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Many moments are beautiful, witty, and surprising, and the entire work is permeated with a curious nostalgia that I found very touching.

– Eric D, editor at Charles Scribner’s Sons
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[image: ]


Roobala Take Me Home is vivid and exciting, full of weird humor and cosmic nostalgia...a galactic Wild West and the hero himself, Jesse Enoob, hunts through stellar wilderness, and gives this space fantasy its special flavor. I’ve found Roobala immensely entertaining. The American myth of discovery is put on a galactic scale and becomes even more obvious in Daniel Boone, the half brain hunter and, of course, William Bailey. If Roobala is space realism too, you managed perfectly to reveal the familiar in the unknown and vice versa. The story is fast-moving and picaresque, leaving out emanations of the characters’ inner space dives, which are nevertheless alive and colorful.

– Ingomar R, Fulbright Scholar
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You’re crazy.

– Pat H, concerned reader

Author’s Note: Roobala Take Me Home was originally written around 1976 (before Star Wars and Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy, so please don’t tell me I tried and failed to imitate them). Since then, Roobala has gone through countless iteration. Should I have ended it sooner? Really doesn’t matter because I’m “old” now and all that matters is that I use my remaining time wisely. You however may find it enlightening, amusing, fun even, better than watching bad TV, and possibly better than a hangover.

Roobala Take Me Home

by

Jeffrey Penn May
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Roobala Take Me Home

Copyright 1978–2053 by Jeffrey Penn May
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All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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In the course of three billion years, life on earth evolved from a soup of organic molecules to the carnival of animals that now plays across the face of the planet.... Perhaps we will discover a planet younger than the earth one day, if ever we are able to leave this solar system and voyage to other stars, but such voyages are not in prospect in the foreseeable future.

–Robert Jastrow
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i am the stars that have guided

lost men.

i am the fire of time.

i am an indian woman!

—Niki Paulzine
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​1 – THE TUBA
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Because I am crazy shouldn’t make you distrust me or the absolute truth I write here, because everything happened as it is written, and it is written as accurately as I can write it, given that I am crazy. But when I was younger, I wasn’t like I am now.

I was a healthy young man, staring at a yellow door layered with grime, the black comic font arching above the door like a gateway to another world – Roobala Take Me Home.

As accurately as I can recall and with dubious clarity, I am relatively sure that I turned the brass doorknob and pulled, but the door wouldn’t budge, it simply would not open. So I slipped around the corner into a narrow canyon-like alley, black-streaked brick rising on both sides, rotting wood staircase leading steeply to a small porch.

At the top of the rickety stairs, a screen-door creaked open, a stiff leg swinging out and thumping onto the wood. An old man (who looked like me as I am now), white hair hovering in the hot wind; he gripped the banister, puffed up his chest and bellowed, “Who the hell are you?”

Always a good question, no matter what age, and enough of a question to make me rub my clean-shaven chin and think hard, recalling co-workers laughing at my comically square jaw. But they had odd characteristics of their own, all creatures freakish if you stared long enough.

The old man scowled and now, so many Earth Years later, I wonder what he was thinking at that very moment. Did he see time looping through generations, a quest unfolding?

I checked the screen on my wrist and followed the script. “Your friends at Friendly Finance want to help you.”

“You’re a lowdown liar!”

Lowdown? What did that mean? I spoke to my wrist, lowdown, and listened to a sensuous voice – despicable, coward, gloomy, depressed, earthy, blue. A buzzard circled the alley, emitted a raspy caw, and landed on a bloated rat.

“Just two Roobalas,” I said. “That’s all we need.” Or as the script demanded, take the collateral, in this case a helicon brass tuba with extra-wide flared bell. I took two cautious steps up the stairs.

“You want it that bad, huh?” The old man smiled. Sunlight broke through a thin cloud and his front tooth shone ruby red.

“So,” I said, “where’d you get the ruby?”

He pushed away from the banister, shuffled inside and emerged with the tuba wrapped around his chest, kissing the mouthpiece and blowing, flapping lips, spittle filling the air, the sound making me feel strange, as if everything, the moment, the planet, my brain, all spinning, my universe unraveling.

A fun challenge, I thought while bounding up the steps. The rickety porch and staircase swayed and creaked, but I moved quickly, stopping only where steps were missing, plastic trash glistening below.

The old man furrowed his eyebrows and blinked, his music ending abruptly, and he mumbled something – one word – Was it loon?

It made me pause. Should I have asked for clarification? Perhaps my life could have been different. “You’re the loon,” I said.

The old man grinned, revealing the full glory of his ruby tooth, then pulled the tuba over his shoulders and held it high over his wiry frame, and heaved it at me. I lunged through the railing, wood splintering, and tumbled onto the pavement, the crunch of plastic, smell of sewage, tuba clanging down the steps and rolling to a stop.

Sucking in foul hot air, wheezing, face splattered with slime, I struggled to my feet, grabbed the tuba and limped toward my Corp-car.

Behind me I heard, “Ha ha ha,” and glanced back to see the old man leaning over the balustrade, his square jaw heroically defiant.

With the tuba as passenger, I drove my Corp-car, hitting a chuckhole while rolling onto the cracked superhighway, and then pulling the joystick, raising the wheels, gliding along and enjoying the view from my cool cockpit, peering down at the receding landscape of crumbling tenements. A geyser of hot air spouting into space almost disintegrated me but I jerked on the joystick, fishtailing into a nosedive, then leveling out, and weaving around giant wind tunnels sucking heat from the surface.

Flushed with success, I headed to my apartment, one hundred fifty-sixth floor of an old steel skyscraper. But the adrenaline was wearing off and exhaustion setting in, exacerbated by the night before when I sat alone drinking and waiting for a stranger to see who I was, and explain myself to me, because I understood myself about as well as I understood flying cars and giant wind suckers.

As you probably recognize from your own restless Goohoobang info-searches, twentieth century skyscrapers had no slots for flying cars, so I landed on the street and dove to the basement parking, safe from street mobs, the elevator eternally broken, and hauled the tuba up the spiraling stairs. Inside, I heaved it onto my faded blue couch crammed against the wall of my “living” room, then wandered to the tiny kitchen for a cup of water. And my bathroom was so narrow that I had to climb over the toilet to get to the shower. My bedroom had the only window where, on the occasional clear day, I could see all the way to the Great River. While my bed was inviting, curiosity about the tuba drew me back to the blue couch.

Like just about everything else, I didn’t know much about music, but a few of those tuba notes reminded me of previous idle info-searches; the old man might have been playing something called cowboy blues. I sat with the tuba on my lap, grabbed the mouthpiece and blew – buh, buh, buh – my lips tingling and itching, chest hurting and cheeks aching. The old man was an idiot. What a ridiculous instrument! But it must’ve had some value, otherwise, why was it collateral? And if it was worth enough of a Roob for me to repossess, clearly someone might try to steal it. Was that paranoia or merely being reasonable – the difference between paranoia and reasonableness minuscule. Whatever the case, the tuba needed to be hidden even for the short time I had it, but hiding even the smallest of objects in my miniature apartment was a gargantuan task. The only sensible choice was to cram it into my tiny jam-packed closet.

Thinking reasonably led me to thinking about a middle-aged woman trying to escape Earth by building her own escape-craft, using her gold wedding ring for collateral. In exchange for letting her keep the ring for another week, she gave me an old fly-rod. Something felt wrong about the exchange, but I was perfectly sane at the time, doing what everyone else was doing, trying to survive, and judging by the look of her spacecraft and her emaciated condition, she would not survive much longer, so what was the big deal. And that sort of justification makes me now beg you and the universe for forgiveness.

My outdated Collapsible Big-Screen-Television, C-BSTV, unfolded onto my living room wall, an automatic invitation triggered by my arrival. Exhausted but unable to sleep, I watched images of fires, wars, famine, floods, drought, tornados, suicide bombers, mass shootings, nuclear accidents, radioactivity carried by hot winds, and then more soothing, seemingly rational arguments between liars and crooks, ultra-rich kleptocrats, narcissistic lords and oligarchs, spaceships rocketing off to greener pastures where imaginary buffalo still roam ready to be slaughtered.

Instead of listening to lies about keeping everyone secure during the exodus to The Colony, I found some peace by watching images of fly-fishing and dreaming about trout, casts roiling out, rainbow trout splashing across my wall. Fly-fishing dated back to the second century and the great Roman Empire, and “modern” fly-fishing started around 1496, lasting forever until the trout disappeared. (Recalling that history relied on my wrist more than my brain.)

My sky-scraper apartment shuddered and a muffled booming undulated through the air like soft spring thunderstorms of long ago, the sound rolling in from the outside where occasionally Earthlings strapped explosives around themselves like life preservers and blew themselves up, along with whoever was unfortunate enough to be nearby, bits and pieces littering the already unkempt streets.

I was alone, no siblings, my parents gone during my pre-teen years but leaving just enough of a Roob for me to gain a foothold on my future and secure work at Friendly Finance where humans like me – various hues, shades, colors, genders – humanity adapted and struggled to live, trying to make a Roob.

While I interacted with people, mostly I kept to myself, and you might think my isolation caused my craziness, but solitude is not the same as being alone, and we’re always alone even in a crowd. We have no choice but to mingle with our surroundings regardless of how barren; we interact, intertwine, tangle, and often events turn tragic and change our trajectory.

All I had to do was make a good Roob and gain a position on the Colony...so to enhance my chances I studied applied Inner Space Theory at the Academy, and how to maximize the effectiveness of Corpers in space.

On the C-BSTV, images of trout hitting the surface were accompanied by a popping sound and I imitated the sound, popping the P aloud.  “Corp!” Then I naturally thought about Carp, the fish currently dominant in the Great River, oily and bony scavengers. “Carp!”  They tasted like mud, often worse. “Crap!” The similarities between the three popping P’s felt like a revelation. “P! P! P!” Perhaps the basis for a new Inner Space Theory, what psychologists, precursors to Inner Space Technicians, called “the infantile stage.”

While listening to a narrator trying to convince me that fishing for Carp with stink-bait could be as much fun as catching the now extinct rainbow trout, I fell asleep, dreaming of fishing on the moon.

Hours later, I woke drooling, and rushed around cleaning myself up, then grabbed onto the tuba and pulled, but it was tangled and twisted around broken avionics. I kicked, jerked, and cussed but it seemed eternally tethered to the junk.

My boss, an insignificant man named Hondo, would just have to accept another of my lies – Need another try at the tuba, I’d say – and then would fly about in a flying-car I didn’t understand and search for someone to understand me.
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​2 – THE ESCAPE GOAT
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I flew ‘round a cylindrical building jutting into the pale afternoon sky, glowing sign flashing huge red letters DB TOURIST CENTER – top floor Friendly Finance, division of WACOFF Corp, the acronym an unfortunate fusion of names, the long dead founders Andrew Wachowski and Jackie Offenburg.

I flew into the garage slot just above the B and landed, then cinched on my new Corp-issued yellow necktie with attitude adjustment nanobots poised against my jugular. I marched around a curving white hallway, as if I had purpose, to a door with three red circles, a retro traffic light indicating a meeting in progress. As I eased into the meeting, eighteen people stopped talking and stared, their new yellow neckties holding their heads perfectly still.

WACOFF’s regional director wore a long white coat flaring out at the hips, open collar, her neck free, coat sleeves tight around muscular arms. My necktie stiffened as I took a seat next to Hondo who leaned over and whispered, “You get the Roob?”

The walls smelled of fresh Insta-paint, a lustrous maroon. “No luck,” I said, recalling how I’d wanted that new paint for my apartment...until pictures appeared of humans exposed during manufacturing.

While I thought about deformities, the director droned on about profit margin, and then abruptly shouted, “Roob! Repo! Or death!”

Approval from the others rolled around the table like a pair of dice: “great ring to it, poetic, love it, just wonderful.”

“Say it!” the WACOFF director commanded.

They mimicked her: “Roob, repo, death!”

Clearly, I had missed the logic leading to this emotional frenzy. I tried to join the others with their fist-shaking, their mysterious salutes, table pounding and clapping, but could only bring myself to lip-synch the chant. Something about it didn’t feel right.

When their derangement settled, I rose and started filing out with the others, but was stopped by Hondo, his arm blocking me like an ancient highway tollgate.

The WACOFF director looked at me. “He’ll do,” she said.

“But,” Hondo said, “he’s just stupid, that’s all.”

“He was late,” she said. “Everyone saw him.” She paraded out, the air sucking into her rear as if she were vacuuming heat from the dying planet.

“Damn,” Hondo said. “You had potential.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry, you’re a goat.”

“What?”

“Scapegoat, Goohoobang it.”

“I know what a scapegoat is, but why am I one?”

“You’ll understand eventually.”

“Why not just tell me?”

Hondo shook his head and shrugged. “You obviously didn’t Roob into the new Repo program.”

And that’s the last I saw or heard about Hondo, one of many people who changed my life. Wonder what ever happened to.... I can only assume he made it to the Colony.
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​3 – THE CRASH
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Maybe if I hadn’t gone out the night before, if I hadn’t napped at my apartment, or if the tuba hadn’t stuck in my closest... or maybe they’d take me back if I brought the tuba in. Nothing was irreversible, was it? Yes, I will reverse my fortunes. But of course I was creeping steadily into the future and, in telling my tale, I feel like an idiot. Look it up.

As a goat, I had no cool Corp car and thus no cooling air on my face, which was streaming with sweat when I boarded a bus, one of a few vehicles still confined to the ground.

The bus driver said, “What Corp you working?”

I pulled my yellow tie, overlooking the protocol, and it cinched tight against my jugular. I panicked, and had to Goohoobang instructions – push-don’t pull, twist vertically, slide-horizontally. Luckily I had sneaked out with my Corp wrist-device. But their info-stream could disappear at any moment.

Other passengers were staring at me; all I remember is their big eyes.

I sat behind the driver. “No Corp, it’s all Academy for me now.”

“Makes you an Academy Corper,” he said.

The bus squealed to a stop, passengers filed off, and then the bus jolted into aged motion again, making a wide wheel-grinding turn into a park with a few stark trees, only the top branches wearing leaves. Liquefied garbage boiled to the surface, green chunks hovering in the air on gaseous brown geysers.

The driver enunciated his words over the noise of the shifting gears. “What you studying?”

“Inner Space Theory.” But without a Corp-sponsor its usefulness seemed dubious.

“Ants,” proclaimed the bus driver. “Big problem for the Colony; might be a future in that.”

“Maybe that’d be the way to go.”

The bus pulled to a stop, and an elderly couple dressed in sweat clothes got off and jogged into a creamy haze curling over the park. One other passenger sauntered up the aisle and sat behind me.

“Then again–” The driver coughed. “Depends on where you’re going.”

I felt a warm puff on the back of my neck, and wondered if it was that passenger’s breath, but couldn’t be sure. If I turned around to look, what then? Better just to ignore it.

A second breath came, followed by a whisper. “Where’s the tuba?”

My spine straightened, muscles tightened.

The driver turned the big steering wheel, hand over hand, trying to control his bus. “Where you want to go,” he said, “and where you dream of going are never the same, are they? Always wanted to go to Alaska... never made it. From what I hear though not as nice as it used to be, back when I wanted to go. No place is. That’s the way things go I guess.”

Where’s the tuba? Was it an auditory hallucination? Oh so heroically, I thought, in that time which seems so long ago, I stared into the bus’s big rear-view mirror, sunglasses reflecting into the mirror and back into reflective infinity.

Then something green streaked out of the sky like a giant locust, almost plunging into the ground in front of us, and sped away. The bus reeled to the right, the front tire screeching and buckling, the driver screaming, “Hold on, here we go!” The bus lurched, toppled onto its side, sliding off the road, sinking, geysers hissing around it, mud and slime oozing through the windows.

The passenger stood on my face, and climbed out the other side. I pulled the driver away from the dashboard, shook him back to consciousness, and pushed him out. The three of us jumped and sank to our knees in slime smelling of sulfur and methane, and struggled to solid ground near the road. The bus lurched and shifted, sinking with flapping hisses.

The driver sat with legs crossed and eyes shut, index fingers and thumbs forming circles. I ran my finger down my ankle gathering crud and in one nifty flip flung the sludge away, splattering across his back. I touched his shoulder and asked if he was okay, but he just grinned, his teeth fantastically white against his slime-splattered face.

“Come on,” I said, pulling on his arm.

“No, can’t leave my girl here alone.”

Girl? While I get it now, at that moment I had lots of trouble understanding his attachment an inanimate object, especially a bus.

Behind me I heard, “Where’s the tuba?”

I turned to face the passenger, stared into his sunglasses, and saw my distorted reflection. The glasses slipped down his nose and his brown, deep set eyes squinted with dark circles under high cheekbones. Although still young, he appeared older than I was, and he had a sharp nose and dirty or dirt-colored skin, only slightly lighter than what he was wearing, what appeared to be buckskins, fringe dangling, tight on his sinewy arms.

I consulted my wrist – Buckskins were often trimmed with fringe, which acted as wicks to soak away water. Armed with that useless knowledge, I gritted my teeth, turned away, and started walking.

Running up alongside me, Buckskin asked, “Where are we going?”

“Nowhere,” I said.

“Where’d you hide the tuba?”

“What tuba?”

“I was there,” he said. “Saw you take it. Chased you, but lost you in the wind.”

“Why?”

“Caught in the updraft. Damn hot.”

I stopped and faced him. “Not what I meant.”

“If you had done what you were supposed to do, I’d have the tuba now and wouldn’t be talking to you.”

Scorching air suddenly blew into our faces, and that green locust thing corkscrewed in the air above us, and then hovered, showing itself to be a small tubular car. It settled onto the road. The canopy slid back and a mass of wavy black hair ascended from a round head in a big white collar, brown saucer eyes and full cheeks with a tapered chin.

The person spoke in a deep but womanly voice and I was confused for a moment about where they were on the spectrum between ultra-man and ultra-feminine. “My Navigation System is going bonkers,” she said, as I settled on her being a she. “I’m looking for the University.”

Buckskin man offered to guide her there in exchange for a ride, while I stood befuddled.

She stared at him, “Are you an actor?”

“No,” he replied, “I’m stylish.”

She looked at me up and down as if undressing me. “Well, you don’t look like Revers...”

Recently, all malcontents had been lumped together and were given the official name Revers, obviously short for revolutionaries.

She introduced herself as Glory Nova, and I felt compelled to keep quiet and listen to buckskin man reveal his name, surely something odd, to match his outfit, something of multiple origins and deep personal or historical significance. “Alex Jackson,” he said.

She invited us aboard. We stomped our feet, the drying grime cracking, some falling off, and we squeezed into the cockpit, plain-named Jackson pushing me against her, as the canopy suctioned shut. She gripped the controls, and we spiraled through thick yellowish fog past trees clinging to life.

Glory asked who I was, another befuddling question, and I became just Jesse who studied Inner Space Theory at the Academy in a building next to the University. She curved around a skyscraper and said, “A Corper must have complete control of inner space.” She punctuated her wisdom by squeezing my thigh.

Alex said, “I study spacecraft maintenance.”

She made a comment about her car needing air conditioning work as the temperature rose and a bead of perspiration appeared on her upper lip, then she explained her study of Corp paradigms and the future of Goohoobanging on the Colony. I nodded and smiled and agreed with everything she said even though I understood none of it.
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​4 – GLORY NOVA
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Glory’s car hovered in front of the University with its ancient gargoyles perched on high glimmering towers soaring into the red evening sky, the sun blazing beneath a line of sooty gray clouds. I had never been to the University nor had I been to the adjacent Academy because all my studies occurred through my wrist. Only those with lots of Roobalas spent time in face-to-face meetings.

Alex Jackson helped Glory adjust her AC and recalibrate her navigation system, and she offered to take us home. He gave her my apartment number. I was troubled he knew where I lived.

It seemed only an instant before Glory was lowering her landing gear, and we bounced onto my street, canopy sliding back, Jackson jumping out and waiting for me to join him. I felt like running away, but where would I go? My Lilliputian apartment was all I had.

Glory Nova, her lips full and liver red, smiled at me.

“Want to see where I live?” I asked impulsively.

She hopped out, strong legs, full contours. We climbed the spiral staircase, Alex Jackson and I leaving crumbs of dried crud falling from our outfits. Glory eyed me, tugged her silver pants to reveal a compact, modern pistol strapped to her ankle, black boots with a metal hammer-like toe, her arms showing off lean muscles.

She rushed through the rooms, big hair jouncing, pausing at the bedroom window, more like a porthole, glowing red with the sunset. “Nice view,” she said, and turned back to the kitchen. “Did I miss something?”

“It’s big enough for me,” I explained.

Alex Jackson opened my closet, jiggled the tuba, popping it free, and then wore it like a life preserver. He sat on the couch, and blew. Ba. Ba. Baa.

Glory strode back to the bedroom. She touched my unkempt bed and said, “Use this much?”

I looked at her. “Every night almost.”

“Really?”

“Yes...”

“I don’t like this space, too squarish.” She touched my shoulder.

I turned, our faces close, her brown-eyed stare captivating.

Could Glory Nova be a bright spot in a bad day? Could she explain myself to me? I hurried to my coffin-sized bathroom, showered, put on clean, pragmatic and protective clothes, imitation cotton dark blue pants, long sleeve maroon shirt meant to look attractive, and emerged into the flow of a new hopefully glorious future.

There are plenty of good theories about desires and destiny, but it’s always only an approximation of the truth, which ends up being nothing more than a belief, which becomes a theory, then a reality. Everything alludes to everything else and my dust will mingle with yours and everyone’s in oblivion forever. At least I think so. We will be happy as one breathing universe expanding and contracting forever, together. No matter how you look at it, there must be a Forever. And so it goes, eternal love, ad nauseam.

Glory was leaning against the kitchen counter, her legs smooth and strong in her tight silver slacks, and she complimented me on my odor. 

But what about the tuba? Surely there was a reason Alex Jackson was so interested. I sat next to him and explained that we could meet later and talk about it. He wiped spittle from the mouthpiece, then stared at me, squinted, and smiled. “I’ll wait here; we can talk when you get back.”

I responded with what now seems unbelievably naive. “You won’t steal anything?”

“You’re the thief, not me.”

Actually, I was more concerned about my fly-fishing gear than the tuba. Could I believe him? Trying to be menacing, I stood and stared down at him. He blew into the tuba, buh.

Glory slid across the room, and her hand brushed along my shoulder, too powerful for me to resist, succumbing to wayward urges. As she and I headed for the door, Alex pulled me aside, and warned me in a friendly way that there were lots of new exotic diseases reemerging. Wonderful, I thought, glancing back at the tuba, thinking about suffering and death. Sex and death, a reference to...then I recalled a quote: life is what happens while you’re busy Goohoobanging.

As Glory flew us away, I imagined her lounging in a big bathtub, and wholesome flesh between silk sheets, in a tower with windows looking down on the chaos below. But that fantasy vanished quickly as she flew into the sparse woods and set her Corp-car on low hover over soggy earth.

The car hummed and vibrated as she leaned toward me, her nostrils flaring, her liver-lips undulating. “Corp SOS,” she said, “will be fun.”

“SOS?”

“System of Study, you go to University and don’t know SOS?”

Her brown, beautifully intense eyes almost made me confess that I had never actually been inside a University. “No, remember, I’m Inner Space Theory. Next door, at the Academy.” I waited, embracing an idiotic theory that if I merely let it happen, let her make the first move, it would be her responsibility. Not mine. 

Her hand slid fast around the back of my neck and she pulled my face close to hers. She was strong and she licked my ear lobe, bit it, bleeding when I reflexively pulled away. She unbuttoned my shirt and unzipped her silver-skin coat, and pushed her bare breasts hard against my stomach while she wiggled her skin-tight slacks to her knees. Protection, I thought, and she squirted gel onto my erection, forming a protective barrier. She seemed responsible, in complete control, so while she did her thing, I tilted my head back searching for stars, but saw a Disorder-Corper tapping on the canopy. Glory bumped the controls and the sleek cover whirred open.

“We’re star gazing,” I explained, “searching for the Colony.”

The D-Corper told me to step out of the cockpit, but I tripped and he yelled at me to get up. Then Glory stuck her leg out and said hello while sitting in her hatchway.

“Hello Glory,” said the D-Corper.

“Why are you bothering us?” she said.

“I need to get off this stinking planet,” the D-Corper said, “that’s why.”

“If that’s your only problem, then here.” She handed him three glittering Roobalas, ruby red, with calligraphy, the numbers two, three, and five carved into them. They were original Roobalas, not just common Roobala notes.

“Thank you,” the D-Corper said, backing away. “Come back anytime.” He puttered away in a bubble car.

Glory laughed. “That was fun. Did you see him practically bow when I pulled out those Roobalas!”

“I guess not everyone’s seen an original Roobala.”

“But you have, right?”

“Not three at once.” Of course I had never before seen a single one, but felt my lie was harmless enough because everybody lied about Roobalas and by comparison mine was miniscule.

“Uncle Chuck has piles of them.”

The name was instantly familiar – heard it often at Friendly Finance from colleagues wanting to sound impressive – Chuck Nova, the powerful Chief Corper of WACOFF, who had recently Roobed the University. Frantically, I struggled to impress Glory, telling her all about Inner Space Theory and “quitting” my job to study full-time.

Glory was tapping her fingers on the canopy, frowning. “Now we don’t have time to finish.” Wondering if I should apologize for babbling like an idiot, I sat silent while she flew me back to my apartment, but was heartened when she dropped me off and yelled from her cockpit, “We will see each other again.”

I climbed the spiral stairs slowly, wanting to linger in the Glory moments. My chest tightened as I pushed open my unlocked door. My apartment looked fine, except of course Alex Jackson was gone and so was the tuba.
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​5 – BREAKFAST CAFE
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I fell asleep and dreamed about buck-skinned tuba players and Glory and her Roobalas, and woke sweating with a beam of sunlight through my oval window, dust swirling in the stale air. I rolled over, tried to go back to sleep, but the sunbeam felt like a magnifying glass on the back of my head, my hair ready to burst into flames. If I did nothing, I was doing something, and nothing wasn’t good, so I had to get up and make a decision about my future...Go to the Breakfast Café!

Outside, I crossed the cracked street to escape the blazing sun. Then I heard BANG and a rumble, and D-Corpers trotted by, single-file, orderly, in step, turning crisply around a corner. Street violence was a constant topic at Friendly Finance, but I rarely encountered it while flying my Corper car above the mayhem.

As I approached the café, D-Corpers were dragging body bags through an evaporating yellow mist as the café revealed its wounds. The smell of burnt flesh lingered. A crowd formed, and I overheard bits and pieces of conversations, Rever bomb, Corper gas, That’s the way it goes these days. “Goddamn it,” someone said, “I wanted a fuckin’ pancake.”

I ran away into the shadows but after a block or so recalled an Inner Space Theory that said: if at first you don’t succeed, do it again. So I strolled back as if nothing had happened. When I reached the café, BREAK dangled over a jagged crater. Hmm, I thought, and retreated to my apartment for some oatmeal, which smelled like insta-paint and nearly glued my mouth shut.

Who exactly was Alex Jackson and why did he go to all that trouble for a tuba? I touched my wrist but got nothing, the Friendly Finance info-stream gone. So soon, I thought, and hijacked an unprotected info-stream and found nine-hundred-thousand and ninety-three matches. I described Alex as tall, dark hair, blue eyes, and the suspects narrowed to eight hundred thirty-five, so I shrugged and randomly called.

The first answer seemed like an incredibly lucky hit, the hello just like Alex’s voice, so I said, “Hey! Tuba man!” But the response was less than lucky. “You call me again, I’ll have Double D-Corpers at your doorstep in five minutes.” And each answer after that was no answer at all, nothing but a series of clicks, cusses, and white silence, the perpetual ringing of the world in my ears.

Then Alex Jackson appeared on my wall like an all-powerful expert of communication technology. He smirked, buckskins suctioning onto him as he slid the helicon tuba over his head and leaned against a dark wooden bar. He blew, cheeks bulging like a bull frog and painfully staccato burps struggling from the wide rim while he gripped the tuba, squeezing the valves, then gasping and struggling out of it as if from a straight-jacket, the tuba clanging to the hard floor. He ran his tongue over dry cracked lips and grimaced.

“If you want this damn thing back,” he said, “meet me at the DB refuge.”

And he was gone, leaving me staring at my blank wall and still wondering why he took it in the first place.

The DB refuge was managed by the University, a swath of old forestland with feeder streams flowing into the Great River. So meeting Alex there made perfect sense, sort of, given the nature of Alex’s costume. But he had left out a small detail, like where in the big forest I was supposed to meet him.

Regardless, I had memories of fishing the refuge, and even though they felt more like a dreams, finding those small streams and casting into the remote possibility of clear water gave me hope.

Rummaging through my closet, I found the essentials: ragged vest, fly-rod and reel, multicolored “poppers” with rusty hooks and a few flies. I rolled up extra clothes into a blanket, tied it with a frayed rope and pushed the bundle into my backpack along with a cook set, fillet knife, and more oatmeal.

I paused, scanned my apartment, and was again gripped by my need to Roob, and I thought – what the hell am I doing? No, I thought, don’t think...find a theory for not thinking.
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​6 – THE DB REFUGE
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The green fly line slapped the murky water. I cast again; the line, leader and popper hurled through the air and landed in a tangled mess. I ran the line through my hands, straightened out the tangle and cast again, line landing crooked and curving like a snake. The warm current surged against my ankles, my arm getting sore until finally the fly line rolled out perfectly, the popper landing delicately, smooth ripples running from the center. I felt the steady pull of the current, and nothing else, but I had to believe in what might come – fish leaping out of glistening sunlit water and golden droplets trailing, the struggle, feeling life through the fly rod. Something thumped into my ankle, a listless Carp lumbering downstream leaving oily scales floating on the surface.

Just riding the tourist bus into the DB Refuge required a big Roob and even then I had to rush through WACOFF novelty shops to reach the forest protected by tall chain link fences with barbed wire. A newly-erected bronze statue stood at the entrance – DB Killing Savage – a violent struggle between a tall muscular DB wearing buckskins like Jackson’s, and the so-called savage in a loincloth, DB gripping the savage’s hair, tilting back the head, slitting the throat. I tapped the bronze and it rang hollow.

I cast into a deep pool near shore. My popper floated next to a plastic cup and then got caught on a log, the line snapping. Damn, I muttered, wading into chest-high water, retrieving the popper, losing my footing and swimming against the current, then climbing the slippery stream bank and lying on my back, the diminishing sunlight filtering through the trees, warm wind rattling dried leaves. I slogged into a clearing and gathered firewood and then asked my wrist how to start a fire. I built a teepee-like structure, small twigs and leaves, then ever bigger logs. The fire exploded alive and high, out of control, ready to set the woods ablaze.

The wood quickly crumbled into molten coals. I changed into dry clothes, cushy boots, and stuck my wet clothes on sticks near the fire where they dried to an acceptable dampness. Leaning against a log, I looked past the flames at a star, maybe a planet, and then saw a glowing red streak, maybe a spaceship, soon gone, and an orange quarter moon rising out of the trees.

While enjoying those otherworldly moments between waking and sleeping, I heard CRACK! Branches breaking, a crash, then, “Yahoo!” and leapt to my feet, heart pounding, vaguely aware I often felt like a Yahoo, then a ridiculous yet melodious mumbo-jumbo chant, incantation, maybe mantra, “Homa Wa Homa.” I picked up a stick and watched a dark form stagger toward the campfire. Once in the firelight, the form became immediately recognizable, especially the buckskins.

Alex Jackson slid a knapsack from his shoulder and let it fall clanking to the ground. He sat cross-legged near the fire and pulled out a bottle, uncorked it and titled it to his mouth but it was empty, and he heaved it into the woods thudding on the hard-packed earth. He pulled out another and took a long drink. “Mm,” he said, “Lost my cup, but it tastes better from the bottle anyway.”

I held my stick ready to defend myself, only then noticing it was puny and rotten and would break easily.

“Hey, throw that on the fire.” Then he tossed me the bottle, liquid splashing into my face as I fumbled to catch it. “Pine needle wine,” he said, “my own formula.”

The wine smelled like turpentine, but he was drinking it and seemed okay, sort of, so I sipped carefully, burning, acrid, but it did leave an afterglow and the second sip was less difficult, my lips tingling. I tossed my stick onto the fire and sat, watching flames leaping high again, sparks popping and rising like miniature spaceships. In the firelight I could see him staring at me.

“Wha...” I said but words were hard to form, maybe from being alone or the wine. “What do you want?” I took another drink.

Alex stared at me. “Why?” he said.

Baffled, I felt an immediate need to defend myself. “Friendly Finance has a purpose,” I said. “They give people hope...”

He shook his head and looked at the fire, as if it would provide answers.

But my lips were loosening with each drink, and I felt compelled to talk. “One time, this guy was welding a perfectly good navigation box onto scrap metal, said he was making a horse, can you believe that? Told me it was art.” I chuckled. “What an idiot.” 

“You ever see a horse?”

I’d never seen a real one but wasn’t ready to admit it.

“Horses have a good sense of direction, especially on their way back to the barn.”

The horse-art didn’t feel funny anymore. Maybe he just lacked a sense of humor. I ran my finger around the neck of the wine bottle.

Alex looked at me. “So you don’t know anything about the tuba?”

“No,” I said, “seems worthless.”

Alex’s face tightened and his eyes bulged as if he were suffering some mental imbalance. While I’m feeling unbalanced now, looking back, it seemed like Alex was the day I met him.

“Not to the tuba-man,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said, “Guess not.”

“Okay, slug lips, here’s the deal...I was watching the usual mob bouncing bricks off WACOFF Headquarters. And before I could say innocent bystander, wham!” He slapped his hands together and ran his fingers along the back of his head. “When I came to, a D-Corper was kicking me in the belly. Would probably have bled to death, but someone came along and took care of me...claimed to be a Corper Chief from the old days.”

Alex let silence fill the air, waiting for me to reveal what I knew. Little did he know that I knew very little. The fire crackled and finally I asked, “So who was he?”


“Buzz Smith.”


The named seemed weird and incongruous, but what did I know?

“Said he wanted to go fishing and had just the right spot in mind. So we get an old motorboat and he brings his tuba along, a little strange, and before we can start, he blasts a few notes. He says it’s for luck, but all we caught were carp. Not the sort of luck I think he had in mind. But he went ahead and ground them into carp-burgers for dinner.”

“Sounds appetizing,” I said.

“Of course I ask him about it and he smiles... claims that if he played the precise notes, in the proper sequence, not only could he catch valuable fish, he could transport himself through time.”

“I’m tone deaf,” I offered.

“He was serious,” Alex said, “I think.”

“Music,” I said smartly, “can do that for some people. Transport them.”

“Couple weeks later Buzz says to call him George and hands me a piece of paper with music notations and wants my opinion. I had no idea; he could’ve handed me a recipe for pancakes, but at this point I just assumed the geezer just wasn’t wrapped tight, so I said it looked good.”

Alex looked at the wine bottle still in my hands.

“Yesterday, I find him on the porch, tapping his fingers, grinning ear to ear, like he finally knew the right sequence. But no tuba. Your Corp-car hovered just long enough, not a difficult info-search, but when I get to the DB Tourist Center, you show up without the damn tuba. So I follow you to the bus... Obviously, he didn’t have your lousy Roob.”

“I don’t know about that... He had enough for dental work. Otherwise how’d he get that tooth?”

“It filled a hole. The hole messed up his playing.”

“Right,” I said, proud of my skepticism.

“He told me he got it fishing...”

“So he’s lost his marbles...”

“He’s dead.”

“What do you mean, dead?”

“That’s exactly what I mean, you got it.”

Suddenly, my intellectual skepticism didn’t make me feel too good. “But...all it took was two lousy Roobalas, that’s all, then we could balance our records.”

“Sure, and you would’ve let him keep the tuba?”

“Wasn’t my fault.”

“When I got back to him, he was still sitting there, grinning– stiff, a statue, frozen in time.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“Didn’t say you did. You might have caused his death. But that’s not the same.”

“It just happened! I didn’t want him to die.”

“He seemed happy...”

The fire was taking hold of me and a long path lay ahead.

∞

I paced into the darkness, back to the firelight, and then heaved the near-empty bottle into the trashed-up forest.

“Don’t waste it.”

“This makes no sense, just yesterday I was on my way, good Corp job, Academy, make enough to Roob myself off Earth.”

“Inner Space Theory is nothing more than Corp indoctrination.”

“No, no, no, you’re wrong! It’s perfect for space travel and correct thinking.”

“You thinking correctly now?” He reached into his knapsack.

My thinking was that Inner Space Theory might be exactly what Alex said it was. But if that’s what it took for me to Roob myself off the failing planet, then I was going to simplify my mind, make it focus on nothing but the truisms as they pertained to WACOFF. I had already been exposed, merely by touching my wrist, to volumes of information surging over my head and crashing in on me like typhoons and tsunamis and the inexorable rising of the stinking seas, bloated corpses floating face down, and what good was it?

“What do you care,” I said, “as long as you have your wine, right?”

Alex uncorked another bottle, pouring a torrent of wine into his gaping mouth, gargling with it and then gulping. The fire was roaring hot. Really smart on a hot planet, I thought, impressed with my sarcasm. The sticks holding my clothes burst into flames and while saving the clothes, I got singed eyebrows, the smell of burning hair filling the air. Alex watched with amusement while his buckskin fringe hung dangerously close to the flames.

“Why,” I asked, “do you wear that stupid costume?”

“It fits the venue.”

“Venue?” I peered into the dark. “I don’t see anyone else wearing it.”

“You don’t see much.”

“You must be a tour-Corper,” I said.

“Yeah, it’s all WACOFF to you, but this place does have a history.”

“Everyplace does.” Earth at one time had a million so-called histories, cultures, cities, towns, regions, ancestries, tribes at war, a network of violence. Pleased with my pine needle glow, I settled back in front of the fire leaning against my log and feeling good about being a smart ass.

Alex stared at his bottle and like a tour-guide replied, “The DB refuge was home to one of the first modern-era dumps, Roobing its methane for fuel before exploding and burning for decades. During the clean-up, they rediscovered its history, but at the time, did nothing–”

“Because of the Colony,” I said, and waited for him to acknowledge my intelligence.

“Yes,” he said, “the Colony and the current migration, a whole galaxy to explore.”

“That’s where I’m going,” I replied, speaking with clarity I normally lacked.

“Good for you.” Alex swigged the last of the wine and tossed the bottle into the coals. “In the early nineteenth century, a legendary trailblazer, pioneer, politician settled in this forest.”

Of course he was talking about DB, the initials everywhere, occasionally the full name in big letters, often on small roadside motels.

“You can see ruins of his last home just beyond that ridge.”

I looked at the dark forested hills not knowing I would become a different person there.

“Why,” Alex said, “do you suppose this refuge has been resurrected?”

Every once-protected area on the planet it seemed had been paved over with landing lots, tourist centers, and amusement parks. “The University,” I offered.

Alex leapt to his feet, stood, swayed and almost toppled over face-first into the fire, while bellowing out a song. “Daniel Boone was a man, a big man. Oh what a doer, what a dream come a’ truer was he.”

The tune grated on my nerves. I’d heard it many times while Goohoobanging my name, a ridiculous inversion of Boone, the song a reference to a twentieth century TV show. Most of my life, I avoided even acknowledging it because it made me nervous about my future and I couldn’t explain why.

Suddenly, Alex unsheathed a large knife, blade glinting in the glow from the fire’s coals. He held the knife high over his head and leapt through the fire, lunging at me, and I fell flat on my back. He stabbed the knife into the ground next to my head. Then he rolled over and sprang to his feet. “You thought I was going to kill you.”

I stood facing him, my fists balled up. “Goddamn right I did!”

“People believe anything.” Alex put the knife back in the sheath strapped around his ankle. “Like that DB statue.”

“Are you going to murder me?” I asked, thinking it a relevant question and disturbed when he didn’t answer it.

He settled in his place across the fire, folding his legs beneath him. “There’s more to it than just bad art.”

“So what,” I said. “It’s all in the past.”

Alex laughed. “What happened just a few moments ago is now in the past. But I’ll bet it’s changed what you think about me.”

Of course he had a point, but I wasn’t sure what it was precisely.

“The legend of Daniel Boone became more powerful than the person. So-called truth is already warped by our perception of it, so why not make statues and sell fabrications to terrified people who should know better, a lie becomes fact.”

Alex was blabbing on about things I was trying not to think about. “Whatever,” I said, poking the glowing coals of the fire with a stick and sparks floating into the haze – a few stars. “You can believe whatever you want.”

“Exactly!”

“I like to fish... I believe in fishing.”

“Do you believe,” he said. “If you had a different name, your life would also be different.”

Lightening both nerves leapt across my chest for no reason I could think of. “Do you?” I said, defensively, “Are you really Alex Jackson?”

“You mean, am I a liar? Yes, I’m a liar and that’s my name, it’s a common name going all the way back to my ancestors... slaves... black and brown.”

I looked at him. “That must have been a long time ago.”

“Sure, we’ve made progress. All humans, all cultures and genders sliding back and forth on a scale viewed equally, more or less. Unless, of course, you don’t have Roobalas.”

“How do you make your Roob?” I asked. “Stealing tubas?”

“I poison people.”

I touched my throat, concerned that this Alex Jackson might be even crazier than he appeared not knowing that he was merely a reflection of me and you and the folly that eventually overcomes us all.

“Usually,” he said, “with pine-needle wine...but also beer.”

My wine glow was beginning to wear off, the night pressing in on me, and the fire cracking, the brunt eyebrow hair lingering.

“Al’s Bar and Grill. A junked spacecraft converted into an old style bar and grill. The plan was to repair it with the profits.”

“Was?” I asked.

“Not thinking correctly, I drank the revenue.”

So, I thought, he was just a drunk. Somehow that was comforting. Heat lightning flashed in the west followed by a tepid breeze.

“With your background in Corp procedure,” Alex said. “You could work for me. We could relocate the bar and grill, make a Roob.”

“Right,” I said, “I’ll think about it.”

He leaned forward. “You’re offered a whole new direction and you just want to think.”

It really didn’t take much for me to agree because what else did I have? Even so, I spoke quietly, with the possibility he wouldn’t hear. “Okay but we go in as equal partners.”

“Spoken like a true Corper.”

Alex stood, straddled the hot coals, one foot on each side of the fire. “Great balls of fire,” he said. “Stand with me.”

“Why?”

“Seals the deal.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Ancient spiritual rituals...you want to toss each other hot coals instead?”

I looked at my wrist.

“Hell! You don’t have to Goo-bang everything, come on, my balls are burning.”

I straddled the fire. “How long do we have to stand like this?”

“Don’t know. Do you feel the DB spirit?”

“Yeah, great, got it.” I lurched back to my side feeling toasted and Alex tripped returning to his side and kicked up sparks but kept quiet, finally.

I found a bigger stick, only slightly worried he might slit my throat, but best to be careful, and arranged my pack into a pillow. As I dozed off, I heard Alex mumbling, tossing reversals of my name around diagnostically, like a doctor confirming a terminal illness, Jesse Enoob.
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​7 – AL’S BAR AND GRILL
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Al’s Bar and Grill was a saucer-shaped spaceship tilting on a concrete parking lot with a crooked landing strut like a broken bone and trash like flimsy bandages flapping in the hot breeze. Blotches of orange corrosion stained the exterior and, over the front door, a pink glow-sign shaped like an old-fashioned cheeseburger. “It’s my specialty,” Alex said. “The Plutoburger.” Alex now wore the protective clothes of a normal person, trousers and shirt with microscopic vents, molded from mycelium.

Inside, a big saucer-slice of restaurant, with two rows of wooden booths, a few tables, and a bar curving along the center wall – behind it, a tiny kitchen with grease spots everywhere. The other slices and levels were reserved for living quarters, spare-parts, power, and pilot room in the center bubble. Tools and parts cluttered all the rooms, wall panels had been carelessly peeled off, and broken ducts and wire bundles jutted out in astronomic tangles, the stolen tuba in a pile with scrap metal and wires.

We sat at the bar and I ran my hand across the heavily-varnished dark pine. “The location is terrible.”

Alex wiped the condensation from his beer mug, making a small puddle. “Trust your instincts,” he said.

“Moving it will take Roobalas, lots of them.”

“Everything does.” Alex set the mug in the puddle, tapped it and watched it slide all the way down to the other end, stopping at the edge.

“If this doesn’t work out...” I said, flushed with my newfound ability to think in opposite directions. “The Colony still needs Inner Space Theorists.”

Alex went to the end of the bar to retrieve his beer. “Believe in your destiny,” he said.

“We need Roobalas,” I replied.

∞

Glory Nova exuded confidence and enthusiasm. “Yes!” she said, her fist punching the air. “A big Roob!” And within days, Al’s Bar and Grill was level, resting on a small slab of recycled plastic and concrete near a group of trees ambitiously named the University woods.

Glory proposed a marketing gimmick and she threatened to withdraw her support if I didn’t do it. So I costumed myself as a Plutoburger and danced like I wanted to be eaten. Grand Opening! All new location!

What else could I do, especially after I had abandoned my apartment and Roobed off everything, except my outmoded C-BSTV; however, when it expanded in my new pie-shaped room, the screen wedged between the ceiling and floor with little chance of ever prying it loose.

Also, when I touched my wrist device, all I got was pornography, orgies of mostly human flesh, and I accused Alex of messing with it. “No,” he said, “your wrist-galaxy was designed to degrade after it lost its host info-stream.”

I felt lost, dumb, even dumber than when I barely understood the relentless info jumbling fact and fiction.

After the last Grand-Opening customer staggered out of Al’s Bar and Grill, I pulled off my costume and sprawled in one of the booths, my hair matted with sweat, T-shirt sticking to my chest. Alex sat across from me with a pitcher of beer and three glasses. Glory sidled in next to me. “You stink,” she said.

“How’d we do?” I said.

“Not bad,” Alex said, “But not nearly enough to cover the move.”

Glory shrugged. “You really didn’t expect to Roob me off in one night?”

“Give us a year,” Alex said.

“Of course, as long as you make your Rooments.”

I looked at her. “Rooments?”

“Read the contract.”

I had, sort of, and apparently overlooked that particular detail. It seemed identical to those used at Friendly Finance, no Rooment during the first year, then the sum plus 200% or else. Glory however required monthly Rooments right away.

She smiled, big white teeth, polished. “You miss a Rooment and you become my slaves.”

I coughed. “Say what?”

“The contract–”

“Slaves? For how long?”

She furrowed her dark brows. “For as long as the skies are blue and the grass green.”

∞

The contract also specifically stated that I, Jesse Enoob, would personally meet with her in her cockpit in the University woods to make each monthly Rooment. The arrangement satisfied my own need for physical contact so I didn’t object when she wanted to meet more often. However, after our extra cockpit moments, she switched it around and often gave me a Roobala or two. What was going on here? A tip I guess. Gradually, her tips grew larger and on rare occasion, exceeded the Rooment.

With Glory’s help, I continued my IST study, bypassing the Academy and reporting directly to the University, suffering through intense meetings with professors who had me swallow goo-bang transmitters. When I returned as dumb as ever, carrying my bag of excrement, they stared at me dumbfounded and exclaimed, “Shit!”

One night after coming in from the cockpit, I found Alex at the bar, leaning over an ant on sticky paper, tiny legs rotating, and then stopping. He poked it with a straight pin, stimulating the legs back into movement, writing notes. He slurped his newly crafted cannabis-infused beer which he dubbed can-a-beer, always served cold in a mug.

“How’s Glory?” he asked, without looking up.

I slouched at the bar, rubbed my eyes, and struggled to understand what she’d told me when I was climbing out of her cockpit. “She said we were fatally destined to be together.”

“Sounds fatal.” Alex stabbed the ant. “Maybe you’re falling in love.”

Love? At the time, the concept of love seemed absurd. “She’s in love with power.”

“But it’s not a bad deal, is it? Sex and a Roob.” Alex slurped, set the mug down, and leaned over the ant again, pin ready.

“Why are you torturing a bug?”

Alex launched into a lengthy explanation about spacecraft maintenance, and hitchhiking insects; the bus driver was right about ants, especially the hairy crazy ant, and also now the more dangerous bulldog ants, once thought extinct (used to be over 12,000 species of ants on Earth) but some made it to the Colony, and the Colony Corps were worried about invasive species.

Finally, he looked at me and said, “It’s my back-up plan – ant warrior certification. The Academy’s idea of entomology.” Then he explained that at one time “My-Rim-Ology” was the study of ant society, how some thought it an ideal society, a solution to human problems. Alex inserted the pin into the ant’s abdomen. The ant’s legs rotated, he scribbled notes.

∞

While standing in the tiny triangular shower of my slice-of-pie room, using my small share of water to rinse away Glory’s touch, I finally questioned the value of my cockpit Roobing. Clearly, I needed a break.

Like any good coward, I hid in the University woods, our monthly Rooment not due for three weeks and watched her storm into the bar and grill demanding to know where I was, kicking chairs, pounding the bar, and pushing Alex.

A few days later, I peered into the bar and grill looking for Alex’s signal of three empty beer mugs for all clear. Three, of course, being a magical number, the tri, the holy trinity, the triangle, the triumvirates, tri of the universe, knock three times, try-try-try a little tenderness... I stared at my wrist, abnormally white skin marking the absence of a device that had for years without my knowledge Goo-banged my brain.

Three mugs were on the bar, but they were full, and Alex was nowhere. I approached carefully, crept inside and stood near the door. Glory emerged from behind the bar with two D-Corpers. I looked for a place to hide but it was too late.

“Glory!” I shouted. “Hallelujah!”

She glared at me, eyes dark and powerful.

“God,” I said. “It’s great to see you.”

Glory sauntered around a D-Corper, running long black fingernails across the hard uniform, and stood, hands on her hips.

“How are you?” I asked.

“My uncle is top WACOFF – his university, his region, his Earth, everything. I have only you.”

I looked at the D-Corpers, their dark-olive uniforms molding to their arms and their ribbed body armor tight against rippling muscles – as if they could provide the correct response. Should I have said, I love you? Whoever might be reading this, whatever you may think of me, I tried hard not to be a liar. Besides, a lie that massive seemed destined to destroy us both. So I kept my mouth shut and smiled, which I suppose is a form of lying.

“Tonight,” Glory commanded.

I watched them disappear into the shimmering heat, then I paced, grateful when customers arrived, distracting me, hurriedly waiting on them, and wondering – where the hell was Alex? Eventually, the customers left and I sealed the doors, and then headed to the University’s library of terminals, a starkly white room with bright colored egg-shaped chairs and screens that focused solely on University-Truth. I settled into
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