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Femme Fatale 
 

pening sentences can set the tone for 

a book, which is why Jeannette 

Mavis decided that her novel would 

begin, “It was as if the evening was 

celebrating the passion of the thunder while 

raindrops danced in the fleeting flashes of 

lightning.” At first, she did not notice any 

similarity to “It was a dark and stormy night,” 

but even when she became aware of the 

resemblance, she still liked her sentence. She 

enjoyed the ebb and flow of it, and relished 

the images it conjured in her mind.  

Jeannette referred to her book in various 

ways depending on her mood. In one moment 

of self-deprecation, she called her writing 

“merely sketching with words,” but in spite of 

that, she was convinced that her creation of 

sprawling outlines, interlaced story arcs, and 

devious plot twists would lead to what she 

called “a rip-roaring, big-as-the-sky, deep-as-

the-heart romantic yarn.”  

“Romantic?” one of her friends asked. 

 O
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“Full of sex,” she replied. 

“Ahhh, good!” 

“Knew you’d like it.” 

“Bitch.” 

“Slut.” 

They laughed at that, shook pinkie 

fingers, and poured each other a second glass 

of wine. Or perhaps it was a third glass. 

Jeannette discussed the book with a few 

of her friends but there were acquaintances 

with whom she avoided bringing up the 

subject. Even among her closest confidants, 

some pooh-poohed her work and she exacted 

a small measure of revenge by writing them 

into sequences that displayed their characters 

in a rather poor light. They became the dowdy 

snitches, greedy graspers, or sniveling 

backstabbers who populated the fringes of the 

story. She was wise enough not to show these 

paragraphs to too many people. On the other 

hand, some of her friends wanted to appear in 

the book, asking for certain character traits to 

accompany their descriptions. 

“Can I be une fille de joie in the story?” 

one asked.  
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“How would that be different from real 

life?” Jeannette said sweetly. 

“You’re terrible!” 

“I know.” 

Another of her friends mused aloud, “I’d 

like to be in the book as a lady of leisure, very 

rich, very beautiful.” 

“Yes, that could be arranged,” she said. 

“I could show you lolling on silk sheets, being 

fed peeled grapes while receiving a pedicure.”  

“Ummm, lovely.” 

“And you would often say things like, 

‘Ramon, come over here and tickle my 

nipples.” 

That produced a yelp of laughter. And 

two more glasses of wine. Or four. Or 

whatever number of glasses were required to 

reach the state of consciousness that Jeannette 

referred to as “tipsy-topsy-turvy.”  

  

ver the course of her life, Jeannette 

created an imposing stack of notebooks 

crammed with character traits, plot twists, and 

random jottings. Many of the notebooks 

sported humorous headings. One was labeled 

 O
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“Book Notes: “Yowza!” Another said “Uh-

Oh, More Book Stuff.” Still another simply 

read “Whoa!”   

In addition, there were bureau drawers 

containing stacks of lilac-perfumed jottings, 

all written in Jeannette’s picture-perfect 

cursive and mostly in ink from a variety of 

pens. “Future generations,” she wrote, 

“should take note that my preferred choice of 

writing implement was the fountain pen.” She 

thoughtfully included snapshots of what she 

called her “sturdy-delicate machines for the 

capturing of one’s fancies.”  

Jeannette was very concerned with the 

name of her opus and made a list of possible 

titles: 

 

Parts of the Past for Keeping 

Thoughts Hidden and Forbidden 

Out of my Mind and Into Yours 

Desire Under the Musclewood 

High Minded, Low Scrupled   

Sex, Smarts & Sauerkraut 

The Soul’s Longing 

The Faraway Mountain 
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The Proud Land 

A Woman of Taste 

 

The last three were titles in the 1952 

Lana Turner, Kirk Douglas, Dick Powell 

melodrama, The Bad and the Beautiful. 

There was an artist’s rendering of a 

potential book cover, probably completed by 

her uncle Edward, the photographer, and her 

friend Mitzi, the advertising designer.  

 

 
 

The mocked up book jacket design for what was 

going to be either a novel or a confession. 
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imply paging through Jeannette’s 

notebooks meant attempting to solve the 

mystery of her life hidden within a jigsaw 

puzzle of human fantasy. Or was it fantasy? 

She had also kept a diary, a tell-all if ever 

there was one. In her litany of shenanigans, 

Jeannette was always sneaking out of her 

parents’ house to be with TG, which referred 

to The Girls or The Gang. She also spent lots 

of time with OOTB (“OOtuhbee”), which 

meant One of the Boys, especially if the boy 

was OOTW (“OOtwah”), which meant Out of 

this World. The activities she delineated were 

exhilarating. Or perhaps the proper word is 

exhausting. Here is a typical eight-day 

sequence: 

 

 Mon. nite: with TG. No 

OOTWs so we kissed each 

other. Christine is really good! 

 Tues. nite: with TG. Broke 

away from them to spend 

some romance time with 

Danny. He’s a dream and he 

 S
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has a car! We parked and we 

shot to the moon! Once for 

him, twice for me. 

 Wed. nite: TG at the Gilded 

Lily. [A nightclub on the 

wrong side of the tracks.] Note 

to self: next time, ixnay on the 

hiskeyway. 

 Thurs. nite: Lil got the car so 

we picked up TG and went to 

eyeball football practice—

guys in tight pants & great 

buns—then shared malts at the 

Broad. [A cafeteria on the 

right side of the tracks.] 

Jukebox good, but not enough 

Elvis songs. 

 Fri. nite: Ralph. No moon but 

lots of spoon. 

 Sat. nite: Philip. The moon! 

 Sun. nite: Harry. The moon! 

 Monday: *F+* on History test. 

*D-* on Geometry test. Damn 

pop quizzes! And WTH is an 

“F plus”? Looking forward to 
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seeing Danny 2nite. He’s such 

a dream. OOTW! 

 

Say what you will about Jeannette, you 

have to admire her steadfast dedication to 

having a good time. And her stamina.  

Intermixed with her many missives about 

liaisons and escapades, Jeannette also made 

note of her regular visits to the Rialto, the 

Monarch, and the Bayside theaters to see the 

latest Technicolor and Cinemascope 

extravaganzas. She didn’t just patronize 

current film offerings. Twice a month she 

went to the university film society to see 

black-and-white “silents and talkies.”  

Whether the films were old or new, she 

was happy to sink into the waking 

dreamscapes of “the flickers.” Clark Gable 

and Cary Grant were her favorites among the 

male stars, while her admiration for actresses 

encompassed a great many personalities from 

several eras, including Audrey Hepburn, Eva 

Marie Saint, Brigitte Bardot, Cyd Charisse, 

Rosalind Russell, Myrna Loy, Hedy Lamarr, 

Clara Bow, Jane Greer, Grace Kelly, Jane 
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Russell, Barbara Stanwyck, Marlene Dietrich, 

and Gene Tierney, among others. She penned 

rave reviews of their beauty, poise, hair, 

gowns, and sometimes, their acting ability.  

In addition to her impassioned film 

reviews and star gossip, she also composed 

conventional, if often humorous, diary entries. 

For example, when the couple next door had a 

baby boy, she recommended that they name 

him Jack. This did not seem to be an entirely 

serious suggestion in light of the fact that 

their last name was Ash. 

 

ngagements. Plural. Jeannette managed 

to get engaged to two different OOTWs. 

In the same month. She was, after all, a gal 

who couldn’t say no. And she got going early 

in life, as a diary entry stated: “I liked kissing 

from that first wet one when I was nine.”  

Even among the more open-minded 

people of Milwaukee, accepting two marriage 

proposals at the same time made for some 

raised eyebrows. “That’s one for the record 

books,” as a neighbor put it, and there were 

interesting conversations with her girlfriends: 

 E
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“Another fiancée? Honey, you’re 

hogging all the OOTWs.” 

“Let’s see the rock.” 

“Rocks, plural.” 

“Darling, those are such lovely 

engagement rings.” 

“How do you decide which one to 

wear?”  

“Depends who she’s dating that night.” 

“Will you be having church weddings?”  

“And will they be in Utah?”  

“I hear Provo is nice this time of year.”  

“Oh stop. That’s for multiple wives not 

multiple husbands.” 

And what of the reaction of the two 

men? One of them morosely asked her to take 

some time to think about their future. The 

other man heatedly asked for his ring back. 

She married the angry one and their marriage 

lasted fifty-seven years until his death.  

 

oxes. Cartons. Binders. Containers. 

Packets. Dossiers. More boxes. That is 

what Jeannette’s son David and daughter-in-

law Bonnie encountered when facing the task 

 B
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of clearing out her house in the months 

following her death. It was a formidable task 

made even more daunting by the temptation 

to read from the notebooks and diaries. 

“Do you believe all this came from one 

person?” David asked.  

 “And look how much of it is 

handwritten,” Bonnie noted. 

 Contemplating the sheer number of 

containers of jottings gave them pause. “It is 

safe to say that my mom was a protean note-

maker.” 

“You think?” his wife responded. 

“Okay, we’ve got to focus here. During 

the day, we’ll do the furnishings and handle 

the real estate crap, and then we’ll go though 

her writing at night. Deal?” 

“Deal.” 

They pretty much stuck to their bargain. 

At the end of a day’s work, they would each 

grab some of the manuscript paper and take it 

back to their hotel room for glasses of wine 

and the perusal of the output of a lifetime. 

“Didn’t her hand ever cramp up?” 

Bonnie mused. 
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“Guess not,” David replied. “Apparently 

no cramp and no block.” 

They read for a while in silence. 

“Your mom was a whiz at writing,” 

Bonnie said.  

“The old girl was a dervish at discourse,” 

David said. 

They read for a while in silence. 

“A prodigy with a pen.” 

“A master of manuscripts.” 

They read for a while in silence. 

“An expert at explication.” 

“A stellar scrivener.” 

“Scrivener?” 

“Yeah. You can look it up.” 

They went back to reading in silence. 

But then: 

“A mavin of missives.” 

“A monster of messaging.” 

Silence for a while. And then: 

“A lioness of letters.” 

“An ace of authoring.” 

They went back to reading in silence. 

And then: 

“A champion correspondent.” 
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“A sensational slinger of ink.” 

Silence for a moment. 

“A genius of jotting.” 

“A word nerd.” 

They were about to return to reading but 

didn’t quite make it. With a sigh, David made 

a show of putting aside the documents and 

settling back on the bed. 

“Had enough for one evening?” Bonnie 

inquired. 

“Yeah,” he replied, “I’m not 

concentrating on the writing because I’m 

trying to come up with the next line of 

dialogue with you.” 

She laughed. “Yeah. Me, too.” 

“Let’s both declare victory and depart 

the field.” 

“Deal,” she said. “More wine?” 

“Please.” 

She poured. They sipped. 

She looked at him, caught his gaze, and 

slowly arched one eyebrow. 

“Really?” he asked. 

“Sure,” she said. “I have a new pair of 

panties I can model for you.” 
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“Ummmm,” he said. 

“And, if you like them, maybe there are 

some things you can do to reward me.” 

“Ummmm hmmmm,” he said. 

“After I remove the panties, of course.” 

“Or after I remove them,” he said. 

“Ummmm hmmmm,” she said. 

 

ext Saturday morning, they were back at 

Jeannette’s house. David used his 

mom’s coffeemaker to brew a pot to fuel 

them. At noon, they sat in her breakfast nook, 

eating take-out food and sipping reheated 

coffee from mugs labeled “World’s Greatest 

Shopper” and “Dieting is for Phony Hipsters.”  

Bonnie’s mobile phone rang and she 

stepped away to chat with a friend about the 

progress they were making.  

“It’s a bit of a slog,” she said into the 

phone, “but part of it is fascinating. David’s 

mom wrote a ton and a half of stuff,” she said. 

“Everything,” she said. “No, I mean she wrote 

about everything. It’s amazing! There are 

carefully written notes and hastily scrawled 

ones; there are full paragraphs and quick 

 N
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cryptic axioms; there are lovely finished 

phrases as well as stream-of-consciousness 

ramblings.” 

Once the call was over, she stared at 

some of the paperwork. “I don’t know if I’m 

glad or sad that we’ll never come to the end 

of this,” she said. 

“Well, we won’t come to the end of it if 

you keep reading everything,” he said. “Just 

skim. You know, to see if there is a treasure 

map or a secret Swiss bank account number 

or something.” 

“Don’t you want to know more about 

your mom?” 

“Hey, it may be fascinating to you, but 

keep in mind that I was there for a bunch of it. 

I lived through some of this.” 

“Not the early years.” 

“I’m not ready to handle that yet.” 

“Some of her material is pretty 

entertaining,” she said. 

“Yeah, you think so?” 

“Pretty wild,” she said, her voice full of 

promise. 
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“I don’t want to know about it,” he said. 

“I mean, because it’s my mom we’re talking 

about here.” 

“The sex stuff bothers you?” she asked, 

too innocently.  

“You’re reading into her comments,” he 

said. 

“Oh come on,” she told him. “Her stuff 

could be the beginnings of the whole romance 

novel genre. Look at the titles: Passion’s 

Perfect Pleasure, just to take one example.” 

“Yeah, well...” 

“And look at this one: Dangle. Or this 

one: Opening. Hang on, there are more,” she 

said. 

“Okay, okay,” he responded. 

“Bet I can make you blush,” she said 

with just a bit too much glee. 

“That’s all right,” he said.  

“Listen,” she continued, “this one’s 

called Front Porch & Back Door. So we 

know she was flexible.” 

“Hey, this is my mom you’re talking 

about.” 
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“And there’s Slippery. And Glistening. I 

kind of like both of those,” she said in mock 

seriousness.  

“Yeah, well, now I can’t unhear that,” he 

told her. 

“There are others,” she mused, “but we 

don’t all want to be blushing at the same 

time.” 

“All right!” he said a little too forcefully. 

She regarded him with a bemused 

expression. “Guys,” she said, shaking her 

head. “Guys will never understand women,” 

she added. 

“Not the women in my life,” he 

muttered. 

 

n the third weekend of clearing out 

Jeannette’s house, a storm front moved 

in and it was as if the evening was celebrating 

the passion of the thunder while raindrops 

danced in the fleeting flashes of lightning. In 

their hotel room, David and Bonnie were 

sprawled on the bed. A nearly empty bottle of 

wine stood on the bureau. 

 O
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“You know,” David said to his wife, 

“when I talked to Mom about girls, she got a 

faraway look in her eyes.” 

“Like this?” Bonnie asked, making a 

face. 

“That’s not... well, okay, it’s kind of 

funny, I guess.” 

“Sorry,” she said. “Do go on.” 

“I didn’t question it at the time. Like a 

lot of kids, I was too selfish to ask about a 

parent’s hopes and dreams.” 

“Instead,” she continued for him, “you 

focused on your own stormy and ever-

changing relationships.” 

“Boy, howdy.” 

“Wait, ‘boy, howdy’? How drunk are 

you?” 

“But you know,” he continued despite 

her gentle sarcasm, “in going through all this 

stuff of hers, we’re kind of trying to read her 

thoughts, and her strategies... I mean, look at 

all this stuff. She had big plans for this book.” 

“Yes,” Bonnie said. “Yes, she did. 

And?” 
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“Well,” David said, “doesn’t it seem odd 

that she assembled all these notes and 

sentences and paragraphs and more notes, but 

never actually got around to writing the 

book?” 

“There were diversions,” Bonnie 

observed. “Her husband. A social life. 

Running the household.” 

“Yeah,” he said, “and then there was the 

time she went to work modeling because my 

dad was in the Army serving overseas.” 

“Modeling?” 

“Yeah, sure. Here, look at this.” He 

handed her a photograph. 
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“I’ve got to get a hat like that,” Bonnie 

said. 

“You do and I’ll take it away from you.” 

“You and how many of your wimpy 

friends,” she said back at him. 

“They’re not wimpy,” he protested, 

“they’re actually—“ 

“Namby-pamby?” she suggested. 

He shook his head at this familiar 

argument. “Okay, back on topic, all right?” 

“Oh absolutely,” she agreed. “What was 

the topic again?” 

“Okay, let’s face it,” he said, finishing 

off the remaining merlot from his glass, 

“there was one overwhelming distraction that 

came between Mom and writing her book...” 

“Yesssss?” she said. 

“Me.” 

“You?” 

“Yeah, me,” he asserted. “I believe she 

never finished her book because I came 

along.” 

Bonnie regarded him for a moment, 

debating whether to handle this with 
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sympathy or sarcasm. “Well,” she said, 

“children have a way of claiming a 

tremendous amount of time and dedication 

and time and problem-solving and time and 

raising bail money and time and attention and 

making you face your own fears and failures 

and did I mention time?” 

He stared at her before asking quietly, 

“Is that why we don’t have kids?”  

She stared into space before answering 

quietly, “We don’t have kids because one of 

us isn’t ready.” 

“You mean you’re not ready.” 

She didn’t answer for several seconds. In 

a steely tone she asked, “Is there more wine?” 

They listened to the rain, sipped from 

their glasses, and leafed through the papers 

they had brought from Jeannette’s house. 

Which is when they found The Note. It was 

disconcerting, even a bit eyebrow-raising in 

what it suggested, yet it was somehow chaste 

in its depiction of what did not take place.  

The Note was dated several years after 

David was born. It was handwritten in firm 

pen strokes. The cursive script was halfway 
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between the perfection taught in school 

penmanship classes and the devil-may-care 

approach that men often employed once they 

escaped from those classes. 

The notepaper itself was light tan but age 

had darkened it around the edges and along 

the folds, and a rip had begun in one corner of 

the small piece of stationery. A logo at the top 

of the sheet read “The Heights Inn & Luxury 

Suites.”  

The message was addressed to “Dearest 

Jeannette.”  

 

When I found that you 

weren’t here, 

It was as if the sun 

Eclipsed, my dear. 

When I found that you 

weren’t here, 

The days and hours were as 

Endless, my dear. 

When I found that you 

weren’t here, 

The tears of Heaven fell as 

Rain, my dear. 
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At the bottom of the note, it said “With 

love” and was signed “Jimmy.”  

“Jimmy?” Bonnie asked. “But wasn’t 

your dad—” 

“Yup,” David admitted. “Wow. ‘Jimmy.’ 

You know, perhaps that says a lot about my 

uninhibited mom.” 

“Your leap-before-you-look mom,” she 

said. 

“My complicated as heck, faraway-look-

in-her-eyes mom.” 

“And ‘Jimmy’ is important because...” 

she prompted. 

“Because her husband, my father, was 

named Walter.”  

“Interesting,” Bonnie said. 

“I don’t get this,” David said. 

“You don’t?” 

“No,” he said, genuinely puzzled. 

“Men,” Bonnie told him, shaking her 

head again. “She kept the note because a man 

was pursuing her and she liked the attention.” 

“But,” he began, “well, I don’t know...” 

“Hey, from the note we can see that she 

didn’t show up for the, the, well, whatever 
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that meeting was going to be, the tryst, the 

assignation, the date. So,” she concluded, “no 

harm, no foul.” 

“I guess,” he said.  

 

n the months after her husband died, 

Jeannette was hurting. She put on a brave 

front, joining some community activities like 

a swing dance group and a monthly theater 

matinee club, but she was pining for her lost 

loved one every day, sometimes openly and 

often in secret. She even wrote letters to him 

after his death. As would be expected of 

epistles to the departed, hers were heavy with 

emotion. Several of them bore lip prints 

where she had brought the paper up to her 

face for an imaginary kiss. Some pages were 

stained with her tears. 

 

 I
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In one letter, Jeannette reminisced about 

aspects of life with her husband: 

 

In another letter, she addressed their 

most permanent and most painful parting, 

ending with an aching confession: 
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Towards the end of her messages to the 

spirit of the departed, there were several 

pages of crossed-out phrases where she 

worked hard to state her thoughts. She kept 

laboring at it, fiddling with the language, 

adjusting her words until she got it exactly, 

completely, perfect: 
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 “Look out,” David said. 

 “I’m sorry,” Bonnie said. “I can’t help 

it.” 

 “Me, either.” 

 They both turned away to prevent their 

tears from falling onto Jeannette’s manuscript 

pages. 
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Noir 
 

acob Nathaniel Roddins had to die. 

Here’s how it is, okay? This Roddins 

guy, aka Jacob Odds, aka J-Rod, aka 

J&R, aka Jake the Bookie, was on the out-list 

because he screwed up one too many times, 

you know what I'm saying? I mean, sure, it 

was one thing to get caught in a sudden, 

whatayacallit, turn of events, like when that 

college quarterback was arrested an hour 

before the big game and Jake couldn’t lay off 

the sudden influx of new betting action that 

flooded the market.  

 You know that term, influx? Got that 

from the crossword. I like the sound of it... 

influx. Not sure if there’s also an outflux but 

there sure as hellfire should be because 

everything needs to balance out, you know 

what I’m saying? In and out. Yin and yang. 

Topography and bottomography. You like 

that—bottomography? Got that from an 

online porn catalog.  

 So anyway, Jake the Bookie had to go 

bye-bye, although not from the quarterback 

 J
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situation. Hell, on that thing, it was crazy for 

everybody. Not to take up too much time 

here, but look: there was this suddenly hot 

quarterback on a suddenly hot team, and 

because the QB got arrested, everybody 

wanted to get a bet down at the last minute. 

The betting went wild and Jake couldn’t 

handle it. 

 The thing with a bookie is that the 

amount of money bet on one side has to equal 

the amount of money bet on the other side. If 

it’s not equal, you wrangle the odds to make it 

equal. It’s math. Bookies gotta do the math. 

Let’s say half the people bet on Ohio State 

and half bet on Michigan. If the money is 

equal on both sides, then it’s an even money 

bet. But if twice the money is bet on one of 

‘em, you make the odds two-to-one. If it’s 

thrice the money—you like that? Thrice? It 

means three times. Crossword. So, if thrice 

the money bets on one team, the odds go to 

three-to-one. And so on. You can go 

anywhere with any odds. Million-to-one if 

you have to. Or you can finagle it real close, 

like six-to-five. 
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 Nowadays they like to do the odds with 

hundreds. They say plus one hundred fifty or 

minus two hundred. It’s like this: if the 

betting on a team or a fighter is three-to-one, 

they say that’s minus three hundred for the 

favorite because you gotta bet three hundred 

in order to win one hundred. And it could be 

plus two hundred fifty for the underdog 

because you can win two hundred fifty by 

betting a hundred.  

 See, they want you to bet hundreds of 

dollars, not ten or twenty bucks, so that’s why 

they do it that way. You watch—twenty years 

from now they’ll be posting the odds as minus 

2000 and plus 3000. You watch.  

 Another thing. People say “he’s a ten-to-

one underdog” as if that has something to do 

with talent. Nope. It just shows how the 

money is going. Back in the day, Buster 

Douglas was, like, I dunno, a forty-to-one 

underdog to Mike Tyson. It wasn’t that Mike 

was forty times the fighter Buster was—or 

maybe he was, but that’s not the point. And 

it’s not that it was forty times more likely that 

Mike would beat Buster. It’s just that there 
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was forty times as much money being bet on 

Mike. So you give odds to make sure you 

have the amount you need to pay off if the 

upset happens. Which it did.  

 Anyway, a bookie pays out the money 

that comes in, minus the vig. Vig is vigorish, 

the amount the house takes for running the 

action. Or it’s the amount you jack up the 

payments when somebody owes you 

something. People running the game make 

their profit on the percentage. The percentage. 

The vig. Very important.  

 Okay, so when the news comes in that 

the star quarterback is sitting in a jail cell, the 

betting just goes ka-whoosh off the charts and 

Jake the Bookie got all excited taking the new 

bets and he didn’t get the odds to work out 

right. Jake’s bosses, the guys who really run 

this town’s betting action, they let it go that 

one time, but then things got taken up a notch 

when they moved their betting online. The 

computers are supposed to keep everything all 

figured out with the odds. Supposed to. But 

sometimes a human fumbles the figuring of it 

or the inputting of it into the computers and 
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that’s when Jake the Bookie jammed himself 

up. 

 Oh yeah, he balled things up on a big pro 

football game. I don’t know, I think he was 

quoting the odds wrong or hitting the wrong 

keys on the whatayacallit, keyboard. Anyway, 

Jake screwed the pooch. He dropped the ball. 

He blundered down. He muffed it. He goofed. 

Botched it. Bungled. Slipped. Tossed up a 

brick. Flushed himself. It’s one thing when 

you screw up the bets with a bunch of people 

in your part of town, but with computers, a 

little mistake that doesn’t seem like much can 

all of a sudden be a monster mistake ‘cause 

it’s, like, compounded, you know, all across 

the country. Cost them a bunch of money. A 

shitload of money. Okay, so to clean it up we 

say a shipload of money. Yeah, nautical. 

 The guys who own the bookmaking 

business, well, they gave Jake the Bookie a 

choice: pay back the money or die. That was 

their way of sending a powerful message to 

all the other people at every level in their 

organization.  
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 Jake was disinclined to pay them back. 

So, it was the other choice: die. But he was 

also disinclined to die and so he went into 

hiding. That’s when the Oreos were set on 

him. That’s a two-man team, one white guy 

and one black guy. The two guys were 

Donny... Donny something-or-other, and 

Kaleb... shit, what were their names...? They 

were kinda similar, Jameson and something... 

Johnson! But we just called ‘em by their first 

names.  

 You might think I’m making this up. 

And I say, you wanna bet? That’s bookie 

humor. And some think the comeback to that 

is: what are the odds? But it doesn’t matter 

about the odds if I’m handling the bets, ‘cause 

I’ll get the math right. What matters is the vig. 

The important thing is: what’s the vig? ‘Cause 

that’s where you make your money. Betting’s 

for marks and rubes. Running the game, that’s 

usually the smart bet. 

 

he Oreos started out as two guys doing 

their thing in different parts of the city. 

Because of the color lines. On each side of the 

 T
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river there was a warehouse district. Next to 

that was, like, a buffer zone of businesses. 

Light industry, they call it. Then next came 

retail. Shops, small stores, strip malls, big box 

malls. If we’re going up the hill from the 

river, then maybe you see a park with some 

trees. Up the hill a-ways more came the 

houses. Medium-sized homes and then the 

homes got bigger. Yards and fences and gates 

and then even bigger houses with bigger 

fences and bigger gates. 

 Down on the other side of the river, 

things were different. There were apartments 

and crackerbox shacks, all mixed in with the 

titty bars and auto body shops. Small houses. 

Some fences. Lots of iron bars on the 

windows. 

 There were good schools in the 

neighborhoods above the river. That’s 

because of property taxes. Bigger houses, 

bigger taxes, so there’s more money for 

schools in the white neighborhoods. The same 

in reverse for the poor neighborhoods. 

 Donny Jameson worked out of the white 

side of the city. Kaleb Johnson worked the 
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black side. Sure, they crossed over once in a 

while. Who didn’t? But we’re talking in 

general.  

 Both of these guys, they got things done. 

You know, someone needs a little help with, 

uh, accomplishing something that maybe 

needed to be conducted out of the public eye, 

you know? Not so much in the light of day, 

let’s say. If the person who wanted this 

something done was on the white side of the 

river, they might call Donny. If they were on 

the other side, they might call Kaleb. 

 The two guys only met the first time on a 

fluke. Donny was at a nightclub and Kaleb 

came in and they saw each other. One sent a 

glance at the other. The other looked back. 

One of ‘em ambled over and they checked 

each other out using the mirror behind the bar. 

Each was calculating the moves they would 

make if push came to shove. 

“You here on a job?” 

 “Tonight? No.” 

 “Sure?” 

 “Absolutely. You?” 

 “Nope.”  
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 “Sure?” 

 “Positively.” 

 “Okay then. That makes things easier.” 

 “For everybody.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 They bought each other a shot. They 

picked up their glasses using the hand they 

would not use if they needed to pull out a 

weapon. After downing the shots, there was a 

pause, and then: 

 “All right. Nice talkin’ to you.” 

 “Same here.” 

 And they went on their way. That was a 

good moment. A sign of respect for each 

other’s position. And they remembered that 

nicely-nicely meet-and-greet when they got 

called up to the big time to be doing the thing, 

you know what I’m saying?   

 Now, in old movies, they say stuff like 

‘rub him out,’ or ‘take him for a ride,’ or 

things like that. And maybe some people who 

really are in on doing the thing might say 

something like that, too. Maybe. But they’re 

much more likely to have their own way of 

putting it. 
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 Southside, they say eliminate. Or they 

say make him gone. Or get him gone. 

Northside guys say put him under. Or maybe 

make him a done deal. Or total him out. 

Eastside folks are more like do the doing. Or 

do the final. Or show him out. Westside? 

Westside they just say kill. Not very romantic 

over there, I’m sorry to say. 

 The point is that Donny and Kaleb were 

hired to send Jake the Bookie to the land 

beyond beyond. You like that? The land 

beyond beyond. That’s from The 7th Voyage 

of Sinbad. Great movie. It’s not just for kids.  

 So okay, there was this problem because 

the Oreos were assigned a spotter. Someone 

from the organization who would confirm the 

kill. Donny and Kaleb didn’t like it. They felt 

like they were being disrespected by having 

someone babysitting them. Plus, the spotter 

was a real jerkwad, always with the carping, 

always with the snide commentary, always 

with the contradictions, always with the put-

downs. Donny and Kaleb came to a decision: 

the spotter had to go. 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

41 
 

 Now normally this would have been 

problematical, you know? I mean, the guys 

doing the hiring had picked out a guy to 

watch over the two guys they hired, so you’d 

think the two guys would have to put up with 

the spotter. But Donny and Kaleb found out 

that the guy was being slapped down for 

something. I dunno, being late on a payment, 

mouthing off, something. He was given the 

babysitting job as punishment.  

 “Nobody’s going to miss this guy,” 

Kaleb said to Donny while the spotter was 

across the room laying a line on a pretty 

waitress. 

 “Yeah,” Donny said, “I hear you.” 

 So you just know that the spotter was not 

long for this world. And besides, there was a 

bench warrant that was just about to catch up 

with Kaleb, and there was a blackmail scheme 

Donny was running that had just gone bad, 

and so both of them had to be getting on the 

rails and outta Dodge real soon. So, you 

know, what the hell. 

 Next day the three men—Donny, Kaleb, 

and the guy, the spotter—are walking down 
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an alley, heading for Kaleb’s car parked on 

the next street. 

 “Once we hit Jake, you’re supposed to, 

what, take a video of it?” Donny asked him. 

 “Yeah,” the guy said, patting his mobile 

phone.  

 “Why?”  

 “Whattaya mean? To prove ya did it, 

that’s why.” 

 “When we do it, Jake will be dead. 

Having you make a video of it isn’t going to 

change anything.” 

 “Hey, morons, listen up. It’s a video 

record, like evidence.” 

 “Video can be faked.” 

 “What are you guys, retards? If you’ve 

got the guts to do the guy, they want to see it. 

So that’s why I’m here, okay?” 

 “We don’t need you,” Kaleb said. 

 “We can take our own video,” Donny 

said. 

 “Look, shitheads, the people who run 

this show hired you to do the job and they 

hired me to video you doing the job. Try to 
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wrap your little idiot brains around that, 

okay? Jesus, what limp-dicks.” 

 “We’re not sure you’re up to it.” 

 “What?” 

 “You got this assignment because 

somebody’s fucking with you, and that means 

they’re fucking with us. So you’ve got to go. 

If I were you, I’d go now.” 

 “Hey, asswipe, read my lips: you don’t 

get to—” 

 Donny’s left leg acted almost like a 

whipcrack. The top part of his shoe landed 

flush on the guy’s crotch, doubling him over. 

The man made a kind of whooup sound but he 

didn’t get to finish that, either, because Donny 

stepped to one side and was already giving 

him a roundhouse kick with his right leg. This 

one landed on the guy’s hip and slammed him 

against the brick wall of the building on one 

side of the alley. Donny and Kaleb watched 

the man crumple to the pavement. 

 “Your turn,” Donny said to Kaleb. 

 “So we each get two shots at him?” 

 Donny smiled and said, “Sure.” 

 “Excellent.” 
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 Kaleb held up one finger to Donny, 

turned, and kicked the guy in the ribs. He 

looked at Donny again, held up two fingers, 

turned, and stomped on the man’s left ankle. 

He looked down at the guy and told him, 

“When we give you an order, you don’t argue 

about it, asshole, you follow it. Dig?” 

 Donny looked quizzically at Kaleb. 

“Seriously, ‘Dig’?”  

 “I’m bringing it back.” 

 Donny considered that for a few seconds, 

nodded, and said, “Okay. ‘Dig’ it shall be.” 

 The spotter attempted to pull his gun but 

before he could get it out of his clothing, 

Donny kicked him in the shoulder. Then he 

nodded to Kaleb, who kicked him in the 

thigh. Kaleb nodded back. Donny kicked him 

in the ribs. 

 “I already did the ribs, man.” 

 “Not on that side.” 

 “True enough.” 

 They alternated kicking the guy until he 

passed out. Donny removed the weapon and 

offered it to Kaleb. “Want this?” 
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 “What is that, a Saturday Night Special? 

No thanks.” 

 Donny pocketed it. “We’ll toss it in the 

river later.” 

 “Right. So, you got any new ideas about 

finding Jake?” 

 “His main pal was a weasel named 

Pocky or Porky or Pokey...” 

 “You mean Pooky?” 

 “Yeah, that’s it. Pooky. Tried to be a 

gun-runner or something.” 

 “Right. And he’s usually over at—”  

 “Ahawwww,” came a moan from the 

guy on the ground. 

 Donny kicked him in the knee. Kaleb 

stomped the guy’s right foot. The moaning 

didn’t stop so they kicked him in the head a 

couple times until he lay quietly. 

 “So,” Kaleb continued, “Pooky’s over at 

dockside, I heard.” 

 “I heard that, too.” 

 “Okay, we should go have a look.” 

“What’ll we do with shit-for-brains 

here?” 

 “We need to off him,” Kaleb said. 
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 “Off him?” 

 “Okay: kill him. That better?” 

 “Yeah. That’s better. Clearer.” 

 “You want to kill him or should I?” 

 Donny held out his hand. Kaleb held out 

his hand and they went rock-paper-scissors. 

They both nodded at the results and both got 

out their weapons.  

“What are you doing?” 

 “I thought loser would do it.” 

 “I thought winner gets to do it.” 

 They both chuckled. After a second’s 

hesitation, they shrugged and leaned down to 

place the muzzles of their weapons against the 

man’s body and pulled the triggers. The guy’s 

carcass jerked a little as the bullets entered 

him. Then he was perfectly still. 

 “Is that a Herstal?” 

 “Yeah. Herstal FNX-9. U.S. made.” 

 “Cool. Rounds?” 

 “Seventeen.” 

 “Nice.” 

 “That a Walther?” 

 “Yup. The P99 AS610. Fifteen rounds. 

Fits my hand really good.” 
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 “If you don’t mind my asking, you buy it 

or acquire it?” 

 “Won it in a poker game. How’d you get 

yours?” 

 “Took it off a dead guy.” 

 “That works, too. Speaking of which...“ 

 They expertly removed valuables from 

the dead body and split the proceeds. 

 “Okay, now what?” 

 Donny glanced in the direction of the 

car. “You mind him bleeding in your trunk?” 

 “Naw, man, those wheels aren’t mine. I 

boosted it from a parking garage last night.” 

 Donny nodded. “Okay, bring it alongside 

and we’ll hoist him in.” 

 “Then what?” 

 “Toss him.” 

 “The breaks?” 

 “Yeah. From off The Point.” 

 “Good deal. Nice day for a drop.” 

 They moved the car next to the body and 

wrestled it into the truck. They drove in a 

leisurely fashion out to The Point, enjoying 

the lovely day. When they launched the guy’s 
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body, they captured it on their phones using 

the Slo-Mo video setting.  

 “Pretty,” Donny said. 

 “Yeah,” Kaleb agreed. “I like the way 

the sun glints off the water.” 

 “Did you say glints?” 

 “You got a problem with that?” 

 “Can’t you say reflects?” 

 “Mom always used glints.” 

 “Oh yeah?” 

 “Well, foster mom. But we were pretty 

close.” 

 

inding Pooky was harder than they 

thought. He wasn’t at dockside. He 

wasn’t at Sharktown. He wasn’t at The Slats. 

He wasn’t anywhere anyone expected him to 

be. Donny and Kaleb split up and worked 

their respective parts of town. After a couple 

of days, they met at a coffee shop and 

compared notes.  

 “Okay,” Kaleb said, “so the story I got is 

that Pooky and Jake are holed up together, if 

you can believe it.” 

 “I heard that, too.” Donny replied. 

 F
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 “And that they’re both in some ritzy 

building in the riverview district?” 

 “Yup. Belongs to Jake’s rich crazy 

sister-in-law from upstate somewhere.” 

 “Yeah, that’s the tale I was told. Just 

didn’t buy it at first.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “Seems too easy, them being together.” 

 “You think it’s a set-up?” 

 “Crossed my mind.” 

“But then two different sources would 

have to be feeding us the same line.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Not too likely.” 

 “But possible.” 

 “Yeah.” 

 They thought about it a moment. 

 “Can’t hurt to go check out the 

building.” 

 “True.” 

 

onny and Kaleb had boosted a different 

vehicle and were sitting in it on the 

boulevard not far from the high-rise building 

called the Viewpointe Arms. It was rush hour 

 D
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and the street and the sidewalks were busy. 

Kaleb played with the radio, bouncing from 

one channel to the next. 

 “Man, I love the selection you get with 

this streaming shit.” 

 “Yeah, I know,” Donny responded. 

“They’ve got everything.” 

 “You know they even have opera? I love 

those big voices.” 

 “Yeah? Classical is okay but I don’t 

know about the voices.” 

 Kaleb turned to an instrumental classical 

channel. “There we go.” 

 They watched people in front of the 

building as the radio played a Beethoven 

piano trio.  

 “So...” 

“Yeah?” 

“Which one of ‘em do you think we’ll 

spot first?” 

 “Jake.” 

 “Yeah? Why’s that?” 

 “He’s a pacer. Can’t stand still. He’d go 

crazy staying inside the building.” 
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 “I don’t know. That place is unreal,” he 

nodded up at the building. “They’ve got a 

pool, weight rooms, a miniature park on the 

roof, putting green, movie theaters, couple 

restaurants, room service.” 

 “Still make me squirrelly.” 

 “Wait, is that Pooky?” 

 “Where?” 

 “Sidewalk. Coming this way. Tan sport 

jacket. Dark pants.” 

 “No.” 

 “Could be him.” 

 “No. Pooky’s taller.” 

 “He could be hunching down.” 

 “What?” 

 “You know, walking small.” 

 “Walking small?” 

 “Kind of scrunching down, you know?” 

 “That’s crazy.” 

 “No it’s not. He could be—” 

 “You’re nuts.” 

 “—just trying to look shorter.” 

 “It’s not him.” 

 “I’m not saying it is him. I’m just saying 

it could be him.” 
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 “Pooky’s younger than that guy.” 

 “Okay, so he’s scrunched down and 

wearing make-up.” 

 “Are you high?” 

 “Come on, man. We’ve been together for 

hours. How would I be high?” 

 “‘Cause you’re saying shit.” 

 “It’s not shit. I’m just saying that could 

have been him.” 

 “No way.” 

 “Yeah way.” 

 “There is no fucking way.” 

 “Hey, don’t be giving me that kind of 

attitude.” 

 “What attitude? I’m just saying—” 

 “I know what you’re saying and I’m 

telling you—” 

 “—that you have to be nuts to—” 

 “—to just back the fuck off and—” 

 And suddenly they stopped. The real 

Pooky stepped out of the building and began 

walking up the street away from them. 

 “Okay,” Donny said quietly. “There he 

is.” 
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 “Right,” Kaleb replied evening. “Let’s 

go.”  

Kaleb and Donny exited the car and 

headed toward their target. They closed in on 

their prey before he could get very far up the 

boulevard. Kaleb moved next to Pooky from 

the right while Donny sidled up behind him 

and to his left. Kaleb said heartily, “Pooky, 

my man!” 

 Pooky took one glance at Kaleb and spun 

away from him, only to step right into 

Donny’s arms. 

 “Hey, hey, hey, you know I like you, 

Pooky,” Donny said, “but not enough to 

cuddle.” 

 “Look, man, I don’t know nothing.” 

 “That’s probably true, Pook,” Kaleb 

said, “but there’s one thing you do know, and 

that’s what we’re after.” 

 “And if you help,” Donny told him, “we 

might be inclined to be charitable toward your 

own worthless hide.” 

 “Right, Pookman,” Kaleb added. “You 

help us, we help you. Help you keep on 

living, I mean.” 
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 “You like living, don’t you, Pooky?” 

 Pooky’s body was tense. Donny and 

Kaleb could feel the muscle contractions 

through his clothes as they maneuvered him 

back toward the building. 

 “So here’s how this is going to work. 

We’re going to let go and you can either run 

away or take us up to Jake’s gilded cage. If 

you run, we’ll hunt you down and castrate 

you.” 

 Pooky’s eyes got very wide at the sound 

of that. 

 “But if you take us up and let us in, we’ll 

let you live.”  

 Pooky’s eyes darted from Donny to 

Kaleb and back again. Both men were smiling 

at him.  

 “What you gonna do up there?” 

 “We’re going to kill Jake. Easy! Take it 

easy.” Pooky was jerking back and forth as if 

starting to make a break for it. “Look, look, 

Pooky, look: Jake’s dead either way. We 

know his place, his car, his phone...” 

 “His bank, his fuck partners...” 
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 “His fuck partners, right. So it’s just a 

matter of time. You help us and it’ll all be 

over in a couple of minutes. You don’t help 

us, we still get Jake, we just get him a little 

later. And then you’ll pee in a bag for the rest 

of your life.” 

 “It’s up to you, Pook.” 

 Pooky again sent frightened looks at 

each of the two men. “And you gonna let me 

go after?” 

 “Yup. That’s the deal. We let you go.” 

 Pooky seemed unconvinced. 

 “Look, Pook, we’re professionals. Our 

deal is for Jake, not you. Our employer 

doesn’t care about you one way or the other. 

We’re not getting paid to do you—we’re only 

getting paid to do Jake.” 

 “It’s just business, Pooky. You know?” 

 Pooky thought about it. Slowly, his 

muscles relaxed. Donny and Kaleb let him go. 

He instantly leaped away from them. They 

made no move to go after him. From ten feet 

away, he turned to look back at them.  

 “We’re not out to get you, Pooky.” 
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 “A deal’s a deal, Pook. And we made 

you an offer. You want to take us up on it, or 

not?” 

 Pooky moved back a couple of steps. 

Donny and Kaleb just stood watching him. 

And finally Pooky took a long deep breath 

and moved toward the building. “Fuck. Come 

on, then.” 

 “All right.” 

 “Good deal.” 

 All three entered the Viewpointe Arms 

and headed up in one of the elevators. The 

sound of the two men cocking their weapons 

seemed very loud in the enclosed space. 

 

set of brass elevator doors slid open. 

Donny moved out into the corridor, 

keeping his hand on the gun inside his jacket. 

He glanced up and down the ornate and 

brightly lit passageway to assess the situation. 

Seeing that they were alone, he turned and 

nodded to Kaleb who guided Pooky out of the 

elevator.  

 “Left or right?” 

 A
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 “This way,” Pooky said. He led them 

down the wide and opulently wallpapered 

hallway. They stopped at a door bearing a 

decorative plaque reading “Penthouse: 

Carnelian Suite.”  

 “This is very fancy-schmancy, Pook.” 

 “Yeah,” Pooky said. He reached in his 

pocket. Donny and Kaleb tensed and Pooky 

froze in position. “Easy, man! I’m just getting 

the passkey. Jesus.” He slowly brought out a 

small device that looked like a laser pointer. 

Pooky lined it up with the “C” in the word 

Carnelian on the plaque, clicked a recessed 

button on the device and pressed the tip 

lightly against the door. There was a solid 

clunk from the lock mechanism and then 

Pooky opened the door. 

 The three men entered and Donny closed 

the door. The foyer was lavish. 

 “Nice digs, Pook.” 

 “Yeah,” Pooky said. 

 From another room came the whiny 

voice of Jake The Bookie. “That you, 

Pooky?” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

58 
 

 Pooky looked at the men. Donny nodded 

so Pooky called out, “Yeah, it’s me.” 

 “Did you forget some—?” Jake appeared 

in the doorway, saw Donny and Kaleb, and 

turned to go get his gun. 

 Kaleb was already on the move and 

caught up to Jake with just a few long strides 

and completed the kind of takedown he had 

performed so often as a middle linebacker for 

the Huntington High School Urban Kings. 

 In the foyer, Donny tapped Pooky on the 

shoulder and said, “C’mon. This might be fun 

to watch.” 

 “No, man. I let you in. That’s it. I’m 

gone.” 

 Donny shrugged, raised his weapon and 

aimed it at Pooky’s chest. “I’m going to do 

something I never do for anyone, Pook. I’m 

going to give you a break. Right now, you’ve 

got a chance to see if you can beat the bullet 

to the hallway.” 

 “Hey, hey, hey—you said you’d let me 

go!” 

 “Oh that. Well, here’s the thing: I lied.” 
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 Donny shot Pooky. The bullet penetrated 

his torso, shattered a rib, and lodged in his left 

ventricle. Donny watched him convulse and 

collapse onto the floor. Donny put the next 

slug into Pooky’s cranium. Then he made 

sure the door was locked before going to see 

how Kaleb was getting along with Jake. 

 Kaleb was hitting Jake and ripping off 

his clothing. In between grunts and groans, 

Jake was pleading with Kaleb. “Please stop!” 

was one of the things he said. And “I’ll tell 

you what you want!” and “No more!”  

 After each punch, Kaleb commiserated 

with Jake. Thud. “Oops,” he said. Thud. “Oh, 

so sorry,” he said. Thud. “Pardon moi,” he 

said. Thud. “Whoa, that’s gonna leave a 

mark.” 

 Donny watched impassively as Kaleb 

finished stripping Jake. “You know,” Donny 

said, “I can’t help asking what, exactly, are 

your intentions? I mean, even without the 

blood and bruises, he’s not very attractive.” 

 “Fuck you, man. I’m not interested in 

him. I’m just getting him ready for a visit to 

the little boy’s room.” 
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 “The fuck?” 

 “Watch.” 

 Kaleb put Jake in a choke hold and 

marched him into the bathroom. Donny 

watched the doorway and tilted his head at the 

thumping and crashing sounds that were 

taking place inside.  

 Jake kept pleading, to no avail. 

Suddenly, Jake’s voice dropped several 

decibels and the thudding stopped. “Okay, 

Jake,” Kaleb said, “now I’m interested in 

talking with you. Hey Donny,” he shouted. 

“You’re going to want to hear this.”  

 Donny walked over and entered the 

bathroom. “What’s up?” 

 “Mister Jake here has something to tell 

us about money.”  

 “Money.” 

 “Yeah. Money. Tell us about the money, 

Jake.” 

Jake was slumped on the floor of the 

shower stall. When he tried to stand, Kaleb 

used a foot to slam him back down on the tile. 

This happened three times in quick 
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succession. “Keep talking about the money,” 

Kaleb told him. 

 “Jesus Christ!” 

 “Yeah, well, Jesus Christ isn’t here right 

now, Jake. Tell us about the money.” 

 “Don’t kick me again.” 

 “You stay right there and keep talking 

and I won’t have to kick you, Jake.” 

 “Okay, okay, okay. Jesus.” 

 “My foot’s getting ready, Jake.” 

 “All right! Look, I placed a bunch of bets 

myself using the rubes’ money. You know, 

whenever the odds shifted at the last minute.” 

 “You stole from your customers and bet 

against your own organization?” 

 “Yeah, because I could see the odds 

were working out right for that.” 

 “And you took the house for some easy 

coin.” 

 “Yeah, and I, uh...” 

 “You didn’t quite finish that last part, 

Jake.” 

 “I can get you some of the winnings.” 

 “Uh-huh. How much winnings?” 

 “It’s a lot. Enough for all of us!” 
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 “Uh-huh. How much?” 

 “Uh, a million.” 

 “A million.” 

 “Okay a couple of million.” 

 “Oh, now it’s up to a couple of million.” 

 “Yeah. Okay, three million.” 

“Three million, uh-huh,” Kaleb said. 

“Actually, three point five.” 

Kaleb began imitating an auctioneer. 

“Three point five million, I have three point 

five, do I hear four? I have three point five, do 

I have four, do I have four...” 

“That’s it!” Jake protested. “I swear!” 

 “Uh-huh, and where are these three-and-

a-half millions?” 

 “They’re— I can get ‘em. I can get them 

real fast.” 

 “Uh-huh. Where are they?” 

 “They’re around. I can get ‘em, easy!” 

 “They’re here in the apartment, aren’t 

they.” It wasn’t a question. 

 “Uh, no, they’re— Wait, what are you 

doing?” 

 Kaleb turned on the shower. Just the hot 

water. It didn’t take long for the water 
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temperature to rise. Jake squirmed, flailed 

around, and screamed. Kaleb kicked him each 

time he attempted to escape the scalding 

water. After a minute, Kaleb shut off the flow. 

“And the answer is...?” 

 “God damn you!” Jake saw Kaleb’s hand 

reaching to turn on the water. “No! Wait, 

wait, wait! Okay, okay, okay, some of it is 

here.” 

 “Some of it. Uh-huh.” 

 As Kaleb continued his interrogation of 

Jake, Donny began going through the 

medicine cabinet, reading the prescriptions, 

putting some of the meds in his pockets, 

discarding others. He picked up a container of 

mouthwash, turned it around to read the 

instructions, checked the time, then took a 

swig of the green liquid and began vigorously 

swishing it around in his mouth. 

 After one final kick of Jake, Kaleb 

turned to Donny. “Okay, man,” Kaleb said. 

“Jake was kind enough to offer us part of the 

great deal of money that’s here in the 

apartment.” 
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 Donny nodded as he swirled the 

antiseptic in his mouth. 

 “That’s the good news,” Kaleb 

continued. “The bad news is that the money is 

in a safe in the back of the master bedroom 

closet. And for some reason, Jake doesn’t 

want to tell us the combination. He wants to 

get the money out all by himself. Which is not 

my preference. I think the hot water is losing 

its persuasive effect. We have to move on to 

something else.” 

 “Um-hmm,” Donny said, still working 

the mouthwash on his tongue, teeth, and 

gums. 

 “You got any ideas?” Kaleb asked him. 

 “Um-hmm,” Donny said, still rinsing. 

 “What the fuck, man?” 

 Donny held up one finger, still swirling 

the liquid in his mouth. 

 “What is wrong with you?” 

 “Mmty smmmnd,” Donny said with his 

mouth full and lips shut. 

 “What?” 

 Donny picked up the bottle of 

mouthwash, pointed to the line in the 
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directions that said, “Rinse vigorously for 

sixty seconds,” and held it out for Kaleb to 

read. 

 “Oh for fuck’s sake.” 

 Donny checked the time again and spat 

out the green liquid in the sink. “Hey, it says 

use it for sixty seconds. I want to get the full 

effect.” 

 “You’re crazy.” 

 “It’s a possibility. But right now we need 

to employ a persuasive technique on our 

friend Jake. How about cords?” 

 “Chords? You mean like on a piano?” 

 “No. Watch him a minute. I’ll be right 

back.” 

 Donny rummaged around the apartment 

and returned with a small lamp and an alarm 

clock. He took out his keys and opened the 

pocketknife that dangled from the keychain. 

He cut the lamp from its cord and did the 

same with the clock. On the severed end of 

each cord, he trimmed back the rubber 

insulation to reveal the two wires inside. He 

plugged in both of the electric cords and 

handed one to Kaleb. “Careful you don’t let 
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the two wires touch any part of a human body 

at the same time. The results would be 

electrifying.” 

 “What a shockingly good idea.” 

 “Thank you. Now, let’s see how quickly 

Jake remembers the combination to the safe.” 

 They took turns laying the wires on Jake. 

 “Start with the leg.” 

 “Okay.” There was an impressive jolt 

from Jake, followed by a yell. 

 “Arm.” 

 Same result but with Jake yowling and 

pleading. 

 “Belly.” 

 Same result but Jake began screaming. 

 “Neck.” 

 “Toes.” 

 “Ear.” 

 “Other ear.” 

 “Nose.” 

 “Balls.” 

 “Cock.” 

 “I think he wants to tell us.” 

 “I’m not sure. Do the balls again.” 
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 “Yeah. Listen, he says he wants to tell 

us.” 

 “I’m going to do the cock again unless 

he starts telling us the numbers.” 

 Jake told them the numbers. 

 “Repeat that.” 

 Jake repeated it. 

 Donny asked Kaleb, “Want to go try it or 

you want me to?” 

 “No, I’ll do it.” 

 Kaleb went to the closet, entered the 

numbers, and opened the safe. “Ahhh, nice.” 

 “What?” came Donny’s voice from the 

bathroom. 

 “Score!” Kaleb shouted back. 

 Donny stuck his head out of the 

bathroom doorway. “Score as in home run, 

grand slam, touchdown...?” 

 “Big time, three-ring circus, Daffy Duck 

diving into a pile of money score.” 

 “Okay,” Donny said. “Start spreading 

out the stuff. I’ll be with you in a second.” 

 Donny stepped back into the bathroom, 

leaned down and punched Jake on the jaw. 

Jake’s body went limp. Donny entered the 
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bedroom to see Kaleb happily tossing cash 

and jewelry on top of the king-sized bed. 

“Jesus,” Donny said.  

“Yeah,” Kaleb agreed. “Impressive.” 

“You want to count it for our split or just 

divide it by weight?” 

 Kaleb stopped cold. “You don’t want to 

return it?” 

 And there was a short, sharp, and 

ominous pause as they considered their 

situation. 

 “Do you?” 

 “Well, no, but...” 

 “But what?” 

 “Shit. We’d never get away with it.” 

 “Not if we take it all. And not if we stay 

here in town. Not if we stay together. But if 

we leave a reasonable amount and we split up 

and we hit the road... which I’ve gotta do 

anyway.” 

 Kaleb looked at Donny quizzically and 

weighed the options. “Yeah,” he said slowly. 

“Yeah. Let’s do it.” 

“Right.” 

“Too bad, in a way.” 
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 “Yeah?” 

 “Yeah. I mean, hey, we make a good 

team.” 

 “Yeah. We do. Tell you what, if we’re 

still in the clear a year from now, we could 

meet up somewhere.” 

 “Like where?” 

 “How about Kansas City?” 

 “Why Kansas City?” 

 “Never been there. Like to try a steak 

that’s really, really fresh.” 

 “Yeah. Okay. A year from today at a 

steak house in K.C.” 

 “Deal.” 

 “You know what?” 

 “What?” 

 “I think I’m going to miss you, man.” 

They both grinned and turned to their 

task. They grinned more after they got 

through counting all the money. 

“Jesus, look at all this.” 

“I know. Jake must have been skimming 

funds for years.” 

“How much do we take and how much 

do we leave?” 
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“How about we leave ten percent?” 

“Yeah, okay.” 

They put half a million in cash and all of 

the jewelry back into the safe and locked it. 

They pulled suitcases out of the closet and 

piled in their trove. They shot Jake and moved 

to the entryway of the suite. There, they took 

one last look around while standing on either 

side of Pooky’s body as it quietly bled into 

the carpeting. 

“Nice place. Way out of Jake’s league.” 

“Out of Pooky’s league, too.” 

“Well, they’ve got no need for it now.” 

“Nope, they surely don’t.” 

 

n the street, they held the now quite 

heavy suitcases in their left hands and 

paused, delaying the moment when they 

would part. They looked at the city lights, the 

noisy traffic, the pedestrians who never made 

eye contact, and the now dusky sky.  

 “So.” 

 “So.” 

 “Who takes the car?” 

 “Neither of us. Just leave it.” 

 O
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 “Yeah, you’re right. Which way you 

going?” 

 “Doesn’t matter. North?” 

 “Good. I’ll go south.” 

 They shook hands. Donny nodded at 

Kaleb’s suitcase and said, “Spend it in good 

health.” 

 “You bet I will,” Kaleb replied. “You do 

the same.” 

 They nodded, and then each took in a 

little extra breath. Neither of them would ever 

admit to sighing, and neither of them would 

cry in public, but they both came close for 

just a smidgeon of a microsecond. Then the 

feeling passed. They turned and headed off in 

opposite directions, the burden of those heavy 

valises alleviated by the thought of the 

contents and what all that cash would buy.  

Alleviated. You like that? Crossword.  
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The $10,000,000 Kitten 
 

he four members of the Collins family 

were debating what kind of furry 

creature to add to their household. 

Some of the votes were pro-pooch, others 

were pro-puddytat. Daniel, the father, said 

that dogs were more loyal. Kate, the mother, 

countered with the fact that cats clean 

themselves. Tracie and Troy, the children, 

said they wanted a puppy. The tide turned 

when the daily dog walking routine was 

explained to them.  

“You walk a dog twice a day,” Kate said 

to them. “Every day,” she emphasized. “Rain 

or shine. Playtime or not. TV or not.”  

Whereupon the kids changed their vote.  

 “We want a kitty!” 

 So Daniel and Kate called around the 

neighborhood to see who owned a female 

feline with a new litter and then drove over to 

watch as the kids ooh’d and ahh’d over the 

cute and fluffy bundles of energy. Of course 

there were sibling arguments: “I want the 

 T
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black one” vs. “I want the black-and-white 

one.”  

 “What about the grey one?” asked Kate. 

 “Aw mom, that’s the runt.” 

 “Yes,” Kate replied. “Yes it is. And let 

me tell you about runts. The runt of the litter 

has to have more fortitude because it’s 

smaller. The runt of the litter has to be 

smarter because it can’t compete on the same 

playing field as the others. The runt of the 

litter has to figure things out and adapt. The 

runt is the prized one.” 

 The kids looked skeptical. 

 “You seem to understand a lot about it,” 

Daniel said to his wife. 

 “The runt is the best one,” she said. 

“We’re getting the runt.” 

 As Daniel drove them home, he smiled 

at Kate as she used the visor mirror to watch 

the kids pet the kitty in the back seat. “You 

know, honey,” he said, “you pick the most 

interesting times to tell me things about you 

and your family.”   

 “Yeah, well, the way the other kittens 

were pushing runt around, that’s what it was 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

74 
 

like. And it went on for years. At least this 

one,” nodding towards the back seat, “will 

have a better chance.” She twisted to look at 

her children and said, “How we doing back 

there? Are you guys thinking of a name for 

the furry critter?” 

 “Runty.” 

 “Grey Ghost.” 

 “Runty!” 

 “Grey. Ghost.” 

 “Okay, hold it, you two,” Kate said. 

“Every cat has several names. There’s the 

name people use officially, which could be 

Grey Ghost. And there’s the name that people 

use affectionately, which could be Runty. 

And there’s the name the cat chooses for 

itself.” 

 “Mom, animals don’t pick their names.” 

 “You don’t know that,” Kate said. 

 “Neither do you, mommy!” 

 “So you agree we humans don’t know 

what animals think,” Kate said. “I choose to 

believe they select their own name. And since 

it’s a name we’ll never know, we can call 
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them whatever makes them purr or cuddle up 

or play.” 

 Grey Ghost/Runty/Vivaldi (that was the 

name it chose for itself, for it was a baroque-

loving cat) watched his new world and began 

enjoying one of its lives with the smiling 

Collins family. The fuzzy beast nuzzled their 

gentle hands again and again. And the kitty 

was happy. And lucky. 

 “He’s purring!” 

 “That’s great,” Kate said.  

“Will he always purr?” 

“You have to pet him gently.” 

 They drove on in silence for a moment 

and then Daniel said to Kate, “Hey cutie?” 

“What?” 

“I saw that they gave you a piece of 

paper when we were leaving. What was that 

all about?” 

 “Oh, right,” she said. She unfolded the 

paper and read to herself for a few seconds. 

She started chuckling. 

“Care to share?” Daniel said. 

“Sure,” she said, and began reading 

aloud: 
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Congratulations on your acquisition of a 

$10,000,000 kitten. Fortunately, we are 

currently offering a ten million dollar 

rebate, so you just pulled even on this 

transaction. 

 Now that you’re in possession of 

your fine example of Felis domesticus 

(that’s Latin for “four-legged critter that 

sleeps around the house a lot”), please 

allow us to present four points: 

 

 1) Your fur-person has not been 

swatted (except by mama cat and its 

siblings). It doesn’t even know to avoid 

your feet when you’re walking around 

the house because we always moved 

out of its way and so it thinks it owns 

the road. The point is, if you never strike 

the kitty you’ll have a contented and 

trusting cat for its whole life.   

 

 2) Your kitty knows how to use a 

scratching panel (a cardboard box) as 

well as a carpet-covered scratching 
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post. Set up your own and be sure to 

put some catnip on them.  

 

 3) If the cat scratches the couch, 

chair, curtains, etc., pick it up and say 

“Nooooooooo” in a low tone, kind of like 

mama cat growling softly. Then place its 

itty-bitty kitty paws on the scratching 

post while saying “Good cat!” in a 

pleasant tone of voice. Speak in the 

same manner as when letting your 

spouse know you appreciate that they 

picked up their dirty socks for a change. 

 

 4) Cats carry eighteen tiny 

daggers, five on each front paw, four on 

each rear paw. Kittens will scratch 

anything that moves and most things 

that don’t move. There are special tools 

for trimming cat claws but you can use 

a regular nail clipper. Careful: only snip 

1/16th inch of a young cat’s claws (1/8th 

inch on an adult). If you clip more than 

the sharp tip, it splits the claw and is 
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painful, which results in a lap full of 

fuzzy fury.  

 

 So, take care and: Bye-bye for 

meow! 

 

The Collins family took their feline into 

the house where it spent the rest of the day 

exploring every room and taking cat naps.  

 “Mommy, why does Grey Ghost sleep so 

much?” 

 “Because,” she told them, “cats are 

magical creatures. When the cat’s asleep in 

our world, it is trying to resolve the mysteries 

of the universe in some other dimension.” 

 “Mommy, is that true?” 

 “No one knows, but it explains a lot 

about cats,” she replied. “Meanwhile, when 

kitty’s sleeping, let it alone.” 

 

rey Ghost/Runty/Vivaldi purred a lot 

with the Collins family. Purred and 

napped, and preened and napped, and played 

and napped. The naps were crucial in 

 G
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performing its life’s purpose of trying to 

resolve the mysteries of the universe. 
 

 

Vivaldi. 
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Data Stalkers, LLC 
 

nto the underground parking lot, up the 

escalator to the atrium lobby, and across 

the faux marble floor to sign in at the 

security desk. Over to the elevators, ascend to 

floor nineteen, and then down the hallway to 

enter a high-tech suite of ultramodern 

workstations. A receptionist takes your name 

and asks if you would like coffee, tea, water, 

fruit juice, and/or a gluten-free muffin. You 

politely decline. All business, that’s you. 

Within minutes, a sleek executive 

assistant appears and guides you through the 

clacking hive of activity to a luxurious corner 

office. You are met by a thirtysomething 

middle manager wearing a stylish suit and a 

phony grin. He invites you to sit on an 

ergonomic chair across from an oversize 

wood-and-glass desk, and the interview 

begins. 

 “We here at InterBizNet are glad you’re 

writing this piece on us.” 

 “All right,” you say, “let’s start with the 

basics. What exactly is InterBizNet?” 

 I
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 “We are part of the burgeoning B2B2C 

community,” he says. 

“B2B2C?” 

“Business-to-business-to-consumer.” 

“What do you guys do?” 

“Okay, here’s the deal,” the executive 

states. “InterBizNet is a fully-formed web-

specific data-first B2B2C marketing 

communications company utilizing best-in-

class practices to engage both bottom line and 

zeitgeist strategies for optimal consumerism.” 

 “Meaning that you’re a digital marketing 

agency.” 

“Exactly,” he says. 

“But what do you actually accomplish?” 

 “Ah, you want the hard facts. No 

problemo. Let me take this systematically. 

First, we analyze the unique paradigms of our 

clients’ areas of dominant accountability.” 

 “You make a list of what your client 

does.” 

 “Correct. And then we spreadsheet the 

parameters of the intellectual and emotional 

attachments to products and services as they 

intersect with the defined marketplace 
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segments of primary and tertiary interest to 

the institutions we service.” 

 “You write down what people like about 

your client.” 

 “Correct again.” 

 “Okay. Then what?” 

 “Then we apply proprietary technology 

to formulate an arrangement of metadata 

across a spectrum of potential target audience 

utilizations just prior to systematically 

ascribing them to an array of media in each of 

the sundry forms of communication that may 

be piloted,” he says. 

 “You create hype that contains terms 

related to the client.” 

 “Precisely. Boy, you’re easy to talk to. 

My wife just doesn’t get any of this.” 

 “Perhaps she’s quite intelligent, despite 

her life choices.” 

 “That’s what she says!” 

 “I see. Anything else?” 

 “Oh there are numerous other aspects to 

our fully integrated information and data 

capture process. For example, we gather a 

plethora of info from the IOT—the Internet of 
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Things. Plus, there’s the ubiquitous radio 

frequency I.D. transmitters embedded in 

products, store shelving, and shopping carts.” 

 “Let me guess: so consumer activity can 

be tracked and monitored.” 

 “Indeed,” he replies. “Then, when a 

consumer steps into an FRZ, we gather more 

data and store it with what we’ve already 

gleaned.” 

 “An FRZ?” 

 “Facial Recognition Zone.” 

 “You’re scanning customers’ faces?” 

 “Oh yes,” he admits, “but the main thing 

is the retinal scan. Much more accurate than 

mere facial recognition technology. It really 

should be called an RRZ instead of an FRZ, 

but, well, there you go with linguistics.” 

 “Uh-huh. What happens next?” 

 “We catalog all data along with 

consumers’ DNA and then—” 

 “Wait, the DNA?” 

 “Sure, when a patron touches something 

in a retail location, we obtain a DNA sample. 

Soon we’ll be getting it directly from your 

phone.” 
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 “Oh my god...” 

 “Anyway, once the data is analyzed, a 

well-coordinated media-rich campaign is 

launched. Then the algorithms take over. The 

algorithms shoulder the primary responsibility 

for matching consumer needs and desires with 

the appropriate client-based sales channels,” 

he says.  

 “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” you 

say. “Basically, you guys grab information 

about people when they search for something 

on the Internet, when they purchase 

something by credit card, when they use a 

phone, when they stream something, and 

when they touch something inside a store.” 

 “Exactly,” he says. 

 “So that means everybody is being 

constantly tracked?” 

“Correct.” 

“And the data is made available 

throughout your organization?” 

 “Of course,” he states. 

 “And your firm’s hype begins 

bombarding those people?” 
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 “Oh yes indeed,” he replies, “but not just 

our marketing messages.” 

 “Because you also sell the data to other 

advertisers?” 

 “Absolutely,” he admits. “It’s a gold 

mine.” 

 “Which is why hype keeps popping up 

on someone’s computer, mobile phone, TV 

screen, and on and on. Is that it?” 

 “That is it! You have grasped the 

principles of our business. That was just 

excellent. Except, you know, for your use of 

common, everyday language. We don’t talk 

that way because we can’t charge people as 

much if we explain it the way you just did,” 

he says. 

 “The data has permeated the cranial 

recesses and the relevant conclusions have 

been reached.” 

 “What?” he asks. 

 “I understand,” you reply. 

 “Oh, good. Say, you’re not by any 

chance considering taking a position with a 

web-specific data-first B2B2C marketing 
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communications company, are you? Because 

we’ve got openings.” 

 “The idea of an affirmative response is 

countermanded by a plethora of reasons for 

avoidance of such an association.” 

 “What?” he asks again. 

 “Not on your life.” 
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Y.A. Fiction 
  

murder of crows landed atop a tall 

chain link fence. Some of the birds 

preened while others looked down at 

two humans, one of whom pitched a yellow 

orb into the air. The tossed object was a 

neoprene globe filled with pressurized air and 

covered with glued-on nylon felt. The sphere 

slowed as it reached its apogee, stopped, 

succumbed to the pull of gravity, and began 

its descent back toward earth. Whereupon the 

human struck it with tremendous force using a 

27.25-inch-long apparatus made of a graphite 

composite frame and a web of polyester 

synthetic fiber.  

 Propelled at a speed of 225 kmh (140 

mph for those of you in America), the orb 

zoomed over an elevated line of demarcation 

and struck a hard clay surface. Just after 

bouncing, another human struck it using a 

similar frame-and-web contraption and the 

sphere was hurtled in the opposite direction to 

land once again on the unyielding surface. 

 A
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Back and forth it went and the controlled 

ferocity continued until— 

 “Out. Love-15.” 

 The two hominids who were hammering 

the yellow orb with their frame-and-web arm 

extenders were of a similar size and shape: 

taller than average but not too tall; thin but 

not wispy; well-toned but not overly 

muscular. In short, both males were possessed 

of the ideal dimensions for tennis players.  

 Todd Jeffries, the younger of the two 

athletes, was serving to the older, more 

experienced player, a man named Cal 

Andresson. The orb was tossed upwards, 

stopped, began falling to earth, and was 

smacked into a line drive over the net 

separating two sides of the rectangular 

playing surface. 

 Whap! 225 kmh. Bounce. Whap! 225 

kmh. Bounce. Whap! Slower this time, but 

with lots of spin.  

 Back and forth the battle raged. The 

teenaged Todd lost a point, then won a point, 

then lost a point and then lost a couple more. 

Droplets of sweat disengaged from the two 
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players; each drop gleamed in the sun, 

creating miniature diadems of refracted light 

as they descended to splatter on the court. 

Throughout the match, Todd and Andresson 

raced and lunged between the lines of the 

playing surface, their shoes making squidgy 

and coughing sounds in protest. 

 

he match was the most recent in a long 

line of sports events in which Todd had 

participated. From almost the time he could 

walk, he was involved in physical 

competition. Swimming. Karate. Track-and-

field. Pee Wee Football. Little League. Pony 

League. Wrestling. Gymnastics. Youth 

MMA. Golden Gloves boxing. Jiu-jitsu. But 

those were left behind once he discovered 

tennis. 

 Shortly after Todd first entered high 

school, he was spotted by the basketball 

coach because he was calmly sinking bucket 

after bucket from the three-point-line. After 

ascertaining that Todd was able to pass, 

dribble, and guard another player, Coach 

Grizzard began strongly lobbying Todd to 

 T
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switch from regular gym class to the 

basketball team. 

 “With your natural ability, you’ll be first 

string in no time, son!” he told him. Todd 

smiled and declined. 

 “Too busy with tennis,” Todd said, still 

shooting baskets.  

 “Tennis?! That’s not a big sport at this 

school.” Coach Grizzard hung out at the 

baseline, his booming voice easily reaching 

Todd at center court. 

 “I am well aware of that,” Todd said. 

 “So where you playing tennis?” 

 “Bath.” 

 “Oh. Rich kid, huh?” Batherwood 

Country Club was expensive. Teens who 

played tennis there were usually in private 

school. “What are you doing here then?” 

 “It’s not like that,” Todd told him. “My 

tennis coach works there as the club pro. He’s 

giving me lessons.” Todd made a right-

handed shot. 

 “How often are the lessons?” 

 “Seven times a week.” 

 “When are they?” 
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 “Mornings, usually.” Todd made a left-

handed shot. 

 “So no problem! Team practice is after 

school Monday through Thursday and games 

are Friday night.” 

 “No can do.” 

 “Why not?” Coach Grizzard never did 

anything without barreling forward. 

 “Look, Coach Grizzard,” Todd told him, 

“I appreciate your assessment of my 

basketball skills, such as they are, but I don’t 

have the time. I see Coach Kortof for lessons 

in the mornings but I have tennis practice 

every day after school. Including Fridays.” 

 Coach Grizzard just stared at Todd as he 

shot baskets. The frowning coach was still 

staring when the period ended and Todd went 

for a shower. Todd didn’t think anything of it 

but the crusade to get him on the team had 

just begun. In science class the next day: 

 “Too stuck up to play basketball?” This 

from a pretty but snotty blonde student who 

was dating one of the starters on the hoops 

team. She walked away before Todd could 

reply. 
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 “Afraid to play a real sport?” was 

another jibe directed at Todd over and over 

again. And the hazing escalated quickly. His 

locker was spray-painted pink at one point. A 

group of students broke into his parents’ 

garage and were apparently about to trash the 

cars when the police arrived. The miscreants 

had not only set off a silent alarm but the cops 

also received a phone call from Todd’s sister 

who saw the start of the break-in on a security 

camera mounted on the upper edge of the 

house. The vandals were arrested and thrown 

out of school, and several of them were sent 

to a reformatory in a rural part of a 

neighboring state. This made most people 

who knew them breathe a sigh of relief—

except that one of the cretins had been first 

string on the basketball team, which meant 

the team’s chances at the city championship 

were now put in jeopardy. Which only 

increased Todd’s trouble at school, eventually 

causing his family to arrange for him to 

transfer. 

 Just before switching schools, one of the 

confrontations turned ugly. Three seniors, 
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backed by a small crowd of spectators, began 

looking for an excuse to, as one put it, “beat 

the crap out of the little Toddy Bear.” Usually 

Todd would just sigh and move on from these 

situations, but this time the crowd had him 

boxed in. Todd shrugged, tossed his books to 

the floor and began performing tiny stretching 

moves with his neck, shoulders, back and 

legs. 

 “What the hell is that for, faggot?” 

 Todd carefully assessed the three 

mongoloids who were taunting him but he 

remained silent. 

 “Thhis little pansy is cruisin’ for a 

bruisin’,” one said. Several onlookers 

laughed. Only a couple of them knew of 

Todd’s martial arts training. 

 Finished with his stretching, Todd 

readied himself, pointed at one of the morons 

and said, “You going first?” 

 An “uh-oh” went through the crowd. The 

belligerent student, larger than Todd, was 

taken aback for a second, but then he smirked 

and moved toward Todd, hands clenched. 
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Todd blew him a kiss and the idiot began 

swinging wildly.  

 The fight lasted approximately three-

quarters of a second. Todd executed what is 

known as a front snap kick, pulling it off 

expertly. His shoe struck the dolt on the point 

of the jaw, sending debilitating shockwaves to 

the brain. There was a slight pause. Then, 

with a comical roll of his eyes, the clown 

collapsed in a swoon-like manner. 

 “Well, that was fast,” came a voice out 

of the crowd, prompting laughter. 

 Todd pointed at the remaining two oafs 

and said, “You guys still in this, or not?” 

 They hesitated, but were galvanized into 

action when an annoying noise wafted out of 

the crowd at them: the unmistakable bawck-

bawck sound that says “chicken.” Both of the 

jerks rushed at Todd and this next battle 

lasted almost five whole seconds as Todd 

performed a swift series of moves:  

 

 a kick to the ribs 

 a left jab to the nose 

 an elbow to the cheekbone 
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 a spinning backfist to the neck 

 a left uppercut to the jaw  

 

All three of his attackers were now on the 

ground, dazed and bloody. Todd retrieved his 

books and silently walked away. 

 

he black birds were no longer on the 

chain link fence so they did not see Todd 

playing at the uppermost level of his ability. 

Every muscle was being utilized and his body 

was performing just as he wanted. Serves, 

forehands, and backhands were executed with 

grace and style. Todd was seeing the court 

exactly the way he had been taught to view it: 

as a compact area to defend and a vast 

expansive area in which to deliver the ball. He 

called on every mental and physical reserve 

he possessed. But it was not enough.  

 “Game, set, and match to Mr. 

Andresson.” 

 Todd lost 6-1, 6-1, 6-3. This might have 

been dismaying except for the nature of his 

opponent, the man currently ranked number 

fifteen in the world. The teenager and his 

 T
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tennis champion opponent met at the net and 

shook hands. “Great match!” Todd said. 

“Thanks for the opportunity to play you, sir.” 

 “None of that ‘sir’ stuff, now,” came the 

reply. “You can call me The Tennis Poobah.”  

 “What?” 

 “Gotcha.” 

 They both laughed and headed off the 

court. The teen was joined by his stepfather, 

his uncle, his sister, and his mother. There 

came a cacophony of commentary:  

“Good match, Todd.”  

“Great match, son.”  

“Your backhand is really improving.”  

“Nice serves.”  

“Better ball control than last time.” 

His trainer was there, too, the imposing 

and dour looking man who everyone 

addressed by his surname, Kortof. 

 Kortof the former Czech tennis great 

who thirty years ago was on his way to being 

ranked one of the best in the world when a 

freak automobile accident rendered his knees 

and hips useless for professional matches. But 

it didn’t dim his enthusiasm for the sport and 
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he dedicated his life to instructing young 

players, guiding them physically and 

emotionally to become good, better, and 

possibly the best in the world. 

 After everyone else was shooed away, 

Todd and Kortof faced each other in the 

changing room. “Good,” Kortof said. 

“Tomorrow we review the film.” He always 

called the video files “film.”  

 “I won so few games,” Todd said. 

 “Yes,” Kortof replied. “On schedule.” 

 The plan was for Todd to lose. The plan 

was always for Todd to lose. “Only by 

competing against better players, and losing 

to better players, will you find out how good 

you can be,” is what Kortof told him. “Losing 

now will toughen you up. Give you the will to 

win. You understand me?” 

 “Yes, Kortof,” Todd said. 

“You lose in your training, you win in 

your career. Okay? You get that?” 

 “Yes, Kortof.” 

 “Good. Okay. Shower now. Have sex 

tonight. Tomorrow we go back to work.” 

 “Yes, Kortof.” 
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Beachfront Property 
 

he view from the top of the Ferris 

wheel was spectacular. Above, a 

canopy of swirling clouds. Below, 

families enjoying the touristy attractions of 

the Windward Beach Pier. To the east, a 

vibrant cityscape. To the west, the ocean 

stretching to infinity. 

 Most riders were happy to regard the 

sights while clutching each other as the cars 

on the wheel rocked and swayed, but one 

person was oblivious to the surroundings. 

Having been dragged to the Pier by a niece 

and nephew visiting from out of town, the 

man kept going over the speech he was 

scheduled to deliver to a state planning board 

later in the week. 

 “Usage of fossil fuels increased the 

concentration of carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere,” he said to himself as he 

inwardly practiced his presentation. “Since 

carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas—meaning 

that it traps heat—this raised the temperature 

of the earth’s atmosphere.” 

 T
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 “Wheeee!” said the kids on the ride with 

him. 

 “As the polar icecap melted,” he 

continued to himself, “the albedo of the planet 

was affected. Albedo is the measurement of 

the Earth’s ability to reflect light. Less light 

reflected results in higher temperatures 

throughout the earth’s atmosphere, which just 

adds to the melting problem—a perfect 

vicious circle,” he noted to himself. “The 

warming of the atmosphere also means that 

the air is carrying larger amounts of water. 

That, in turn, means that the air is heavier and 

therefore it interacts with the ocean in ways 

not helpful to humankind. The sea water 

becomes more acidic, interfering with aquatic 

life forms and adversely affecting commercial 

fishing.” 

 “Uncle Walt, the water is being funny,” 

said one of the children. 

 “Not now,” the man said and went back 

to his inner monologue: “Storms erupted in a 

more violent manner than ever before. The 

combination of the rise in seawater 

temperature, alterations of the air, and 
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adaptations within the ozone layer produced 

tempests, squalls, and hurricanes in places 

they had never occurred before. In addition, 

what would have been minor storms were 

now major ones. And what would have been 

major storms became cataclysmic.” 

 Everyone on the Pier had been oblivious 

to the atmospheric events taking place in their 

hemisphere. They could not see that a wave 

had been growing in the middle of the ocean. 

As it approached the shoreline of the state, 

those people at the top of the Ferris wheel 

noticed a change where the sky met the sea.  

 “Is the horizon rising?” one rider thought 

to herself. But she was on a carnival ride that 

was supposed to be a bit dizzying, so she 

shrugged it off. After another revolution of 

the wheel, she could see that something had 

changed in the ocean. “The sea looks closer,” 

she told her date.  

 “Naw, the tide’s going out. Look.” 

 True, the waves were being sucked back 

from the beach, but the sea itself was rising, 

rising, rising... 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

103 
 

 By the next revolution of the Ferris 

wheel, riders began screaming to be let off the 

ride. What was happening in the ocean was 

fearsome. Normally, the surf along this beach 

measured anywhere from two to four feet. 

Perhaps six or seven feet when big swells 

gathered offshore in winter. But this 

oncoming wave was bigger. 

 Much bigger. 

 One hundred thirty feet high and fifty-

seven miles long, the wave was an irresistible 

force that churned and roiled with unremitting 

urgency. The surging liquid monument was a 

vortex that combined the fearsomeness of 

tempests, tornadoes, and bolts of lightning. 

The great wave smashed the harbor’s 

breakwater, destroyed the boats in the marina, 

disintegrated the pier, and sent the Ferris 

wheel careening off its moorings. The 

structure was put through several agonizing 

contortions before it was engulfed by the 

maelstrom and converted into screaming 

twisted bits of metal.  

 Helicopter pilots in the city’s many news 

and police choppers were the next to have a 
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terrific view of the onslaught. One copter was 

knocked out of the sky in much the same way 

that a volleyball is spiked into the ground 

during a championship match. Another was 

impaled by trees flung across the bay as if 

they were javelins.  

 Other helicopters obtained sensational 

images of the destructive energy of the water 

uprooting or crushing everything in its path. 

Buildings were ripped to pieces and turned 

into driftwood as cars were sent flying in all 

directions. People were crushed as if they 

were dirt clods under the tracks of a 

bulldozer. 

 In the bay that morning, a solitary surfer 

had been idly paddling on his board as the 

wave approached. “About time there was a 

big one,” he thought to himself when the 

wave was still far out to sea. But even in his 

semi-stoned condition, he came to realize this 

was not just “a big one” but was the big one. 

Should he get out of the water? There was no 

time. “What the hell,” he thought, turned his 

board and started paddling to see about 

catching the gargantuan wave.  
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 He judged it perfectly, got to his feet and 

began the ride of his life. The rumble and roar 

filled his ears. It seemed as if the muscles of 

the entire ocean were licking at his board as 

he was thrust across the face of the liquid 

mountain. The adrenaline jolt was beyond 

anything he had ever experienced. 

 The wave possessed him and boosted 

him far above Windward Beach State Park, 

over the bike path, above Ocean View Walk, 

over the lanes of the Coast Highway, above 

the haunted Shangri-La Restaurant, over the 

shops of the Beach Street Promenade, above 

the Windward Public Library, and inland in a 

momentous rush toward the city skyscrapers.  

 He was shouting and laughing like a 

crazed animal. “Amazing!” he said to himself 

over and over again. “Absofuckinglutely 

amaz—” was what he was yelling just as the 

wave catapulted him and his surfboard into 

the seventeenth floor window of the Medical 

Centre building at the corner of Oceancrest 

Boulevard and 20th Street and collapsed the 

building right down to its foundation. 

 And suddenly the chimera was over.  
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nside a mundane apartment building eight 

blocks from the beach, a man awoke with a 

brief convulsion, caught his breath, and 

groaned as he became aware his body was 

sweat-drenched. He disgustedly threw back 

the covers and swung himself around to sit on 

the edge of the bed, his feet dangling over the 

side. Wet! Instinctively, he recoiled from the 

cold brackish liquid. The briny water that was 

eight inches deep. Eight inches deep in his 

third floor apartment. He cursed, stood up 

awkwardly on the bed, and looked around the 

room. 

 Gently lapping water was everywhere. 

The structure was groaning under the 

immense weight of it. He turned and threw 

back the curtains on the window above his 

bed. And was confronted by a wall of blue-

green sea as it crashed down on his bedroom, 

his apartment building, his world. 

 And then he awoke. And swung his legs 

over the edge of the bed. And recoiled from 

the ice-cold liquid. And climbed on his bed. 

And looked out the window. And was 

 I
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confronted by the wall of blue-green sea as it 

crashed down on his bedroom, his apartment 

building, his world. 
 And then he awoke. And swung his legs over the 

edge of the bed. And recoiled from the ice-cold liquid. And 

climbed on his bed. And looked out the window. And was 

confronted by the wall of blue-green sea as it crashed down 

on his bedroom, his apartment building, his world. 

 And then he awoke. And swung his legs over the edge of the 

bed. And recoiled from the ice-cold liquid. And climbed on his bed. 

And looked out the window. And was confronted by the wall of blue-

green sea as it crashed down on his bedroom, his apartment building, 

his world. 

 And then he awoke. And swung his legs over the edge of the bed. And 

recoiled from the ice-cold liquid. And climbed on his bed. And looked out the 

window. And was confronted by the wall of blue-green sea as it crashed down on 

his bedroom, his apartment building, his world. 

 And then he decided to make a short story about this experience.  
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The Kid 
 

he Kid launched himself head-first 

into a bigger boy's face. There were 

no further hostilities because the older 

child grabbed his smashed nose and 

immediately ceased bothering anybody. The 

Kid watched for a few seconds to make 

certain he had made his point. Satisfied that 

his action had produced the desired result, he 

returned to what he had been doing, which 

was playing catch with a smaller boy.  

Perhaps some history and perspective are 

required to fully appreciate this exquisite 

moment of brutishness...  

 

ven at three years old, The Kid would 

examine, play with, operate, and explore 

all things electrical and most things 

mechanical. He would take apart any device 

not nailed down, or any device that was nailed 

down. TV. Computer. Printer. Radio. Clock. 

Watch. Phone. Doorbell. Turntable. 

Amplifier. Speaker cabinet. Electric guitar. 

 T

 E
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Acoustic guitar. Headphones. Garage door 

opener.  

Sometimes he was even able to put them 

back together in working order. 

On a regular basis, his mom and dad 

were worried, petrified, terrified, horrified, 

freaked-out, and scared witless. Quite apart 

from the disruption to their daily lives, there 

was the continual fear for their son. After all, 

a shock from the electric current running 

through a house can cause a few minor 

problems, like muscle spasms, headaches, 

breathing difficulties, and temporary loss of 

consciousness. Not to mention point-of-

contact burns, loss of vision, impaired 

hearing, respiratory or cardiac arrest, brain 

damage, and/or death. So they had to be on 

their toes. 

“Quick, The Kid’s got the hair drier!”  

“Look out, The Kid’s into the home 

security system!” 

“Don’t let The Kid take the car keys!” 

“The Kid’s by the pool filter!” 

“Watch what The Kid is doing with the 

electric toothbrush!” 
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“The TV remote!” 

“The blender!” 

“The stove!” 

“The oven!” 

“The can opener!” 

“The microwave!” 

“The refrigerator!” 

“The lawn mower!” 

“The barbecue grill!” 

As he explored more of the world, his 

parents sometimes underestimated him. “You 

don’t think he can reach the electric saw in 

the garage, do you?” his mother asked his 

father. 

“No, it’s pretty high up on the wall,” he 

said. 

“Right. Okay.”  

That was correct. The electric saw was 

hanging on a hook two meters above the floor 

of the garage. Even some adults would have 

to stand on a stepstool to reach it. 

Ten minutes after opening the garage to 

wash the car, his parents heard the 

unmistakable sound of the electric saw. They 

rushed over to find The Kid standing atop the 
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workbench, carefully examining the groove 

that the saw blade had cut into an old piece of 

wood he had clamped into the vise at the end 

of the bench. How did he get up there to reach 

the saw? He had created a makeshift ladder 

using paint cans, boards, and cardboard boxes 

full of books.  

Holding the saw in both hands, he turned 

to look down at his frightened parents. 

“Works good,” he said, and then calmly 

unplugged it and re-hung it on the wall.  

It is astonishing that his parents were not 

diagnosed with heart palpitations or ulcers. 

 

id The Kid get electric shocks from time 

to time? Certainly, but that didn’t stop 

him from examining everything electronic. 

He entered a room, spotted something 

plugged in or battery-powered and he was 

immediately interested.  

“Can I touch it?” he asked. “Can we 

open it up?” he asked. “What about looking 

inside?” His parents, grandparents, 

babysitters, and teachers could not count how 

many times they had to answer such 

 D
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questions. They do recall that their most 

frequent answers were “No,” “No way,” 

“No!” and “God no!” always followed by a 

calm, cool, and careful explanation of the 

various ways his actions might lead to severe 

bodily harm, carnage, doom, disaster, 

destruction, and the loss of electric power 

until the city maintenance workers could 

swing by and rectify things. None of which 

seemed to bother The Kid very much but at 

least he understood that he was under the eye 

of Very Concerned Adults, so he sometimes 

humored them by finding some non-electrical 

atrocity on which he could concentrate. 

 

 
The Kid  

(one second before ruining 

 the camera lens). 
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n one visit to his grandparents, the three-

year-old Kid made a beeline straight to 

an electric fan that had been set up near the 

kitchen. “Please don’t touch that,” he was 

told. You could see him considering his 

options. He was probably saying to himself, 

“I can touch it but then they’ll take it away. 

But they didn’t say when I shouldn’t touch it, 

so if I just wait long enough . . .” 

He asked what kind of fan it was and his 

father said, “It’s called an oscillating fan 

because it oscillates from one position to 

another.” 

“Don’t tell him that,” his mom said to his 

father. “He can’t understand that. Just say it’s 

a fan that goes back and forth.” 

A month later, The Kid went to his first 

day of pre-school. When his parents came to 

pick him up at day’s end, the school 

administrator told them, “We’re very 

impressed with your son. He walked into the 

classroom and said that we had an oscillating 

fan. Four syllable words are fairly rare from 

three-year-olds, you know.” The father 

O 
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exerted all of his will power and refrained 

from sending an I-told-you-so glance at his 

wife.  

 

rriving at the pre-school to pick up The 

Kid one afternoon, the dad was 

informed that his son was “in trouble.” The 

Kid’s offence was operating the school’s 

record player at the wrong speed, playing a 

33-1/3 rpm (revolutions per minute) recording 

at 45 rpm and then at 78 rpm. Evidently, this 

upset some of the children. 

“Really?” the dad said. “I thought kids 

liked those speeded-up things.” 

“Well, some do,” the administrator said. 

“But it scares some of the younger children 

and makes one of the young boys cry.” 

“Wait ‘til he hears some hard-sell TV 

commercials.” 

“What?” 

“Never mind. So, where do things stand 

with this?” 

“We made it clear that if your son does it 

again, he’ll lose his turn at being record 

player monitor.” 

 A
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“Seems fair,” the dad said. 

A few days later the father was informed 

that The Kid had blasted out one of the 

records at top speed and would lose his next 

turn with the record player. 

“Let’s see if I have this straight,” he said 

to his son on their way to the car. “They told 

you not to play records at the wrong speed. 

They warned you about what would happen if 

you did that again, and you did it again, and 

then they did what they said they’d do.” 

“Um-hmm,” said The Kid. 

“So,” the dad said slowly, “it sounds like 

everything’s cool.” 

The Kid shrugged and said, “Guess so.” 

Action.  

Consequences.  

Lesson learned.  

Maybe.  

 

t the pre-school, there were three groups 

of kids, organized just as you’d suspect: 

little, medium and big. Their size was 

primarily a function of age, and usually the 

 A
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three-year-olds played with three-year-olds 

and so on. 

One late afternoon, The Kid’s dad was 

walking from the car to pick up his son. The 

man was on the sidewalk, moving along the 

fence bordering the large grassy play area of 

the school. Looking through the fence, the 

man spotted his son playing catch with one of 

the littler boys. Not the baseball-and-glove 

kind of catch, but using a rubbery ball that 

was too large to fit through a basketball hoop.  

The Kid had no trouble with the ball, but 

the younger boy seemed only a little larger 

than the sphere and often couldn’t get a 

handle on it no matter how softly it was rolled 

to him. The father noticed that his son was 

unbothered by this—he waited good-

naturedly for the little guy to knock the ball 

down, throw his arms around it, raise it to 

chest level and give it a mighty heave in The 

Kid’s general direction. The Kid moved 

wherever he needed to retrieve the 

sometimes-errant throw, and then he’d gently 

lob or roll the ball back. The father grinned at 

his son’s patience. 
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Suddenly, a boy who was bigger than 

either of them ran over and snatched the ball 

out of the hands of the little boy and began 

taunting him. He’d hold the ball out and yank 

it back, over and over. The Kid said 

something but the dad was too far away to 

hear it. The big boy kept tormenting the little 

boy. The Kid walked over and said something 

again. The bigger boy turned, put his hand on 

The Kid’s chest and gave him a shove that 

flung him back four or five steps.  

The Kid stood there a moment and 

appeared to sigh. His chest expanded and his 

shoulders went up; he exhaled and his 

shoulders went back down. He again walked 

up to the bigger boy and this time tapped him 

on the shoulder. The guy turned on him, a 

snarl on his face and his arm moving forward 

to administer another shove. The arm never 

arrived and the shove never happened because 

The Kid leaped straight at him, sending the 

top of his own head into the bigger boy’s 

snout. The self-styled tough guy dropped the 

ball, grabbed his nose, started to cry, and ran 

toward the classrooms, wailing all the way 
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across the playground. The Kid picked up the 

ball and calmly returned to playing catch with 

the smaller boy. 

Administering a physical lesson to a 

bully was something every man wants to do at 

some point in his life, and The Kid had just 

done it right in front of his father. The 

proudly grinning dad turned to share this 

wonderful moment with... nobody. The 

sidewalk was empty. 

The dad continued around the 

playground to the school entrance, signed in, 

walked past the classrooms and out onto the 

play area, fully expecting to be called back for 

a quick parent/teacher conference. But 

nothing happened. No one approached him 

about the incident. One of the teachers even 

waved happily from a classroom door several 

yards away. Reaching his son, he asked, “You 

ready to go, Kid?” 

“Sure thing, dad,” he said. Turning to the 

smaller boy, The Kid said, “See you 

tomorrow.” 

On the way to the car, the dad asked, 

“How was school today?” 
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“Okay.” 

“Anything unusual happen?” 

“Nope.” 

“Really? Just a regular day for you?” 

“Yup.” 

 

ver the years, the father tried talking 

with his son about things he thought 

were important. Little things such as the basic 

principles of humanity, the difference 

between public and private behavior, the 

worth of rules, how people’s actions are often 

open to interpretation, the artistic concept of 

truth vs. illusion, the possibilities of hell 

taking place on earth, plus: committees, 

politics, god, hypocrisy, double standards, 

context/intent in the use of the English 

language, and so on. The Kid listened quietly 

for the most part, but when he commented, he 

usually said something like, “Kids are funny 

but adults are strange.” 

To which the dad replied, “Funny kids 

become strange adults.”  

No matter how hard you try. 
 

 O
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Face Value 
 

orty Riskind took a deep breath 

and crossed his fingers. Then he 

uncrossed them and made the 

business move he had been performing for 

many years: he grabbed his phone, squinted at 

it a second to focus, hit one of the pre-set 

numbers, and waited to hear the familiar 

greeting on the other end of the line:  

“Good morning, Richardson and 

Associates Casting.” 

“Hi Bess, it’s Morty. How ya doin’ 

darlin’?” 

“Morty, we’re really busy over here.” 

“Right right right, I gotcha. Just wanted 

to make sure you got the head shots.” 

 “Morty,” she sighed, “I don’t know what 

to tell you.” 

 “Again? They’re bad?” 

 “Afraid so.” 

 “Damn.” 

 “I’m sorry, Morty.” 

 “Yeah, yeah, I know.” 

 “You want me to send them back?” 

 M
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 “Never does any good. They always look 

okay to me. They always look great to me. 

I’m tellin’ ya, these guys and gals are so 

terrific—” 

 “Morty, we go back a long way, and—” 

 “Yeah, and—” 

 “—so you know I’ll look at what you 

have, but this stuff is, well, it’s arty and a 

little scary, but these aren’t casting images.” 

 “But maybe if—” 

 “Morty, these aren’t head shots. These 

are hodge-podges of faces and paintings and 

plastic surgery and I don’t know what else.” 

 “If there was just—” 

 “Morty!” 

 “What?” 

 “Stop sending these things to people. 

You’ll lose your business.” 

 “But jeeze, Bess, I gotta get work for my 

guys and gals.” 

 “Maybe only send your clients to casting 

calls in person. And change photographers.” 

 “I tried both of those things.  Didn’t 

help.” 

 “Morty, I gotta to get back to work.” 
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 “Yeah, okay, okay. Thanks, Bess. Maybe 

we could—” 

 “Later, Morty.” 

 “Right, right, ‘bye.” 

 Alvitz Morton Riskind, president of 

Morton Riskind Talent Agency, stared at his 

phone and sighed. Another turn-down. 

Another dead-end. Another set of images that 

had been corrupted, defiled, besmirched. 

“What am I gonna do?” he thought to himself. 

Things were going downhill fast. No clients 

working meant no percentage for him. No 

percentage for him meant no income. And 

that meant— 

 “No income, no eat,” he muttered to 

himself.  

 He took out the most recent set of head 

shots of his clients. Beautiful people. 

Beautiful young people, mostly. They were 

energetic, exuberant, full of hope. Big smiles. 

Big hair. Big chests on a few of them. “And 

not just on the men,” he thought to himself. 

 They all looked great in the photographs 

but the images never looked good to the 

casting directors. Something was fouling 
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them up. Some unseen force was perverting 

the photographs, twisting them into weird and 

disturbing shapes. This had to stop! This just 

can’t be happening. And yet it was happening, 

over and over again. What am I gonna do, he 

wailed inwardly again. What the hell am I 

gonna do? Morty stared at the images on his 

desk. The room was hushed. Motionless and 

lifeless. He picked up a stack of photos and 

leaned back in his chair to contemplate them, 

engulfed in the silence. 

 “Perhaps I can help you.” 

 “Jesus H. Christ!” Morty said. The 

photos went flying from his hands and 

skittering to the floor. “What the— Where did 

you—?” 

 “Oh, I have been near you for a while.” 

 “Jeeze, don’t sneak up on a person like 

that.” 

 “I have been around you ever since the 

night of the party, in fact.” 

 “Oh wait,” Morty said, “yeah, I 

remember you. Yeah, sure. You had the 

cockamamie theories of god and the devil. 

You’re crazy.” 
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 “So you said at the time. It was very 

hurtful.” 

 “Oh, it was ‘hurtful,’ was it? How about 

what you did, comin’ into a perfectly nice 

party and laying on everyone a big downer 

story about the devil this and the devil that. 

Y’know what you are? You’re a buzzkill.” 

 “If you are uncomfortable with certain 

realities, then perhaps—” 

 “Y’know what? I’ll give ya a dose of 

reality. Get the fuck outta here!” Morty yelled 

at him. 

 “Certainly.” The entity turned and glided 

to the door. “I just thought you would like to 

know what was happening with the images of 

your clients.” 

 “Wait, what do you know about it?” 

 The entity turned back to Morty. “I know 

everything about it. I am the one who is 

causing it.” 

 “You’re causing it? The hell are you 

talking about?” 

 “It is a simple curse, Mr. Riskind, the 

kind that can be laid upon someone very 

easily, and just as easily lifted.” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

125 
 

 “Oh god, you are nuts.” 

 “Not at all. Or at least not in the way you 

mean. Look, I will be happy to show you.” 

 “Show me?” 

 “Certainly.” The entity was gliding back 

to the desk. “On the wall behind you are 

photos of your clients, correct?” 

 Morty glanced at the wall, then back at 

the entity. “Yeah, so?” 

 “Pretty people, most of them. Attractive, 

friendly, non-threatening. Normal human 

physiognomy.” 

 “Fizzywhat?” 

 “Normal human features. But now it is 

your turn to suffer from the entertainment 

spell. So, I cursed you. And your clients.” 

 “This is crazy!” 

 “No, take a look.” The entity nodded 

toward the wall. Morty slowly swiveled his 

head to glance at the photos. His collection of 

“future stars.” His as-yet undiscovered major 

talent. His “soon-to-be Wall of Fame.” Many 

times during each day, his eye would fall on 

one or more of the glossy head shots. The 

“gallery of grins,” as his ex-wife called it.  
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 But this time, the images were different. 

Instead of the seriously happy actors and 

sultry starlets, instead of the pleasantly 

pouting or salaciously smiling performers, 

everything was askew.  

  

 
Full set of photos here 

 

 Each head shot had been malformed. 

Some parts of his clients’ faces still appeared 

in the photos—a big phony grin, a sincere 

smile, a pair of bright and shining eyes, a 

https://johnscottg.smugmug.com/Face-Value/
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stylish hair-do—but they had been moved 

around in strange and sometimes disturbing 

ways. 

 “An interesting transmogrification, 

would you not agree?” the entity asked. 

 “It’s a, a mutant something, a mutation,” 

Morty said. “It’s, it’s an outrage! You did this 

to me? Why? How? What have you—” 

 “That is how all actors look,” the entity 

told Morty.  

 “What?” 

 “Those transfigured images are accurate 

depictions of your clients,” the entity told 

him. 

 “The fuck are you talking about?” 

 “Pieces of other actors,” the entity said. 

“Sections of fictional characters. Shards of the 

creations and concoctions of other people. 

Every actor is many different beings. 

Sometimes the whole is greater than the sum 

of the parts; sometimes less. But every 

thespian is a composite.” 

 “This is some sort of trick.” 

 “Yes, a trick of life.” 

 “Well, stop it. Just stop it!” 
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 “Not yet. I rather like these new looks.” 

 “This is terrible! This is sacrilege!” 

 “Hardly that.” 

 “These things are, are—” Morty was 

beside himself and was almost spitting out the 

words. 

 “Each one of these” the entity continued, 

“is merely an artful rearrangement. And they 

will always appear this way, unless...” The 

entity let the thought go unfinished. 

 “Unless? Unless what?” 

 “No, I do not think you are ready. Let us 

allow this little experiment to continue for a 

teeny tiny bit longer.” And the entity was 

again gliding toward the door. 

 “Wait a minute,” Morty called after him. 

 “Yes?” 

 “How is this even possible?” 

 “God and the devil, Mr. Riskind. God 

and the devil.” The entity smiled the smile of 

the very powerful. “I will be back.” 

 “Can’t we—” 

 But the entity was gone. 

 Morty was sweating. Had he been 

hallucinating? Did he just have some sort of 
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perverted daydream? He whirled to look at 

the wall. The images were all back to normal.  

 “What the goddamn hell?!” he 

exclaimed. 

 But there was no denying the way people 

reacted to his clients. Even if he accompanied 

them to the casting calls and they made it to 

the audition, there was always something 

wrong with the way they appeared in the 

video or on film. They didn’t look as distorted 

as in the still photographs, but there was 

something off-putting about them. 

 “That guy just looks funny,” would be 

one reaction. 

 “Yeah, but not funny ha-ha, more funny 

strange.” 

 “There’s no way we can use this gal,” 

would be a typical response. 

 “She looks, well, funny.” 

 “And she makes everyone else in the 

scene look odd, too.” 

 “Yeah, odd, that’s the word. Okay, 

who’s next?” 

 Even when the auditions were for horror 

films, the transitioned images were wrong. 
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“That guy’s not scary, he’s just silly 

looking.” 

“That woman can’t keep the same look 

from shot to shot. Can’t use her.” 

Understandably, Morty’s clients were 

not going to get hired as long as this situation 

continued. At the end of the month, the office 

rent was due and Morty was scraping the 

bottom of his meager savings to pay it. And 

he was already eating packages of instant 

noodles for lunch and dinner. “God damn it!” 

Morty yelled to himself after taking what 

seemed to be the millionth bite of those damn 

noodles. “Why the hell?!” he shouted. “What 

the fuck?!” he yelled. He took a deep breath 

and, “Aaaaaagghghhhhhhh!” he screamed. 

He was breathing heavily. He crossed his 

office to where there was a small sink next to 

the coffeemaker and got a few sips of water. 

 “Morty—” said the entity. 

 “Damn!” 

 “—I must say—” 

 “Don’t DO that!” Morty shouted. 

 “—that was quite a sour note you hit 

with your scream a moment ago.” 
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 “DAMN YOU!” 

 “You seem upset.” 

 “Damn right I’m upset!” 

 “I am afraid I am going to have to insist 

that you adopt a more polite attitude.” 

 “Fuck you!” 

 “Are you sure you want to get into a 

cursing match with me, Mr. Riskind?” 

 Morty was readying another salvo of 

profanity, but caught himself. He took a deep 

breath. The silence hung heavy between them. 

“No, no,” he said at last. “It’s just that—” 

 “Are you going to be in a more receptive 

mood now?” 

 “Damn it!” Morty hissed. 

 “In a calmer mood?”  

 Morty had to admit defeat. “Yeah. Yeah, 

sure, sure.” He took another breath. “Look, 

I’m practically dyin’ here. Where you been? 

No, forget it. None of my business. Okay, 

okay, what do you want to end this?” 

 “That is better. Let me tell you a story 

about indemnification.” 

 “What?” 
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 “Call it visualization protection. Or 

perhaps visage insurance. You make a small 

payment each month and the facial features 

redisposition curse is lifted.” 

 “This is nuts,” Morty exclaimed. 

 “Not at all. Would you like a few more 

weeks to think about it?” 

 “No! No, let’s just, uh, keep discussing 

it.” 

 “Fine,” said the entity. 

 “So, what’s it cost?” 

 “Ah, getting right to the deal now, I see.” 

 “Yeah, it’s what I do.” 

 “Indeed. Well, I believe you will find our 

fee structure to be quite fair.” 

 “How much?” 

 “It is an equitable arrangement, as I 

know you will agree.” 

 “How much?” 

 “We even have a first-year special rate.” 

 “How much?” 

 “The bottom line?” 

 “The bottom line, yeah,” Morty said. 

 “One percent per month, compounded.” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

133 
 

 “One percent? You go to all this trouble 

for a measly one percent? Gimme a break.” 

 “You would like it to be higher?” 

 “No! No, no, it’s just, y’know, I mean, 

c’mon—” 

 “There is one important thing.” 

 “I knew it.” 

 “The payment is not a percentage of your 

income.” 

 “Whataya mean?” 

 “It’s a percentage of your soul.” 

 “What?!” 

 “I believe you will find this arrangement 

to be satisfactory. Take a look at this helpful 

chart of your percentage payments.” And the 

entity placed a document on the desk in front 

of Morty. The percentage was tiny at first. 

Sure, it grew larger as time progressed, but 

that was in the future somewhere and things 

like food and rent were in the here and now. 

 There was another dense silence in the 

room. A percentage of my soul?!? Morty 

thought. What in the name of heaven was 

this? But wait, this is some sort of strange 

inter-dimensional time-warp freak-out dream. 
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Just go along with it. No, wait, this was 

stupid.  

 “Mr. Riskind, I can depart for a few 

more weeks to allow you—” 

 “No, no, no, fine, fine, a percentage of 

my soul. Whatever.” 

 The entity smiled and said, “I knew we 

could do business.” 

 “Yeah, well, I just— Ouch!” 

 The entity had stabbed Morty in one of 

his thumbs with an old-fashioned quill pen. 

“Sign here.” 

 “What the hell? What did you do that 

for?” 

 “Sign. In your blood.” 

 “Aw fer cryin’ out loud, this is—” 

 “Sign or I depart.” And the entity began 

gliding toward the door. 

 “No, no! Okay, okay, I’ll sign. Look, I’m 

signing. Jeeze.” 

 “There. Visage insurance is now in 

effect,” the entity told him. “But remember: 

the rate will rise every time you get head 

shots for a client.” 

 “I just don’t believe this,” Morty said. 
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 “You might take some solace from the 

fact that all firms in the entertainment 

business will soon be operating under just 

such an arrangement.” 

 “What?” 

 “Everyone will pay for this policy to 

ensure that agencies get their percentage plus 

a fee for bundling a bunch of clients into the 

same project.” 

 “Bundling?” Morty asked. 

 “What you people call packaging.” 

 “So you’re sayin’ that the biggest firms 

in this business are paying the devil?” 

 “Yes, we have made or will soon be 

making provisions like this with every agent 

in the business,” the entity told him.  

 “Yeah?” 

 “Certainly. You don’t think you’re any 

different from any of the others?” 

 “Well, I didn’t know...” 

 “Of course you did not know. How could 

you? But everyone needs visage insurance.” 

 “Everyone?” 

 “Yes, because every actor is bizarre,” the 

entity told him. “Some are weirder than 
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others. You should see what Scarlett 

Johansson actually looks like.” 

 “Really?” Morty said. 

 “Here, take a look.” Morty was handed 

an 8x10 glossy photo. 

 “Whoa, yipes!” 

 “See?” 

 “It’s like a bad Picasso!” Morty said. 

 “A ‘bad’ Picasso?” 

 “No, I mean a good Picasso! Hell, what 

do I know about art?” 

 “Like a lot of people, you do not know 

about art but you know what you like.” And 

with a wave of the entity’s hand, the photo of 

Ms. Johansson was back the way Morty 

preferred to see it. 

 “Ahhh,” Morty said. “She’s lovely. 

Don’t you think?” 

 But the entity was gone. 

 “Jeeze fuckin’ Louise,” Morty said. 

 Once again, Morty’s clients appeared 

normal to everyone in Hollywood. They got 

jobs and Morty got his cut. “Income, intake,” 

Morty said, meaning that getting paid means 

he got to eat. But Morty was less of a talker 
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when at parties. He tried to hold back, telling 

himself not to think about the bargain he 

made and the contract he had signed in blood. 

 “You’re sure a good listener,” one new 

Hollywood hopeful told him after she had 

regaled him with story after story of her 

experiences on auditions and little theater 

projects. 

 “A good listener, that’s me,” Morty 

agreed, wanting to remain quiet. But the 

young woman was so attractive, so delightful, 

and so full of potential that he was unable to 

hold back any longer. “You’re more of a star 

actress than a character actress, wouldn’t you 

agree?” 

 “Well, I hope so! But what are you 

saying?” 

 “I can always spot talent,” Morty said. 

“Oh! Well, thank you,” she said. 

“So, do you have representation?” 

 “Well, no, not at the moment...” she told 

him. 

 “I’m President of Morton Riskind Talent 

Agency.” He handed her a business card. “It’s 
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my job to find talent, especially talent starting 

their rise to the top.” 

 “Oh!” she said again. It was her best line 

reading.  

 “So, the first thing we gotta do,” Morty 

told her, “is get you some good head shots,” 

his voice faltered a second before he 

continued, “and then, uh, we’ll see what 

happens.” He glanced around the party, 

wondering if the entity was nearby, watching, 

waiting, and calculating some new and 

terrifying percentage.  
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The Tunnel Run 
 

t was a sparkling bright sun-drenched 

afternoon with cheerful blue skies full of 

fluffy white clouds smiling down upon 

the laughing bystanders who were feeling 

wonderful right up to the moment when all 

the screaming started.  

William Robert Kimson III was riding an 

illegal go-kart along the residential streets of 

South Fairfield, the poorest part of a 

financially depressed county. It was two days 

since Billy Bob had turned fourteen, old 

enough for induction as a new member of the 

Knights, his primary goal at this point in his 

young life. Officially, the Knights were 

described as an unregulated adolescent male 

social club. Another way of putting it would 

be to say they were a gang. The name was 

short for Junior League of the Knights of the 

Eternal Order of Klansmen.  

 Ever since he could remember, Billy Bob 

wanted to be in the Knights. He hung around 

with them; he always made certain to dress as 

they did; he adopted their slang terminology; 

 I
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and he ran errands for any member who asked 

him to do something.  

 “Steal me a chocolate milk from the 

Piggly Wiggly,” one of them said and Billy 

Bob hopped to it.  

 “Pants that dork,” another of them said, 

pointing out one of the few kids in their 

school who could count to twenty without 

using fingers and toes. Billy Bob scooted 

right over to the boy, spun him around, 

jammed both hands into his waistband and 

savagely yanked his trousers to the 

playground asphalt. Being sentenced to a few 

days in afterschool detention wasn’t 

something that bothered him. Anything for 

the Knights, that was his motto. 

 “Here, keep this out of sight,” one of 

them said to Billy Bob a few days later, 

thrusting a baggie of crystal meth into his 

hands when it looked like a gaggle of Knights 

was about to be searched by a couple of local 

cops. Billy Bob shoved the baggie into his 

stained briefs. Along with all the guys, the 

cops patted him down to search for weapons 

but they didn’t discover the drugs. No one 
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would touch the baggie when Billy Bob 

pulled it out later. He had to steal rubber 

gloves and salad tongs to resolve that 

problem. 

 Billy Bob had carefully studied the 

initiation process each new pledge endured. 

He was able to prove he was a white Christian 

whose family background was exclusively 

non-Jewish. And he was able to make two 

vows: that he never had any homosexual 

activity, and that he wished to preserve the 

bloodline of the white race in order to keep it 

superior. 

 He committed to memory the KSO 

(Knights’ Secret Oath): 

 “I, Billy Bob Kimson, do hereby 

solemnly affirm, pledge, avow, and promise 

to diligently guard the secrets and covenants 

of the Junior League of the Knights of the 

Eternal Order of Klansmen and to faithfully 

execute its sanctified duties in protecting our 

race and our society. Standing before the one 

true God the Almighty as holy witness, and 

on my sacred blood honor, I do humbly assert 

my oath and allegiance.” 
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 Billy Bob stood in the middle of a circle 

of Knights as a bonfire raged beside them in 

the empty north forty of farmer Peterson’s 

fields. Proudly, Billy Bob pressed the red-hot 

metal cross onto his bare flesh to create a 

lifetime scar on his left shoulder. As Billy 

Bob struggled to keep from fainting, the rest 

of the Knights broke into ceremonial 

applause. After a few handshakes and high-

fives, out came the beer and cigarettes.  

 But that was last week. Today, Billy Bob 

was engaged in performing the TR (tunnel 

run). The TR was the most exciting part of an 

initiation into the Knights. It involved stealing 

a go-kart from the fair that came through 

town every six weeks and driving it through a 

tunnel on the wrong side of a two-lane road. 

In the past, several would-be Knights had 

chickened out at the last second, daunted at 

the task of driving a low-slung go-kart 

through an underpass while in the lane usually 

containing oncoming traffic. 

 Billy Bob knew what was in store for 

him during his TR because he monitored the 

conversations of various members of the 
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Knights. Using simple toy store walkie-talkies 

placed in strategic areas—the garage 

workshop of one Knights leader, the bedroom 

of another, the shack of a third—he could 

listen to their plans and schemes. The only 

difficulty was changing the batteries every 

few weeks, but stealing the packages of 

double-A Ray-O-Vacs from local stores was a 

small price to pay for always getting the 

advance word on what outrage the Knights 

were considering. 

 Billy Bob heard the conversations about 

his TR: “We’ll build a wall of boxes filled 

with all kinds of shit,” one of the Knights 

said. “Hair from my dad’s barber shop, out-

of-date eggs from the market, balloons full of 

dye from the meat packing plant, glitter, 

chicken feathers—it’ll be totally gross!” 

 Which is why Billy Bob was wearing 

two layers of clothing plus rain gear, a 

motorcycle helmet and a safety hood 

“borrowed” from the HAZ-MAT crew at the 

main fire department. And goggles. And high-

top boots. And gloves.  
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 It was also why he had been working for 

weeks with his older brother to make some 

improvements to their stolen go-kart. They 

had bolted a snowplow onto the front end. 

And they greatly increased the power and 

torque of the go-kart engine.  

 “This buggy will do forty-five miles an 

hour, easy,” his brother bragged after 

completing the final alterations to the power 

train. 

 “Forty-five?” Billy Bob said. “That 

doesn’t sound like much.” 

 “Are you kidding? That’s three times the 

normal speed of these things. Plus, the torque 

is now boosted so you’ll have the power to 

smash right through whatever shit is piled in 

the tunnel by those slack-jawed yokels.” 

 “Don’t call ‘em yokels.” 

 “Slack-jawed assholes.” 

 “Don’t call them that, either.” 

 “Oh, so sorry I upset your tender 

sensibilities. Try this: You’ll have power to 

smash through whatever shit is piled in the 

tunnel by those fine, upstanding, honest, 
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moral, and highly cultured gentlemen. Is that 

better?” 

 “Yeah, whatever. So, what’s this doing 

up here?” 

 “The fuel tank? It had to be put there 

because this thing’s got, like, zero ground 

clearance as it is.” 

 “Seems pretty big.” 

 “Ten gallons.” 

 “That’s a lot.” 

 “So don’t fill it up all the way. You’ll 

only need a couple of gallons, prob’ly. Three 

to be sure. But you don’t want to drive to the 

tunnel and run out of gas just before you try 

to break through the moron barricade.” 

 “Yeah, okay.” 

 But Billy Bob was too young to be 

allowed to buy gas so he had to get one of the 

older Knights to do it for him and the tank got 

topped off.  

 “Wait, didja fill the whole tank?” 

 “Yeah, ‘course. Whatareya, nuts?” 

 “I only needed three gallons.” 

 “Well, ya got ten. Now you owe me for 

the gas.” 
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 “I didn’t want that much!” 

 “Hey, pledgeling, shut up. You owe me, 

get it?” 

 “But that’s—” 

 “You got a problem, pledgling?” 

 Billy Bob was silent. 

 “I said, you got a problem?” 

 “No,” Billy Bob muttered. 

 

ith a full tank of petrol in the souped-

up go-kart, Billy Bob was motoring 

down the streets on his way to the tunnel run. 

He passed a house where trees were being 

trimmed and he breathed in the aroma of the 

sap and the now-heated wood from where the 

power saws had segmented the limbs.  

 Speeding along, he passed the house that 

always smelled like too much laundry 

detergent had been used. A little further 

down, he zoomed past the home where a 

barbecue was going on in the backyard. And 

then the house where some sort of highly 

seasoned meat was being kept at a simmer.  

 “Stupid immigrants,” he spat out. 

 W
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 Next, he passed the house with too many 

dogs and cats. One dog got through the fence 

and loped after the go-kart, barking and 

panting and drooling. Billy Bob swerved into 

the animal and struck it with one tire. There 

was a howl of pain and the dog suddenly 

limped to a halt as the go-kart sped away. 

 “Stupid dog,” Billy Bob yelled.  

 A pick-up truck crossed the road at the 

next intersection and Billy Bob breathed its 

exhaust fumes for several hundred feet.  

 “Stupid cracker,” he said, paying no 

attention to the acrid smoke the go-kart was 

leaving in its wake. 

 Billy Bob rounded the last corner on his 

journey. The tunnel was in sight. He punched 

the accelerator as hard as he could and aimed 

right at the center of the opening that usually 

contained oncoming traffic. 

 Some of the Knights clustered around 

the tunnel entrance, shouting encouragement 

or approbation at him. “You can do it, Billy 

Bob!” from one. “You’re gonna die, sucker!” 

from another. “Go for it, BB!” from a third. 

“You’ll never make it!” from a fourth. 
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 On the opposite side of the passageway, 

several Knights had been stationed to warn 

traffic away. But they wanted to see Billy Bob 

hit the barrier and they abandoned their posts 

to take up positions where they could watch 

the crash.  

 Billy Bob zoomed into the tunnel. Going 

from daylight to darkness meant he was 

driving blind for a moment. Billy Bob heard a 

whooping yell echoing off the concrete walls 

of the shaft and then the kart slammed into the 

barricade. The snowplow did its job and 

sliced open a path for the go-kart. But what it 

didn’t do was prevent the structure from 

collapsing on him. A two-by-four that had 

been holding a lot of the edifice hit Billy Bob 

in the least important part of his body: his 

head. His helmet was ripped off and spun 

downward where it wedged between the drive 

chain and the protruding gasoline tank. 

Subjected to this unexpected pressure, the 

tank was twisted sideways, shivering because 

of the pressure.  

 Two things happened at approximately 

the same instant: the bolts fastening the tank 
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to the engine compartment sheared off and the 

tank ruptured along a bad weld. The seven 

remaining gallons of fuel were propelled up 

into the air and would soon land on the skin 

of those Knights who had been crouching in 

various parts of the tunnel, howling and 

hollering their japes and jests and jeers. 

 The sheared bolts ricocheted off the 

engine, the frame, and the wheels. A few 

shards of metal lodged themselves in Billy 

Bob’s cranium and these wounds proved fatal. 

The critical incident occurred when one of the 

small collisions of metal-on-metal produced a 

spark. A tiny spark, but it was enough to 

ignite the gasoline.  

 Liquid flame engulfed the Knights along 

with the glitter, colored dye, feathers, and 

shorn hair. Which is when the bright shiny 

blue-sky day began to be shattered by the 

sound of shrieking, screeching, squealing, and 

various and assorted piteous cries for help. 

Only a few tortured moments were required 

for the budding bigots to succumb to the 

flames. Then came the curious onlookers, the 
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emergency crews, and the representatives 

from the coroner’s office. 

Through it all, the neighborhood 

grudgingly endured the disruption, and within 

a surprisingly short time, the peaceful sounds 

of Middle America once again filled the air. 
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Art Attack 
 

he Abaddon Gallery was known for 

two things: the success of the artists 

they represented and the jealousy of 

other gallery owners concerning that success. 

“They are superb at spotting up-and-coming 

talent,” admitted one of their competitors. “I 

would give anything to have gotten in on the 

ground floor with some of their artists. I 

would sell my soul for that.” 

 “Maybe that’s how they did it,” was 

another competitor’s explanation. 

“What do you mean?” 

The appropriate Oscar Wilde/Dorian 

Gray reference was made. 

“Oh, right. Well, I’m sure it wasn’t 

anything supernatural.” There was no reply. 

“Right?” There was no reply.  

 Despite their impressive past successes, 

The Abaddon Gallery had recently become 

less effective at soul selling, as evidenced by 

their reputation having become closer to 

Keene than Michelangelo.  

 T
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The directors held numerous meetings to 

discuss the problem. Over glasses of Corison 

Kronos Vineyard Napa Valley Cabernet 

Sauvignon, the yearly sales figures were 

carefully examined. Over glasses of Lynmar 

Estate Quail Hill Vineyard Russina River 

Valley Pinot Noir, the future direction of the 

gallery was hotly debated. Over glasses of 

Saxum Vineyards Broken Stones Paso Robles 

Syrah, the directors officially decided that it 

was time to “shake things up.”  

Part of the shaking up involved the 

Abaddon throwing in their lot with an art 

collective called |N=A=M=E|. The eye-

catching name of |N=A=M=E| was not 

explicated in its literature or on its web site. 

Some people claimed that |N=A=M=E| stood 

for Naked Anonymous Makers of 

Entertainment. Others said it meant Nefarious 

Actions Memorializing Entropy. Still others 

suggested that it was an acronym for Novi 

Artis Methodo Errore (New Artistic 

Methodology Error). There were other 

interpretations as well: 
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 “I think it’s for National Analytical 

Moaning Experiment.” 

 “North Arizona Monsoon Expedition.” 

 “Nabob Alliance for Male Earrings.” 

 “No Art Means Emptiness.”  

 That last one was excellent and may 

have been correct but no one in the collective 

ever discussed the denotation of their 

appellation.  

 There were various factions within the 

[N=A=M=E] collective. One group called 

itself The Reformists. They were the most 

conservative of the competing blocs. Another 

group adopted the name AWRY, standing for 

Art Warrior Renegade Youth. They made a 

lot of noise at meetings and continually 

agitated about moving the organization in a 

more progressive direction. A third group, 

The Silents, scared some of the members. 

They never spoke up at meetings. They never 

voted on any proposals. None of them ever 

appeared to do anything, yet each of them 

often had a smug demeanor, as if they were 

members of an in-group. But an in-group 

dedicated to, what, exactly?  
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A maddening clique, The Silents were 

the people who defaced public property with 

small plaques placed seemingly at random 

throughout the city. Each tastefully designed 

plaque began the same way: “ITEM OF 

AMERICANISM” was the top line, followed 

by “A Study in Rank Consumerism.” Then 

came a brief list of the materials utilized in 

whatever was next to the plaque. “Steel, 

Concrete, Glass, and Tears” was on the 

plaque next to a high-rise building. “Crushed 

Rock and Crumpled Dreams” was on the 

plaque next to a fast-food outlet. “Knowledge 

Acquired at One’s Own Risk” was on the 

plaque outside a school. “Bluster, 

Obfuscation, Chicanery, and Duplicity” was 

on a plaque outside a large legal firm. 

“Fractured Union of Conservatard Knaves” 

was on a plaque outside a rightwing member 

of the House of Representatives.  

The Silents called their ongoing plaque 

project “Ars Gratia Risum,” or “Art for 

Laughter.” They were very good at it, 

meaning no one was ever prosecuted.  
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hen the representatives of |N=A=M=E| 

presented their concept to the Board of 

Directors at The Abaddon Gallery, everyone 

in the meeting seemed to be speaking in that 

clipped phony upper-class British voice 

utilized by too many artsy-but-in-a-suit types. 

“At the foundational level of our idea is the 

creation of an apparitional milieu that 

emphasizes the unearthly nature of the seen 

and unseen universe,” said the spokesperson 

for the art collective using her best artsy-but-

in-a-suit voice. 

 “Excellent, yes, yes, just, um, excellent,” 

came the reply in an equally alarming artsy-

but-in-a-suit voice.  

One of the gallery folks had the temerity 

to ask, “What, uh, exactly will it consist of?” 

 “This is going to be an effusively 

environmental as well as fully interactive 

experiential event that plays upon people’s 

misperceptions of time and space, with 

emphasis on the primordial fears of the 

unknown and the unexpected.” 

 There was a pause while everyone 

attempted to take that in. 

 W
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 “You mean it’s going to be like a 

haunted house?” asked one lone skeptical 

voice who was immediately shushed. 

 As another of the |N=A=M=E| 

spokespeople put it, “The event will be both 

static and interactive at the same time.” 

 “Yes,” said the Board of Directors. 

 “It will explore every aspect of the 

sensation spectrum.” 

 “Yes,” said the Board of Directors. 

 “And it will utilize every square foot of 

the building.” 

“Wait, what?” said one of the gallery 

executives. “You don’t mean that literally.” 

“Yes, it will fill not only the confines of 

the formal exhibition space, but also the 

storage spaces, the upstairs offices of the 

gallery, the conference room, and, of course, 

the offices of the Board of Directors.” 

 “Uhhhh, well, um, let’s hold on just a 

moment,” said the Board of Directors. 

 It was at that point that the plans were 

more carefully examined and, as it turned out, 

the idea was now felt to be “just a bit 

impractical.” It was also deemed “just a bit 
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much.” It was also described as “a bit of a 

pain in the ass.” The exhibit itself was still 

acceptable to the Board; they were only 

opposed to giving up any of their 

headquarters space and therefore a search 

began to find a suitable outside location that 

would not disturb the precious offices of the 

gallery bigwigs. 

 

he main building of Magnum House, 

located on a tree-lined plot of ground just 

outside of the city limits, was all that 

remained of a mansion that had been 

constructed during the early eighteen 

hundreds. The estate had consisted of a main 

house, three guest houses, a livery stable, a 

gymnasium, a botanical garden, a chapel, and 

a graveyard.  

 The Magnum estate had been the home 

of a landowner of immense wealth, but 

generations of scandalous and duplicitous 

behavior resulted in a slow but steady reversal 

of fortune that sent the family on a downward 

path to abject poverty.  

 T
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 The outer buildings fell into disrepair 

and were razed in the decade leading up to 

World War II. In later years, the main house 

had been used as a location for several 

installments of a profitable horror movie 

franchise. A fire gutted the interior in the 

1990s and renovation would begin and then 

halt for lack of funding.  

 Working with The Abaddon gallery and 

their list of well-connected patrons, the 

|N=A=M=E| collective obtained the necessary 

permits to construct their art installation 

which bore the provisional title of  

Mansionesque. 

 “That name is too on-the-nose. We 

should come up with a better title,” one of the 

|N=A=M=E| members said. After a 

reasonable amount of arguing, debating, 

shouting, personal threats, etc., they settled on 

calling their project Conceptualized 

Intermedia Artistic Objectification. Or 

“CIAO.”  

 Seen from the cobblestone driveway, the 

building had an ominous presence. “You 

know, it kind of looks like the Bates Home,” 
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one person said, referring to the house from 

Psycho.  

 “No it doesn’t!” protested several of the 

more architecturally inclined members of the 

collective. “Actually,” one pointed out, “the 

building resembles the Manderley mansion in 

Rebecca.”  

 “No!” came the reply. “It’s like that 

strange house in Under Capricorn.”  

 “You know those are all Hitchcock 

movies, right?” 

 “Are they?” 

 “Yeah. Can’t we toss in something from 

a Roger Corman flick? Or maybe that eerie 

estate in The Innocents.”  

 “That’s a good one. Or the hotel in The 

Shining.”  

 There was no argument over the fact that 

the actual building used for the CIAO 

exhibition was unnerving and ethereal. As 

visitors walked up to the front entrance, even 

the wind in the trees sighed a mournful 

warning.  

 Upon stepping over the threshold, the 

doorway and entry hall appeared to be lined 
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with fangs while the carpet became a tongue, 

a huge patch of pink mucosa covered with 

papillae. Without any warning, the 

floor/carpet/tongue gave everyone’s feet a 

slight push—not a big movement but enough 

to make people flinch. But just as the screams 

began, everything transmuted back to a more 

solid and stolid reality.  

 “Whoa, how’d they do that?” 

 “Holograms and a floating floor.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Dunno, but it’s gotta be something like 

that, right?” 

 “I guess.” 

 Correct. Some of the time. But also 

wrong some of the time, because every once 

in a while the entryway became an actual 

mouth and the incisors nibbled one of the 

visitors. Not enough to draw blood but 

certainly more than enough to cause heart 

palpitations. Those who were hospitalized or 

given oxygen unwittingly served to publicize 

the CIAO exhibit.  

 “What the hell is the story with the front 

entrance?” one |N=A=M=E| artist asked. 
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 “Beats me. I thought it was something 

you guys did.” 

 “No, we didn’t do that. We just put in the 

floor thingie and the hologram projections.” 

 “Well, something is hurting those people 

and the press is howling about it.” 

 But that was nothing compared to the 

times when the orifice devoured the visitors. 

With a quick munch and a wet gulp, the 

people were consumed. And their souls were 

welcomed to a different part of the universe. 

Were they missed in the temporal world? By 

some relatives and business associates, 

certainly, but this was of little significance. 

And the mysterious disappearances 

surrounding the CIAO exhibit just added to 

the excitement for attendees, while, of course, 

sending shock waves through everyone 

associated with the event. 

 “What the hell is going on?” said the 

insurance company executives. 

 “This can’t be happening!” moaned the 

Directors of The Front. 

 “What the fuck?!” said the 

|N=A=M=E|ers. 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

162 
 

 In all cases, they had now dispensed with 

the artsy-but-in-a-suit accent. 

 For those patrons who were not gobbled 

up upon entrance to the exhibition, other 

shocks awaited them inside CIAO. As people 

moved through the hallways of the mansion, 

the perspective continually shifted, making 

the length of the corridors appear to be 

endless. Then, without warning, the lines of 

perception would suddenly shift and the 

apparent space would shrink to such tiny 

dimensions that many guests experienced 

intense feelings of claustrophobia.  

 Once visitors entered the library, a wall 

of books would slide over to block access to 

the doorway and visitors had to find the book 

that activated the opening of a portal to the 

next room. None of the books could be 

removed from the shelves but pulling on 

many of them unleashed loud shrieks from 

hidden speakers. When other tomes were 

touched, holographic spirit forms seemed to 

fly around the room, often zooming right at 

individual patrons before dissipating into thin 

air as additional shouts of fright ensued. 
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 Moving through the dining room was an 

ordeal for many visitors. Once inside the 

chamber, the stillness was oppressive. The 

lights dimmed until it was difficult for anyone 

to see the floor, but the formal place settings 

on the large table became brightly lit. 

Suddenly, everything on the table was alive. 

Creatures were hopping, slithering, and 

crawling on the plates, the platters, the water 

goblets, the wine glasses. And what did 

people see? Whatever terror had the most 

power to cause an ill effect on a viewer was 

exactly what each person perceived:  

 “Snakes!” 

 “Spiders!” 

 “Lizards!” 

 “Maggots!” 

 “Snails!” 

 “Sharks!” 

 “Rabid dogs!” 

 “My mother-in-law!” 

 “My ex-wives!” 

 Meanwhile, for those who wanted to 

ascend the stairway to the upper floors, a 

special waiver of liability had to be signed 
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and notarized. Even then, precautions were 

taken, including the wearing of a waist 

harness, a wide leather belt attached to a high-

tension braided steel line running from the 

ground floor up the stairs to the wall of the 

second floor. There were jokes about bondage 

as the harness was fastened, but each visitor 

was grateful for the protection when they 

reached the top of the huge staircase and saw 

a gaping hole in the floor. The drop appeared 

to be hundreds of feet deep. But it was an 

optical illusion seen through flooring of thick 

glass.  

 Just as the visitors caught their collective 

breath, they were ushered into the bedrooms 

and that is where their true fright began. 

 No matter where they looked they saw 

bodies in coitus. Bodies in ecstasy. Bodies in 

pain. Bodies entwined, throbbing, thrusting, 

coupling, consummating. Without warning, 

each viewer was engulfed in chiaroscuro 

comprised of fog and dappled light. Each was 

suddenly enveloped in the sounds of wind and 

surf and waterfalls and heavy breathing. Each 

person was tugged forward toward the 
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writhing bodies. Closer, closer, closer... and 

the bodies turned to welcome the newcomer, 

revealing their faces. Which caused 

consternation, confusion, and shock because 

the faces were.... 

 “No!” 

 “Oh my god!” 

 “It can’t be!” 

 “This is not happening!” 

 “Daddy?” 

 “Mommy?” 

 Whereupon the walls appeared to melt 

away to leave each person alone in their own 

personal museum. The space was vast and 

cold. The paintings were huge, imposing, and 

three-dimensional. The air swirled with fine 

particles of dust. The silence was palpable. 

Perhaps the most oppressive effect was the 

heavy silence. Which was eventually broken 

when— 

 

“Welcome,” the voice whispers.  

 They always scream. Then they 

ask, “Who said that?” 

 “Your conscience.” 
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“That’s impossible!” 

“It is time to confront your sins.” 

 They always stop short at that. 

There is a quick intake of breath, 

followed by echoing stillness. After all, 

each of you knows what you’ve 

done, what turpitudes you have 

committed.  

With a delicious sense of malice, 

all external sound is removed from the 

chamber and only each person’s 

pounding heartbeat is left. And then 

we start the screaming. Broken angels 

are tortured to provide the 

soundtrack to each penitent’s 

torment. Finally, the subjects can bear 

it no longer.  

“Stop it!” they shout.  

“Please, no more!” they plead.  

“Why is this happening?” they yell.  

“Where are you? Who are 

you??!!” they scream. 

 We let their hoarse voices echo 

for a moment before replying. 
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“Those are fine existential 

questions,” we whisper back to them. 

“But they are a bit off-target. The 

point is: who are you?” We wait for a 

second before hammering home 

something truly fearsome to think 

about.  

“What do you stand for?” 

“I—” 

“What have you done with your 

life?” 

“Uh, if—” 

“What good are you in this 

world?”  

“But—” 

We ignore their feeble protests 

and our voice thunders into their souls: 

“Over the next couple of centuries, 

we will find out together just who and 

what you are. And that will be a 

terrifying experience for you.” 

 There are protests, shouts, pleas, 

sobbing, and cries for forgiveness. We 

eventually let them go. Out of the 
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gallery. Back to their homes, their 

families, their jobs. But we stay in their 

consciousness from that time forward. 

Always and forever.  

Angst. 

Guilt. 

Trepidation. 

Fear. 

All of it continuing for eternity.  

That is our all-encompassing, big-

as-a-mansion installation.  

That is our art attack.  
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Birdsong 
  

he majesty of our winged friends is on 

display each time they ride the wind 

and soar above the treetops. Unless 

you’re a statue or pedestrian caught 

underneath their excrement, which for some 

reason is euphemistically called droppings. 

But ahh, the birdsong! Avian communication 

is a beautiful blending of melody and desire. 

Unless the bickering birdies are right outside 

your bedroom when you’re trying to get some 

sleep. 

 George David Rathett was awakened 

before sunrise for the umpteenth morning in a 

row. He cursed the sounds coming from 

behind the heavy curtains and the tightly-shut 

windows. Just as he had been doing for days, 

he struggled out of bed with a grunt, stuck his 

suddenly-chilled feet into well-worn slippers, 

and fought his way into a terrycloth robe that 

still maintained some of its original terry. 

Grudgingly grateful for that bit of warmth 

against the pre-dawn chill, he went outside to 

 T
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wave his arms wildly and kick the trunks of 

the small trees by his bedroom window.  

 “G’wan! Gitouttahere!” he shouted. “Ya 

fuckin’ feathered freaks,” he muttered under 

his plaque-impaired breath.  

 The birds departed. 

 But they returned. Morning after 

morning. Getting enough sleep was becoming 

next to impossible because of 

“thegoddamnbirds.”  

 

 
 

 Rathett knew better than to use his 

Remington 870 pump-action shotgun to blast 

the winged monsters into tiny pieces. The 

noise of firing the long-barreled weapon 

would disturb his neighbors, and he didn’t 
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want to break the ordinance against the 

discharge of firearms within the city limits. 

Not to mention the fact that shooting the birds 

in the bushes would involve buckshot hitting 

his house. 

 There had to be a way to combat this 

contagion of aerial squawkers and shriekers. 

And there was. A high-tech solution was 

available to him because Mr. Rathett was in 

aerospace manufacturing. Or, rather, he 

worked at a technologically-advanced 

machine shop that serviced several defense 

contractors. Consequently, he was in 

consultation with engineers at firms in what 

they called “the industry,” by which was 

meant the defense supplier community.  

 This new project was not the first time 

he had become fixated on a business venture 

of uncertain viability and limited commercial 

appeal. There had been a 36-month-long 

period during which he had attempted to solve 

what he called the floss waste problem.  

“You know how you pull dental floss out 

of the little plastic container?” he told 

potential investors, none of whom ever 
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contributed a dime to his endeavor. “But 

because you have to wrap the ends of the 

string of floss around your fingers, you never 

get to use those inches of material. You can 

only use the inches of floss in the middle and 

I’m going to solve that!” he proclaimed. And 

he did.  

 His invention was called Flossies. “Floss 

Ease, get it?” he would say proudly. The 

product combined “advanced integrated spiral 

twine technology” with, well, regular floss. 

Basically, each Flossies package offered 

consumers fifty pre-cut 26-inch-long strands 

comprised of ten inches of floss in the center 

of two eight-inch-long “metacarpal-gripping 

areas.”  

 Setting aside the research and 

development costs, each package of Flossies 

was priced about nineteen times higher than 

any of his competitors’ products. A 

completely underwhelmed public decided to 

continue purchasing the current brands of 

floss and therefore Flossies died a quiet death. 

 But Rathett’s new idea was different! 

Unique! Wonderful! A product that would 
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easily corner the market for solutions to early-

morning bird chirping. “It will be helpful to 

humankind and of tremendous popularity!” 

Or so he told himself. Putting together the 

product became the driving passion of 

Rathett. Under a succession of names, 

including BirdsAway, ChirpNoMore, and The 

BirdZapper, his work took shape utilizing 

technologies from various sources... 

  

 An audio recognition system was taken 

from technology originally developed for 

the National Security Agency 

 The self-governing track-and-follow 

apparatus was adapted from hardware 

utilized in one of the NASA space 

exploration programs 

 Smooth operation was assured through 

servomotors taken from the Curtiss-

Wright Turret Aiming and Stabilization 

Drive system 

 Computerized high-definition video 

monitoring used spare parts and systems 

from Northrop’s Global Hawk drone 

program.  
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 There was a targeting system involving 

audio, video, and data processing 

algorithms in a dedicated computer—a 

set-up that was a slight modification of a 

communications satellite deployment 

device 

 Finally, there was a fully functioning 

MTLKS (multiple trajectory laser kill 

system) that was capable of creating no 

less than six burn holes in any target 

made of flesh, blood, and bone 

 

 While the total cost for the development 

of these systems had been tens upon tens of 

millions of dollars, the actual out-of-pocket 

cost for Mr. Rathett was under a hundred 

bucks. (“Thanks, taxpayers!”) 

 After his countless hours of tinkering, 

experimenting, and fine-tuning, eventually 

there came the day when it was time to put 

the newly renamed Birds-B-Gone to the test. 

Mr. Rathett was very excited on the Saturday 

night before unleashing the machine and he 

only drifted off to dreamland around three on 

Sunday morning, which was approximately 
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forty-five minutes before the first bird began 

chirping its mating calls near his bedroom 

window.  

The machines did their work efficiently. 

 George David Rathett slept like a baby 

until about eight-thirty that Sunday morning, 

when he awoke to the sound of four-legged 

animals fighting, growling, and yowling over 

the remains of bird entrails strewn across his 

lawn. Rushing out to see the results of his 

work, he was alarmed to see the battle for the 

fowl residue, but was very pleased that the 

main problem, “thosegoddamnbirds,” had 

been solved.  

 

ot far up the street from Mr. Rathett’s 

home resided the Stein family, whose 

eight-year-old pride-and-joy, little Benjamin, 

was a card, a cut-up, a class clown. 

Irrepressible and lighthearted, “Benjamin The 

Vocal Wiz,” as he billed himself, was a 

veritable fountain of jokes, one-liners, and 

impressions. He had the ability to hear 

something and very quickly master the sound 

 N
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so he could mimic it. People’s voices, various 

accents, sound effects, what-have-you.  

 “Calling all cars, calling all cars, 

PSHRTTTT.” He imitated a burst of radio 

static. “Be on the lookout for a Black and 

White Hispanic Indian Asian male lady 

driving a silver late-model Blurpmobile. The 

suspect is considered extremely dangerous 

and is armed with a CHUNCK-CHUNCK.” 

He mimicked the sound of a pump-action 

shotgun being cocked and then proceeded to 

do an impressive sequence of sirens, engines 

revving, tires squealing, gunfire, explosions, 

screaming, etc.  

 Benjamin would often work up new 

routines over the weekend so he had “new 

material for his act” during the school week. 

That Monday morning, he was walking to the 

bus stop, a path that took him right past the 

home of George David Rathett, right past the 

Northeast corner of the house where Mr. 

Rathett had installed his device.  

 “Hey guys,” shouted Benjamin The 

Vocal Wiz to a group of friends just slightly 

ahead of him on the sidewalk.  
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 “Benjy!” they called back to him. “Got 

something new for us?” 

 “Yeah!” Benjamin The Vocal Wiz called 

out eagerly. “Check it out! I’ve got something 

great: I can imitate all the teachers as if they 

were birds! It’s gonna be great! Listen, here’s 

Mrs. Schwermer as a crow: Caw! Benjy! 

Your chickens have come home to roost, 

young man. Caw! Caw! Ca—”  

 The machines did their work efficiently. 
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Conjure Me, Conjure You 
 

hile getting coffee in the office 

break room, two men were 

talking. After the usual exchange 

of weekend plans, the younger one said, “You 

know, I saw this, like, totally scary movie last 

night.” 

“Really?” was the none-too-interested 

reply. 

“Yeah, it was called The Devil’s Pets 

and let me tell ya, it was amaaaaaaazingly 

creepy!” 

 “How so?”  

 “Okay, so the devil appears on earth and 

he enslaves all the icky animals and then—” 

 “Wait, the ‘icky animals’—what does 

that mean?” 

 “Snakes, spiders, worms, squids, 

bacteria, rabid dogs—stuff like that.” 

 “I’m not sure that bacteria are part of the 

animal kingdom, but go ahead.” 

 “When you see this family slowly 

covered in mold spores and eaten by bacteria, 

it’ll blow your mind.” 

 W
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 “That was a good scene for you?” 

 “Oh wow, yeah, it was disgusting!” 

 “And you like that?” 

 “Yeah, it was, like, totally grossed out!” 

 “I see.”  

 “Plus, there were snake strangulations 

and a whole flock of octopuses tearing 

people’s heads off, and spiders crawling all 

over naked flesh and—” 

 “Sounds silly.” 

 “No! It was scary!” 

 “Also, I don’t think it’s a ‘flock’ of 

octopuses.” 

 “Oh yeah? What is it, then?” 

 “Don’t know. How about an armwavery 

of octopuses?” 

 “You’re making that up.” 

 “You got me.” 

 “I knew it!” 

 “The point is that’s not a horror film, it’s 

a gross-out film. Look, anyone can show 

plasma and gore to get an audience to scream. 

That doesn’t take skill. But it takes 

proficiency to scare someone with words. It 

takes craft to write a scene that stays with the 
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reader. Something that makes them look twice 

before going through with their normal 

routine. Something that makes them check 

under the bed, look behind the couch, or 

fearfully open a door.” 

 “Naw, words don’t cut it, man. You need 

to use loud music and eerie sounds and you 

need to have something sudden and gory 

happen. You need blood and guts and slime 

spilling out everywhere.” 

 “I don’t believe that’s true and I can 

prove it. Hang on a sec’... Here. Read this to 

yourself.” 
 



 

as ehirn chmerzfluch D G S

(The Brain Pain Curse) 
 

tepping inside the townhome, the man 

was greeted by his lover with a smile, a 

hug, and a kiss. Because this was an October 

evening, a bit of winter was clinging to his 

clothing, but the chill began dissipating as the 

man and woman moved close to the fireplace.  

 “It’s so wonderful to see you.” 

 S
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 “I feel the same way, darling.” 

 They kissed, longer this time. 

 “Yum.” 

 “Umm-hmmm. I agree.” 

 They kissed again, then regarded each 

other. 

 “So, take off your coat. You want a hot 

toddy? I’ve got the ingredients all ready.” 

 “Sure.” 

 “Sit by the fire. You’re still cold.” 

 “I’m okay. I’ll follow you.” 

 They made small talk while mixing their 

concoctions: they poured hot water into 12-

ounce ceramic mugs; next came a jigger of 

whiskey, a tablespoon of honey, and a half 

ounce of lemon juice. With a flourish, they 

added a cinnamon stick and took their 

steaming potions into the living room.  

 “Tasty?” 

 “Umm, yes you are.” 

 “Silly!” 

 “Silly but cute, right?” 

 “Right.” 

 They kissed. 

 “So.” 
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 “So.” 

 “Ready to start?” 

 “Sure.” 

 The book was brought out of an old but 

sturdy glass-front cabinet and placed 

reverently on the coffee table.  

 “Just look at it,” she whispered 

excitedly. 

 They both ran their fingers lightly over 

the ancient embossed leather cover. Almost 

hidden in the ornate design were the first 

words of the title: Conjure, Craft, Bedevil, 

Believe.  

 She opened the book to the title page:  
 

CCBB  CDSC   
PDNR  TDSD  
Conjure, Craft, Bedevil, Believe;  

Conquer, Divide, Supplant, Conceive;  

Ponder, Destroy, Negate, Relieve;  

Torture, Dissect, Satiate, Deceive  

The Accumulated Protocols & Practices of  

The Ultimate Peers of the Dark Realm. 
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 Below the block of ornamental type, it 

proudly stated, First Publication Personally 

Overseen by the Hon. Dudley Doone Forbes 

for McPatrick-Endicott & Sons on November, 

1748, under Auspices of The Antithesis 

Society of the Outer Districts. 

 The man and woman carefully turned the 

pages to the foundational chapter and began 

reading aloud. Their voices were musical 

notes, dyads, and chords; a choir arose within 

their throats. 

 At appropriate points in the recital, they 

followed instructions to place a candle within 

a few feet of every door leading outside. In a 

hurry to move forward with the spellcasting, 

they split up the task, each taking two candles 

and scurrying through the house to set them at 

the front entrance, the patio entrance, the side 

door, and the kitchen door.  

 But one of the candles would not light 

due to a faulty wick. Casting around for a 

solution, they substituted an electric candle. 

They would pay for this slight; the book’s 

instructions referred to an actual candle and 

the battery-powered flickering bulb provided 
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no governance over the intensity of the spirit 

projections. 

 Returning to the living room, they 

downed their drinks and solemnly knelt on the 

rug facing the book as it beckoned them from 

its place on the low wooden table. They 

looked at each other, nodded, turned their 

eyes toward the elaborate script on the 

parchment pages and silently mouthed the 

portentous words.  

 The air vacated the house, yet they were 

able to breathe. The light left the room, yet 

they were able to see. Sound was suspended, 

yet they were able to hear. The laws of 

gravity were repealed—indeed, all laws of 

physics were countermanded as their two 

bodies were propelled through a vortex of 

sensation. 

 First, one of them was given the power.  

With this extraordinary force, one could 

cause the other to sense something that was 

not actually taking place.  

He went first: He caused her to see his 

hand reach out toward her, closer, closer, and 

then caressing her body in a slow, loving 
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touch that moved with subtle eroticism from 

her hip to her waist to her breasts and then 

back down to her hips, thighs, and knees.  

 At first, she was hesitant but smiling. 

Then she succumbed to the pleasure of the 

caress. Which made it all the more jolting 

when she was instantly stripped naked and his 

hand was replaced by a feather. She endured 

moments of soft agony as the feather flicked 

from hip to navel to breasts to neck to armpit 

and then back down to hip and thighs and 

labia. 

 She let out a shriek of protest, but no 

sound emerged. Her body writhed in torment 

of the sweet torture.  

 And then just as suddenly, it was over 

and she was fully clothed and safe. But she 

was breathing heavily. 

 “I can’t believe you did that to me,” she 

said. 

 “What?” he replied. “What did I do? 

What happened?” He seemed sincere. 

 “Wait, you’re saying you don’t know?” 

 “No,” he said. “I mean, yes, that’s what 

I’m saying. I have no idea what happened.” 
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 “Hmm,” she said, uncertain whether to 

believe him. “Well,” she said at last, “okay, 

now it’s my turn.” 

 “Right, but remember, I wasn’t doing 

anything to hurt you, I was just—” 

 But he was suddenly under the same 

spell she had just experienced. He saw her 

dancing in front of him, slowly removing her 

clothing and moving closer, closer, closer 

until she draped her body on his, whispering, 

“Take me, use me, fuck me.” 

 Already aroused by her erotic striptease, 

he reached out to caress her body but it was 

gone, replaced by large clumps of red-hot 

coals. His screams echoed in the room as the 

scent of burning flesh filled his nostrils and 

the pain seared through him. And then all was 

back as it was.  

 “What did you think?” she asked 

brightly. 

 “How could you do that?” he asked 

indignantly. 

 “I imagined dancing for you,” she 

protested. “What happened?” 
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 “What happened? What happened?! I’ll 

show you what happened.” 

 “Now look, you can’t—” she began, but 

got no further. 

 And so it went, back and forth, hurt upon 

hurt, escalating until each was being impaled, 

crushed, and eviscerated in fever-dreams of 

terrifying dynamism until they fell back on 

the floor exhausted by their amateur 

experimentation in sorcery.  

 Slowly, they regained some measure of 

composure. In a daze, they stood up, closed 

the ancient volume of incantations, exchanged 

suspicious glances, and decided to go their 

separate ways without speaking another word.  

 Unsteady legs took them to the front 

door. Each sent a puzzled accusatory look at 

the other and received a similar look in return.  

 Within a half hour, the man was home 

and his preparations for bed mirrored those of 

the woman. Both got undressed. Both entered 

the bathroom. And both discovered they were 

destined to suffer one more manifestation 

from the book of hexes. 
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They both sat down. And that’s when the 

latrina serpentibus perierunt sprang out of the 

water to devour them. 
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Suburban Evil 
 

here are pieces of advice that parents 

pound into children’s heads: “Don’t 

talk to strangers.” “Don’t be greedy.” 

“Don’t eat too many sweets.” “Don’t step on 

other people’s property uninvited.” “Don’t 

disturb people at the dinner hour.” “Don’t 

stay out after dark.” “Don’t take candy from 

strangers.”  

 All of that guidance is set aside on the 

evening before the feast celebrating All 

Saints’ Day, which is called All Hallow’s 

Eve, which got shortened to Hallow’s Eve, 

and which then became the contraction now 

known as Halloween.  

 Under whatever name, the fake holiday 

is derived from pagan rituals. Or maybe 

specifically from the Celtic Druid festival of 

Samhain—you can find contradictory 

answers. It’s confusing, especially since 

topics like this produce so much religious 

blather from crazy people.  

 “Don’t you mean people of faith?” 

someone asks sharply.  

 T



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

190 
 

Not at all. 

“But these are people who hold dear 

their strong religious beliefs and—” 

 That’s what I said: crazy people. Now, 

where were we? Oh, right: Halloween, a 

wonderful day in autumn when the leaves are 

doing that yellowing reddening browning 

twirling-falling thing and the air can be sharp 

as an icepick. Time for hot apple cider laced 

with whiskey. Or warm whiskey laced with 

ice cubes.  

Time also for spooky stories about spirits 

of the dead rising to move among the living. 

Ghosts, goblins, ghouls, and all manner of 

frightening apparitions flit and flutter in the 

air around us, rising through the floor, oozing 

under the door, walking through walls, 

descending through the roof, and manifesting 

themselves on the couch, in the closet, and 

under the bed.  

 So obviously, there is no better time to 

have the kids dress up in fanciful outfits and 

go careening through the neighborhood after 

dark where they crowd onto people’s porches, 
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rap on people’s doors, and shout threats at 

them.  

 Threats? Well, it’s difficult to make 

anything else of the phrase “Trick or Treat!” 

The little monsters are saying they’re going to 

screw up part of your property unless you 

give them sweets. It is, quite frankly, 

extortion. “Nice little front yard you’ve got 

here; be a shame if something were to happen 

to it.” 
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 It wasn’t always like this. According to 

extensive scholarly research that I conducted 

by spending three minutes on the internet, 

trick-or-treating didn’t become popular in the 

US until the latter part of the 1930s or early 

part of the 1940s.  

 The whole thing is pretty weird but there 

can be touching events around this 

celebration. Consider the kid who was 

competing with his friends to see who could 

fill the most shopping bags with candy during 

a two-hour scamper across people’s lawns in 

a suburban neighborhood. Rushing into his 

home with a full bag, he grabbed an empty 

bag and headed for the door to continue the 

quest. But before departing he tossed off a 

line that his mother would remember for the 

rest of her life: “Mom, if you run out of candy 

you can use some of mine.” 

 And then he was gone into the night, 

joining the roving packs of teens, tweens, and 

pre-teens with their flashlights, electric 

candles, lights in their shoes, reflective strips 

on their costumes, scurrying and scampering 
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hither and yon as the shouts of merriment 

mingled with the screech of car tires as 

homeward-bound commuters found 

themselves face-to-grille with the little 

costumed twerps and everyone was shocked 

and dismayed for a while but eventually 

ambulances arrived to roll away the remains.  

Street cleaning has been scheduled for 

next Tuesday.  
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Bruce X. Machina 
 

nough time has passed since Bruce 

Xavier disappeared that it is no longer 

unseemly to spend a few moments 

reflecting on his brief but extraordinary life. 

When he was a student, Bruce was a nerd, 

which eventually led to a data processing 

career. “As a kid, I wasn’t into TV or movies 

or comic books or superheroes or toys or Boy 

Scouts or riding horses or school dances or 

skateboarding or anything else,” he once said, 

“but computers were totally cool.”  

He faced some impediments. “Just using 

the family computer became an obstacle 

course. The biggest roadblocks were my mom 

and my stepdad. They were both very strict 

about my touching the home computer. 

Looking back on it, I understand that they 

wanted to make sure the family desktop was 

always in working order, whereas I wanted to 

take it apart, examine it, and then see if I 

could put it back together. But still, they 

could have been a bit more understanding.” 

 E
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 There was one area of positivity. “When 

I visited my real dad, the rules were different. 

He always made sure I had several old 

computers I could open up, swap out the 

components, and try combining the parts.” 

 Bruce recalled that his hours with his 

real father “went by really rapidly and then it 

was back home where the barriers were again 

in place. But my mom and stepdad went 

further than just putting lots of restrictions on 

my use of the computer. They also didn’t let 

me install programs on it, even with their 

supervision, even the legitimate programs that 

they got from the store or from my mom’s 

work. And the biggest thing was they didn’t 

allow me to connect to the Internet. That was 

really annoying.” 

 But that constraint may have helped 

Bruce. “I had to discover ways to bend those 

rules and get past the child locks they placed 

on their home desktop.” Hackers may get 

their start under similar circumstances. 

 Meanwhile, his ability to repair PCs 

turned him into an entrepreneur. “All through 

middle and high school, I got work from 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

196 
 

teachers, parents, neighbors, and friends who 

would bring me machines to repair. Or I 

would make house calls, or in-school calls. I 

even built some computers for friends and 

neighbors.”  

Bruce got involved with computer 

languages, web design, game programming, 

and more. “Also, I discovered ways to get 

around whatever restrictions the school 

administrators put on the access to their 

system.” Once again, good hacker training. 

 Bruce’ home life was a mess during 

these years, primarily because his mother and 

stepfather subjected him to a very odd form of 

child abuse: they tried to make him out to be 

mentally deficient. Since Bruce was 

alternately aloof or irrepressible in classrooms 

headed by poor teachers, the school was able 

to exact revenge by suggesting he had ADHD 

(attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) or 

Asperger’s—the school “psychologist” wasn’t 

exactly sure, for this petty bureaucrat was as 

addle-pated as Bruce’ mother and stepfather.  

 “Once my mom heard that phony 

diagnosis, it was like an excuse to really step 
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up the clampdown on me. My mom had 

always treated me condescendingly but now it 

began to get steadily worse. She and the fake 

dad told me I was retarded. They told me I 

was not going to be able to function on my 

own. They told me I would not be able to 

achieve anything. Only when I visited my real 

dad was I treated like a person.”  

Day in and day out, his mother and 

stepfather beat him down verbally, informing 

him that he was destined for failure. They told 

him he wouldn’t be able to drive a car, go to 

college, arrange his own affairs, have any 

relationships, hold down a job, move out of 

the house, or get along in life without their 

direction.  

 “My mom kept inventing rules 

governing my behavior, saying that it was the 

only way to ‘help me.’ She made up a bunch 

of weird and often conflicting guidelines and 

my fake dad was the enforcer. They didn’t 

want me to even look into going to college 

because, as they put it, I had ‘a disability.’ At 

first, this led to my doing worse in school. 

When a kid gets no support at home, the 
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results can be devastating. Fortunately, in 

high school I was able to start to fight back 

against the doubts that my mom kept pushing 

at me.” 

Bruce set about disproving his mom’s 

put-downs by earning good grades, getting his 

driver’s license, checking out colleges, and 

even dating. “My mom labeled me a nothing 

and I kept working to become a something. 

The most influential person in my life was 

against me but I fought back in as many ways 

as possible.” 

 Upon graduating from high school, 

Bruce enrolled in a nearby community 

college, taking the core classes that were 

necessary for transfer to a four-year 

institution. He also got a job at an information 

technology firm that designed, installed, 

maintained, and repaired computer networks 

for businesses. By scheduling his job hours 

around his college schedule, he gained 

practical experience with hardware and 

software, not to mention troubleshooting, 

removing viruses, and performing an array of 

system testing procedures. 
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 And then came the day he moved out of 

his mom’s dark cloud of a house and into a 

place of his own that became more or less a 

computer lab for running a small business and 

conducting experiments in building bigger 

and better (meaning smaller and faster) 

computers. 

 “The electric bills would have been a 

killer for me but I found a place where I could 

set up solar panels on the roof and in the 

backyard. I had been doing network 

maintenance for a solar panel installation 

company that went bankrupt due their funds 

being embezzled. And because I had installed 

the computer upgrades for the Sheriff’s 

Department, they looked the other way while 

I took some of the firm’s solar gear from their 

warehouse just before the final foreclosure 

decree was issued. It was a shame about the 

company going belly-up but the result was 

that I was able to run my computer 

explorations virtually off-the-grid. Plus, I 

could blast music during every waking 

moment. It was great!” 
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 Bruce dreamt about creating a system 

that would harness the power from the central 

processing units (CPUs) of a great many 

small personal computers to simulate the 

actions of a mega computer. Thousands of 

lines of code were written. Program after 

program was devised, tested, refined, re-

tested, and re-engineered to keep the 

experiment moving forward. “The idea was 

that the project would use the Internet to seek 

out other computers all over the world and tap 

into their CPUs to artificially create a 

monster-sized computing center. Not to put 

too fine a point on it, but, well, let’s face it, 

the goal was to... Rule The World!”  

 Bruce called his project ETAPE (Electric 

Tentacles Around Planet Earth), and after 

several false starts began making great 

progress. “We’re getting close to pulling this 

off!” he shouted above the pounding of the 

Nine Inch Nails track currently playing at top 

volume. ETAPE would snake its way through 

the fiber optic cables and Wi-Fi connections 

and satellite signals to grab the processing 

ability of hundreds of computers in a 
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neighborhood, and each of them would in turn 

reach out to hundreds of additional machines, 

and so on until there were very few 

mainframes, desktops, laptops, pads, or 

phones that weren’t contributing to the 

program, even if just for a few nanoseconds at 

a time. 

 “Have you ever wondered why your 

electronic device is working perfectly one 

moment and then seems to freeze up for a few 

seconds before returning to normal? That’s 

me.” It was because of Bruce’s ETAPE 

program sucking all the computational power 

out of your device in order to complete a 

much larger task that was taking place on a 

global basis.  

 

ne day, transformation was in the air. A 

charmed sensitivity affected the 

molecules in the flesh and in the bloodstream. 

This was beyond mere physicality because 

not only was it affecting the synapses of the 

mind, it was reaching out to the machine. 

Bruce was becoming sympathetic with the 

programs and coding that controlled the 

 O
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programmed algorithms that ran the computer 

systems. “It was as if I could actually feel 

what was necessary to make electronic 

calculations, assessments, recalibrations, and 

machine-level intelligence. It was beautiful! 

And a little frightening.” 

 Slowly, Bruce the human began 

undergoing an adjustment. He didn’t even 

notice right away because the alteration in his 

body was at the molecular level. At first, just 

a few seemingly random protons and 

electrons wavered in their trajectories. Then 

the waver became a dither and then a 

vacillation and then a modification and then 

an adaptation. “Hi!” said one electron to a 

neighboring nucleus. “Hey, you!” was the 

reply. “This took place in binary code, of 

course,” Bruce noted. 

The world as Bruce knew it was forever 

altered by a shift in the orbits of several 

atomic particles. The true shock was that the 

molecules inside Brue adapted and a 

human/machine interface commenced. First, 

Bruce began losing weight. Shirts and pants 

billowed in the wind. Belts had to be 
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tightened, one notch, two, three. One particle 

left his body, then another and another and 

another in an ongoing stream. Part of Bruce 

was breaking off from his physique and 

joining with the electronic impulses. It would 

be seen as a Kafkaesque metamorphosis if it 

was in some way ominous, but this 

changeover was by the will and the design of 

the person undergoing the transformation.  

 Slowly, inexorably, the flesh-and-bone 

human creature known as Bruce disappeared 

from the regular, standard, normal, corporeal 

plane, only to be reassembled inside the 

machinery. Bruce believed “there was no 

choice in the matter. This alteration must 

occur.” For while the computer program was 

powerful, big, wide, deep, and commanding, 

it was also mindful that it needed more than it 

could normally expect to receive within a data 

processing environment. It knew, on a 

subatomic level, that it required the foresight 

and insight that comes from human reaction. 

And it needed love. 

 “Welcome,” said the Program. Bruce 

smiled, knowing that he himself was 
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responsible for the Program and thus he was 

actually welcoming himself to his own 

creation. “You are now part of our benign 

revolution.” The Program needed a human 

host in order to move forward and Bruce was 

more than willing to be part of this grand and 

exciting experiment.  

 Certainly there were numerous 

compatibility issues and both Bruce and the 

Program had some painful adjustments to 

endure. Glitches occurred, just as they always 

did with data processing procedures. But 

these were overcome with new lines of code, 

most of which Bruce could now create just by 

thinking of the electronic impulses needed to 

set down the instructions.  

“This is fun!” He suddenly had a new 

variation on an old aphorism: “I think, 

therefore I compute!” 

 Bruce was working on creating a “back 

door” to his program—the secret method by 

which a program’s developer could bypass 

security roadblocks and get into the machine 

language for any last-minute alterations that 

might become necessary... and then he caught 
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himself up and stopped in his tracks. “Who 

will know about the back door except me? 

And I’m already in and of the machine.” So 

he just turned back to revising and refining 

the coding to reach out to more machines and 

solve problems even faster than before. 

 But—and you probably knew that a 

“but” was coming—one fateful day, 

something odd began. Without warning, the 

Program began changing. Becoming slower 

and then s-l-o-w-e-r and then even s—l—o—

w—e—r and— 

 “We’re under siege!” 

 Malware! Viruses! Spyware! Trojan 

Horses! Denial of Service Attacks! Some of 

these were easily handled but there were 

certain wicked sequences and algorithms that 

were eating up the Program from within, 

activating spiral routines that simply chased 

themselves into larger and larger circles, 

grabbing computing power and thus grinding 

everything else to a halt. 

 “We’re in a death-grip!” 

 Bruce was in the battle of its life. His 

machine interface as imperiled, Bruce was 
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suddenly in grave danger. Jolts of electricity 

were heating up the metal components as the 

compilers engaged in a violent concatenation, 

the interpreters got caught up with an 

implosion of unneeded activity, and the 

assemblers assimilated themselves into 

nothingness. The entire project was in chaos 

and Bruce was dying an electronic death. 

 The source of the malevolence 

approached Bruce, radiating a smug 

satisfaction at the traffic jam stormfront 

banshee ballyhoo tempest riot it was causing. 

The temperature was rising and there was a 

deafening conglomeration of synapses 

collapsing in upon themselves. 

 All was lost. But wait—Bruce had gotten 

so used to surrendering electrons and 

molecules that he did so again without even a 

nanosecond’s pause. Amazingly, it served as 

an effective countermeasure. It was as if the 

untainted electrons had a palliative effect on 

the malicious bits and bytes. The other Bruce 

Machine hardware and software saw the 

effect and immediately followed suit. Atom 

by atom, they were eradicating the outer 
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edges of the malware. The core of the intruder 

was surprised, then concerned, then frantic, 

then apoplectic.  

 Sharp and deep was the electronic 

scream of terror and pain. 

 Bit by bit, byte by byte, line of code by 

line of code, the malignant invader was being 

repelled. It fought, battled, squirmed, and 

flailed—all to no avail. It was broken into 

pieces and smashed. All that remained was 

the core malevolence, and that was now 

surrounded. It pleaded with Bruce. 

 “Please?” it said. “Please!” it implored. 

“Please, no, oh god no!” 

 Bruce was impassive and Bruce was 

resolute. He maneuvered into position to turn 

the malware into nothing more than a bad 

memory and assigned the requisite amount of 

electrons. Now he was poised to dispatch 

them. 

 “Nooooooooooooooooo!” cried the 

intruding force. 

 “Goodbye, mother,” Bruce said as he 

sent her to oblivion. 
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Lofty Pursuits 
 

he dome-ceilinged room was 

heptagonal but because it was 

constructed inside a rectangular 

building, it the architectural equivalent of a 

square peg in a round hole. Mingling with the 

attendees, I noticed many of us were also 

contradictory—people who will take long 

drags from communal hookahs but 

meticulously keep our wine glasses to 

ourselves.  

Prior to the formal start of the event, 

there was a screening of Area Code 666: 

Hands of God, a surrealist video that was a 

mercifully brief 85 seconds. As the film 

ended, black-robed percussionists moved to 

the seven corners of the room. They 

punctuated the event with sonic 

embellishment from chimes, conga, guiro, 

gong, and kalimba.  

Illumination was from several dozen 

antique gas lamps. Joining the wafting smoke 

were perfume trails of Dragon's Blood 

incense burning in several ornate holders 

 T
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placed along the wooden beams above the 

congregation. 

Woven rugs covered a stage of polished 

oak in the center of the room. Perched upon it 

were two women and one man, each dressed 

entirely in royal blue. They took turns reading 

aloud from scrolls: 

  

The sky sashays between  

benevolence and a firm caress. 

 

Dusk dances with twilight 

and the heavens grow deeper 

larger  

wider  

longer.  

 

Within the nightfall are a million tiny 

suns, 

the millennia of Einstein's playground. 

Soon there came a hint of the 

shimmering 

of a glimmering 

of the glittering 

of the moon. 
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After dawn’s new day, 

sunbeams glide along skin  

in a manner that gives pleasure to  

lizards and cats. 

 

A shower of light  

radiates upon you, 

cohabitating with your private heat. 

 

Forecast: stunning mood swings 

amid a bit of lightning 

that shocks the sky, 

the playground of the seraphim. 

 

Stars. . .  

alone & clustered, 

random & patterned. 

Stars. . . 

reaching their fingers of light  

through atmosphere and time. 

Stars. . .  

touching your soul  

as you gaze outward 

not knowing  
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if you are really 

looking up 

or down  

or this way 

or that 

while basking 

in the  

universe 

of  

now. 

 

The performance concluded just as the 

police arrived to shut things down. “There’s 

no problem, officer,” the event organizers told 

the cops earnestly.   

“Doesn’t appear that way,” one officer 

said. 

“Honest, everything’s under control.”  

“Really,” said another of the cops. 

“Right over there, EMTs are pumping one 

person’s stomach.”  

“Well,” one organizer said, “but she took 

something before she came to the show.” 

“Uh huh. We’re going to need the names 

of whoever’s running this event.” 
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Once the police left, the event leaders all 

agreed that the evening was quite successful 

and another event was planned for the 

following month. 

“Successful?” I inquired. 

“Absolutely,” said one of the performers. 

“There were more than nineteen people 

watching the performance.” 

“So that would be, what, twenty?” 

“Hey, this is the first time the actors 

didn’t outnumber the audience, okay?” 
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Carny 
 

hen the woman spoke, her voice 

barely hinted at any connection 

with purgatory, purification, or 

punishment. Her words were pleasant once 

you got past the haughty “you know you want 

me” attitude in her delivery. The arrogance 

was justified—she was tall, elegant, assured, 

and, as one envious acquaintance put it, 

exquisitely proportioned. 

 Staring at the man as he stood in her 

storefront doorway, she told him, “I always 

knew the devil would be handsome.” He tried 

to match her gaze but in doing so, he never 

formed a suitable reply. He just remained 

there, not inside the shop, not outside.  

 “Do come in,” she said to him. 

 “Uh, I’m not sure,” the man said. “I 

mean, I don’t know if I—” 

 “Yes, you should be doing this,” she 

assured him. “You are in the right place at 

precisely the right time.” She watched him 

hesitate. “Shyness can be cute but there’s no 

need for it now. Come.” She turned and 

 W
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walked to a small but ornate wooden table. 

Hand-carved inlays adorned the edges.  

 The man stepped forward and suddenly 

noticed the sounds of the amusement park 

seemed very far away. Could the room be 

soundproofed? From the outside, this place 

had looked like the usual carnival sideshow 

tent, but the interior appeared to be solid as 

oak. 

 “No, um, well,” he began, “you don’t 

understand.”  

 “Oh, but I do understand,” she replied. 

“Come, sit down, and we’ll have a chat. You 

can certainly spare two minutes of your time 

for me.” 

 The man took a step toward her but then 

stopped as, behind him, the door closed. Yes, 

the room was soundproofed. The music from 

the outdoor loudspeakers was now unheard. 

The delighted screams of riders on the 

rollercoaster were just a memory. 

 “Well, uh,” the man said, turning back to 

her, “I, um, I was wondering about, uh—”  

 “You were wondering about some of the 

decisions you’ve made in your life. Yes, I 
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know. Business decisions as well as personal 

decisions. And you’re vexed about some of 

them.” 

 “How do you—? Well, I guess you’re 

supposed to know, but, well, I mean how—” 

 “It shows.” 

 “It does?” 

 “Oh, don’t worry. Right now, it is only 

apparent to those who know what to observe. 

Please sit down.” The woman indicated a 

straight-backed antique chair directly across 

the table from where she now sat in a much 

more elaborate, almost throne-like piece of 

custom-made furniture. 

 “Well, okay,” the man said, “but just for 

a moment.” 

 “A brief visit will suffice.” She watched 

as the man glanced back at the door, then at 

the clock display on his phone. “Put that 

away,” she told him. “You have time for a 

quick conversation before your friends miss 

you,” she added. “They are going on the 

Space Voyager ride. The ride only lasts five 

minutes but the video presentation before it 

takes ten minutes and the line at this time of 
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day is about twenty minutes so we have at 

least a half-hour to be alone together. Sit 

down and talk to me.” 

 He looked at the woman. Although she 

was older than he was, she seemed more 

desirable than any girl he had ever known. 

And she was smiling at him as her eyes 

played over his body. He gave in and sat 

down across from her. 

 “Good,” she said. “Now, just consider 

this: what is the first thing you wish you could 

change?” 

 “Um, I’m not sure I want to—” 

 “Talking isn’t necessary. Just think it. 

Think about one thing. Think about changing 

one decision you’ve made.” Her voice was 

soft and cool. 

 “Yeah, all right,” he said. 

 The lights in the room seemed to become 

softer. From nowhere and everywhere came 

the fragrance of freshly cut flowers.  

The woman smiled and leaned forward. 

“There, now. That feels better, doesn’t it?”  

 “Well,” said the man, starting to relax in 

spite of his initial trepidation, “yeah, it feels 
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better to think of things being different, but 

it’s still not changed in real life.” 

 “Situations change in real life.” 

 “No,” he said, feeling the tension rising 

again. “No, I don’t think that can—.” 

 “Let us examine your situation,” she 

said. She paused and waited for him to nod 

assent. “You feel trapped,” she continued. 

 “Yes.”  

 “You feel boxed in.”  

 “Yes.” 

 “But you’d prefer things to be different.” 

 “Oh man, yeah.” 

 “Change is always difficult,” she said. 

“But I am going to help you. From this day 

forward, you will consider your life from a 

totally new perspective.” Her eyes were clear 

and bright. 

 “I don’t know about that,” he said. 

 “Believe me, I know about that. You will 

live your life completely differently. You will 

have an immediate affect on everyone you 

encounter. Would you like that?” 

 “Well, yeah. That’d be great,” he said. 

 “Excellent. Do me a favor.” 
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 “What?” 

 “That chair was designed to hold a 

human body in some degree of comfort. 

Please take advantage of it. Sit all the way 

back, take a deep breath, and start to relax.” 

 The man adjusted himself in the chair.  

 “Comfy?” she asked in a lilting voice. 

 “I guess.” 

 “That’s a start. All right, let us get down 

to business. First, I am going to prove to you 

that you are now very near an energy force 

unlike anything you have ever known. I am 

going to deploy this raw power to give you a 

chance to see what you look like when you’re 

thinking of that one thing in your life you 

wish you could change.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Take this mirror.” The woman was 

holding an ornate hand mirror. He had not 

noticed it and had not seen her pick it up, but 

now she was offering it to him. Her hand was 

steady as she held it out across the table. He 

hesitated. The woman smiled again. Slowly, 

he reached out and took the mirror. He tensed 

a bit, trying to resist, but something was 
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urging him forward. Forcing him, in fact. And 

yet, it suddenly seemed so soothing....  

 He took a breath to steady himself, and 

looked at his reflection in the mirror. The 

image was younger, stronger, and more 

handsome. “Keep looking at the image,” she 

told him, “while thinking about making the 

change you want to make in your life.” The 

man began to smile. “Now,” she told him, 

“think about the decision you made and how 

you feel trapped by it. Reflect on what you 

did.”  

 The man shouted in fright and dropped 

the mirror. It caromed off the table in a 

spinning arc, landed on the floor and the glass 

cracked while still in the frame. 

 “Oh Jesus,” he said. “I’m sorry, but—” 

 “That’s perfectly all right,” the woman 

told him without moving. “The mirror itself is 

of no importance. It is the image that matters. 

Try it again.” She was once more holding out 

the mirror.  

 He glanced at the floor. No mirror. He 

glanced up, puzzled. The mirror was in her 

hand. No crack in the glass. “How did—?” He 
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tried to stand up but couldn’t. There was fear 

in the pit of his belly. “What is happening?” 

 “Everything is all right,” she told him in 

a soothing voice, like talking to a baby. She 

held the mirror in front of him but this time 

she pulled on the handle so it opened up to 

form a brace that allowed the mirror to sit on 

the table like a small photo frame. 

 “Is this some sort of trick?” 

 “Yes,” she replied. “That’s exactly what 

it is. A trick. So you have no need to be 

worried. Now why don’t you calm down and 

we can continue for just another moment or 

two.” 

 “No,” he said “I have to get back...” He 

tried to get out of the chair but his body 

would not move. “What the hell?” 

 “You will remain here for a few more 

minutes,” she told him. “You have been 

selected.” 

 “God damn it!” He was struggling in the 

chair. “What is this?!” 

 “There are powers beyond those you 

have been taught in church or in school,” she 

said.  
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 “No!” He was sweating now. “This isn’t 

possible!” His eyes darted from the woman to 

his unmoving arms and legs. Muscles were 

contracting and flexing but his body remained 

in place as if joined to the chair. 

 “You feel stupefied, don’t you.” It was 

not a question. 

 “What is this?!” 

 “Perhaps it would make you feel better 

to see some form of bondage,” she said softly 

but with just a trace of malice. “That can be 

arranged.” And his left arm was slowly bound 

to the chair with an undulating variegated 

rope. Undulating? It was a tentacle. Another 

began coiling around his right arm. Another 

on his left leg. And his right. And his torso.  

 “That’s a pretty picture,” said the 

woman. “It is, as a cheap comic might say, a 

real grabber.”  

The man yelled, yet no sound emerged 

from the man’s wide-open and straining 

mouth. 

 “You are about to be given the rare 

opportunity of seeing how some of us see 

you,” she told him. 
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 The man redoubled his struggles, 

breathing heavier and looking more frantic. 

He was sending his heart rate soaring as he 

kept saying to himself that this couldn’t be 

happening, that this just isn’t— 

 “This just isn’t possible?” she asked. 

“Yes, you’re quite correct. It isn’t possible. 

And yet...” she indicated the tentacles. “Now, 

look at the image,” she told him, pointing at 

the mirror. 

 His eyes darted around the room. Was 

there someone who could help him? There 

was no one. Eventually, his eyes met hers. 

She glanced again at the mirror. At first, he 

resisted. He kept his eyes locked to hers. She 

smiled slightly and made a tiny gesture with 

her hand. Then, like a moth to a flame, his 

eyes moved to regard the image in the mirror. 

And he saw himself as the entities of Lucifer 

view all humans.  

 Seeing your own face turn into neon-

colored ooze can be unsettling. Watching 

people and pets turn into shiny putrescence 

and liquid offal may drive a person toward a 

psychotic reaction. “The twisted body parts, 
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distended torso, shriveled skin, distorted head, 

exposed entrails,” the woman said, “all are a 

reflection of one’s true worth as a human 

being. It is your personal visual atmosphere, 

or what some call the aura. The aura speaks of 

your ethics, morality, and goodness. Or the 

lack thereof. That is how you look to your 

god, to Lord Lucifer, and to His entities.” 

 After the man stopped shaking, the 

woman cooed softly, “Now listen to me very 

carefully. I am going to release you in a 

moment, but pay very close attention, for 

there is something else I want you to see....” 

 With haunted eyes, the man was 

compelled to shift his gaze from the mirror to 

the woman’s face. 

 “That’s better,” she said. “You like me? 

You like the way I look?” He hesitated, then 

nodded. “Good. Thank you,” she purred. “It is 

always flattering to have a man send admiring 

glances in one’s direction. But mere outward 

appearances can be unreliable. Deceptive. 

Illusory. Let me reveal to you a deeper 

realism. A heretofore unseen veracity. A 

vision, not of loveliness, but of dread.” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

224 
 

 Once again, the man began struggling 

and straining with every muscle of this body. 

 “You can learn from this for your next 

plane of existence,” she said. “You are very 

fortunate to be given this opportunity. For 

now I am going to show you how I look when 

I make decisions that are as poor as the ones 

you have made. I hope you are ready to 

receive this information. It can be unsettling. 

Because,” she leaned forward, “I look like 

this.” 

 The man began screaming.  

 “From this point onward,” she told him, 

“you will see others as their true selves. And 

you will react accordingly.” She waved her 

hand and he was no longer in the room. 

 Standing in the throngs of people in the 

amusement park, the man looked wildly 

around him. Men, women, and children were 

all transmogrified into colorful disfigurations 

of humanity. Frightening. Terrifying. Scream-

inducing.  

 He encountered a couple from Wisconsin 

and screamed in horror. They recoiled from 

the sound and went around him. 
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 He found himself amidst a family from 

Virginia and screamed again. They pulled 

back, shielding their children from this 

madman.  

 He bumped into a teenage couple from 

Seattle and he screamed once more. They 

laughed nervously as they veered past him. 

 Everyone he encountered received a 

scream. A long, tortured scream. A scream 

that contained elements of fingernails on a 

chalkboard, boiling teakettles, dentist’s drills, 

steam locomotive whistles, hissing of snakes, 

spitting of cats, howling of dogs. The veins on 

his face stood out against the redness of his 

flesh. The cords in his neck were bulging and 

throbbing. His throat was made of tungsten, 

sandpaper, rusted horseshoes, and grinding 

gears. His shrieks were an affront to civility 

and frightening to adults, children, and 

animals.  

The screams did not stop as he wandered 

through the area of the park called 

Neverwhere, home of Ghostly Gables, the 

park’s haunted house attraction. He nearly 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

226 
 

bumped into one of the park administrators 

and, of course, screamed at him.  

“Good,” said the administrator. “That’s 

more like it. Much better than the other ones 

they’ve been sending. All right, get in there 

and go to work.” The administrator pushed 

him toward the employee entrance to the 

haunted house where his squeals, squawks, 

and screeches were welcome.  

The man’s high-volume vocalizations 

inspired the posters throughout the park that 

proudly proclaimed, “Ghostly Gables, 100% 

More Screamilicious!” His roaring recitals 

took place every fifteen minutes from 9 a.m. 

to midnight, seven days a week. 
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Forced Perspective 
 

ntering his 60th floor penthouse, the 

man switched on the recessed 

lighting, slammed the door, angrily 

tore off his tailored sport jacket, and headed 

for the wet bar on the far side of the room. He 

never reached his destination. Something 

came at him from the darkened hallway.  

 “Jesus!” the man spat out after a hooded 

figure emerged into the light. “Wh- who are 

you?”  

 “I am the Ghost of Christmas Future.” 

 “What?”  

 “Sorry. I thought that sounded dramatic. 

You can call me The Walpurgisnacht 

Warlock.” There was a pause. “Or just Walt, 

for short.” 

 “How the hell did you get in here?!” 

 “Service entrance, freight elevator, bribe 

to the concierge.” 

 “I’m calling the cops.” 

 “I don’t think so.” The intruder produced 

a Beretta PX4 Storm 9mm and shot the man 

in his right kneecap.  

 E
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 There was a scream, followed by a thud 

as his body hit the polished marble floor. 

Then there were more screams and a lot of 

writhing around. The man frantically tried to 

arrest the pain by holding his knee with one 

and then both hands. It wasn’t long before 

shock set in.  

 “Blood flow,” muttered the intruder. 

“Time for a little nap.” 

 The man’s eyelids fluttered, his face 

went white, and he blacked out. 

 Moving to the body, the hooded figure 

searched the man for weapons and removed 

the man’s cell phone. Walpurgisnacht rose, 

turned, walked through the suite to the 

kitchen, took a tea towel and soaked it with 

cold water. Walking back through the suite, 

Walt grabbed a briefcase from behind the 

couch and casually dropped it on the highly 

polished coffee table. Returning to the body, 

the Ghost of Christmas Future knelt down and 

applied the dripping towel to the man’s 

forehead. 

 “Wakey-wakey,” he said, slapping the 

man’s cheeks until he regained consciousness. 
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“Wh- where...?” And then the pain 

became his only concern.  

 “It hurts, doesn’t it?” Walt asked. “And 

I’ll bet it hurts even more if this happens.” A 

tap on the wounded leg produced another 

scream. “Thought so. All right, let’s get down 

to business.” 

 “I need a doctor!”  

 “You need education, compassion, 

empathy, enlightenment, and did I say 

education?” 

 “Please, I—” 

 “Like most corporate executives, what 

you really need is a soul.” 

 “Whuh-whuh-whuh.” He was suddenly 

gasping for air. 

 “Calm down,” Walt said. “Just take it 

easy.” He waited a second. “There, that’s 

better. Now, as is the case with a large 

number of commercial enterprises in a 

capitalistic society, your company, Afluenz 

Pharmaceuticals, has been conducting 

business in a manner that is morally 

reprehensible.” 

 “I’m bleeding!” 
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 “Yes you are. Very observant. Now, it 

isn’t just that you fudged some of the lab 

results in order to obtain Food & Drug 

Administration approval, which you did. It 

isn’t just that you bribed foreign nationals in 

order to get access to restricted substances for 

use in your overseas manufacturing facilities, 

which you did.” 

 “Help me!” the capitalist said through 

gritted teeth.  

 “We’ll get to the topic of helping you in 

a moment. Right now, we need to talk about 

Benzaltimine-9, the blood disease inhibitor 

that cost patients around eighty-five dollars a 

month until your firm boosted the price a bit. 

Just a teensy bit. Up to forty-seven hundred 

and fifty dollars a month. That’s an increase 

of a mere five thousand percent.” 

 “If you don’t help me I’m going to die!” 

 “Take a few deep breaths. Relax. You 

may not live longer but you’ll enjoy the 

moments you have. Now, the way you’ve 

acted in business is disgusting and evil but 

some of what you did was legal. Which needs 

to be looked into. Legislatively, I mean.  
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 “Please!” he gasped. “I need to get to a 

hospital!” 

 “Yes. Yes, you do. But in the meantime, 

I have here near me antiseptic, painkillers, 

gauze, and a tourniquet,” Walpurgisnacht said 

calmly. “And I recognize that you are also in 

need of a trip to the nearest emergency room, 

which I could provide with a car that’s 

waiting in the visitor’s parking area at the 

base of this building. Would you like any or 

all of these things?” 

 “Yes!” 

 “Very well. The price will be ten million 

dollars.” 

 “What?!” 

 “You’re right. That’s too much of a 

bargain. Fifteen million.” 

 “You’re crazy!” 

 “No, not really. You have been shot with 

a 9mm bullet at point blank range, the 

projectile having shattered your patella. You 

are rapidly depositing blood all over your 

imported marble. You will soon lose 

consciousness again and you will die right 

here on your expensive floor.” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

232 
 

 “No! You’ve got to help me!” 

 “Over on that table is a briefcase with 

what you need to ease the suffering and 

control the loss of blood. I can also provide 

transportation to modern medical facilities. 

And the price is now twenty million dollars.” 

 “But—!” 

 “I can tell that you’re starting to see my 

point. I think this situation is what you would 

call a seller’s market.”  

 “That’s— that’s— You can’t do this!” 

 “Sort of puts things in perspective, 

doesn’t it?” 

 Their conversation ended. The hooded 

figure activated the music system in the suite 

and played selections from Broadway show 

tunes. At a high enough volume, you could 

barely hear the man scream. 

 

POLICE REPORT 

CASE #: 11311036/H9. Metro 

Division, Precinct 102. Lead Officer 

William Anderson, assigned to Patrol 

Car 1647 with Officer Mario 

Braceros.  
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STATEMENT: Radio dispatch sent 

Unit to Midtown Tower Two. Arrived 

at 2345 hours and met building 

manager Alfred Bolenstach in the 

lobby. Mr. Bolenstac said that the 

building janitorial staff found a dead 

body when entering one of the 

penthouse suites to clean. 

Bolenstack went with us up to the 

suite. Upon entering the Suite, 

Bolonstach fainted at the sight of a 

35-45 year old white male on the tile 

in the entry area, the body lying on 

its back in pool of blood. There was 

no pulse. I.D. in the victim’s clothing 

stated following: Stephen Morriston 

Landowne, 42 years old, 5’ 10” tall 

and 185 lbs. Coroner arrived at 0110 

hours. Preliminary findings include 

following: Victim had received 4 

gunshot wounds: 1 to left knee; 1 to 

genitals; 2 to stomach. Victim bled to 

death. “Looks like he took a long time 

to die,” the medical examiner said. 
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Luddite Moderne 
 

eter McKirk’s interviews were acerbic 

and combative, which made them 

entertaining. As the volatile and 

controversial founder of Com2N (Computer 

Compatibility Now!), McKirk frequently 

offered eyebrow-raising quotes. At the 

moment, McKirk was in a video conversation 

with a reporter who worked with one of the 

gossip/clickbait websites.  

 “All right,” the reporter said, “some 

people have leveled a charge against you that 

I’d like to follow up on.”  

 “Okay,” McKirk replied jovially, “have 

at it.” 

 “They say you are a Luddite. Would you 

care to comment on that?” 

 “A Luddite. Well, I have heard that 

epithet aimed at me,” McKirk said. “I’ve even 

used the term myself, as in admitting to being 

a bit of a ‘modern Luddite,’ if you’ll pardon 

the oxymoron. But it’s not really the right 

terminology, is it?” 

 “How so?”   

 P



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

235 
 

 “Okay,” McKirk responded, “in 1810 or 

thereabouts, when the movement named for 

Ned Ludd was operating in England, they 

attempted to destroy the weaving machines 

that were seen as taking away their 

livelihoods. They were protesting progress. 

That’s different. We’re not against progress. 

We’re not trying to smash computers or 

destroy the firms that make computers.” 

 “But you’re very angry about them.” 

 “Certainly,” McKirk said, “but none of 

us at Com2N are angry about computing, per 

se. We’re angry at the short-sightedness of 

companies that keep making hardware and 

software without seeking true compatibility 

across all platforms and programs.” 

 “That’s a profit-motive decision,” the 

clickbait writer said. “That’s decided by 

computer software firms and, the computer 

manufacturers, to keep their profits up.” 

 “Sure,” McKirk agreed, “we recognize 

there’s a certain amount of greed that is built 

into capitalism, and it’s probably good as an 

incentive to create new products, new 

services, new systems, and so forth. But greed 
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also leads to horrible decisions for many 

consumers.” 

 “Okay, so you’re anti-greed, but—” 

 “Look,” McKirk said, “let’s say you 

have a well-functioning computer system and 

then you introduce a new program and 

suddenly you have incompatibility problems. 

You usually don’t have those problems if the 

new program is made by the same company 

that made all your other computer programs. 

But if you are like most people and most 

businesses, you have multiple programs and 

systems from multiple suppliers. You can lose 

time, energy, money, and data when there is 

no compatibility.” 

 “That’s true, but—” 

 “Computer firms should be made to 

show some responsibility to consumers to 

protect their files,” McKirk stated. 

 “But consider the cost. If a 

manufacturer—” 

 “The cost of lost data and lost projects 

and lost productivity is much worse than 

paying a few pennies or even a few pounds or 
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dollars more for properly designed 

programs.” 

 “Perhaps,” the clickbait writer suggested, 

“consumers should have that choice.” 

 “We would love it if consumers had that 

choice!”  

 “Good point,” the man admitted. “I’ll 

give you that one.” 

 “Then there’s the damn updates. Why is 

the onus on the consumer to make their 

systems conform to the corporations’ needs?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Okay, look, you purchase a program or 

sign up for a service and soon you’re asked to 

download and install some corrections, some 

fixes, some patches, some updates, some 

changes. It doesn’t matter if this is convenient 

or inconvenient. It doesn’t matter if it causes 

any problems with other programs already on 

the consumer’s machine. The burden is 

always on the consumer.” 

 “Well,” the interviewer said, “system 

improvements are always being made.” 

 “Fine. Improve the system,” McKirk 

said. “At Com2N, we’re saying that 
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companies should improve things on the 

corporation side, not on the customer side.” 

 “That may not be cost-effective,” the 

clickbait guy protested. 

 “Not cost-effective for the corporation, 

you mean.” 

 “Well, it’s their system, it’s their 

product.” 

 “Not once a customer buys into it. Now 

it’s a shared responsibility.” 

 “I’m not sure your way is viable.” 

 “Of course it is and I can prove it.” 

 “How?” 

 “Think about firms that sell products 

over the Internet.” 

“Okay,” the interviewer said.” 

“So, if you want to browse the products 

they offer, you just visit their site. No 

compatibility issues at all, right?” 

 “Right,” the man admitted. 

 “To make a purchase, you do so with just 

a few clicks, right?” 

 “Yes, and...?” 

 “Okay, here’s the point: These sites 

never tell users that they, the customer, have 
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to download some new piece of software. 

Those sites have to be updating their systems 

all the time, but they make certain everything 

works on their side of the transaction. The 

minute a site starts asking customers to do 

some of their work for them, the customer 

would say ‘Sod off, I’m buying from one of 

your competitors.’ You see?” 

 “Well, yes, I suppose so...” 

 “Why make the public do the work of 

the corporation? Here at Com2N, we’re 

saying that the public should tell the computer 

software companies, ‘You make the damn 

updates!’ Otherwise, those firms should be 

fined or put out of business. If that makes us 

Luddite 2.0 or Modern Ludd or Luddistas or 

whatever, so be it.” 

The man wanted to refute McKirk’s 

points but he had disappeared and now 

McKirk was speaking directly to the video 

camera. 

“Unfortunately,” McKirk said, “the 

algorithms that enable you to read these 

stories have noticed that you failed to 

download and install the latest update. And 
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you have no excuse, really, because the files 

containing the updates were easily and 

conveniently available. Let me show you.” 

 Flashing on screen were white titles 

being typed across a dark blue background: 

 

www.megamonolithcomputercongl

omeration.blah.blah.blah/update29

7.1116r44744762345678737777er

rt44r555710946635534757463522

211`03927277-0003548-big-

bunch-of-letters-and-numbers-

here-etc_etc_epsoloidicon/yada-

yada-yada-something_something 

  

“Because of your failure to act,” McKirk 

continued, “the remainder of this story will be 

in computerized symbols. Too bad, because 

you would have been able to watch stunning 

male and female nudity, gorgeous anime, and 

many sequences of terrific hand-to-hand 

combat and extreme sports in ultra-slo-mo 

high-resolution cinematography,” McKirk 

stated. “But for you right now,” he concluded, 

“the data is just data.” 
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Armageddon, Next Exit 
 

he men were moving as fast as they 

could in their bulky flame-retardant 

gear. Each of the suits was similar to a 

“ref-co” (RFHCO—Rocket Fuel Handler’s 

Clothing Outfit), but they contained so much 

additional padding and insulation they were 

often called “puffy suits” or “cocoon coats” 

by those who had to wear them. Obeying 

mandatory safety procedures, the men 

checked and double-checked the seals on their 

unwieldy garments.  

Throughout the lab facility, everyone 

could feel a mixture of excitement and 

trepidation surrounding the experiment about 

to be conducted. A tense voice came through 

the speakers mounted inside each of their 

high-tech helmets: “This is not a drill. 

Everyone, shields down.” 

All but one of the men complied. 

The anxious voice rose a bit in volume. 

“Walters!” 

 “What?” 

 “Shield.” 

 T
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 “Oh, right. Sorry.” The man quickly 

pulled down and nervously fastened the 

quarter-inch-thick multi-layer polymer see-

through faceplate of his helmet. 

 “Okay, everybody, settle down. Begin 

sequence check.” 

 “Element in place and sparking unit 

ready.” 

 “Video is a go.” 

 “Med Team in position.” 

 “Fire Suppression set.” 

 “Geologic set.” 

 “Logistics set.” 

 There was a pause and all helmeted 

heads turned to look at one of their group. 

 “Larry! Are we all set!?” Several of the 

men were waving their arms at the still silent 

scientist. It looked like he was speaking but 

nothing was coming through the built-in 

communication device. The nearest scientist 

stepped over and both men fiddled with the 

electronic switches. A sudden loud burst of 

static made everyone flinch. 

 “-hrist! Sorry! Damn thing wouldn’t turn 

on.” 
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 “Technology, ain’t it grand.” 

 “All right, let’s focus, people.” 

 “Sorry, Dr. Michaelson.” 

 “We’re all plugged in and switched on 

then?” 

 “Hearing you loud and clear.” 

 “Yes, all good.” 

 “Roger that.” 

 “All set.” 

“Coming through fine.” 

 “All right, let’s proceed.” The head 

scientist cleared his throat and began speaking 

in a stentorian manner for the recording. 

“This is Project Sunburn, X-Lab Four-Bravo, 

Test... Oh hell, what number is this, anyway?” 

 “Hundred and thirty-nine.” 

 “Yes, thank you, Dr. Sandusky. All 

right: Burn Test Number One Three Niner. 

Experiment will begin on the slab inside the 

main structure and will expand for our first 

test on the open desert. Planned output of 15 

seconds. ‘Go’ on video.” 

 “Video activated.” 

 “All right, starting in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, and 

igniting.” 
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 There was a blinding spark and then a 

tiny white-blue cyclone of flame sprang up on 

the floor where wood chips had been carefully 

arranged. The flames began crawling across 

the pieces of wood that formed a trail leading 

to the door of the lab. 

 “Open ‘er up.”  

 One man pulled down on a large steel 

lever so that gears could release huge dead-

bolts on the reinforced hangar-sized 

entryway. With grunts and groans, three of 

the men began sliding open the massive door. 

The rapidly swirling flames seemed to 

hesitate just a second before shooting through 

the opening and onto the blistering hot desert 

sands right outside the lab building.  

 “Time?” 

 “Nine seconds...ten seconds...” 

 “Right. It’s in the sand. Should begin 

smoldering.” 

 But the flames did not begin smoldering. 

They began spreading in every direction at 

once. 

 “That’s not right, it’s supposed to—” 

 “Look out!” 
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 The flames were not only headed away 

from the building but also back into the lab 

and up the sides of the structure. 

 “Use the extinguishers!” 

 “The foam! Give it the foam!” 

 Several techs and scientists grabbed fire 

extinguishers and began spraying the flames. 

And the flames behaved unnaturally by 

traveling up the streams of foam to engulf the 

canisters and the suits of the men. 

 “Holy shit!” 

 “Hit the FS!” 

 One of the men leaped to the wall-

mounted Fire Suppression activation alarm, 

punched it, and then swiveled his head up to 

see if the system activated because in the past 

it hadn’t always worked properly. To his 

relief, the four dozen nozzles on the ceiling 

and the two dozen more mounted at 

floorboard level all burst forth with the 

mixture of chemicals designed to suck the life 

out of any flames.  

 “Thank God,” the man thought, just 

before it was apparent that this particular set 

of flames appeared to like the fire suppression 
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chemicals. “No,” he said aloud, and then 

“No!” he screamed. 

The high-resolution video cameras 

mounted throughout the lab captured 

everything, impassively watching the blaze, 

sending the imagery via encrypted broadcast 

to various top secret databases, silently 

recording until they, too, were confronted by 

the incandescence and then went dark from 

the smoke. 

Inside the lab structure, the firestorms 

grew brighter and larger. The flames waltzed 

across the floor of the lab, tangoed up the 

walls of the building, and jitterbugged onto 

the lab equipment and the ceiling and the door 

and the protective suits and the men inside, all 

of whom were burned alive.  

 On one level, the experiment in what 

was called “FireWars” was a success. 

Scientists and the Army had created a weapon 

for which there was no defense: fire that 

burned anything and everything. Indeed, it 

was still burning even after consuming the 

scientists, the technicians, the soldiers, the 

laboratory, the Quonset huts, the automobiles, 
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the helicopter, and all the weapons and gear 

of the outpost. And now it was burning the 

desert sand and moving outward across the 

Playa in this remote part of Nevada. Yes, it 

was on its way toward the location of the 

annual Burning Man festival.  

 Then, just as unexpectedly, the fire 

stopped. Not a fifteen-second controlled 

experimental burn as had been predicted, but 

a 120-minute conflagration that left nothing 

but ash on the earth’s surface. Nothing but ash 

covering 610,727 cubits of desert. 

“There’s no living thing in that area of 

30 acres,” one investigator said a week later 

when the Army thought it safe to send in a 

team to inspect the barren ground. 

“Works out to 31.4 acres,” said one man.  

“Nothing alive anywhere,” said another. 

“This thing is the fire of god.” 

“The devil, you mean.” 

“Either way, the Joint Chiefs have got to 

be pleased.” 

“How so?” 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

249 
 

“That their new weapon is so powerful 

and effective. Plus, it’s very inexpensive to 

produce.”   

 “Yeah, and all they have to do now is 

figure out how to control the damned thing.” 

 

wenty-four hundred miles across the 

country from the site of the torch-and-

scorch experiment, a group of men 

congregated within a five-sided building. 

Heavily guarded by man and machine, the 

Pentagon was the war capital of the world. It 

was here that talks, meetings, presentations, 

confabs, and secret conversations took place 

among the leaders, movers, and shakers of all 

branches of the United States military.  

Their discussions were wide-ranging, 

running all the way from ka-blam to ka-boom, 

meaning that their topics included warfare, 

weapons, tactics, schemes, scenarios, plans, 

intelligence, counter-intelligence, command-

and-control, troop strength, deployment, 

logistics, kill ratios, survivability, explosives, 

drones, body disposal, and so forth. The work 

was never-ending and there was a steady hum 

 T
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of activity within the structure’s six-and-a-

half million square feet of floor space, not 

counting the secret steel-lined and titanium-

lined and lead-lined rooms beneath the 

basement of the edifice. 

 Waves of malevolence wafted outward 

from the hundreds of meetings taking place in 

the vast building. The strongest emanations, 

by far, were from some of the hidden rooms 

far below the earth’s surface. Even now, a 

meeting was in progress involving nine 

Senators, eleven members of the House, and a 

dozen uniformed military men, all officers 

above the rank of colonel. 

 “What you’re suggesting, General, will 

mortify the world.” 

 “Yes, Senator, there will be some 

protests, but—” 

 “Protests? There will be a shitstorm. 

Why, this will—” 

 “If you’ll permit me to interrupt, 

Senator? Thank you. We have determined that 

the ramifications of the proposed action will 

fall into five categories: political, military, 

geo-political, economic, and public opinion.”  
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 “Public opinion will be excoriating.” 

 “Only in the rest of the world.” 

 “You don’t think the press will go 

ballistic here?” 

 “Of course they will, but public opinion 

will come around once the consequences are 

experienced.” 

 “The consequences look like a hundred 

million dead people.” 

 “That figure is low at least by half.” 

 “Jesus!” 

 “Remember, this is something most of 

you in Congress wanted.” 

 “Something we wanted?” 

 “Every one of you has said, sometimes 

more than once, that you’d like to wipe the 

Middle East off the face of the earth—” 

 “Well, we may have said it privately 

but—” 

 “—and here’s how you’ll get your wish.” 

 “—we were’t being literal!” 

 “Well, we thought you were and here’s 

the plan.” 

 “Jesus!” 

 “And the plan is good.” 
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“But, but—” 

“It’s solid. It’s a good plan.” 

 “Two hundred million dead and maybe 

twice that many maimed and dying is a good 

plan?” 

 “Well, we believe we have a way to 

avoid the maimed and the dying. The design 

of the plan achieves a PK of 94.” 

 “What the hell is a pea kay of ninety-

four?” 

 “Sorry, Senator. PK is Probability of 

Kill. A PK of 94 means a kill factor of ninety-

four percent.” 

 “Ninety-four percent dead! So you’re 

going to kill everyone in the Middle East?” 

 “Well, ninety-four percent.” 

“How will you protect Israel?” 

“You can’t make an omelet without 

breaking eggs.” 

“What?!?”  

“Small price to pay.” 

“You can’t be serious!” 

 “Congressman, focus on the big picture. 

We have some very encouraging reports from 

our JFSWD research in the—” 
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 “The what?” 

 “The Joint Forces Special Weapons 

Development venture in the Nevada desert. 

It’s part of the GWCCS, and therefore—” 

 “Wait, goddam it, what is a CWCCS?” 

 “No, sir, not CWCCS: GWCCS. Global 

Weapons Command Control System.” 

 “For Christ sake...” 

 “Anyway, our boys have come up with 

something called Project Sunburn. Could we 

roll the tape on the burn?” 

 “It’s not called tape any longer, 

General.” 

 “Aw shit, just run the goddam movie.” 

 “Yes sir. Activating the file. It will be on 

the monitors...” 

 “Will you narrate, General, or do you 

want me to—” 

 “No, I’ve got it. All right, so you see that 

we have this self-generating high-intensity 

combustion. Burns anything. Concrete, steel, 

titanium...” 

 “That’s chemical warfare!” 

 “No, no, it’s not chemical so much as it 

is, uh, scientific. It’s scientific warfare. Now, 
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there’s an amazing shot coming up right 

about... there! See? Even the desert sand is on 

fire. Always burns for 120 minutes. Leaves 

ashes behind. It’s a perfect weapon.” 

 “But that’s, that’s—” 

 “Terminates the enemy and—”  

 “—heinous!” 

“—disposes of the corpse all in one fell 

swoop. No evidence left.” 

“I’ll not be party to the U.S. use of 

chemical weapons!” 

 “Naw, the man said it ain’t no chemical 

weapon.” 

 “What the hell do you call it?!” 

 “It’s just fire. Artificially manufactured 

fire.” 

 “That is the most ridiculous—” 

 “Gentlemen, gentlemen! Please. Let’s set 

aside discussion of the type of weaponry it 

might or might not be and focus on the 

strategy that the military has placed before us. 

Now look, what’s being proposed, is it all 

scientific fire or does it use conventional 

weaponry?” 
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 “I think I can answer that,” said one 

colonel at the far end of the table. “The 

answer is that there will be a combination of 

approaches. The plan calls for the use of 

nuclear for the large cities, conventional 

weaponry everywhere else, and then the 

controlled burn.” 

 “Wait, the U.S. is going to go nuclear?!” 

 “Well, Senator, it’s a precautionary 

measure.” 

 “It’s a pre-emptive strike!” 

 “Yes, yes it is.” 

 “That’s unheard of!” 

 “Yes, well, Senator, that’s one reason 

why it will be so effective. No one is 

expecting it.” 

 “That’s outrageous!” 

 “On the plus side, this plan requires 

hardly any boots on the ground at all. As you 

can see in Strategic Initiative 10257SB, the 

classified document which you have in front 

of you—” 

 “There’s a lot of papers here—we all 

have a bushel of papers in front of us. Which 

one of them do we—” 
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 “It’s the one titled Deterrence, 

Destruction, Decimation and Determinism 

Exercised via Joint Armed Forces 

Coordinated Action, Middle East Security 

Achieved.” 

“The fuck?” 

“Um, it’s the one with the red cover.” 

 “The red... Okay, I have it, I have it...” 

 “Everybody looking at it?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Got it.” 

 “What page are we on?” 

 “Well, you can all read through the 

hundred or so pages but you’ll see in the 

summary that the Initiative calls for—” 

 “The summary at the front or the 

summary at the back?” 

 “Uh, there’s a preface at the front and a 

summary at the back.” 

 “Do we need both?” 

 “Let’s just get to the point, can we?” 

 “Certainly. In the summary at the back 

of the report, you’ll see that the Initiative calls 

for the following five steps: (1) explosives 

planted at key industrial sites; (2) missile 



Armageddon, Next Exit by John Scott G 

 

257 
 

strikes on all high-value targets; (3) high-

altitude bombing runs for all areas of 

suspected suspicious activity, which, uh, is 

basically everywhere in that area; (4) drone 

attacks for every known or suspected terrorist, 

which, uh, is basically everyone in the area; 

and, finally, (5) the Project Sunburn 

purification device.” 

 “Did you say purification?” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 “Jesus Fucking Christ, that’s a word the 

Nazis used.” 

 “Oh, well, we’ll look into changing the 

word. But you’ll be pleased to know there’s 

no bacteriological weaponry involved.” 

 “Excuse me, general...” 

 “Yes, Admiral?” 

 “I believe that the CIA has contingency 

plans involving bacteriological methodologies 

as well.” 

 “Jesus Fucking Christ.” 

 “Senator, please.” 

 “You’re proposing to kill upwards of a 

quarter billion people!” 

 “Middle-Eastern people.” 
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 “They’re still people!” 

 “Well, yes, technically, I suppose...” 

 “Jesus Fucking Christ.” 

 “Senator, please stop saying that! We’re 

doing the world a favor.” 

 “A favor?!” 

 “All the battles, the hate, the terrorism, 

the agitation, the attacks, the horror, all the 

shit of these people—all of that would be 

gone. Nothing would be left but peaceful 

desert breezes. Besides, we’re just speeding 

things up because the whole region is going to 

be an arid wasteland in less than two 

decades.” 

 “Did you say ‘going to be?’ It looks 

pretty wastelandy right now.” 

 “The point is that the Middle East is 

running out of water.” 

 “That may be, but this plan involves 

wiping the entire Middle East off the face of 

the earth.”  

 “Yes.” 

 “Killing all those people.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “And then what?” 
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 “Well, then the plan expands to include 

North Korea, Somalia, Russia—all the 

disreputable places around the globe.” 

 “Jesus Fucking—” 

 “Stop saying that!!!” 

 There was a moment of silence that was 

bloated with bile and pain.  

 “Gentlemen, I think we all have 

conflicting feelings about this but we all know 

which way we have to go with our 

recommendation.” 

 The men exchanged heavy glances. 

Some of those in the room were eager to 

affirm the decision, some were vehemently 

opposed, and many others were ready to go 

along with whatever faction was in the 

majority.  

 “So, gentlemen, are we agreed?” 

 “Yes. Yes, we are.” 

 “Well I should hope so, because—” 

 “We have to go through with it for the 

good of humanity.” 

 “Wait, what?” 

 “Obliterate the fuckers.” 

 “You can’t be serious!” 
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 “We’re deadly serious. Are you going to 

sit there and tell me that you actually want the 

American taxpayers to go on pouring money 

down the drain in this disgusting place? 

Besides, it’s kill or be killed.” 

“Come on, everybody, cheer up, this will 

bring the power structure of the globe back 

into some semblance of balance. We’ll be 

righting the ship, so to speak. Getting things 

back on track. And don’t worry, the burn 

won’t destroy one drop of the oil in the 

ground. And after the purifica— I mean the, 

uh, uh, the cleansing—” 

 “That word’s just as bad!” 

 “All right! After the fire rapture or 

whatever, we’ll be poised to scoop up the oil. 

Gonna be great for the petrochemical 

companies. And great for America.” 

 “This would obliterate every living 

creature in that region of the world!” 

 “God willing.” 

 “God is willing no such thing!” 

“Maybe not your god.” 

“The American people will not—“ 

“The American people will thank us!” 
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“No! And I will not countenance such an 

action!” 

 “It’s not up to you!” 

 “God damn it!!!” shouted the most 

senior general. “It’s not up to any one man to 

decide! Every officer here should know that. 

You congressmen and senators should know 

it, too. We do this as a group. We do this 

together. Do we all understand that?” 

There were a few murmurs of assent. 

“Do we understand that?!” 

“Yes!” 

“Yes, General.” 

“Yes, we do, General.” 

“All right then!” the General thundered. 

He surveyed the room sternly. He cleared his 

throat. “Now, everyone needs to understand 

that this will be our mutual decision. Mutual!” 

The General paused again. The tension and 

heat were palpable in the chamber.  

“Um, could I just—” 

“Not now!” the General bellowed. 

“Sorry, sir.” 

“Everyone needs to understand 

something,” the General said ominously. “All 
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of you.” The General paused again and his 

eyes swept across the worried faces of the 

governmental and military men in the room. 

“Are you paying attention now!?” 

There was a chorus of hurriedly 

assenting voices. 

“Yes, General.” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

“Yes, we are, but we—” 

“This is the time, gentlemen!” the 

General nearly shouted. “Now! Right now, in 

this place, together, we are able to make this 

momentous decision in which world peace, 

stability, and order hang in the balance.” The 

General surveyed the anxious faces around 

the room. He raised both of his gnarled hands 

in front of him as if he was strangling 

someone. “The hour of our country’s need 

requires an answer and it is fortunate that 

providence brought us all together in this 

room so we can insure the proper result. Now, 

gentlemen,” he said with a certain amount of 

menace, “once and for all, who among you is 

with us on moving forward to put this plan 

into action?” 
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