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The thing jiggled weakly in his hand. The
folds pulled at his hand, to the left, then to the right. As if it
were trying to communicate with him. In a language of jerks. Morse
code? The gray vibrating mass wasn’t just strange anymore. It was
wrong. He laughed (it was more the simulacrum of a laugh), and
feeling more nervous, and dizzier than ever, and maybe a little
nauseous now, Alfred held the writhing thing tightly in his fist as
far from his body as he could in the bright fluorescent light in
his farm house parlor.
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(OUTSIDE DES MOINES, IOWA 1994)

 


Alfred died.

Right there.

On his very own vinyl imitation leather
couch. Which, by the way, had been a very astute purchase on his
part. Good value for money. He’d bought it used. Of course. It
still looked great. He’d probably get more for it now than what he
paid for it. Once again, self-denial and prudence had won the day.
The fact that Alfred’s furniture was making money for him while he
sat on it made his toes curl in sheer delight at his own foresight
and financial intelligence. Nothing like a continuing high resale
value to make a man’s heart warm and fill it full to overflowing
with friendly feelings towards life and life’s circumstances in
general. High resale. Nothing like it. Nothing in the world.

So, maybe it was a good thing Alfred died on
his famous money-making couch. Maybe it was the Universe rewarding
him for a job well done.

It was a Tuesday. Evening. A summer night.
Like any other Tuesday night. Except, of course, it was the night
before his 40th birthday. He’d bought some colored daisies to
celebrate, they sat in three inches of water in a chipped mason jar
on the window sill beside him. Blue, green, yellow, orange, red and
purple. Pretty. He’d snagged the last six. The girl had been
closing up shop and had practically given them away they’d been so
cheap. An inexpensive luxury. The best kind! Happy birthday to me!
Happy birthday Alfred! This was a big one, a big birthday.
Splurging was allowed. Happy, happy birthday!

So he was 39, still under 40, he was young,
right? Of course he was. Darn right! For the last couple of years
he’d been hoping, he’d been praying — let there be a way, please
let it happen! — he’d wished he could stay in his fabulous thirties
forever. No change. Stay the way he was. He wasn’t sure he knew how
that would work, exactly, but he knew he wanted it, all the same.
It was a good age to be. It was a perfect age in Alfred’s opinion.
Old enough to not be foolish anymore, young enough to still be able
to bend over and pick up something you dropped on the floor without
having to get on hands and knees to do it. This age, 39, was a
practical, useful age, utility is pretty much the best thing you
can achieve in this life, that was so clear to Alfred, even though
most other people didn’t get it. Well, too bad for them! So,
please, please, let him never get any older! Let him stay useful,
let him stay 39, just the way he was now! Forever and ever! Please?
Pretty please? OK. It was silly. A silly wish. Sure. Of course, it
was. But if you didn’t ask, you’d never receive, right? So. Alfred
asked. Alfred made that his birthday wish, as he leaned to the
right, over his six colors of daisies. He closed his eyes, kept his
birthday flowers clear in his mind and he wished and he wished
hard, rocking back and forth on his amazing couch. Please! Please!
Please!

Well. Alfred, as it turned out, was going to
get that birthday wish. That birthday wish was going to come true.
Tonight. Exactly as he’d asked. It was going to come true, whether
Alfred wanted it to or not. Although actually, he did want it. He
chose it. Desperately. Maybe that’s why it was coming true. The
Universe is funny that way about desperation and choosing. Clear
intention can be a dangerous mental state to dabble in. Words of
warning. And of hope.

It was humid out. It was Iowa. It was summer.
It was very green. Saying all four in the same breath was
redundant. The radio babbled on and on, down in his bedroom, down
the hall. He could hear it clearly, as if it were in the parlor
right next to him. In fact, his farm house was so small, you could
see all the rooms from the parlor in the front of the house, all
the way to the back, if you sat on the couch and looked just right
and looked for each one in turn. Alfred did that. Alfred scanned
his castle, his domain, he considered it, weighed it and he found
it to be good. In fact it was very good. Alfred was satisfied. He’d
done well. If he didn’t say so himself. This house was a jewel (it
was appreciating in value too – yay!). His life was perfect.
Please! Don’t let it change!

The babbling down the hall got louder, more
strident, more excited. Some talk show host breathlessly venting,
scandalized by President Clinton’s appointment of another woman to
the Supreme Court. Jeez! That happened last year! Usually,
self-righteous squawking excited Alfred, as Alfred himself wasn’t
given to clumsy emotional opinions and was fascinated by the
exhausting emotional storms of others. No. Alfred lived quiet. He
lived alone. He saved his money. He was stable. He’d watched
everyone else searching for truth and love and fame and wealth and
power, running after their wild experiences and lusting after their
life-changing revelations and enduring their inevitable pains and
sufferings. He’d watched them and he’d learned from them. He’d
learned not to want all that. Alfred had chosen to live
differently. He’d chosen the best path. He’d chosen to live simply.
Life could be very simple. Anyone could see that. Alfred was smart.
Those excited people weren’t. Why didn’t everybody else live simple
like he did? Well, it had to be – didn’t it? – that everybody else
just wasn’t smart enough to do it, to whittle life down to its
essentials and live thin, live spare, live plain, live alone. They
weren’t smart, like Alfred. That had to be the reason they hurt
themselves so much, seeking everything every which way, never
satisfied, never quiet. Falling in love. Falling out of love.
Getting bent into a pretzel because someone didn’t look at them
just right. Yup. Just not smart enough. That was the reason for it.
Of course, it was. It was sad really. All that unnecessary pain and
complications. Tragic. And sad.

So, Alfred wasn’t listening very hard (this
time) to the excited voice down the hall. It was O.P.P. (Other
People’s Problems). It was only background noise to him tonight.
All of it, the announcer, the fan wheezing away in front of him,
the wind (barely) sloughing in through all the open windows of the
house, all of it, all those sounds were just background nonsense to
him right now. Alfred had more important things to think on. It was
his birthday eve. Alfred was pondering his successful life and
planning his even more successful future. That was a lot of
pondering to do. He was busy. Doing something useful. Of course he
was. He was Alfred.

He looked over at the daisies. They seemed
oddly un-energetic. Like himself, at present. Yeah, it was too hot
to try to listen carefully to the radio. Or to anyone. Or to care.
It was just too hot. Alfred wasn’t a screaming political nut.
Although he was a nut. Alfred admitted it. He was. Alfred was a
screaming economical genius nut. As in he was the kind of nut who
squeezed (intelligently) every penny he had until it screamed.
Screamed for mercy. Ha ha! Waste was a four letter word in this
house (silent e’s don’t count). He tried to smile at his punning.
Ha ha! He tried. But it was still too darned hot. Alfred continued
looking over his right shoulder at the daisies, a frown forming on
his usually blank face, as he waved a County Extension pamphlet on
Hoof and Mouth Disease at his overheated body and waited for the
fan to rotate towards the couch once more (he had no idea where the
pamphlet had come from, he didn’t own anything with a hoof, but it
was heavy and flexible and free so he used it). His frown deepened.
Were those flowers wilting? No? Yes? His birthday wishing-daisies?
Or was it in a daisy’s nature to droop gracefully? Did they always
do that?

Alfred thought for a moment. Then thought
some more. Finally Alfred decided that he thought they did.

So, no.

No wilting.

Not on his birthday eve.

Which was good.

A good thing.

Still, despite Alfred’s many successes,
Alfred wasn’t 100 % happy tonight. Nope. Not really. His life
wasn’t perfectly perfect. There were still imperfections. Sadly.
Still work to be done. His old house smelled of furniture polish
and moldy basement and something else. Something rotten. It was a
spicy smell. Sort of bitter and rank. Like soggy, fermented,
decaying garlic stuck behind his couch and forgotten and now making
itself known as it decomposed very publicly and very loudly (if
smells could be loud) in the hot, dank, dusty dark under his
furniture. He’d be crawling on the floor with a broom to find it.
Darn! If he didn’t do it now, it would only get worse. Double darn!
Or maybe something had died under the house again.

Or… Or was that him? Alfred was sticky and
plenty sweaty. He lifted one arm and without hesitation smelled one
armpit (he lived alone, always had, so a guy could do that kind of
thing habitually and not have to think twice about it, thus no
hesitation). Yeah. Yup. Time to shower. But why the putrefying
garlic aroma? What the heck? What had he eaten last night? No idea.
He lay down, sighed, and felt a poke, something pinching him in the
butt as he collapsed onto the sticky cushions of his couch. He
pulled the poke out.

Oh. That.

He’d unpacked his new (well, used) VR glasses
thingy earlier and looked it over, guess he’d dropped it here on
the couch after he’d slowly come to the realization that it was a
complete mystery to him how a thing like that could possibly fit
onto or over the body of a 21st century human being. This VR
contraption looked as if it had been designed to fit a giant
octopus, or maybe a dwarf giraffe, or even a six-legged sea turtle.
All these straps and holes and wires. Rolls and rolls of the stuff.
Jeez! He stretched himself out. He held the glasses up one more
time towards the ceiling, up to the light. They had eyes. Two of
them. The eyes lay on his palm gazing down at him as he lay flat on
his back gazing back up at them. The whole thing was heavy. A lot
of material attached to them. What it was, all that material, and
why it was attached in intricate, clever ways to the glasses, well,
Alfred still hadn’t a clue about all that. He squinted and peered.
He tossed it from hand to hand. He looked under and inside of it.
He turned it this way and that. You know, it took some effort to
keep his arm up in the air all this time. His elbow hurt. He was a
little dizzy. But he didn’t stop with the gazing. He gazed as if
his eyes were lasers. He surveyed all. He saw all. He looked and
looked. There was a lot to look at. He hefted them, up and down, up
and down.

Yup.

It was heavy.

He was sure of that now.

Sweat poured down his arms. Sweat poured into
his eyes.

The air was hot. Very hot. The air boiled. He
set down the VR glasses. Well, he let them drop to the couch and
partially flop onto the floor. He didn’t feel like moving too much.
Moving his eyeballs, he could just about handle that. He rotated
them and pointed them at the VR stuff in front of him. He gazed and
gazed at the VR junk and blinked and more sweat dripped into his
eyes. Time to shower Alfred. Time to move. Get up. Right now. Go
down the hall. Do it. Move. Do it now.

Alfred remained where he was, gazing at the
VR junk.

This VR gear was strange. Very strange. And
not in a good way. It was repulsive. It was fascinating. It was
ugly. But it was beautiful too. And Alfred, well, he felt… what? He
felt ashamed somehow, having it near him. Now that he looked at it,
it looked obscene. He frowned and smiled at the same time, and took
a deep breath in. You know, that odd scent was still in the air,
too. Not just Alfred B.O. Something else. A disconcerting spicy
odor. He wrinkled his nose. And it was on his hands now. His hands
stank of it. He looked down at the VR junk by his waist. He took in
a deep, nostril-opening breath.

Yup. VR stink. What was that stuff? He
inhaled again.

He felt dizzy.

He turned away and as he shifted his body the
VR sort of flowed and shimmied onto the floor, the glasses ended up
lying on top, looking up at him. Sort of smirking at him.

He smelled his hands again.

Jeez!

And it was so hot out tonight. So hot.

He stared up at the ceiling for a moment or
two. The fan rotated over him and the couch. The garlic stink got
worse.

He felt nervous. Antsy. Alfred looked back
over at the VR, piled in a folded lump on the floor by his couch.
He started to reach for it. He realized, surprised at himself, that
he wanted to touch it. He wanted that VR equipment in his hands
again. He wanted it sagging heavily between his fingers. He wanted
to feel it touching him. Touching his skin. His skin touching it.
His fingers were twitching, he wanted it so bad.

Before he knew it, the VR glasses lay in his
hands and Alfred, panting, lay himself back on his couch and closed
his eyes, dragging the pile of VR stuff across his bare chest and
waist (he was trying to find some cool this Iowa evening, any way
he could, hanging out only in his underwear). He breathed heavily.
He clutched the VR stuff to his torso. He sweated. And he
panted.

Alfred lay in his hot barn of a farmhouse,
beside his birthday daisies, on his couch on a towel on a ratty
crocheted comforter and Alfred tried to calm himself down some. It
took a while. He held the VR thing close to him and squirmed about
on his crocheted comforter and tried to make himself easy and
quiet. It was a long process.

The comforter didn’t help. It wasn’t exactly
comforting. The comforter was scratchy (and hot as well) but it was
a Christmas gift from his aunt almost 30 years ago and Alfred was
sentimental about gifts, cards, things like that, thus, he forced
himself to find a use for it, and so, yes, here it was, draped over
his amazing high-resale couch and under his hot, sweaty body and
here it would stay, if Alfred had any say in the matter, which he
did. Besides, even though Alfred didn’t particularly like his
aunt’s comforter — it was coming unraveled spectacularly in the
center and, as he’d said before, it made him itch – well, besides
all that, it had other purposes, higher purposes, not involved at
all with its being a blanket, and that made it indispensable to
Alfred, absolutely indispensable to him, and he kept it for those
reasons also.

Purpose.

Always important to Alfred.

Very important.

There had to be a clear and distinct reason
for everything and everyone in a man’s life. Alfred’s life was no
exception. Purpose pushed back the chaos and gave a man (such as
Alfred) some space to breathe in. Purpose gave a guy breathing
room. Without it, you may as well be a rock, or an ear of corn.
Things happened to you if you were a rock. You made things happen
if you were a purpose-ful human. In fact, purpose made us human.
Alfred believed that with every fiber of his 39 and 364/365th
year-old being. So the comforter had purpose, many purposes
actually, and Alfred kept it all the closer to him because of
it.

What were all these other important purposes,
you might ask? Well, the comforter made the couch look even more
amazing (as if that were possible). Moreover, it also had (as a
free side effect) the additional highly attractive quality of
effectively distracting the unsuspecting living room observer from
noticing Alfred’s tacky, secondhand, living room decorating. Cheap,
tacky stuff was always preferable for decorating, but it did have
its drawbacks. It looked tacky. The comforter solved that problem.
The comforter was an explosion of geometric shapes, a salvo of
bright primary colors, a blob of jarring painful hues, fractally
unknotting at the edges and in the center, but still the comforter
was a blob of optical torment that commanded the eye to pay
attention to it and that was a mighty and compelling purpose. Yes,
it wasn’t fabulous. Yes, it wasn’t subtle. But it was effective.
And it was truly distracting. What wasn’t there to love about a
living room decoration with those potent, almost supernatural
qualities?

So the comforter was useful. And a gift. And
a kind of mathematical wonder (as it was fractal). And free. And
purposeful. And free. It had been very free. Alfred was trapped. He
had to keep it.

But it was still scratchy.

And still hot.

He shifted the comforter out from under his
legs. Nope. Spread it out and kicked his feet free. No and no.
Still hot. Maybe if he wasn’t wrapped up in this VR thingamabob, he
might be a little cooler. Well, he didn’t want to let it go. Not
just yet. He draped it over one shoulder and rolled onto his side.
It was sort of hugging him now. Somehow, that felt better.

You know, the VR glasses weren’t something
Alfred would normally have brought into his living room. Nope. Talk
about practical. Or impractical. He didn’t know exactly why they
were here. Yes, he’d purchased them. But virtual reality? Why would
he want to do virtual anything? Real life is free. He must have
suffered a small brain hemorrhage this afternoon, just before
buying it. Why had he laid out good money for this piece of junk?
For VR? He pulled it closer to him, draping it over the other
shoulder, sniffing at it, and trying to figure out what it smelled
like, while he did it. Vinegar? Burnt nutmeg? Rancid milk?

And yes, they all said (whoever “they” were –
experts with degrees in fads?), well, they all said that the new
next big thing in the 90’s was going to be virtual computer
entertainment. Maybe so. Alfred was a 90’s guy. An
end-of-the-millennium hipster techy. He had a computer. His PC, a
fifty pound behemoth, was clicking and whirring away in his second
bedroom right now, updating a ten thousand row, two hundred column
Lotus spreadsheet. He could hear it. At least he thought he could.
He listened. Yup. There it was. Alfred had it working hard. In all
this heat. Poor thing.

Alfred loved computers. In fact, Alfred ate,
drank, breathed and slept computers. He had to. He was an
accountant for Cripe’s sake. It was how he made the money that
bought his food and paid his taxes (he hated paying taxes, and
don’t get him started about how expensive national supermarket
chains were, Jeez!), so, yeah, anyways… he had to know all about
that computer junk. It was a basic survival skill for him.
Computers were the future of accountancy. Everyone said so. He was,
by the way, self-taught, computer-wise. And he was proud of that
fact. Hadn’t cost him a penny, either! And now, just look at him!
Taming ten thousand row spreadsheets! Yowza! Look at him go!

Computers didn’t scare him. Never had. Never
will. Alfred could find his way around a chat room no problem, and
the inner mysteries of DOS and BIOS were old hat to him and he’d
even committed to memory over 500 LINUS commands in the last year
or so (cuz, Linux was another one of those new next big things, and
he’d set himself up with a dual boot DOS/LINUX hard drive to ride
that new technological wave, and what did that say about the depth
of Alfred’s tech savvy and his genius for being on the bleeding
edge of tech progress? – you don’t have tell him, he knew already).
So, yeah, Alfred was secure and well-pleased with his hard-won
computer skills. Well-pleased indeed. As he should be. The PC force
was strong with this one. It always had been. It always would
be.

Yes, Alfred was content. Girls (and guys) at
the office always used old Alfred whenever they had computer
hang-ups. They instantly thought of (and yelled for) Alfred
whenever they suffered their office computer aches and pains: like
formatting stubborn floppy discs or wiring up the odd mouse,
keyboard or peripheral, or recovering from unexpected rebooting, or
surviving blue screens of death, or, in fact, overcoming whatever
the latest bit of digital chaos infesting their work lives might
be, however and whenever they might be infested. Alfred was there
for them, and they knew it.

They called out. Alfred answered. Alfred was
their man. Alfred was their go-to guy. He was their analog savior
in a digital hell. He was their god, who worked in mysterious, but
effective ways and magicked binary miracles for them. Yes, Alfred
was the implacable enemy of digital disorder. He was death to that
nasty, invisible corrosive world of bugs and glitches that always
lurked just behind the CRT screen. Alfred battled those
budget-mincing, workday-wrecking, hope-destroying PC catastrophes
that often reduced the average 90’s office workers to a screaming,
weeping, dissolving piles of human-shaped pain and impotency and
drove them to stacking their PC’s in store rooms and ordering pens
and typewriters in their stead, all in a desperate attempt to
complete their daily work assignments in the face of
incomprehensible PC malevolence.

Yes, Alfred was the answer to all their data
processing difficulties and problems. Alfred stepped in. Alfred
helped. Alfred made all their silicon chip-derived pains go away.
He made the pain disappear. Quickly. And with a certain flair. And
he balanced Balance Sheets and apportioned income into Income
Statements while he did it. He multi-tasked. He brought order where
there was none. Accounting-wise. And machine-wise. And he was happy
to do it That was his work, his purpose. It was useful knowledge.
Bringing order was a useful skill. Alfred was a useful kind of guy.
He was all about useful. Useful was his middle name. As had
probably already been mentioned and highlighted.

So, yeah. PC’s were his life. Computers were
his life. They were his work. The work of his life. Emphasis on the
word: work. Work and accomplishment, that’s what made Albert’s
blood pump through his body. Work. You just couldn’t say enough
good things about the stuff.

But VR? Entertainment?

Entertainment, Alfred?

PC Entertainment?

C’mon…

No.

It wasn’t going to happen.

He would not be drawn to the dark side. PC’s
weren’t for fun. They were for achieving goals. Not for games. Not
for play. Besides, Alfred knew how this would pan out. The programs
or software or whatever junk you might need to run these
new-next-big-thing babies was probably, all of it, very expensive.
Hideously. Impractically so. Maybe leased! With monthly charges!
Alfred shuddered, despite the heat. It would wreck his household
budget. It would, effectively, nuke it. The intercontinental
missiles of frivolous outlay and excess expense were in the air and
rocketing towards him, even as he lay here on his couch and he had
no one to blame for it. He’d done it to himself. He was doomed.
Financially wrecked. Craters and blasted wasteland would be all
that would be left of his carefully balanced life. What had he been
thinking? What? Why didn’t he just start buying and racing
thoroughbreds and quarter horses and commit financial suicide all
at once and mortgage his life away and start living in a culvert in
a big cardboard refrigerator box and cart his material goods around
in pilfered supermarket shopping carts and get his financial
hari-kari all over and done with quickly, why didn’t he just do
that? Sheesh! This VR fetish was going to cost him his life!! What
had he been thinking? What?

Alfred shifted the comforter again. He pulled
it over himself. He poked his left knee through the big hole in the
middle of the comforter and draped his leg over the arm of his
couch. He hoped a breeze might pick up and move the air some this
evening, maybe over his leg and around his knee. He could always
hope, couldn’t he? The VR kit lay over his side now. It was still
heavy, still uncomfortable. He sighed. He sat up. He swung the VR
junk up and into the air. He nearly knocked over the daisies doing
it. As he went to stop the mason jar from tipping over, he managed
to knock the jar off the sill and onto his lap and spill it all
over the VR equipment laying there.

Well, for crying out loud!

He waited to see if anything shorted out or…
Nothing. He looked at the VR thing. Yeah, computers didn’t scare
him, but these glasses, Alfred had to admit it, they were a little
scary. Just a little. Well, maybe more than a little.

OK.

What now?

He gathered up the daisies, pushed them back
into the mason jar. OK. Maybe they were wilting now. Probably 9 out
of 10 floral-arrangers would agree – what Alfred was looking at was
a wilting bouquet. Possibly. Probably. He swirled the mason jar
around in the air, careful not to swirl the daisies right out of
the jar. There was still some water, a little, in the bottom. Like
maybe an inch of the wet stuff. Not good. He looked way, way over
at the kitchen. OK. Go fill this jar up. Alfred! Go. Do it. Move.
The flowers are in crisis. They’re depending on you. Alfred! You
hear me? Alfred?

He looked. At the flowers. At the
kitchen.

He looked some more.

Then some more.

He relaxed back into the faux vinyl leather
of his couch.

OK. He promised. He’d get more for the
flowers later. Pinky promise. He’d do it. He would.

Just too hot to go to the kitchen and fill it
just now.

Just too hot.

Yes, Alfred was not happy. He was holding
these VR things up to the light again, they were wet and smelly and
he was frowning. And still dizzy. And wrinkling his forehead. And
reaching for a glass beaded with moisture and filled to the brim
with ice cubes and unnaturally orange liquid (his organic carrot
juice). He was multi-tasking and he was hot and he felt like he was
wasting time and didn’t really want to do anything about it.

The glass was sitting in a puddle of
condensation on the chipped TV tray beside him, next to a tidy line
of vitamin and supplement pills. He grabbed downwards (one-handed,
the other hand still holding up the VR stuff) and snatched at the
brilliant orange blur he saw out of the side of his eyes and neatly
sent the glass and the TV tray it was sitting on crashing to the
middle of the room. But before both had completely slipped out of
the grasp of his greasy hand he caught the tray with his elbow and
pinched the inside of the glass with his hot fingers (he dropped
the VR thing in his lap), and Alfred saved the day and his living
room carpet too, and rescued a pile of Long Term Asset Summaries
(computer printouts) he’d had stacked next to his couch from
certain destruction, and he did it all gracefully and athletically,
and to top it all off, he hadn’t spilled a drop of the fluorescent
orange carrot juice, and Alfred was stunned by his dexterity. He
was astonished. Yay Alfred! Yay!

Of course, all his vitamins were scattered to
the four winds, all over his living room, some rolling down the
hall towards his bedroom, and then his chest started aching. Again.
Something was always aching on 39 year old Alfred. Darn! Maybe 39
wasn’t the best age. Maybe he should’ve stopped at 29. He rubbed
his chest. It stung. Like the Dickens. Must have pulled a muscle or
something, somehow, somewhere. He always felt old when he needed
Ben-Gay, but he wasn’t too proud to slather it all over his aching
bod when it was necessary. And now, well… man, was it necessary!
The tube lay on the top shelf of his medicine cabinet. Far, far
away. At the end of the hall. He’d swim through the steamy
atmosphere here in the farmhouse and snag it. He’d do it. He could.
He would.

But not now.

Later.

It was so hot out!

But, darn, that muscle hurt.

He rubbed his chest.

Or was this heartburn?

He hadn’t a clue.

Great.

He rubbed some more.

It still hurt! Darn!

Man!

Darn!

Yes, now Alfred definitely wasn’t happy. He
wasn’t. He licked his fingers and massaged his left pec and drank
his juice. Carefully. Trying not to move his chest. The ice cubes
were already gone. Yeah, it was humid. No. It was rainforest wet.
The air was water. Five minutes ago, he’d taken off his tank top,
dropped it on the floor by the couch, now he balled it up (darn! –
pulled at that muscle again!) and rubbed at his face, as if he were
trying to erase his features, working at creating an area of dry
skin. No luck. His wet tank top got wetter. His wet face started to
smell like tank top armpit. He realized, of a sudden, he was
holding the VR thing again. When had he picked it up? He also
noticed the VR thing in his hand was getting warmer, putting off
heat. And a small light somewhere buried inside of it was glowing
red. Strange.

Earlier, he’d heard a chiming sound from his
bedroom, while he was pouring himself his nightly glass of carrot
juice and counting out pills. He’d been in the kitchen, and far
away, in the living room the walls had lit up. A dull red throbbing
of light. The red glow had blossomed in his living room and then it
had faded and then it had stopped. Completely. Alfred had thought
he’d seen an answering glow (and fade) coming from somewhere else
in his empty house. Maybe from down the hall? Maybe off in the
back? Maybe in the back bedroom where his computer was
recalculating his Amortizations? Nah. Couldn’t be. Still, Alfred
had waited, not moving, holding the icy bottle of juice in one
hand, his warm glass in the other, propping the refrigerator door
open with his knee, balanced on one foot, immobile, wasting money
as he’d refrigerated his entire kitchen dressed only in his
skivvies. That’s where he’d stood. Waiting and watching. He’d
gotten a little chilled actually, in his nether parts, just
standing there in front of that open refrigerator door. He’d stood
there, still as a statue for over two minutes. Listening. Peering
about. Not making a sound. But he had stood, balanced, listened,
peered and refrigerated his privates for nothing. Nothing had
happened. Silence and shadows had been the only things keeping
Alfred company in that farmhouse at that moment. As always. Nothing
much ever happened to Alfred. Nothing exciting. Alfred liked it
that way.

He hadn’t thought much about it at the time,
thinking it was his stereo (which had a short and sometimes turned
on by itself), or maybe just his tired accountant’s imagination,
but now he thought different. He looked at the VR glasses, a gray
lump, warm and getting warmer, and somehow more reddish and less
grayish the longer he looked at it. A little light flashed red. It
flashed on. Then it flashed off. Huh! That same reddish light he’d
seen before when he’d been in the kitchen. Had this little devil
connected to his computer, somehow? In the back bedroom? Twenty
feet away? With what? Radio? It must be one of those new next big
things. Well, at least it worked, at least he hadn’t entirely
wasted his money. Look at that! Huh! Was it networking? Was this
ugly gray-red mass networking? It was a network! By itself. Neat.
Maybe he could sell it. Of course he could. Someone would want it.
Self-networking lumps? Sure. Heck, he’d bought it. Even before he’d
learned about the networking. Yeah. People would give him good
money for it. He’d sell it. This thing was appreciating. Even as he
thought about it. Resale going up. Up and up and up. He was making
money just holding onto it and feeling it get warm.

Alfred just couldn’t help making money. He
just couldn’t help it! What a life he led!

Networking?

What next?

But.

Wait a minute.

That meant it was talking to his PC. If it
was radioing his computer, it could (no, it would) break his Lotus
Spreadsheet. You never interrupted a spreadsheet in
mid-recalculation. Never. And he needed those Asset Amortizations.
Year-end was a month ago. The audit was nearly upon them. Alfred
needed up to date amortizations like he needed the breath in his
body. Darn! He didn’t want to start all over again. Darn! Darn!
Darn!

Alfred listened, in the distance, to hear the
ominous silence a dead Lotus Spreadsheet sounded like. He was
pleasantly surprised. His PC whirred and chortled, hummed and
whined. Amortizations were obviously still amortizing. Calculations
were clearly still calculating. Work was taking place. Purpose was
purposing. Alfred sighed. Allowed himself a small smile. Held up
the VR lump in the fading evening light. And shook his finger at
it.

Bad VR! Bad!

He weighed the warmish VR thing in his hand,
up and down. You know, you could really feel it now. This thing was
getting hotter. And heavier. And redder. Maybe it was going to
melt. Too bad it wasn’t winter. He could use it as an electric
blanket.

Yes.

Stranger and stranger.
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Earlier, when he’d rushed home after shopping
all day (Alfred had taken a “sick” day, but all that really meant
was he goofed off during work hours and did all his usual work at
home late into the night), so, after he’d starting speeding home, a
tad dazed and bedazzled from too many hours of focused and very
fruitless (the VR thing didn’t count) bargain-hunting, he’d made
one stop on the way home, grabbing the only handful of daisies for
sale he’d seen all day (the last daisies available, apparently,
anywhere in the Des Moines metropolitan area – why daisies had
become so popular, on a Tuesday, Alfred hadn’t the slightest), so,
anyways, he’d snagged his particular six birthday-daisies from a
bemused African-American senior loading up his pickup truck with
empty pails and a folding table and one mason jar of blooms next to
the Johnston off-ramp off I-35, and feeling proud and protective of
his purchase, he’d balanced his one chipped mason jar filled with
six somewhat sad stems on the passenger seat (he’d got them, and
the jar, for only a dollar!), all during his careful drive home,
and all during his the long, slow crawl up his long, bumpy access
road through the corn fields, and all the way up to his ancient
farmhouse on the slight hill in the middle of the green, whispering
stalks, and then he’d left them (his daisies, not the corn) on the
window sill behind his famous couch, and he’d morphed into a
hurricane of frenzied clothes-stripping, unable to contain himself,
he’d hopped and pulled and twisted out of his dungarees and
button-down shirt (the blue and red striped one he looked so good
in), and naked, he’d run through the house to the dryer to get his
running togs, jumped into his short shorts, wriggled into his tight
tank top and laced up his too-expensive running shoes, and only
then had he allowed himself to slow down for a moment or two,
looking at the day, looking at the sky, feeling himself standing
under that sky and then he’d thrown his body and himself out into
the wide-open country air (air that his farm house – and Alfred –
wallowed in, like pigs in manure), and he’d got his legs a-moving
and got any other body parts that needed to be working, a-working,
and that’s how he’d got himself free, free from all anxiety and
care, on the Tuesday before his birthday, and suddenly his
birthday-eve, his goofing off day had felt like a screaming
success.

Running. A king’s sport. He remembered the
running. Yes, the road had stretched in front of him, calling out
to him. He probably should’ve stretched, but he didn’t. He probably
should’ve done a lot of things, but instead he’d been flying,
flying, flying. He’d been free. Finally. Free. And it was good.

The air. It felt good. As usual. He
remembered it clearly. His hour of running every day was the freest
he felt when he was awake, it was kind of sacred, like church to
him. Today had been no different. It had been a fine evening. The
air was close, it smelled of rain. He’d come back to his tiny house
exhausted from his long run, a longer and harder run than he was
accustomed to running. He was drunk on ozone. The air was sharp and
alive. He felt liquid and changeable and his muscles and mind were
loose, loose, loose. All of Iowa, though, was hot, hot, hot still,
and so was his old, tired farmhouse. He left the lights off to make
it feel cooler, and he turned on the radio, which beat Hammer blows
or Aerosmith sword slashes into the heavy air as he poured his
slack body down the hallways and byways of his house, performing
the common practices and procedures of his everyday existence. He
swept out the back porch and scrubbed out the kitchen sink without
even really knowing he was doing it. He needed to start supper
soon. He’d wasted the whole day at the Swap Meet. The run had been
good, though. Better than usual. Except for this pulled muscle in
his chest. How do you pull a chest muscle running?

Well, he had run hard and steady, as if his
life depended on it. It was an Iowa thing. A summer thing. You had
to. The mosquitos were large and unprincipled here on the Des
Moines river. They were muscular and energetic, but they couldn’t
keep up with him today, after he’d jumped off the cool of the river
road, chugging uphill, breasting black waves of the bloodthirsty,
whining beasties, sliding his way up and down various hill-hugging,
rural county highways, trotting along long lines of telephone
poles, passing mailboxes and incurious cows, coming home the back
way, all the while watched over by vigilant rows of attentive,
young corn plants growing in black Iowa soil in their thousands. Or
in their millions. Alfred loved corn. Who didn’t? Uncounted legions
of corn marched outside, he could see them, through his living room
window, right now. In fact, they marched outside all of
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(PALM SPRINGS, CA 2019)
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