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For Devin Ayers


“Most things may never happen: this one will.”

—Phillip Larkin, Aubade

“Muse, sing to us now of what has never happened and never will happen!”

—Homer to Hesiod at the Funeral Games for Amphidamas


A.M.
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THE ONLY WOLF IS TIME


A.M.



THE REFRIGERATOR MAGNET known as Albert Einstein tells us yes, time certainly is an illusion, it is just the most stubborn of illusions. Printed w/ Water & UV Resistant Ink on Full-Sheet Flexible Vinyl.

In that same package, Air finds a shrink-wrapped bundle of fabric that’s labeled Waterproof Pet Blanket Protects Couch Chairs & Beds From Spills Stains & Fur. Beneath that: Blank Book Black A5+ 321 Ivory Numbered Acid-Free Unlined Pages.
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Green night has fallen over Emerald City.

One delivery van among many with a blue smirk across each flank wobbles through traffic like a drunk. Flashing advertisements in the sky spell themselves upside down on puddles on pavement. Words which wheels will smash and scatter before the future can put them back together again. For example:

THE SEATTLE TIMES

Know Before You Need To
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Pocketing the magnet, Air frisbees the rest of the box to the back of the van while Baird heckles oncoming traffic behind the wheel up front. He looks over the library of parcels on their metal shelving for the next he will disembowel. There are dozens. Hundreds. An instinct Air fears he lacks must be trusted here, the ability to glance at a cardboard cube and gauge its contents’ worth. How many people cultivate this skill on Christmas morning each year? Tonight he’s asking Santa for a laptop or tablet or phone or drone, anything tradable at the nightmarket. A roomba even.

Baird keeps his foot heavy on the go pedal as they speed south along the shore of Lake Union. Above the Space Needle’d skyline, an electric eagle soars higher and higher until the commercial has ended, whatever’s being sold waiting for its next turn to turn human heads to heaven.

In the meantime, Air excavates from the van’s bill of lading:

Reusable Glass Smoothie Straws ½ inch Extra Wide Box of 8 w/ Cleaning Brush. Olympic Barbells Collars 2” Inch Pro ABS Locking Pair Heavy Duty. Canning Jar Lifting Tongs Stainless Steel w/ Grip Handle for Safe Secure Grip. WINK Safe Dummy Fake Surveillance Security CCTV Dome Camera Indoor Outdoor. Mark Set Go Violin Fingerboard Tape Teacher Pack Gold & Silver. Northern Lights Glass Dip Pen Signature Series w/ Lake Blue Ink & Penholder.

Before long, Baird turns to yell: Never mind all that, son. We’re near. You get the paint, I’ll grab the compressor and wand. You ready? Alright, we’re here.
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Air and Baird get called twins all the time even though they are not or maybe because they are not. Baird a wolverine. As wide as he is high. Fat-fisted. Born with five middle fingers on each hand. Air not tall but tall next to him. Tallish. Both dressed always in black with occasionally colorful masks.

Earlier that evening, they were smoking back at camp beneath the buzzing overpass, discussing what they would paint tonight. Coughing. Thumping their chests. Baird pulled from his pipe again. Way I see it, we’ve got two gallons of this arcane ass ink here. We gotta paint something epic with it. Someplace prominent too. Something unmissable.

From where they sat in camp, they could see the cityscape over the rows of tents, all of them half-life green or ammoniac yellow, the shades of sporting-good inflorescence having long lost their luster. Through the highway roar, they heard an argument in the lower hamlet between two women involving copious use of the word anus. No yours. No yours. Air was coughing, coughing, but managed to ask if Earl still had that power washer lying around.

Baird stopped scratching his jaw, turned, began to nod in extra slow motion. Brother, he said, let us go hijack a van.
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So many electric eyes on amphetamine overtime tonight, Baird mutters, steering onto a quieter side street. We risk the wrath of the Humbaba if we fail. This’ll have to be guerilla graphing at its finest. Gotta be brief but spartan sharp.

Air often wonders about words that only ever get used in the plural. Play the blues. Running with scissors. Pooping pants. Mass media. You look good in glasses. Graffiti. Why does no one tag a graffito across corporate plate glass in the nighttime? One totally should.
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	tag

	(noun)

	a genre of graffiti involving repetitious use of a symbol or phrase; sometimes referred to by its gerund, tagging.


		(verb)

	to write a tag.




[image: images]

KNOTHING
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Alright we’re a block off, Baird says, pulling over and flipping on the flashers. Let’s plant the van here and hoof it.
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By the time they had left camp, Air had been as high as the trees. A grey tailless tiger cat with 99 names but whose first name is Japhy oozed down off a branch and onto Air’s shoulders, scarfing around his neck, purring.

Baird had said: I’m not sure Roberto Gato should accompany us tonight. This mission could turn hairy quick.

Air said: He goes when he wants. I’m not his keeper. Where, I mean. Where he wants.
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Nothing suspicious to look at here. Just a couple of masked men carrying a power washer and two gallons of paint toward the Smiles Spheres at 2AM.

Pardon me, Baird asks a pink-masked stranger who steps into the street as they pass each other, but you wouldn’t happen to know a paint cannon when you see one, would you?
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THE SMILES SPHERES are two spherical office buildings located in the heart of the Smiles headquarters campus in Seattle, Washington, USA. First envisioned by Smiles founder Bill Jeffs in a dream, the two glass domes comprise over 3000 pentagonal hexecontahedron panels made of glass and steel that stand between 93 and 99 feet tall, the left sphere slightly larger than the right. Each sphere contains four floors and collectively serve as an employee lounge and workspace that includes numerous conference rooms, restaurants, retail stores, bathrooms, and a massage parlor. The Spheres, situated directly in front of THE SMILES CLOCK TOWER, were open to public tours before the COVID-19 and subsequent ZEER-27 and LOL-32 outbreaks. Immediately following construction, the complex became one of Seattle’s most iconic landmarks, garnering as many memes and social media posts as the Space Needle and Pike Place Market, a notoriety most influencers attribute to the Spheres’ off-color nickname.
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Thar they blow, Baird jeers as they round the corner onto Lenora. Jeffs’ Balls!

The pair of spheres crouch all bright and cool beneath the not-so-subtle erection of the Smiles Clock Tower. Atop that silver monolith, an analog face indicates 2:16. Then it says 2:17.
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TELL TIME WILL TELL
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Air recalls Hesiod’s Theogony. Specifically, this part:

The children of Heaven and Earth were awful, so much

So that Uranus their father locked them underground.

This made Gaia their mother groan with rage, until

She’d forged within herself a most adamant metal,

And fashioned therefrom a sickle, and snuck it into their

Subterranean cell. None of her kids would take it though, none

Save Time, oh calculating Chronos, who was the youngest Titan.

That night, when Heaven went to lie on top of Earth, Time sprang out

With that knife in hand and cut off his dad’s dick and testes too

And cast them backward into the emerald sea.
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Railroad ties had been burning somewhere in camp before they left. Air can still taste them in the mesh of his mask as he watches the clock face watch them. Terrible but better than tires at least. Pallets perhaps. The kind of smoke that hugs everything like a rubber room. A neighbor named Bob, shirtless and gaunt, had circled just beyond their fire’s light, wearing a pair of basketball shorts for a facemask, asking about a leg, if anyone had seen his. Which one? someone said.
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Thank the gods, Baird sighs, peering up at the Spheres and Tower. I was worried the clock would be faceless tonight. Defacing digital is no-fucking-where near as satisfying.

Air’s neck is craned upward as well. The tower’s nightly alternating motif currently shows an analog dial with roman numerals. I don’t think the washer will shoot that high, he says.

No, comrade. Not from street level, it won’t.
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All early clocks were towers and faceless. Hidden mechanisms struck bells to tell the hours. The word clock derives from the Middle German klocke, meaning bell.
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Air and Baird and an electric power sprayer, loaded with two gallons of black-light paint and fitted with an acute long-range nozzle, stand atop the left Smiles Sphere.
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Every morning Henry Miller would hold his hands above his typewriter and pronounce in French j’ecoute—I am listening!
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Baird aims the wand at the great glowing face and pulls the trigger. The initial blast elevates the nozzle. He adjusts. It’s all over in an instant. Just two words and both precious gallons spent. One term atop another across the time of day. The name of their paint is Undark™. At first the tone is translucent, still wet, actively dripping from letter bottoms. The clock’s minute hand reaches 28. They should not wait but cannot help themselves. Along the quicker drying edges, a whisper of phosphorescence looms. Plankton schooling inside glossy terms. By the time the long hand touches 33, their anachronistic claim will glow ghostly over all of Emerald City.
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In a final flourish, Baird has managed to circle the upper half of the letter A, claiming it for the anarchist alphabet.
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Japhy the cat crouches atop a concrete wall on the corner of X and Y, green eyes beaming, watching runners race by and board an electric van which departs in a whistling rush, visions of deep water buzzing in its rare earth brain.
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Whoever said graffiti is the subconscious of the city had a pen in his hand. Probably Dante or some more modern Italian. Speaking from a balcony looking out over a fountain in a piazza covered with a thousand tags and intentionally misspelled truisms. Glass the canvas of this era’s evicted. The writing’s on the window. Pro washers carry razor blades three feet wide that fit onto telescoping poles. Disc sanders. White-out won’t save you now.
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The van pulls into port where a million shipping containers are stacked in a toddler’s skyline. Red blocks. White blocks. Blue blocks. Green. Each full of all the crap being craved being craned off every ship that walks booing into port every hour on the hour. One inch away from the paved shoreline, the harbor dives instantly deep to accommodate all that bottomless need.
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Time to take a dump, Baird bellows, braking hard. He does not bother shifting into park. The edge of the dock waits fifty feet away.
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How to vanish a van. You have done this before, but this time will be the last. Not difficult to master the simple mechanics of it. The distance between go pedal and driver’s seat. The knack for selecting a proper length object to serve as lever. The wand of a pressure washer, for instance. Place it just so against the go pedal while laying the other end over the edge of the seat. Next, position oneself as far outside the driver’s side door as possible, bracing for the coming surge. You create said surge one second later by stabbing the lever into the pedal as hard as you can while wedging the other end into the cushion. Leap away or fall away, it does not matter. The van will leave without you. The insectile scream of its electric engine surging toward the brink and drink beyond, red taillights shrinking. The pitch leaps an octave the instant wheels leave pavement. This followed by a cannon ball splash and enormous bubbling gulps. Motor sounds completely gone now. You run to the edge to watch headlights reaching up out of the harbor like drowning arms. The rear end always sinks first, you don’t know why. Two pale beams alight from ten feet deep, then dimmer from twenty, dimmer still from thirty, then not at all.
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pluralia tantum(noun)Latin for “plural only”

[image: images]

Laughing. Until they cough. Then laughing more. They have a long walk they do not think about ahead of them. For Baird, it will take all day. For Air, about one minute. Japhy meanwhile already is and is not home. Always has been. Always hasn’t.
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Q: You think Earl will miss his power washer?

A: Probably seven years from now while he’s staring into the eyes of an AI sex worker planted in his dreams by the CIA.
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They pass a philanthropy ATM, whose every button Baird stabs with the tip of his pocket knife, a robotic voice repeating sorry—sorry your selection is temporarily out of—sorry—temporarily out of—temporarily—temporarily—temporarily—
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The most stubborn of illusions.
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Years ago, when Air first stepped outside, he wrote not yet on windows or on walls but on paper and in the first-person plural. We suspected what we were told and we said no. So we left. We did not right. We the profitless campers of cities. Of tent towns in green belts too tight around the waste of empty condos. All those miles of locked haunted housing.
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ARE YOU ON TIME OR AGAINST IT?
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They’re trudging through SoDo through the concrete strait between two sports stadia, most vacuous structures in town, each empty a decade, fanless, sans hot dogs and peanuts and weird yellow cheese. Their journey bends toward a dumpster fire around which female forms dance to the beat of complex drumming upon an array of over-turned buckets. Jars of drink in circulation among an audience. The drummers number two and one of them is horse-headed. A mask but maybe not. Against the stadium wall for half a mile stand tents of the sort previously rented out for weddings and graduation ceremonies. Hawk Town, the name of the village, is spray painted everywhere. Air is handed a measuring cruet full of tawny liquid that smells like moth balls. He declines what Baird drains. Baird knows all their names. They move on.
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Year whatever of a pandemic that is no longer called just one. Pandemics. Pluralia tantum. One after another after another. Half a million will die in America by each New Year’s Eve. Set your watch to it. A low rolling boil. Mostly the elderly. A culling of nursing homes. The phase of life manufactured by big pharma anyway. The painful part extended by a hundred daily pills. Occasionally a vaccinated celebrity collapses midstep. Headlines. Former Oscar winner. League MVP. Scary. But not scary enough. Swaths of folk still don’t wash their hands and claim a mask makes you a terrorist. Which of course it does but for unrelated reasons.
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They stop at a Wendy’s where Baird buys a two-dollar veggie burger. Air in the bathroom with a pen in one hand, penis in the other, writing above the urinal:

ASSASSINATE ALL RATIONAL THOUGHT

Baird kicks the swinging door open and shouts: Fucking police
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