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“A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower

And Agamemnon dead...”

W. B. Yeats, from Leda and the Swan

BOOK 1
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Chapter 1.1
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New York opened its mouth and exhaled into the sour trombone blare of the dying day.  It was dusk and the city lights danced a fatalistic foxtrot across the cigar-smoke skyline as the buildings gradually dissolved into mere outlines and finally gave way to nothingness, devouring the humidity that made everything seem to matter even less than it had the day before.  Laura Chain let her i-phone slip out of her fingers and fall into her lap as she took notice of at the middle-aged man sitting across the table from her.  He had just approached her through the whiskey-glass clatter of Selbey’s and taken a seat beside her.  There was something languidly nocturnal about him that was both perilous and intriguing.  The pianist in the corner was playing a gutted and transposed version of a song she thought she recognized from an old piece of vinyl tucked away somewhere in her apartment but couldn’t quite put her finger on, his white-gloved hands sliding like liquid felt over the ivory keyboard. 

“Are you alone?” the man asked in a quietly intelligent way that was rare in New York.  From his accent he was obviously British.  Laura let her gaze rise to a baroque chandelier hanging in all its precarious glory from the ceiling.  

“Yes,” she said in the shrill whisper of a woman raising a curtain of defense.  “I usually come here alone.”  

“Do you mind if I join you?”

“It seems you already have.”  Laura had seen all manner of men in Selbey’s – Frank Light, Frank Mild, Frank Uncut, Frank Classic, and even Frank Menthol – but somehow this one seemed different.  

“My knees still hurt from my flight,” he said.  “They say you should always get up and take small walks on an overseas flight to prevent thrombosis.”  

“I wouldn’t know.  But not that I haven’t wanted to find out.”

“You should really come to the UK some time.  I’m from London and don’t know what I would do if I could never go back.  But I guess that’s what everyone says about their home town.  That, and how much they want to leave it!  People can be so contradictory sometimes, can’t they?” 

“Yes,” she agreed with a cautious grin.

He went on to explain how he was new in “America”, as though somehow sitting there in front of her in New York meant he was simultaneously in all parts of the country, and how he had come to “explore” it in a way that made it seem he fancied himself a kind of modern Christopher Columbus.  When he was finished, he stood up and made a direct line to the bar.  He came back and set two double scotches on the table like pieces from an arcane game meant to be placed exactly where he had just put them and nowhere else.

He looked at her without saying anything as though prompting further conversation with an excess of silence.  There was something stern and official, perhaps even military, in his hard weathered face.  Yet in the depths of his eyes and the soft lines that emanated from their outer edges she saw glimpses of a lonely man desperately seeking comfort and security.  Hardly the modern day explorer he had just proffered.  Perhaps he was on a business venture, or maybe, like many other men his age – forty-eight she guessed by his lightly-frosted black hair, etched forehead, and London Fog raincoat – came to New York to escape the specter of a woman he once loved. 

“Laura Chain,” she said as she held out her hand.  He took her palm in a chivalrous way and let it slip gently back to the table.

“Chain?” he then said in the manner of a question.  

“Yes,” she replied.  “As in the metal links used to pull boats and keep bridges from falling in the water.”

“Or mail,” he said ironically.  He spoke with his lips close together, as though he was trying to hide the slight smile on his face.  “I’ve never met a woman who wasn’t fascinated by the stuff.”

“Chain mail or the just stuff the postman drops?”

“Maybe both.  You’re a woman, so maybe you should tell me.”

“And you?”

“John Halo.”

“Halo?”  She paused for a moment as her mind stalled in an attempt to make a witty connection that never came.

“As in rings,” he said, as though to relieve her.  “Maybe even the sun.  As in the rings around an eclipse.”  His blue eyes were cold but reassuring, like the LED on her clock radio.  “But names aren’t important.  Not when you’re looking for a place to stay for the night.”

“You must be tired,” she said.  It seemed strange that a man of his obvious social standing hadn’t yet booked a hotel.  “You should have said something earlier.”

“Yes,” he said as he nodded his head slowly as though recounting an uncomfortable memory.  “I’m sorry.  I should have.  That’s why I came here.  The taxi dropped me off and I’m absolutely exhausted.  But there’s nothing like a few scotches to keep one going after a long flight.  It’s better than coffee.  Even a good espresso will just sap the life out of you after an eight-hour flight.  Lagavulin, however...”  He picked up his glass, his lips stretching into a large smile as he raised the rim to just below his chin.  

Laura looked beyond him to the far wall where a waiter had just brought out a large silver dish covered by a retractable dome to a table in the far corner.  Even through the smoke of the bar she could see the steam rising from the platter when he opened the cover.  A bald man in fussy wire-rimmed spectacles waited eagerly to be served.  It was Stardust Buffet Night and the investment managers from Wall Street were already starting to file in.  It was a crowd she normally avoided, but for some reason she felt restless sitting in her apartment just an hour before and needed a nightcap.  

“Manhattan is a city of hotels,” she said.  “I guess that’s what makes it interesting.”

“Yes.  London is much the same.”  He paused and pulled out his wallet.  “Maybe I should start making a few phone calls.  Nothing that Visa can’t sort out.”  He was suddenly lost in thought as he gazed into his whiskey glass and swirled around the ice cubes.  When he looked back at Laura and their eyes met immediately.  She pressed her lips together and looked down at the table.

“It seems the world is more lost than it ever was,” he said with sudden vexation.  “And to think we all act like we’ve exonerated ourselves from the dark ages.”

Laura smiled with uncertainty and curled her fingers back into her palms.  She pressed her hand against her stomach.  She could almost feel yesterday’s champagne bubbling away inside her and didn’t want to let on that she was hung over.  Mace.  The surging music of his soft matted chest warming up against her cheeks to the tune of a thousand wailing sirens across the frantic basin of the wild and desperate night.

Halo set his glass down and leaned towards her.  “When I was younger I always used to think the world was progressing all the time.  That every minute something new was happening, some new discovery or new law passed, that was going to make the world a little better.  Once we get rid of the inquisition, the world is a better place and always will be.  Right?  And that’s the way we all act.  We think we are getting better all the time.  But what happens next?  What about the House of Bourbon?  What about the slave trade?  We just go on with our mundane lives trying our best to ignore the dark currents around us.  Perhaps it’s just survival, but we think that things like this...”  He reached and picked up the cell phone from her lap, examining it with mixture of curiosity and contempt.  “...things like this are going to improve the world.”  He set it down on the table.  “I just read an article on the plane that claimed Finland was the most progressive country in the world because it had the highest percentage of Snapchat users.  The writer even described with glowing enthusiasm how he had witnessed a couple exchange stories on that bloody app in a restaurant while sitting right across from one another!  What do you make of that?”

“I see your point,” she said, “But on the other hand, what would we do without telecommunications?  Just think of how many lives have been saved because of better technology.”  

“Don’t worry.  I’m not one of those negativists,” he replied as though he regarded pessimism as total anathema.  He looked around sharply as though he were expecting somebody to be listening in.  Then he began to whisper.  “I think mankind is in the midst of a great deluge.  We can drape ourselves with whatever beautiful cloaks modern technology has to offer us.  We can nod with fulsome pride whenever some country overthrows a political leader whose policies we find abominable.  Yet deep inside...”

“I don’t hate,” she said, in sudden opposition to something he had not yet said.  Her mind flashed to the night before.  Krug, Bolinger, and Veuve Clit, or whatever it was called.  The soft pink and gold bubbles dancing on her tongue.  The crudely beautiful smell of a cigar lingering on her pillow.  Mace.  And then silence.  Darkness.  Or whatever it was.  She wondered if she would ever again experience such a glorious combination of freedom and desolation.  It brought back those narcoleptic memories of shivering nights in abandoned railway cars outside of Portland drinking Southern Comfort with Johnny Enzyme, her first real lover.  But that was before.  That was when she was too young to know what the world was really like: Starbucks and Facebook insinuating their cold tentacles into the Cosmos, strangling the Universe of all imagination and hope.  666.  It was all a part of corporate American expansionism, whether it was KFC in Karachi or Chrysler plants in Belize.  And that was also before she knew what love was really like.  With her first real lover she didn’t even find out what love was really like.

“No, I sense you do hate,” he said with introspection.  “Come now.  I can see it in your eyes.  They are swollen like a woman fresh off a wild drunk or a good cry.  But your hair is done up so nicely...” He reached out and touched a brown rivulet that fell in front of her ear.  “You look like the final sad product of a thousand years of aristocracy and decadence.  Like a woman bloated with excess, filled to your brim, but filled with opulence and splendor.  Yes.  And even more.  An artwork.  The proof of the disease to which I was referring.  The disease of the Russian hemophiliac, the disease of beauty taken to its very extreme, so full and flourishing that it has nothing left to give but emptiness.  And that’s why you hate.  You can’t give the world anything but this emptiness.  And that is why emptiness is all the world gives back to you.”

Laura adjusted the elastic strap of her bra and looked deeply into his eyes, allowing him to look deeply back into hers without fear of flirtation.  Like two souls alone.  Whoever he was, no matter how impertinent his accusations, his words had a treacherous ring of truth.  Deep down inside she knew she wasn’t happy.  Far from it.  Nobody was.  Everyone knew that life was worthless, at least in the form it was presented in modern western society, but people went on living it anyway.  Growing up had brought to her a gradual hardening with which she was never quite comfortable.

“Who are you anyway?” she suddenly retorted.  “I mean, what on earth is going on here?  I just came here for a quiet drink.”  She picked up her purse to signal she was ready to leave.  “I was waiting for a friend to come by.  He might be here soon.  I’m not sure he would approve.  No.  I don’t think he would.  Not of this.”

“Of what?” Halo replied with unexpected decency.  “Excuse me if I was too forward.  In my trade I often run across beautiful young women.  But you are different.  Special.  The same, but different.  A true diamond amongst zircons.”

Diamond.  It was what Mace called her the last time he came over.  She loosened her grip on her purse.  She was suddenly calm.  “What do you do?” she asked.

“I’m here to find someone.  Or better, I’m here to make sure a person I already know doesn’t get any further than he already has.”

“Further in what?”

“You might laugh.  Especially if this sort of scene is your norm.”  He gestured out into the room.  “All the stock brokers.  Money.  You know.”

“Tax evasion?”

“Very good,” he said like a schoolmaster surprised at the rapid progress of one of his pupils.  “Not quite, but quite-ish.  Close, if you know what I mean.”

“So you’re a cop.”  Laura hated cops as much as she hated financiers.  They were in the business of control and corruption, but passed it off as the highest forms of moral rectitude and common sense.  

“No,” he said.  “Dead wrong.  But close.  Yet dead wrong – ish.”  He smiled on noticing he had poetically echoed his words from just a moment before.

“Then what?”

“What do you think?”

“I told you already.”

Just then Laura’s i-phone leapt into its Lincoln Park ringtone.  She picked it up and flipped open the cover.

“Yes,” she spoke into the receiver.  “o...is that you?”  She paused and looked across the room at a group of Gucci-clad businessmen that just walked in the door.  They marched in single file around the piano and then sat down at a table in the far corner.  A waiter rushed up and started fawning over them as though something bad was about to happen and he was the only one who saw it coming and knew how to prevent it.  He waved his hands nervously in the direction of an impeccably set table in the corner.  The men walked over to the table and sat down in unison, as though part of some secret financial brotherhood.

“Sorry,” she went on.  It was her friend Rajat from the office.  He was a tall Sikh who spoke with a Scottish accent.  He had just started working with her at Diva advertising a few months before.  They collaborated on a few projects, the most interesting of which was the promotion of a new line of aftershave that was supposed to appeal to gay and straight men alike.  It had a revolutionary new pheromone that adjusted itself through some intimate binding action to the proteins in the user’s sweat so that gay men were only attracted to the scent on a gay male and straight women were only attracted to the scent on a straight man.

Halo tilted his head, as though trying to figure out the missing pieces of the conversational puzzle.  Noticing his curiosity, she shook her head slowly to let Halo see she was agreeing to something that had just been said.  

“Sure,” she finally exclaimed.  “I’ll see you.”  She turned to Halo and widened her eyes.  The world had just flicked on.  “Now,” she said.  “Where were we?”  

Halo was impatiently tapping his fork on the table to the rhythm of the piano player.  “I should go soon,” he said.  

Laura felt suddenly deflated.  The night was just starting to get interesting, and now he was going to abandon her in a bar filling up with bankers and investors. “Yes,” she said languidly, trying as much as possible to slow him down.

“I have to find a place to stay.”

“A place to stay,” she repeated.  “Certainly.  You must.”

As he started to readjust his posture he reached across the table and touched her hand.  His fingers were warmer than she would have guessed. 

“Do you think if I came here again, perhaps tomorrow, you might be here?  It would certainly be a shame if we were never to meet again.  It seems so rare in life that a chance encounter leads to such a wonderful sequence of moments.”

“Yes,” she said with encouragement.  Countless men had said similar things and she had pretended to be charmed.  Yet somehow his words were different.  They were filled with the dim promise of something great, a moving dream that flutters through the mind in the middle of the night, waking you up just to give you the chance to savor its infinite nuance only to slip away once again into the depths of forgetfulness.  Only this time she wasn’t going to forget.  

“So,” he said with tender confidence.  “I’ll be here tomorrow at eight.  I’ll look for you, but don’t worry if you come later.  I’m used to being alone in a foreign country.”

“Yes,” she said.  “I’ll be there.  Or here, I mean.”  He stood up and walked to the door.  “There’s a Radisson just down the street,” she called out to his back, but he had already walked out the door, leaving her alone with only her i-phone to comfort her.  A businessmen looked over at her and smiled richly as though he was graciously inviting her to join them now that she had been abandoned by her date.  She reached out a waiter that had just walked by and grabbed him by the coat tails.  He stopped and winked, seeming to find her gesture an invitation to further flirtation.

“Another scotch,” she ordered.

“A double?”

“Of course.” She shrugged her shoulders in a gesture of casual superiority.

“Certainly.”  His expression dropped and he walked towards the bar.

That night Laura drank alone, and more than she had in weeks.  For most it would have been unusual to see such a beautiful and well-adorned woman drinking so much by herself, but the staff at Selbey’s were used to it.  They had seen her do it before.  Not often, but on occasion.  They knew her and liked her.  She had style and grace, never lost control, and was always able to light up the bar and beyond – or beautifully darken it - wherever she went.  There were rumors amongst the waiters she was connected to Danish nobility, but no one really knew for sure since Laura was perfectly happy to let any rumor fly.  Whatever it was, no matter how good or bad, it could do her no harm, because the truth, her truth, was something far more profound, a secret they would never know and even if they somehow managed to capture a glimpse, would never understand.  She was a logarithmic singularity - a black swan event unto herself - and everyone she encountered would have to accept the world according to her laws and bow to her unspoken dominion.  She hated money and everything that it stood for.  But that was fine.  That was just one of her many secrets.  That’s what all the men at Selbey’s didn’t know and never would.  They would never have her with their money, and they would never have her with their souls.  She was forever taken, so permanently out of reach, and they would never, never know.

That night she walked home slowly, taking a longer route than usual, past an abandoned warehouse and then a small park, allowing the whiskey to guide her in gentle meandering curves through the wide boulevards and narrow lanes offered up in random sequence by the Manhattan night.  Several times she stopped in sudden shock, recalling in vivid detail how she had agreed to a date – or was it only a rendezvous? - with Halo, wondering why she had allowed herself to give in.  After all, she had Mace and wasn’t looking for anyone to replace him.  Women were never looking, even when they were, they really weren’t.  After convincing herself of her innocence she would let these memories vanish into the blue-black mantle of the night only to have them reappear moments later, making her stop dead in her tracks once more.  

When she got home she closed the door quietly, leaving the city behind her with all its brush strokes of automobile horns and abandoned alleyways, illuminated only by the gaze of the starkly gentle moon.  She undressed in front of her mirror and climbed into bed.  Her sheets were cool on the surface, belying an indescribable softness and inner warmth that made her think of a baby’s skin.  She was half asleep in minutes, staring out her window at the cozy New York skyline, all thoughts of the evening now evacuated from her mind as she drifted slowly away from the shores of everything she knew.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1.2



[image: ]


Laura woke up the next day at noon.  She took a hot shower and then combed her hair in front of the gilded frame baroque mirror that greeted her in the bathroom every morning.  Her meeting from the night before was in many ways typical of her life.  Men were always trying to meet her.  They were always making the same mistake.  Would they never learn?  While she possessed all the right virtues to stand as a heroine in any classic novel – and she had read most of them – she preferred to show the world everything she could do wrong rather than everything she could do right.  Wasn’t the hero always so boring?  Wasn’t goodness always at the expense of personality and, therefore, class?  Since she was a girl in Portland she had schooled herself in the softer sides of evil – tiny white lies uttered under her breath in the coat room when the teacher wasn’t listening - before graduating to something more substantial, like making out in a tree fort with a track star and a bottle of cheap champagne after at a debating club gala.  But she also knew her limits.  She knew what was right and what was wrong and whenever she did something wrong she always felt herself getting a little bit smaller and a little bit older.  Something died inside.  Something shriveled up and scampered away into some dark corner of herself where nobody would ever see it again, not even herself when she was up alone at night staring into the panting jaws of her insomnia as she rummaged desperately through her apartment for those last fatal drops of wretched Galliano.  

Yet weren’t blemishes and weaknesses also beautiful?  Wasn’t the Venus de Milo made more beautiful by its loss of two arms or Achilles more interesting by his selfish gloating and tender heel?  Life was a great work of art in which you had to blend good and evil together like two colors on a canvass.  To be too good was like a painting executed all in one color – something not even Mark Rothko or Barnett Newman would have dared - and to be too evil made you no different than those tedious conceptualist sculpture exhibitions she had seen one too many times in those basement Flatiron art galleries.  Balance was the secret.  It was her secret, one of her many secrets, and her motto: be evil enough to color your life with its reckless beauty, but always be good enough to protect yourself from scorn and inevitable self-destruction.

A few times in her life she almost lost this balance, just almost, and feared she would go tumbling away into oblivion, never to be whole again.  The worst of these incidents involved Rick Stork, the coldly handsome real estate tycoon she met when she first moved to Manhattan.  He smacked of money.  He reeked of it.  His arteries might just as well have been sewn out of thousand dollar bills.  But even though he had more money than anyone she had ever heard of, even those on countless top ten who’s who lists, he never looked the part of real estate tycoon.  He wore a white cowboy hat and blue jeans and always looked like he was swaggering back from some old Wurlitzer he had just plugged for ten minutes of Hank Williams Senior and his West Texas moan.  Money was something she never had much of and for this reason it had always been surrounded in mystery.  But after Stork, every time a man flaunted his wallet it was enough to make her heart churn with anger.  After all, it was Stork that made her hate money.  His money was her failure to make him love her.  Stork.  That one hurt.  That one she would rather forget, unless she could have it over again.  But since she knew she never would, she settled on forgetting - wasn’t it always the best solution?  Yet the image of his face still plagued her late at night or sometimes even while she was soaring through the clouds of lovemaking Mace.  Why didn’t Stork fall in love with her like most men did?  And why did his not falling in love with her end up being an obsession on her part for him?  

As she sat in her apartment staring out the window into an alleyway watching two Puerto Ricans shouting at each other at the top of their lungs about something that must have been awfully important to them, she pondered over her strange meeting from the night before.  It wasn’t that she found Halo attractive, or even thought of him that way at all.  She wasn’t in the market for a new lover.  She was seeing Jonathan Mace and was perfectly happy with him.  In fact, Mace would be coming over the very next night with his usual stack of records and tiny satchel of cocaine.  She could almost hear his black boots clicking on the polished linoleum of her floor as she imagined him making love to her against her kitchen wall like some dark troubadour from the gates of hell.  Mace was far from perfect.  But he was certainly exciting enough and would do for now, maybe even longer.  And that made him perfect enough, at least for the time being.  No one knew why they were together, but they were and that was all that mattered.  But Halo?  There was something about him that sounded a deep chord inside her that had not been struck for so long she no longer knew what it meant when she heard it.  It was an emotion that was neither good nor bad that had no direction or obvious response.  All she knew was that it was triggered by Halo, or at least by their meeting, and because of this, it was starting to bother her.  

She walked into the kitchen and picked up her sleek black i-phone from beside the microwave.  She dialed Mace’s number.  There was no answer.  Ten minutes later she dialed it again.  This time it was busy.  She dialed ten minutes after that and there was still no answer.  She set the phone down and went into the living room to turn on the television.  She pressed the “ON” button and a blue-gray light pulsed for a moment before enveloping the room.  A huge Sasquatch of a man appeared before her.  He was eating a hot dog in a talk show living room decorated with a tinsel backdrop and talking about the politics of the West Bank as he incongruously stroked a small Dachshund nestled in his lap.  What seemed especially strange, given the serious subject matter, was that the man was lying face up on a lime green couch as though he were ready to take a nap.  She flicked through the channels until she found something more interesting: a subtitled version of an old black-and-white Italian film.  After watching it for ten minutes, she pressed the “OFF” button.  The film had no discernable plot; the camera just followed a man around who always seemed to be hollering and shaking his fist at people.

Laura was from Oregon.  She was born in Portland on in the early nineteen eighties while her father was away fighting some covert war in Central America from which he never returned.  Her mother, a willowy redhead with deep blue eyes, remarried a quietly intense Sioux man who always wore a Seattle Mariners cap and taught German philosophy at a small college in Eugene.  After five years, he left her in favor of his boyhood sweetheart, a woman who lived outside of Vancouver on a small native reserve and made a living as a part time lawyer, selling fruit in her spare time to keep in touch with nature, something Laura’s mother always mocked her for.  Since then, Laura’s mother had remained alone, convinced she was not destined to be with men.  It was just before her second husband left that Laura first discovered men.  Her mother was beautiful into her middle age and beyond, but in her rebellion against men always acted like she wasn’t, so Laura was determined to make up for it.  In her tender early teen days she imagined herself as a Celtic princess shimmering at the peak of an icy mountain as armor-clad men struggled their way up the treacherous slopes, fighting off their rivals just to get a chance to touch her.  Her love was a volume of the world’s most sacred verses, desired by every sage and scholar of the heart on the planet, but possessed by no one.  It was a gift to mankind, designed to blossom forth like a Grail mystery in the souls of the opposite sex, as opposed to a hunger or need that stemmed directly from within her.  So she was doing the world an act of incomparable good by giving them all a tiny sliver - and nothing more - of something great and eternal nestling inside her while taking nothing in return.  

This all came to a calamitous end when she met Johnny Enzyme.  He was slender and had the large round eyes of a Slavic poet and hair the color of gingerbread.  He was the lead singer of a rock band called The Marauders that had a fanatical local following but never made it out of Portland.  He pointed his warm love gun to her head and with one quick blast vanquished all her notions of going through life without ever falling for a man.  He made her everything she was. The first time she laid eyes on him was in a cramped dank club in the warehouse district, a place where teenaged punk rockers hung out wearing dark purple lipstick and black fishnet stockings, often over long johns or even jeans.  His cursing onstage had the solemn transcendence of a Gregorian chant, and when he moved – more like a woman than a man – from side to side in front of his band, she imagined they were walking through the streets of Paris together whispering poetry into each other’s ears.  It didn’t take long before she was following him from gig to gig, waiting until the club shut down in hope that he would finally notice her and invite her backstage.  After three months she finally got her wish.  He came up from behind and tapped her shoulder.  When she turned around he said something in the manner of a medieval knight – she was never able to remember exactly what - a random and likely meaningless phrase spoken in an exaggeratedly chivalrous tone.  What could he have wanted with her?  He must have been making fun of her or had mistaken her for someone else.  But then he said more.  He had noticed her standing in the back two months ago and had even started to expect her at his performances, hoping each time as he warmed up backstage that she would be there in the audience to greet him with her glance as he came on stage.  What happened over the next several months was something she was never able to fully retrieve from her memory, perhaps because the experiences they shared were so incandescent and the feelings between them so strong that she had subconsciously locked them away, equally desperate in her sense of loss as she was in the knowledge that such ultimate satisfaction could never be relived.  The only memory she allowed herself to indulge was that of their last night together, just before he went off to Jamaica and ended up dying in a car accident.  They were lying on a bed in his small one room flat in central Portland looking out at the night sky.  It was New Years Eve nineteen ninety-nine and she had just turned eighteen a month ago.  He had painted her face with bright Tempera colors as if in preparation for some native ritual and proclaimed her - a champagne cork popping hard against the ceiling and the sound of a helicopter droning in the distance - the first woman of the twenty first century.  He kissed her on the lips and poured champagne over her naked body before taking a long swig and setting the foaming bottle down on the now wet and sticky hardwood floor.  At exactly 12:00 a.m. he knelt down to lick her vagina and then proceeded to make love to her, the trickle of blood on the sheet signing a quivering end to the legal documents of her virginity.  The world opened up in notches and her life became, at least for a moment, an ineffable mystery – the centerpiece of some new religion - to which only she and Johnny Enzyme held the key.  She was the first woman of the twenty first century, and it was now the new millennium.  He assembled a tiara out of toilet paper rolls cut up and taped together with aluminum foil and set it on her head.  Her coronation was complete.  Beyond the objective timing of their cathartic encounter, what he really meant by this, she never knew, but once the news of his tragic death came from Jamaica she made it her life’s mission to honor his memory and find out.  It was her hour of becoming, her minute, her second, the first real moment on that enormous stretch of eternity she always took to be her life. 

After this the men she met were never quite right.  No matter how much they loved her, she could never regain what she had lost with Johnny Enzyme that one rainy night on a winding road somewhere in the middle of the ocean in a place she had never seen or wanted to see.  It was no longer enough just to be admired.  He had changed all that.  She needed to feel love streaming out from inside her and not just coming towards her.  And since her heart was a stone numbed even more so by her loss, she was sure she would never love again.  Or, at least until she moved to New York and met Stork.  The one man who didn’t love her in return.  The first man who just didn’t care.  And once that was over and she had lost all will to make Stork change she finally felt she had grown up, or died, whichever narrative seemed to fit best the frame of conversation.  

After high school, a full year after Johnny Enzyme’s death, Laura started college in Portland, financing herself by waiting tables in a logger’s café whose owner was rumored to be the chief supplier of Crystal Meth to truckers across the Pacific Northwest.  She dropped out of art history, economics, and law before finally ending up with a degree in American Literature with a minor in Central Asian Studies, doing a final year thesis on the influence of Farsi poetry - especially Rumi - on the novels of Jack Kerouac.  But while her heart lied with the Beat movement and World Literature, she always had a soft spot for Henry James, writing a twenty-page essay on A Portrait of a Lady that expressed her admiration for him taking up women’s issues at a time when it was very unfashionable for anyone – even a woman - to do such a thing.  While most writers of his time treated them as little more than objects of their hero’s desire, James was just the opposite: if any of his characters came across as wooden or lacking substance, it was strangely always the men.  One of her professors, an older British man who always wore the same blue sweater, patched at the elbows with soiled leather ovals, argued it was the main weakness in his works, setting up the hero as a straw man just to make the woman look better.  But she didn’t see that as a flaw, but rather a basic male trait, as men always seemed to speak about other men as though they were the only male of the species walking the planet with any iota of virtue.  Maybe that’s why she liked Mace.  He was the opposite.  He never tried to look good by making other men look bad.  He was just Mace and that was enough.  It had carried their relationship for over two years and showed no sign of abandoning them.  With Mace there was always more talk of sex or the detailed mechanics of their relationship than there ever was of love and eternity.  He was the practical one and she was the dreamer.  Her mother said they had nothing in common, but that didn’t matter.  Somehow it just worked.

She woke up to the sound of the phone ringing.  She hadn’t realized she had fallen asleep.  The TV screen showed only static.  She sprang up and tiptoed quickly into the kitchen.  A thick voice met her on the other end.

“You called?” Mace asked.

“Where were you?”

“I had to go out and get some late night groceries.”  It was an obvious lie, but she was too light headed from her nap to call him on it.  A more likely story was that he was out at the local pool hall perfecting his break over a joint and a few beers.

“I was just watching a film,” he said.  His breathing turned to slow heavy grunts, as though in protest.  “The Manchurian Mitre...a new dystopian flick about a Chinese Pope.”  He paused as if to gauge her interest in hearing more.  “OK...I’ll be over in half an hour,” he broke the long silence in a terse way that anyone who didn’t know him might have taken as a threat.

“Sure,” she replied.  She looked out the window at a pink neon sign flashing off in the distance.  The word “Byzantine” appeared in her head, as though from nowhere.  It hung before her mind’s eye for a few seconds, allowing her to savor its labyrinthine textures and soft ringing sound.  Byzantium.  It made her think of long winding rivers and tall stone pillars with incomprehensible inscriptions etched on the side.  “I’ll be waiting for you.”

She heard a click on the other end and she put the phone down.  The pink sign continued flashing in the hot barbaric night.  It had an elegance that reminded her of old films she had seen about jewel thieves in nineteen fifties Las Vegas: diamonds in tiny black bags, white-gloved hands parting curtains in air conditioned hotel rooms, and Martinis glittering in frosted crystal glasses.  She picked up the remote and shut off the television.  The pink light from the sign seemed to diminish in intensity as though taking its cue and following suit.  Perhaps it was her one greatest failing in life that she was always looking for meaning where there wasn’t any, as though life was like sitting beside a dumb waiter; whatever it brought to you was put there by someone else for some reason she could never know but always yearned to find out.

When Mace walked through the door he was holding a can of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.  He had a red bandana tied around his head with interlocking blue swastikas – ancient symbols of unity and transcendence - embroidered in shiny black thread.  He looked taller than usual.  Perhaps it was his black riding boots or the way he zipped up his motorcycle jacket all the way to his neck.  She was still in her bathrobe and was fanning herself with a paperback although it wasn’t at all hot in her apartment.  He grumbled something about food and walked past her into the living room, setting his beer can down on her coffee table with a loud clack.  She could tell he wasn’t happy.

“Can we have some music in here?  You know how I always like to have music on wherever I go.”

She sauntered over to her CD collection.  She was never afraid of him when he was in a bad mood; in fact, it was just the opposite.  She knew it wasn’t real anger.  She understood him.  It was like a little baby throwing a tantrum.  What did you do?  Hit the baby when it screamed too loud?  Call the police when it smeared food on the table?  No.  You soothed it.  

He stood up and gently pushed her away from the CD rack.  “Just let me pick something before you put some crap on and put me in a bad mood.” 

“Like you have a worse mood in store for us?”  Laura looked over at him and set her hand on his shoulder. 

“I’m being a dickhead, aren’t I?”  

“I’m not sure,” she said.  Mace looked into her eyes.  Laura’s forehead had the same elegant furrows it had the day he first met her – the one day in his life he would never forget.  It was a year after he finally got his shit together and cleared out of LA.  She was standing over an incense counter in one of those hippie bookstores in Queens that sold books on witchcraft and Tarot decks.  Her hair was flat against her head and brown, flaring out like a bell at her shoulders and bouncing lightly as she swayed slowly back and forth.  Her eyes were brown almonds that glowed in a way that brown never had glowed before.  She had a look of untouched innocence like many of the women he had seen in his motorcycle escapades through Central America, yet in her case it was tempered with something he took as distinctly European.  Prague, he thought, although he had never been to Europe: Stevie Nicks live in fucking Prague.  

“I’m sorry.  I had a bad day,” he apologized.  “I spent an hour watching fucking CNN in some hokey electronics store in Times Square.  The world is getting so damn corporate.  War is a matter of sponsorship like anything else.  Your only freedom is to choose between brand X and brand Y, who turn out to be owned by the same group of corrupt Republicans anyway.  You know they even have a boot camp for reporters getting ready to go to Syria.  It’s so they can brainwash them into telling us what the government wants us to hear.  You just can’t be somebody.  A person just can’t make a difference anymore.”  She let her fingers trickle down his neck to the rigid armor of his leather jacket.  “You know what just occurred to me while I was coming home on the subway thinking about that movie I just watched?”  He grabbed her hand and kissed it.  “The Catholic church was the first multinational corporation.  Just think about it.  All these asshole churches opening up in South America like McDonalds in Tibet, only a thousand years earlier.  India even has a space program...It’s the Kali Yuga.  The goddamn Kali Yuga.  The age of darkness.  Feed the Pope and Mullahs poison meat, not the pit bulls.  And then the Chinese...Manchurian Fucking Mitre - what’s next?  Kung Fu Vatican?  The sequel of the Apocalypse, or what?”

He took a CD out of its jewel case and slipped it into the CD player.  In seconds the room filled up with the opening bars of a tango.  He slid his hands around her hips and smiled, his lips suddenly spread out like the handlebars of a Harley.  His thin black beard was almost touching her breasts when he pulled her even closer and undid her bathrobe.  

“What’s this?” she asked beguilingly as he pressed his pelvis against her thigh.

“You know full well what it is,” he replied.  “And it’s all yours.”

He lifted her up off her feet and carried her to her bedroom, dropping her on the king size bed directly under the poster of Astrix and Obelix she had hanging next to the window.  She got it for her tenth birthday, a time she still associated with innocence and wonder.  Mace stroked her hair gently and smiled.  “I’ve been waiting all day for this,” he said.

“So have I,” she replied in a compliant tone she knew he liked.  

As they made love all she could do was think about what had brought them together and why they were still together.  Laura liked Mace, but she wasn’t sure she loved him.  In fact, if there was one thing she was sure of, it was that she didn’t love him.  You couldn’t love someone like Mace.  It just didn’t happen.  Mace came over, screwed your brains out, smoked a few cigarettes, drank a few glasses of whiskey and left.  What he did outside of those intimate moments in her apartment she didn’t really know.  She wasn’t the type of woman to check up on her lover.  He had a job in at an auto dealer’s in Brooklyn and just referred to it as “that fucking hole”.  Where were you?  “I was at that fucking hole.”  What are you doing tomorrow?  “I’m fucking well going to that fucking hole, where the fuck do you think I’m going, fucking Babylon?”  One time she tried to call him during the day and asked if she could come by and meet him for lunch.  She was going to Brooklyn to sell some advertising to a low budget appliance company and thought it would be fun to meet.  He had always told her never to call him at work, but gave her the number just in case of some emergency.  When she called the line was disconnected.  She guessed it was just some number he had made up to make her think he had a real job.  But she didn’t care.  He never had any money and was living for the most part on her handouts.  He was probably just too ashamed to admit he didn’t have a real job.  But even if he didn’t have a real job, Mace was real.  He had served time.  Real time.  People like Stork might one day serve time, but it would be a different kind of time.  Phony time.  Money time.  Rolex time.  Not for real crimes, but for things like fraud and tax evasion.  When Mace went to jail it was always for something real.  Once he did six months for punching out his boss at a car dealership for trying to sell an old lady a lemon.  Another time he did three years for selling cocaine to a corporate executive that turned out to be a cop in disguise.  There was even a third time, but he never told her what it was for.  All she knew was that it happened when he was a teenager back home in the Dakotas around the time he bought his first motorcycle and stopped living with his parents because they were always fighting and throwing beer bottles at each other.  He said he would tell her what he did one day, but that day hadn’t yet come and when it did she would be the first to know.  She had a feeling it was serious, really serious, but she didn’t care.  All that mattered was that he had served time.  Wasn’t everyone really serving time in the end?  Didn’t time always strut around town walking into all the best restaurants expecting to be waited on hand and foot?  Didn’t time always make you wait?  Didn’t it?  So it was about time that people got wise to time, she thought.  But as soon as you were wise to time, it would slip away from you and in a matter of moments you’d realize you didn’t have the time to chase after it and everything was almost up...for good.

Mace pushed Laura down on the bed and stepped backwards.  The sound of the Cinzano Tango Orchestra filled the apartment.  Laura thought she could see a the wink of a soft pink light on Mace’s face as he twirled her around, tossing off his jacket and shirt like a bullfighter striking full pose.  And when he came down on her, she could think of only one thing: Byzantium.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1.3



[image: ]


Gregory Walden flipped his Mont Blanc fountain pen back and forth between the fingers of his right hand, trying to see how many times he could go without dropping it.  When he finally convinced himself he could go on forever, like a notch-lapel Energizer Bunny taking on Kronos himself in some trans-dimensional boxing ring, he decided it was time for a new and even greater challenge and so tried balancing the pen on the largest knuckle of his index finger.  This time it fell to the table immediately, eliciting laughter from around the table.  Sitting directly across from him was Terry Henderson, the head executive from Dimex Incorporated.  Henderson was a true Terry, conservative yet soft-spoken, and never too stiff to occasionally show off the boyish streak he honed to perfection in the Ivy League.  With his voluminous C.V. he was Forbes cover material to a T and always dressed the part: never appearing in public without a white collar and black tie and always equipped with an emergency shoehorn no matter how impromptu the meeting.  With his hushed oboe baritone he was never short of a revelation to listen to, but often left Gregory wishing he would show off just a little more of that Yale rowing club bravado and a little less of the Upper East Side CEO he had cultivated since moving to New York over a decade ago.  

Gregory picked up the Mont Blanc and set it neatly beside the stack of notes he had carefully prepared the night before.  Junk Bonds went out with Duran Duran and all those freaky eighties hairstyles.  Naked Shorts were old hat and did just that: they sold you short because the best you could do was double your money, while going long had infinite upside.  No surprise they went out in the thirties with zoot suits and were only brought back by the Republicans for a few crazy years before everyone woke up.  Deep in his heart Gregory knew they would one day come back, like everything else, but the time was not yet ripe.  Not until he saw an army of zoot suits strutting down Madison Avenue mooning the cavalcade of TV journalists would he proclaim the brave new dawn of Naked Shorts 2.0.  Collateralized debt obligations - the infamous CDO bonds from the sub-prime mortgage collapse - were wiped out by Obama like bugs on a carwash windshield.  A thousand heaps of shit mortgages were somehow supposed to be worth more than a thousand heaps of shit mortgages when bundled together into a huge mountain of shit mortgages well on their way to becoming a huge mountain of shit foreclosures.  Those few smart enough to bet against the hype by taking out credit defaults swaps - essentially like taking out a life insurance policy on someone everyone thought was healthy but only you knew was going to die - made trillions.  Internet stocks either crashed before 9/11 or were too overvalued to even consider.  And what about the new mobile App wave?  Just the Internet with a Halloween mask.  But a mixture of money and the Internet, where finance met Facebook, so to speak, that was different.  That was new.  The Internet was the center stage of the New Finance.  Money had always been an abstraction anyway.  Gold coins were only a symbol of something greater and more ethereal.  That’s why different cultures have always expressed money in so many different ways.  To Aboriginals it was beaver pelts, to pirates it was chests of gold and silver, and to drug cartels it was cocaine and assault rifles.  No matter what you said, they were all just symbols of the wealth and power.  

“And what is this so-called New Finance?”  Henderson cleared his throat and asked.  When Henderson was in a meeting he always spoke in rounded and indirect statements, never revealing his true opinion on anything.  That was why he was so important to the success of the venture.  That’s why Gregory needed him on board.  To make it in the world of finance you always had to temper your comments, free them from the realm of emotion and opinion: in short, you had to speak like an abacus.

“Money is like a liquid or a gas,” Gregory replied as he opened his palms in a gesture of acceptance.  “It flows freely and you can never capture its true essence.  But maybe you can push this whole analogy even further.  If money is indeed a fluid, maybe money is the true ether, the one the nineteenth century physicists were always sniffing around for...but then again, if money is the ether maybe like the ether it doesn’t even exist at all.  Ha!  That would be something.  That is something.  Money flies through our lives like some kind of Tinker Bell or Peter Pan touching us with its magic whenever it shines down upon us.  And after that one taste we end up chasing it for the rest of our lives.  But what is it, really?”

“Very amusing.  But money has always been backed by something,” Henderson countered.  “It is not so vaporous as you think.  Every country has a gross national product, an economy, a reserve of commodities and precious metals that has a certain trade value with respect to goods from every other country.  That is money.”

“Perhaps that was once true,” Gregory countered.  “But the Great Depression changed everything.  What about junk bonds?  What about synthetic CDOs?  What about Enron and round trip energy sales?  Remember Get Shorty?  And what makes the Enron case so beautiful is that they were selling energy - another invisible and ethereal quantity - to all of California when they were also buying it back from all of California.  A grand sum of nothing amounting to nothing, but when you added up all the business at the end of the day, somehow it created something.  Zero minus zero was something, and that’s where we fit in.”

Henderson betrayed a glimmer of anticipation as he lit the tip of his cigar and blew an expanding hoop of smoke across the room.  It sailed to the far wall and dissipated into nothingness on impact.  Beautiful nothingness.

“I like your idea,” he said.  “But I need to hear more.”

“Don’t worry.  I’ve thought this through with the precision of a scientist.  Money has momentum, extension, acceleration, and mass.  It even has a half-life.  E = MC2!  And what does M stand for?  Money!  I think the creation of a common currency in Europe is just a start.  After that money will be obsolete and it will only exist as magnetic data – small patterns of magnetic domains – on a series of plastic cards or hard drives in the cloud.  And to monitor its ebb and flow, to follow its silvery comet’s tail through the night sky, we will need the Internet.  That’s why Internet banks are the way forward.  Right now the Internet is nothing but a cosmic pool of sex and scandals, news and terror.  But ultimately it will be the only way we have of tracing and tracking money.  In its perfect union, the false flesh of paper money and coins sublated to the transcendent beauty of the abstract world of Java script and modems from which an entirely new form of banking will emerge.  This is the New Finance.  A nebulous postmodern arena designed so money can swim and breed as freely as flesh can fornicate in a brothel.  Forget porn sites.  Forget on-line gambling.  Forget live family beatings and internet weddings.  Enter the New Finance.”

“Bank sites are ubiquitous.  This is nothing new.  How do you expect...”

“But this is more.”

“More?”  Henderson tented his eyebrow with doubt.

“Yes.  I’m talking about getting rid of hard currency altogether.  Bitcoin and Ethereum are only the beginning.  So what if Bitcoin has a limited supply - it doesn’t do anything.  And Ethereum is for teenage devs with unicorn tee shirts.  I am talking about something even bigger.  Get in on the bottom floor and ride that lovely elevator all the way up to heaven!”

Henderson grinned with a hint of compliance.  “But we’ll need investors.  A bank is nothing without capital.  A bank needs money to make money.”

“And that’s why we have to be the first to patent the idea of a bank that exists solely on the Internet.  Its holdings will consist of pledges and promissory statements from corporate and private investors – numbers transcribed from magnetic bits and sub-bits – and its profit margins will be etched out of interest from these virtual loans.  And don’t confuse this with your mom and pop establishments with real offices and real tellers that just let you do all your banking on the Internet.  What I am talking about is much more profound.  Just as we must leave our bodies and ascend to heaven or fall into the pits of Hell, money must also return to its rarefied roots in the cosmic consciousness of the internet!”

Gregory threw his notes up in the air and watched as the pages spiraled to the floor like giant leaves in an autumn wind.  Then he picked the pages up one at a time and arranged them in a neat stack on the floor in front of him.  When he looked up to where Henderson had been sitting, there was no one.  Control and chaos.  It was at the basis of everything.  But that was why he knew Henderson would be back.  Gregory’s ideas had seeped in just enough to scare him away.  And weren’t people always afraid of what they needed the most?  Gregory adjusted the lapel of his freshly dry-cleaned Bertoni suit and craned his neck up to the window just in time to watch a young woman wearing a large floppy hat chasing and Irish Wolfhound across the street.  New York was filled with such scenes.  It was a tapestry of the day-to-day lifted to the level of the sublime.

Gregory neatly placed the stack of papers in his briefcase and exhaled.  It had seemed like only a week ago that he was first hired at Chastworth Consolidated.  He could still remember the double cognac they poured him at Selbey’s after he signed the acceptance forms.  The room was glittering with an almost supernatural light and every woman was bathed in the honey-warm scent of a different, but equally enchanting, perfume.  Eux de Bastille (a deep red bottle shaped like a guillotine, smelling of musk and death with subtle metallic overtones from the boar’s blood it was apparently spiked with), Apoca-Lips Now (rich and thick with heavy water and over a hundred different pheromones, both naturally occurring and man-made: it was so powerful and risqué that the ads claimed the orgasms it spurred on could register on a Geiger counter), and Back Alley Sally (sold in a bottle the shape of a woman’s hips, each one individualized by a shaft of some rock star’s hair floating at the bottom like the worm in a tequila bottle) were just a few of the scents he was sure he could identify with his razor sharp olfactory skills.  He was an expert in the finer things in life: food, wine, art, music, women’s (and men’s) fashion, fountain pens, and interior decorating were just a few paltry crumbs fallen from the grand federal reserve of his personal expertise.  

Gregory picked up his suitcase and walked to the elevator.  Its brushed aluminum doors opened without a sound and he stepped in.  He pressed “M” and waited as the doors slid shut and the elevator moved effortlessly to the first floor as though gravity itself had momentarily switched off to ease its ascent.  He thought of Charlie’s great glass elevator as he stepped out into the massive marble lobby, and how nice it would be to swim in a world of chocolate where cubes and spheres were one and there was always a sweet mother leaning over you to tuck you in before you went to bed.  

Chastworth was one of the most influential investment firms in the world.  When they made public announcements, earthquakes rocked through Central America; reports of torrential rains filled the world’s newspapers and dictators were overthrown or even assassinated.  When they announced their year-end losses or gains the S & P 500 plummeted or mooned in perfect synch as though attached to Chastworth by an invisible string.  When the news erupted with rumors of a merger or takeover congressmen committed suicide and farmers from all corners of the globe declared bankruptcy.  When they hired new executives or advisors, like that stupendous night back at Selbey’s when Gregory first inked his employment contract, astronomers reported sunspots and clairvoyants declared the beginning of a new zodiacal age.  It was a firm of unquestionable influence, aptly located in a vast monolith of glass, rock, and steel that towered over virtually every building in Manhattan, if not the world, as it cast an ominous shadow that moved like the finger of a great sundial over all the boroughs of New York’s Greater Metropolitan area.  Gregory had now worked at Chastworth’s for seven years to the day, seven years of good luck and prosperity during which he was promoted exactly seven times.  Seven was God’s number.  Already he was the central financial advisor for the Credit Lyonais “Starlight” account, an embryonic mass of credit and capital with tentacles reaching out into every continent on the planet.  It was his job to keep an eye on it and make sure it kept an eye on everything else.  That was one thing people never knew.  Financial accounts were alive and possessed their own unique brand of consciousness.  You had to treat them well for them to treat you well.  Poorly managed accounts ran away like dogs from their abusive masters, snapping and yelping their sharp recriminations as they drooled financial losses from their gaping mouths, while well-managed accounts were bouncing little puppies wagging their eager tails as they peed the golden ingots of profit margins all over your office floor.

Gregory fawned over his radiant gold watch, admiring for a moment the way the slender elegant hand ticked in perfect rhythm around the diamond-studded walkway that charted its daily course.  A Maserati zipped past him and the tails of his coat blew open in the slipstream.  He held out his hand and waved like a conductor ushering in the horn section at the Philharmonic and a cab stopped suddenly in front of him.  The driver - an obese Samoan chewing on a wad of tobacco - rolled down the window.

“Uptown,” Gregory answered the driver’s unspoken question.

“Get in,” the man woofed. Gregory opened the door and was assaulted by a wall of body odor and day-old food.

“What are you doing in here, breeding horses?” Gregory quipped.  He closed the door and the cab roared into the traffic.  

The driver snorted and coughed.  “What was that?” he asked.  “I’m a bit deaf.”

“Indeed,” Gregory whispered under his breath.  “Nothing.  I didn’t say anything.”

The car accelerated around a wobbling egg truck - its white paint scraped off in several places to reveal a dense layer of rust - and barely avoided hitting an elderly woman who was jaywalking as she hugged a large bag of groceries against her chest.

“Damn woman,” the cab driver said.  “If there is one thing that driving in this city teaches you, it’s how to avoid them.  When I first started driving I had just divorced my wife.  I thought it would be a great opportunity to meet more girls.  Where else do you get to sit alone with a woman for long enough to have a casual conversation?  An elevator?  An operating table?  A confession booth?”

“I’ve never looked at it that way,” Gregory said with introspection, wondering what it would be like to confess to a female priest - did they even have them yet?  “But now that you mention it, you may be on to something.”  In all his years in finance Gregory had always considered driving a cab as an occupation tailor made for the chronically unlucky and permanently talentless.  Cab drivers got shot.  Cab drivers made very little money and worked barbaric hours that weren’t conducive to any level of finer thought let alone meeting the best women, if any at all.  And Uber was even worse.  Yet there it was.  Standing right before him.  A new perspective.  Perhaps not as grand and far reaching as the New Finance, but not without its beige shades of profundity.  Perhaps in his next life he would consider taxi driving as a means of supporting himself through business school - if indeed it ever came to that - with an eye on meeting rich women to pay his tuition.

“I always say to people that a cab driver is the best occupation,” the driver continued. “Even at some Downtown art opening I bet I could chat the pants off of any girl faster than all those queer movie stars and rock singers in their ballet pants.  Those guys never have anything to say.”

The cab stopped suddenly and Gregory paid the driver, giving him twenty dollars for a ten-dollar ride.  It was gems of wisdom like this one that made life in New York all the more exciting, all the more explosive.  

“Thanks,” the driver said.

Gregory smiled and stepped out into the vastness of New York as it spilled out from the mouth of his luxurious French granite apartment block.  It was five in the afternoon and playtime had not even started.
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