right. The massive orb-entity fuster cluck in front of me.

“And
a bit to the left,” Wolfanger added.

I
figured out what they wanted me to do. The remaining orbs had
connected themselves into a long wedge and were moving through the
thickest concentration of entities who had foolishly gathered around
a really bad pseudo impressionist mega-mural. The orb’s tactic
was effective but slow. We were grinding up an awful lot of those
monsters but some of the entities on the edges were spilling out. So
they needed us floor-grunts to keep the fringe-dwellers from getting
away.

“What
about the ones on the other side?” I immediately regretted
asking the question. What the hell could I do with this information
anyway?

“Brother
Stewart and Rabbi Greenwald are handling the other flank.”
Thank you, Brother Cahoon. Actually this was surprisingly reassuring
data. I hadn’t had a chance to get to know Greenwald very well
but I did know that there was very little on Earth that Cal couldn’t
handle. Poor Cal, I’d been incredibly jealous of him since the
Family Home Evening Incident. But in truth I was very happy that he
could enjoy his time with his family. I missed mine but I couldn’t
begrudge him his. None of this was his fault.

Four
entities dressed in clothes that looked more expensive than my house
scrambled out from in front of the orb-wedge. They stopped dead and
stared at me. I shook my head and opened up the nozzle. Two seconds
later, the entities and their tasteful fashion statements were
melting into the floor.

A
fifth over-dressed entity was making a run towards a ladder near one
of the fire escapes. He got about 39 feet up before I turned him into
a fireball. Something occurred to me. These entities were not
terribly original thinkers. If one of them was seeking vertical
refuge, then others had already done so. I looked up at a mezzanine
set over the main entrance. And there you go, about two dozen
entities up there. Like pigeons nesting on the eavestroughs of your
house, just waiting to shit all over everything.

“Anybody
who can cover for me?”

“Brother
Percy.” Cahoon chimed in. “Don’t worry about the
entities up there. We know about them and can do a mop up later.”

“I’m
going to mop them up right now.”

“Grant!
Marcotte!” Wolfanger’s voice cut in. “Get to Sector
12 immediately!”

Bless
her, she was sending them in to replace me.

I
sprinted to the ladder, thinking that Dr. Elizabeth Wolfanger was my
absolute favourite nympho-maniac intellectual.

“Thanks,
Betty!” I gasped as I jumped on the ladder and started pulling
myself up.

“Any
reason you want to take out those particular entities?”

It
was something I saw. I replied with just one word. A name.

“Natasha.”






Wolfanger

Where
the fuck was I?

Oh,
yeah. ZKM.

Once
we figured out that the Hive had a serious weakness for bad
post-modern art, it was almost a no-brainer to choose EXPO 2000 in
Hanover as the primary target for the operation. The place was
stuffed with the products of artsy euro-designers with delusions of
cyber-grandeur. We wanted to work with ZKM because they had the
greatest technical expertise and their faculty were among the most
bizarre and pretentious of the techno-philosophers in the emerging
new digital age, or whatever they were calling it this week. Some of
their publications would probably make Marshall McLuhan spin in his
grave and they made Derrick de Kerckhove read like The Elements of
Style. Anything they created, the Hive was going to eat up with a
fucking pitchfork.

Plus
they knew what they were doing with machines. Once they built
something, it worked. Most of the time.

After
we hired ZKM we did some research into the best place to use them. It
was a tossup between the Existentialism Exhibition and the Knowledge,
Information and Communication Pavilion. We chose KIC because the
pavilion storyline was so bizarre that the entities would find it
irresistible. Also the interior of the KIC pavilion was essentially a
gigantic steel box that offered good potential for the evacuation of
the public and the containment of the entities.

The
big experience at the KIC was a demonstration of the “Information
Swarm”—independently motivated bits of data and/or
cultural tropes would flow about freely in the noosphere,
occasionally combining together into different narratives. It was
pretty confusing to me, being a chronologically oriented
intellectual, but that sort of “out of control” thinking
was very hot at the time.

The
designers and media producers decided to interpret this byte-based
experience with some very large configurations of atoms. Probably
because it would be incredibly expensive but mostly because they knew
that more than 98% of the visiting population wouldn’t have a
clue what the exhibit was actually about, and the designers and
producers were those sorts of post-modern intellectuals that found
any opportunity to confuse and mystify people deeply satisfying.

The
money people at EXPO 2000 Hanover hired ZKM to realize the idea using
advanced robotics. More good thinking. As cutting edge technologists
and communications theorists with European sensibilities, the chances
were now likely that the pavilion experience would go from merely
confusing to almost completely incomprehensible. The human members of
the audience were likely to hate the place, but if our theory about
Hive conditioning patterns is correct, then the entities were going
to be all over the KIC Pavilion like flies on a pile of steaming cow
shit.

On
reflection, that is less of a metaphoric shift than one might think.

Since
we were pretty sure the Hive was going to show up in massive numbers,
the next step was determining what we could do with such a large
number of entities in a short period of time. Again, ZKM was a good
partner here. However obscure their cultural reference points and no
matter how bizarre some of the lateral links in their thinking, ZKM
was always very good with technical solutions.

The
pre-project design for the KIC Pavilion experience was for over 100
autonomous robot projection systems to roll around freely, looking
for visitors to communicate with. These robots were essentially big
semi-translucent domes on swivelling wheels that would stop in front
of a crowd and project a video story on the interior curve of the
dome for people to see. The effect was sort of a pseudo holographic
sound and light show that would dispense some cryptic factoid about
knowledge and communication.

The
ZKM people dubbed the robots “Data and Cultural Revelation
Orbs.” We in the project called them “Killer Orbs”
or just “orbs.”

The
“swarm effect” was supposed to be the big spectacle in
the pavilion. Here, orbs of different sizes were supposed to connect
to each other in various configurations. The pattern that the orbs
hooked up determined the kind of story they would collectively tell.
The effect was actually a lot like those sets of refrigerator magnets
where you combine random words and pre-set phrases to write your own
love poems, science fiction stories or pornographic letters to
Penthouse.

More
entity honey. But rich fodder for our vengeance project. ZKM’s
chief technologist explained the inspiration for turning their data
orbs into Weapons of Hive Destruction:

“I
was cutting my lawn with the electric mower and I accidentally ran
over the cord.”

A
somewhat risky creative strategy.

“When
I woke up, I knew exactly what to do.”

Perhaps
there is a god after all.

The
technological solution was for a series of modifications to be made
to the base and interior compartments of the orbs. Suction nozzles
and hoses were drilled in; collecting tanks were fastened to the
inner circumferences. Additional weights and gyroscopes were added to
create greater stability and balance.

The
most significant orb retrofits were multiple sets of ultra-sharp,
high precision rotary blades. The data orbs had been transformed from
cryptic display units into giant blenders tasked with liquefying as
many entities in as short a time as possible.

There
was one more advantage to the KIC Pavilion. The structure was
essentially a giant steel box with a limited number of entrances and
exits. It was relatively easy to seal.






2000

I
did some quick mental calculations of speed versus melting power and
their associated priorities. Re: Speed. I had no way of knowing if
Natasha and the other entities might find a way out of the pavilion
from up there on the platform. Therefore, I needed to get up there as
soon as possible.

Re:
Melting power. I would need a good supply of A-Napalm if I did manage
to corner them. I hadn’t forgotten that Natasha was a very
nasty piece of work and I’m pretty sure any of her friends
wouldn’t be that much easier to deal with either.

Like
most compromises reached in less than two seconds, it was likely that
I made all the wrong choices. I dumped one cylinder of A.N. and all
of my protective gear.

“Wait
for back-up, Arthur—”

I
also ditched my helmet and all that communications gear. I was going
in light but not completely naked. I just hoped that I didn’t
accidentally set fire to myself.

From
about half-way up the ladder, I got a god’s eye view of the
battle and I couldn’t resist stopping for a second to take it
in. It really wasn’t much of battle anymore anyway. The orbs
and the project team were in mopping up mode. There were only a few
entities running around and it didn’t take them long to slip on
one of the expansive patches of oil and slide into some eager
spinning blades. Some of the project team had switched off their AN
and were hosing down the corners of the pavilion with disinfectant
foam.

This
must have been the largest number of entities taken out at one time.
We would have to wait for the tallies and projections to come in from
the Salt Lake tactical computers to know just how big a piece of the
Hive we had destroyed but we must have made a difference. We must
have.

Natasha’s
friends screamed when I jumped up onto the platform. I guess they
weren’t expecting to see me.

I
was a little surprised too, mostly by how familiar they looked. There
was about a dozen of them; all very young, all with overly styled
hair and definitely over-dressed for the occasion. They were just
like the Beautifuls at the old office.

Natasha
was still suffering from the same hideous insecurities, so of course
she surrounded herself with creatures that she thought would make her
look good. It still didn’t work.

One
of the New Beautifuls snarled and threw a rusty wrench at me, one of
those big wrenches two people use to tighten bolts on steam engines
and dynamos. It bounced off my chest; if I hadn’t shed my body
armour the impact probably wouldn’t have hurt very much. But I
had shed my body armour and the impact hurt like hell and I think the
goddamned thing busted a couple of my ribs.

No
sign of Natasha. I released a small stream of AN anyway. There were
more screams and some sizzling and crunching sounds. Those New
Beautifuls weren’t quite so attractive anymore. The entities
had been standing near each other which meant that I had been able to
take out at least ten of them at once. That was the good news (at
least for me).

The
bad news was that I had almost completely exhausted my supply of AN.

Over
on the other side of the platform, I saw a flickering blue square
through the waves of heat. Some of the entities had pried open an
access panel that must lead out to the rooftop.

I
picked up the wrench and edged my way past the pools of melting
flesh.

There
were two figures standing on the roof. Both of them were looking over
the edge of the building, probably trying to figure a non-fatal route
down. I must have made a lot of noise as I pulled myself through the
hatch because they both turned and stared at me.

Yes.
One of them was indeed Natasha, my old boss. And no matter how much
makeup she piled on, how much work she had done, how much life-energy
from other people she sucked up, she just wasn’t a very
attractive person. Entity, rather. Natasha probably hadn’t been
anything resembling a person for quite a long time.

The
other figure was somewhat less hideous. At least if you considered
the context. It was Dorthea. Beautiful Prime, in the political
hierarchy of that now destroyed business organization. I hadn’t
expected to see Dorthea up there on the roof; I’d assumed that
she had been absorbed with all the other Beautifuls. It was
interesting too that Natasha had decided to devour Boris, her mate,
and take her chief Beautiful with her. Perhaps it wasn’t all
that unexpected though. Always go with the biggest sycophant in times
of greatest stress.

I
set my tank on the rooftop and frantically started working the manual
pump. I had to get maximum pressure going if I wanted to make the
best use of the remaining AN.

“Arthur,
it’s so good to see you!” Natasha smiled at me. “You
look like you’ve been through rather a lot recently.”

I
barked out a laugh. Not one of those happy laughs. “Yeah. And I
figure you’re responsible for most of it!”

Another
smile. Ouch. Even in calmer times, Natasha’s smiles were never
a pleasant experience.

“There’s
so much we need to explain to you, Arthur.”

“Really?
I’ve always found your explanations really fascinating,
Natasha.” This fucking tank was taking forever to pressurize.

“When
people… like the people in your family… become a part
of us… they don’t just disappear…” Natasha
was quite close to me; Dorthea not so much. Beautiful Prime was still
hanging around the edge of the roof, like she’d rather jump
than talk to me again.

“Really?
How fucking interesting.”

“They
are a living part of us.”

I
looked up from the tank and I didn’t see Natasha. I saw Sally.
About a billion thoughts, images, emotions tore through me; they took
me to the same completely irrational, totally stupid conclusion: I
could have my family back. I could still love and be loved.

“I
miss you.”

Did
I say that or did she?

I
heard a tiny gasp and looked over to the edge of the rooftop. I saw
another Sally standing there. Panic reaction on Dorthea’s part,
no doubt. And a really big mistake.

“My
family is dead, you bitches.”

I
shot off a stream of AN flame and the Dorthea/Sally turned into a
fireball and staggered off the rooftop.

I
prayed for two things at that instant: a) that she experienced a lot
of pain and b) that she didn’t land on anybody when she hit the
ground.

The
nozzle sputtered and spat out a few sparks. No more kill juice.

Natasha/Sally
lunged at me, fangs exposed. Fangs? Her incisors were the size of
Paleo-Indian projectile points. Cal would have been fascinated.

Even
though her hands were around my neck, Natasha/Sally was still
speaking to me very calmly: “I know what a difficult period in
your life this has been and I’m so very sorry that your family
got caught up in all of this.”

“Thanks,
I really appreciate your concern.” One of the good things about
travelling light is that if you can get a bit of distance between you
and your opponent, you can work up a really good backswing. I smashed
the tank into the side of Natasha/Sally’s head and she went
down like a bag of hammers.

The
conversation pretty much ended at that point. I assumed Standard
Advanced Dentistry Position: Knees on shoulders, hold the subject
firmly to the ground, take care that they don’t bite you in the
groin.

Where
was that wrench?

Ah.
Now I had to get the sizing on the clamp exactly right; it would have
been easier if I had a pair of pliers. Guess, what? I didn’t
have a pair of pliers.

There
was another problem.

I
was about to pull teeth out of my wife’s face. How could I do
such a thing?

Answer:
just go with the process which will make her look less like Sally.
One fang gone. Spurt, spurt, spurt. Red gushes. Keep going. The other
fang gone. More spurts and gushes.

This
strategy was not panning out. Now she just looked like Sally with
blood all over her face. Okay, let’s take the scientific
approach. Even though she looked and sounded like Sally, this was not
Sally. My wife had been absorbed by the Hive, specifically absorbed
by Natasha it seems. They’d taken Sally’s DNA, maybe all
of her memories and personality. But it still wasn’t Sally.
Sally was gone and she would not be back. I wish I had enough faith
to believe that I would see the real Sally in an afterlife, but I
just didn’t. Cal would be disappointed but I just wasn’t
wired that way.

I
suddenly realized that I was presented with a rather unique ethical
and existential problem. I was sitting on a homicidal, vampiric
entity that would do anything to preserve its parasitic existence.
Including stealing the appearance of my wife. This was a profound
violation of my wife, her life and her love for our children and for
me.

Hmmmm.

Now,
where did I put that canister?

By
the time the project team got to the rooftop, Sally’s face
wasn’t there anymore. Neither was Natasha’s. There was
just a body and puddle of red pulp.

About
an hour later I was sitting on a bench looking at the outside of the
KIC Pavilion. Someone had given me a clean t-shirt and pants because
most of my uniform was pretty badly blood-soaked. The t-shirt carried
a cartoon mascot that looked like a drop of water surrounded by
orbiting electrons. It was a souvenir shirt from EXPO 93 in Taejon,
Korea. How bizarre was that?

A
big mug of beer, half empty, was sitting on the table next to me.
What the hell, I wasn’t really a Mormon anyway, and if I was I
would be taking a break from my heritage right now anyway.

It
was weird seeing all these people. Walking, talking, standing,
holding hands, kissing, arguing. All the stuff you would do at a
fair. They had no idea what had happened today. Good. Let them live
their human lives.

Cal
sat down next to me. If he noticed the beer, he didn’t let on.
“We just got a call from an excavation team at West Edmonton
Mall.”

“They
found the body of the real Wayne Gretzky?” Sure maybe I was an
ethnic Mormon, but I was also a Canadian and I was therefore entitled
to make stupid hockey jokes in any circumstances.

Cal
cleared his throat. “They found your youngest son.”

I
felt the ground shift under me. I just wasn’t ready to go
through this again.

“He’s
alive, Arthur.”

What
a cry baby I can be.


















CHAPTER ELEVEN

In
which life goes on.






March 18th

Dear
Arthur,

It
feels odd to hold a pen and scratch out these words on a piece of
paper that exists in physical space (and absorbs drops of coffee you
will notice). Almost all of our communication these days seems to
take place via keyboards and glowing screens and it all transpires so
quickly that I sometimes feel as though we are connected to each
other by some kind of awkward electronic telepathy.

Then
I wonder if in some alternate dimension this is how the Hive got
started and after they made a completely unrepeatable mess of their
world they found a way into ours. Then I tell myself that I really
have to stop drinking coffee after ten at night and staying up with
Lachlan to watch those reruns of The Outer Limits.

Anyway,
I never feel that a letter is sufficiently normal, sufficiently real,
unless it has been written down on a piece of paper, preferably
proper stationery, put into an envelope, stamped and delivered by
hand by a human being to another. And what about stamps? They are
high art, history and world politics right there in our everyday
lives. We should be using stamps more and not less.

I
know, I know. I am rebelling against the great achievements of the
times we live in. Well, in spite of the miracle of on-demand
pornographic movies in every home and cheeseburger flavored microwave
popcorn I believe there is much in our times that should be rebelled
against. There you go. Now you know that this letter is indeed from
your friendly matriarch, Ellen. Wife of Lachlan, Mistress of the
Graceland Laboratories.

Relax,
Arthur. There is no great significance to this letter and I’m
not going to ask you to do anything. Well, do anything particularly
difficult that is. I just want to share some local gossip and inquire
if you have any gossip to share with me.

Cal
Stewart’s eldest daughter came by for a visit last Sunday. What
a delightful young lady! She’s on her mission in Independence.
I can see why they assigned such an attractive and intelligent person
to work down the road at the LDS Visitors Center but I can’t
imagine she finds the company here terribly exciting. If a young
person has to give up 18 months of their life (which must seem like
an eternity at that age) then you’d think at least they could
go somewhere halfway exotic. I guess you can’t expect
everything to be as good as the Peace Corps.

We
had a lovely lunch and very entertaining conversation. I suspect that
she didn’t drop by to try and convert us back to the mainstream
church but rather to fulfill some obligation to her father. Not that
I think Cal would put undue pressure on her, but he does feel
strongly about maintaining ties of family and friendship.

Her
companion was less impressive. To be blunt, she was a dunderhead from
Provo and she did seem to have some kind of prosthelytizing agenda
going on. What’s worse is that she kept calling us “RLDS”
even though we’ve been called the Community of Christ for some
time now. Eventually Lachlan lost patience with her and started
describing our church’s efforts to become a part of the
ecumenical movement. I thought the poor girl was going to pee herself
when Lachlan mentioned that I was the priesthood holder in the
family.

Lachlan
can be so naughty sometimes!

Speaking
of Cal, how is he doing these days?






4 April

Dear
Ellen,

Funny
that you should mention Cal, Cheryl and Sunday dinner in the same
letter. While you were entertaining Anne, I was over at their place
being fed and entertained by them.

The
big news in the Stewart household is that Cheryl is expecting again.

I’m
embarrassed to say that I’m not sure just how many kids Cal and
Cheryl have and now there will be one more to add to my confusion.
Don’t get me wrong, their kids are great human beings and Cal
and Cheryl have made a wonderful home for them but identification is
a real problem for me whenever I visit. I sometimes wish they would
all wear name tags at the dinner table. Perhaps I just sustained some
brain damage in Hanover.

Cal’s
dental practice is doing extremely well. He had to expand out of the
Sherway Mall and is now occupying even nicer digs across the road at
the Queensway Medical Complex. There’s really no need for him
to stay near Sherway anymore but I know he likes to be close enough
to keep an eye on things. Kent Cahoon (did you ever meet him in
person?) is now Cal’s silent partner and his financing has
allowed Cal to open clinics in Scarborough Centre Mall and Square One
in Mississauga. (Scarborough? Mississauga? Do any of these names mean
anything to you Ellen?) The Scarborough clinic is something of a
community service operation but Square One is definitely a
money-maker. I guess that allows Cal to pay for the charity work over
in Scarborough.

Cal’s
also hired some more staff, including three new dentists. He tells me
they are all very good and dedicated. By coincidence all three of
them are Jehovah’s Witnesses, so Cal is taking his time and
being very careful regarding what and when he tells them about the
project.

Speaking
of project work, Cal and I still do a patrol every once in a while
but I figure that’s because he’d like a little non-family
company and figures I would too. Being overwhelmed with offspring and
relatives is not exactly my biggest problem these days but it is good
to hang out with him once in a while.

The
patrols are nothing like the ones we did before Hanover. Mostly we
round up a few stray dogs and post some notices for experimental film
festivals and gallery openings on the lamp-posts. Yup, that’s
about as exciting as it gets on Queen Street these days and I am
definitely not complaining.

I
also know that Cal is doing some higher level stuff but I don’t
know what. If it’s regular church stuff then he’s not
telling me because he figures I wouldn’t be all that
interested. Cal can be quite perceptive that way.

If
Cal’s doing something with the project then he’s not
telling me because it’s beyond top secret and I won’t
know about it until all of us do and it’s a complete crisis. I
sure hope he’s into regular church stuff.






March 18th

Arthur,
just so you know: Lachlan and I are making an effort to keep up to
date in this still reasonably new century and we received an
unexpectedly polite email from that Wolfanger woman on Tuesday,
asking how we were doing and whether I would be comfortable sharing
some of my statistical data on entity absorption rates over the last
ten years.

She
said that most studies indicate that human absorption and Hive
integration rates were estimated at rising by five to seven percent
from 1946 to 2002. Given how hard it is to track Hive activity, those
numbers are very conjectural but they are very disturbing
none-the-less. However.

However.

According
to Wolfanger, the more recent stat scans suggest that absorption and
integration rates have been dropping (!) by 18 to 22% after
2003. Sounds quite unbelievable to me, and probably to Wolfanger too,
which is why I suppose she wants to try and confirm this with as many
sources as possible.

Of
course I agreed to help in any way possible and of course she emailed
back and wanted to know if any of my samples were taken near, or
inside, local shopping malls. There aren’t all that many still
open in Independence so that was an easy fact to provide. I wonder if
she’s working on another book? Academics.

Do
you ever hear from Professor Wolfanger? I sometimes thought that she
was interested in you in a non-professional context. If so, I hope
you don’t mind me saying that I’m relieved that nothing
came of it.






4 April

Believe
it or not, Ellen, I have a great deal of respect for Elizabeth
Wolfanger and so should you. So should everybody. People keep saying
how difficult things have been for me, but my situation is nothing
compared to hers. I at least had some times of true happiness with
Sally and the boys. I don’t think Wolfanger has ever felt that
she’s been loved. That’s a very hard row to hoe.

On
the other hand, there is the reality of some aspects of her
behaviour. So your feelings are far from unjustified. (Gosh, don’t
I sound wise? Don’t worry, it’s an illusion, the
impression shall pass.) The first few months after Hanover, when I
was just settling into the new apartment, Professor Wolfanger would
get very drunk and Skype me very late at night and try and initiate
some kind of remote sexual contact. With Skype I can never decide if
it’s cyber-sex or phone-sex. That’s beside the point. The
real issue was that it just wasn’t very sexy for me. Just so
you know, my abstinence had nothing to do with virtue, it was just
that the medium that the good professor had chosen just didn’t
float my boat.

When
I explained this (several times) that nothing was going to happen,
Wolfanger would get very abusive, shout a lot of very bad words, yell
that she wanted nothing more to do with me, and disconnect. The next
morning I would get an apology email. Some of them were very sad and
those ones involved one of her professors who disappeared. Probably
an early project member who got absorbed.

One
time, it was probably about four in the morning and I was really,
really tired—I pointed out our communication pattern and she
got extremely upset. The most upset I’ve ever heard her. After
she cut me off I didn’t hear from her for almost six months.

Then
one fine Monday morning I got an email from her saying she had moved
out to California to teach American Commercial History at UCLA Davis
and she was living in a polyamorous community of fellow academics.
I’m going to quote the email here, so there’s no
misunderstanding:


“The experience is much less exciting than you might imagine.
We spend more time assigning dish-washing and house-keeping duties
than having wild crazy sex.”

I
can’t say that I was particularly surprised, but that’s
because I took a course in utopian communities during my last year at
grad school.


“Frankly, the sex is rarely wild and crazy anyway. When some of
us finally manage to clear our desks and get around to actually doing
it, the foreplay takes the form of an ad-hoc seminar on the
ideological foundations of desire and ensuring that ‘any form
of emotional and physical congress was not non-consensually
exploitative.’ I have multiple degrees and even I am not sure
what that means.”

One
of the leaders in Wolfanger’s group marriage is a strict
Heinleinian polyamourist and Professor Wolfanger pointed out that
this has had some entertaining consequences. Every Christmas, instead
of carol singing or holding candlelight services, the community
re-enacts scenes from Stranger in a Strange Land. Since the
novel’s main character is something of a messianic figure, it
makes a weird kind of sense. As this was Wolfanger’s first
Christmas with the group she obliged to take part:


“I wondered which one of Heinlein’s cupcakes I would have
to play: Cookie, Bambi, Candy or Brighties and if I was going to have
to diet so I looked halfway presentable in a bikini. I needn’t
have worried and I’m not sure if I was relieved or appalled
when I was informed that they’d cast me as the horny old codger
Jubal Harshaw.”

I’ve
got to admit that I would have loved to see Professor Wolfanger’s
performance. Would you believe that she’s still with that
group? In spite of her frustrations she does seem to be getting
something out of her association with them. I sincerely hope all goes
well with them.






March 18th

I
guess it’s time for me to share the really big news at our end,
and I hope you appreciate my restraint in waiting until this point in
my letter to tell you. The news is that my daughter is expecting and
the baby is due in just over three months. Our family can’t
catch up to people like Cheryl and Cal but we do the best we can.

The
pregnancy is going well; Lachlan and I are very pleased at the
prospect of being grandparents again. The only thing that keeps me
from going completely gooey is helping with the wedding arrangements.
Oh, did I mention that my daughter is getting married next month? She
will be as big as a house by the time she gets to the altar but in my
opinion it just makes her dress look all the more spectacular!

How
are you and Nathaniel doing these days? How does he feel about living
downtown? I do hope that you’re not too busy to spend time with
him.






4 April

Wonderful
about the Big Event and the new arrival. Please send me pictures of
the baby and the wedding in whatever order suits you.

Nate
is doing great. Not that I’m a particularly good parent, it’s
just that he’s an incredible kid. He’s now in a gifted
school run by the University of Toronto. The situation is both
appropriate (because Nate is terrifyingly smart) and convenient
because I can pick him up without losing too much time away from the
home office.

Don’t
worry about me and Nate. One of the joys of working for yourself is
that when you feel it’s necessary to adjust priorities and
hours you can immediately schedule a high level planning meeting with
the CEO (yourself) and fast track all necessary changes.

We’ve
been playing a game for the last year or so. It’s a variation
of “I Spy.” Every day as we walked home from the campus
we would stop at the corner of Bloor Street and Avenue Road and check
out the progress on the construction of the crystal extension of the
Royal Ontario Museum. It was fascinating. Before they put on the
aluminum siding, the structure looked like a steel spider web spun by
monstrous deranged spiders. That was just fine with me; the spikier
and stranger the better.

The
object of the game was to try and spot what new thing the
construction workers had put in place that day. And as I said
earlier, the odder the better.

It’s
also very satisfying to know that the crystal is now doing its job as
an entity attractor. Cal tells me that the ROM captures at least 30
entities a week and they can get up to 90 on those monthly singles
nights. With the other attractors now on line at the Art Gallery of
Ontario and the Ontario College of Art, it’s small wonder that
Cal and I aren’t picking up much action on Queen Street.

Last
Friday, when we were walking past the museum I asked Nate if he
wanted to go inside and look at the dinosaurs.

“They’re
kind of boring.”

Couldn’t
disagree with him there. It takes a lot of work and a strange sort of
anti-genius to make dinosaurs uninteresting to young boys but the
people at the ROM somehow managed to pull it off. They’d
completely decontextualized the fossil skeletons so that they looked
more like abstract sculptures than scientific specimens. However,
kids know that dinosaurs are ancient animals and not abstract
sculptures and they tend to vigorously resist that kind of bullshit
in large numbers.

“What
about a movie?” I figured there must be some new CGI feature
playing downtown.

“There’s
nothing good on right now.” For a nine-year old, Nate has very
good pop-culture intel.

“So
what do you want to do?” This is the universal question of the
defeated parent.

Nate
mentioned a video game that he’d been angling for.

I’m
such a pushover. After we finally found the thing and had dinner at
the food court, it turned out that we’d spent most of the
evening at the mall.

Nothing
really changes very much.

Please
write again soon.

Much
love,

Arthur






Cal

It
may be a bit of a diversion but I would like to start the ending of
my part in the story by talking about the quality of light. If you’ve
made it this far in our shared narrative, you probably have a fairly
high tolerance for diversions and distractions. If you don’t,
there’s only so many times I can apologize and I promise you
that the colour and intensity of light is very much responsible for
my involvement in the project, how I came to be Arthur’s
dentist and trainer, and why I was now driving on a near deserted
highway, rolling deeper and deeper into southern Alberta. I was
returning to the very heart of Canadian Mormon country.

It
was, in fact, the quality of light that was responsible for the fact
that I was still a Mormon. And will be for all time and eternity.

As
I mentioned earlier, I experienced a period of rebellion in my
teenage years. I grew my hair long, would only wear jeans and
t-shirts and I listened to a great deal of rock music. Some of the
lyrics even had cloaked sexual and drug references. Related to that I
even thought about taking up smoking. Just tobacco mind you, let’s
not go crazy here.

I’d
also stopped going to church—including sacrament and priesthood
meetings. None of this verged on criminal activity and I’m sure
it sounds rather tame to some of you, especially if you’re not
LDS or don’t know anybody who’s LDS. But my youthful
behaviour definitely seemed very radical to me and it certainly upset
my parents. Mom in particular was terrified that I would fail to
advance from the Aaronic to the Melkezadic Priesthood and would
therefore be ineligible for my mission call. Mom dearly loved the
Church and it was her greatest dream that her son would assume the
vocation of bringing its teachings to a suffering and lost world.

Given
the emotional stakes involved, the family response to my loss of
faith was actually quite measured. Perhaps this was not surprising.
Many Church leaders urge parents to reason with their children in
matters of moral and spiritual development and I am proud to say that
Mom and Dad dug very deep down and were able to respect my right of
free agency and make my own decisions.

With
one exception.

Every
member of my immediate and extended family and many of our church
friends started giving me copies of the Book of Mormon. The gifts
would be at Christmas, graduations, my birthday, and one girl from
Mutual Interest Association even sent me one on Valentine’s
Day.

At
first this was kind of annoying but after Book of Mormon No. 12, it
started to get funny.

The
context. Here’s how it was supposed to go (at least in our
family): We were expected to read the King James Bible first, after
which we would move onto the essential Latter-day Saint texts: the
Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of Great
Price. One Family Home Evening, my father explained why this order of
reading was necessary. We need to struggle our way through the Hebrew
and Greek texts because it was essential for us to have a “firm
understanding of our foundations in Christianity in order to
appreciate the revelations to come.”

Dad
got pretty serious at Family Home Evening sometimes.

Of
the three major Latter-day Saint texts, my family seemed to think the
Book of Mormon was the most important. Many people at church felt the
same way. This conviction was probably because after most of us read
the Book we were supposed to experience a personal revelation which
would lead you to develop a mature and strong Testimony of the
Revealed Gospel, which would then provide guidance to you for the
rest of your life… and if all went well and you were able to
stay with the Heavenly Father’s plan for you… allow you
to progress into the Celestial Kingdom.

In
my case, it seemed that the desired sequence had been interrupted. So
family and friends kept giving me more and more Books of Mormon in
the sincere hope that I could get on with my spiritual progression.

What
struck me as funny was that I started to wonder if people kept giving
me new Books of Mormon because they thought that the previous
editions were somehow defective. Sooner or later, the collective
family mind must have reasoned, a properly functioning set of
scriptures would get into my hands and get me back on the right
track.

My
favourite gift was Book of Mormon No. 21, which came from a second
cousin in Maple Creek, Saskatchewan. She had lovingly highlighted
what she considered to be the most important passages with yellow
marker. And to make sure I would see these sacred words, she used
Strawberry Shortcake post-its to indicate the relevant pages.

I
was impressed with her knowledge of Latter-day Saint texts and it was
an incredibly sweet thing to do. Sweet, but completely ineffective at
that point in my life. Why was all this effort on her part so
useless? Because I never read any of the Books of Mormon people gave
me. Not even the ones with cartoon post-its.

I
had much more important things to read.

Like
science fiction. I bet you thought I was going to say pornography.

Although
we don’t like to admit it, we Mormons do have our vices, just
like everyone else. Or maybe they are somewhat different than
everyone else’s. Ours include basketball, ice cream and science
fiction (*). We also have this thing about Jell-O but we’ve
sufficiently explored that particular cultural expression.

(*)
As evidence, I point out that Salt Lake City bookstores have more and
larger science fiction sections than anything you will find in
London, New York or Los Angeles.

I
enjoy ice cream but not excessively so. Basketball really doesn’t
excite all that much. There you go, I’m not a complete social
cliché.

Now
science fiction. That was my literary heroin.

In
my teenage years I was knocking off three novels and two short story
collections a week. This addiction is still with me, as my complete
sets of H.G. Wells, Robert A. Heinlein and Orson Scott Card reveal.

When
I was 17, it was the week before Christmas, I had just slogged my way
through the end of semester exams and was really looking forward to
immersing myself in some speculative universes. The first book I hit
was a 1919 edition of The War of the Worlds that my
grandfather gave me. My understanding was that Granddad originally
bought it to celebrate not being killed in World War I. The book was
thick, with pages that were yellowing at the edges, a black cloth
cover, and it had a very good literary smell.

It
was Saturday afternoon and it was very much an Alberta winter in that
the weather was very dynamic and changeable. One day you might have a
frigid mass of arctic air that dropped the temperature to minus 50
and the next morning there might be a hot, thirsty wind that came off
the Rocky Mountains that ate all the snow and created some golfing
weather. That day the climate was on the warm side and inside our
living room I had staked out the couch for a long, serious read.

H.G.
Wells was definitely delivering. I was just past the first deployment
of the Martian heat ray on the common when I noticed something.

The
sunlight was coming in through the living room window. The chinook
winds had blown apart a cluster of purple clouds which released wave
after wave of sunlight. Pure golden sunlight.

The
light made the entire room radiant with God’s glory. Imagine my
surprise. I know that it would have been more appropriate for my
moment of religious revelation to occur while I had been reading the
Book of Mormon or even the Bible but what can you do? Mr. Wells
certainly would have been surprised.

Well,
whatever. God came to me. I knew what I had to do and I’ve been
following that program for the rest of my life. Which has led to me
driving down Highway No. 2 from Calgary International Airport to the
town of Magrath, Alberta (population 2,081).

Not
Cardston, only 30 miles away and the home of the first LDS temple in
Canada. Cardston would have been much too visible for the person I
was supposed to meet.

*

Wolfanger
was right. Dr. K did look a lot like Maximilian Schell in that old
Disney movie. Except that instead of a shiny red space suit he was
wearing faded denim coveralls and his hair and beard were even
longer. If this man was any kind of a patriarch, he was modelled
after something out of the Book of Exodus. Arthur probably would have
referred to him as “Farmer McMoses.”

Dr.
K nodded at me and slowly lowered himself into the chair facing mine.
I didn’t like thinking of him as a patriarch or Priesthood
holder. The words “false prophet” came to mind but that
was probably making him sound too important.

“How
was the drive down from Calgary airport?” He had a deep and
powerful voice. I could see how Professor Wolfanger had such a
powerful attraction to him. I could also see how others might see him
as charismatic leader.

I
knew that the project regarded Dr. K as an important ally, but this
man was trouble.

“I’m
sure it was much easier than the drive from Bountiful.” My
words were friendly enough, but I doubt that the tone of my voice
was.

“It
was a delightful trip actually.” Dr K didn’t seem to
notice my hostility. He just grinned and leaned back in his chair.
“My new wife and I have been using the time away as an
opportunity for a belated honeymoon.”

This
was just too much. “Sir, I am only here because I was directed
to do so by the senior project office in Salt Lake.”

“And
you always follow orders, correct?” Dr. K nodded. “Very
suitable for a man on his way up in the hierarchy.”

“My
responsibilities are the only reason I agreed to spend any of my time
in the company of an unrepentant polygamist.”

Now
this hateful man was laughing! I might as well get everything off my
chest:

“And
to be completely candid, it depresses me to no end that circumstances
force us to collaborate with a heartless degenerate like you.”

“I
am not heartless!” And he kept on laughing. My face was
flushed, probably dark red now, which I’m sure he found even
more amusing. I decided that I had said enough.

Eventually
Dr K settled down some and was able to speak. “Why Dr. Stewart,
I thought that if you could work with Professor Wolfanger, I thought
you could work with anyone.”

“She
is a very gifted individual with some very serious problems.”

“Oh,
I agree with you completely.”

“And
at least I was more compassionate and honest with her than you were.”

Dr.
K held up his hand. “That is simply not true. I was very open
and honest with Betty. I was just very direct in moving the
experiment with her onto the next phase.”

As
much as I respect higher education, sometimes these academics can be
so darned arrogant. “Are you saying that you were being cruel
to be kind?”

“I
suppose.” He took out a red flannel handkerchief and blew his
nose. “Besides, she was getting a little too attached to me and
I doubted that Betty was suitable sister wife material.”

I
decided that it was best not to say anything.

“If
this is so difficult for you, Dr. Stewart, I will make this as brief
and painless for you as possible.”

“Fine.”

“Just
like one your dental procedures.”

Was
he making fun of my profession? Never mind.

“Do
you have the longitudinal analyses for Betty and Mr. Percy?”

I
nodded. “In the car.”

“And
the original blood samples?”

“A
representative selection.”

Dr
K looked at me meaningfully.

“In
a cryogenic case,” I added.

He
looked meaningfully at me again.

“Also
in the car.”

“That’s
excellent.” Dr. K smiled with satisfaction. “Now I can
verify the extent of the processes and determine if we need to
administer further treatments.” He rose from his seat. “Let’s
go to the car, shall we?”

“Not
yet.” I pushed Dr. K back into his chair. Not too roughly but
enough to let him know that I was very serious.

Unfortunately,
he just looked amused. “What’s this, Dr. Stewart?”

I
leaned forward. “You are going to copy me any test results you
send to Provo. In fact, I want them before they go to Utah.”

“That’s
not the usual procedure, Dr. Stewart.” Finally, a serious
reaction from the man: he scowled as great creases lined his
forehead. “The senior levels of the project receive all
information first and then they decide how best to distribute the
results.”

I
shrugged. “That’s how they do it.”

“I
know you are well-thought of in the project but I doubt that you have
yet ascended to such lofty heights.”

“I
haven’t.” I shrugged again. “But if you don’t
agree to give me first access to your results I will get in my car,
drive to Lethbridge and drop the samples into the Bow River.”

“I
was just commenting.” Dr. K shrugged back at me.“Of
course, I will advise of the findings as soon as I have them.”

“Good.”
I believed the man. Dr. K may be a vile polygamist but I doubted he
messed around with his scientific research.

“Your
concern for them is touching.”

If
I had heard even a trace of sarcasm in the man’s voice, I’m
sure I would have struck him down.

“Very
few people have shown much concern for Professor Wolfanger’s
interests and Arthur Percy is still my patient. His health is my
primary concern.”

“While
their most strategic deployment is what the project cares about.”

I
could feel a headache coming on.

“Yes.”

“Their
situation is most regrettable.” The morning light was streaming
in through the Stake House office and shining on Dr K’s hair.
It gave him the illusion of a halo and he reminded me of someone.
Father Yeager? “But it is possible that eventually the Hive
will teach itself to avoid our traps.”

“Yes.”

Dr
K closed his eyes and sighed. “In which case some form of
infiltration may be our only defence.”

“Yes.”
I sighed too.

We
sat there in silence for a few moments.

“Dr.
K?” I said eventually.

“Dr.
Stewart?”

“I
believe we should have a word of prayer.”






-THE
END-
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