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For Willa


Prologue



“As much protein as an egg” is an expression used on the front of cereal boxes in the year this book was written. It is the property of the Kashi brand company. This use is not meant to imply any relationship, impropriety, or connection to the good people at Kashi. They do make a nice breakfast cereal.

•   •   •

In the year this book was written, people had grown tired of the blatant and large-scale lies of former advertisers. They did not expect to become “champions” or “winners” or even “healthy” just from consuming a certain product. No, that ship had sailed after years and years of lies. Now they wanted to control their own destinies and micromanage every detail of their rise toward health, wealth, and happiness.

They planned to do this now by monitoring their intake of substances called carbs, fat, and protein. Calories too. Calories were important, but people knew they were only part of the story. People calculated the number of Calories they needed, wanted, and exceeded. Some states made laws that their Fast-Food Restaurants had to tell you how many Calories were in each item on the menu.

•   •   •

All of this management of consumption, the micromanagement of success, was made possible by much more complex lies than the old ones. You see, consumers spent a lot more time now in the company of vast stores of information. They did this by visiting the Internet.

The Internet wasn’t really a place so much as an unlimited collection of information curated and created by just about everybody out there. By “out there,” people understood this to mean the whole wide world, if not more.

Seriously, stuff on the Internet came from all corners of The Earth. You could look at the view out a window in Calcutta or read what a Lebanese grocer from Katmandu had for lunch. These were the wonders of the Internet.

A great deal of dieting information resided on the Internet. This was because everyone wanted to have Washboard Abs. That was a given. Your life would always be that much better if you could have Washboard Abs. Just look at the magazines. People in the United States sure did.

Really.

•   •   •

Earth was a planet with human beings on it. It was the third planet in our solar system, which was in the Milky Way Galaxy.

Milky Way was also the name of a sweet chocolate candy bar with lots of caramel and nougat.

Earth is still here. Don’t worry.

•   •   •

People calculated all of the necessary information about their diets by using Smart Phones. They kept track of everything they ate. Originally, phones were for talking and having conversations with people you couldn’t see. Now phones were smart and you could carry them everywhere. You could see the people you were talking to on them, too. Even if they weren’t with you.

What else? These devices could do just about everything.

Really. And they could also tell you just how much protein you should consume. They could keep track of sugars, cholesterol, and Calories, all components of a daily diet.

They could even tell you how many steps you took in a given day!

•   •   •

In the now when this book was written, people drank coconut water. This came from the inside of young coconuts. Where these coconuts all came from all of a sudden, nobody stopped to ask.

People drank coconut water because a company told them coconut water had “as much potassium as a banana.” Nobody kept track of how much potassium they needed. Not until the good people who sold coconut water told them it was important. This was a good, new lie that people believed.

Plenty of bananas still got eaten too. They had potassium, sure, but they also tasted good. So did the coconut water.

•   •   •

The author of this book, which is to say me, drinks coffee. I drink coffee. Coffee is a drink with a chemical in it called caffeine.

Caffeine has the property of helping people like the author sit upright in chairs when they would rather be sleeping. It helps them be productive members of society. No matter what they’re doing, sitting upright in a chair with a computer in front of them leads to higher levels of productivity.

This fact is known and accepted far and wide.

•   •   •

The author of this book didn’t used to drink coffee. Oh, no. He used to sleep like a normal person, wake up, and sit in front of his computer without it. He did this for long stretches of time and was productive, even if he occasionally took naps.

Naps are good.

Really.

Always.

But this was all in the days before he, which is to say me, before I decided to reproduce.

Reproducing means to bring into the world a much smaller human being by means of sexual intercourse.

Sexual intercourse is fucking.

After sexual intercourse, if you hoped to reproduce and got lucky, the woman became pregnant, which meant she could eat things she normally wouldn’t eat and get really big around the middle. For these and other reasons, pregnant women were actually very happy.

Making a baby inside of you was also a big part of pregnancy. It was the main part. This was no easy task. To have another person growing from tiny cells to a much bigger being inside of you hurt, made you throw up a lot, and made you really tired. It also made your feet bigger.

This was a lot of work.

•   •   •

Human beings had sexual intercourse all the time. They did it especially when they didn’t want to have a baby. They just did it because it felt good.

Boy, did it!

Most human beings tried their best to spend as much of their time having sexual intercourse as possible.

•   •   •

Seven months ago the author and the lovely woman he lives with had a baby girl.

A baby girl is a small female person who wakes up in the middle of the night and demands to be fed at all hours. Baby girls don’t care what their diet consists of; they just want a full belly. Generally, it’s breast milk or formula that fills up the belly of a seven-month-old girl.

Formula is a fake form of breast milk that you make by mixing white powder and warm water.

Babies drink that. Can you imagine?

Breast milk comes from the boobies of adult women. Grown men spend a lot of their time thinking about looking at and even touching these boobies. I could draw you a picture of an adult woman’s boob, but I’m told that won’t work on this format. *[Insert note: This actually isn’t true. I’m just not good at drawing. New-age writer’s trick: blame the format.]

It’s really too bad about that. You’ll just have to imagine.

•   •   •

One thing about coffee is that it can upset your stomach. You have to be careful. The author of this book loves coffee for the caffeine and the fact that it can help him sit upright in front of his computer, but sometimes his stomach gurgles and doesn’t feel good if he drinks coffee on an empty stomach.

The good people of Kashi may or may not realize that their cereal is actually a good buffer for coffee. Sure, eggs are healthy and filled with protein, but they don’t help protect your stomach from gurgles the way cereal does.

A new slogan for the front of a box of Kashi cereal could be “Buffers Your Stomach for Coffee!”

That message would get people like the author of this book to eat more Kashi cereal, but it would also probably lose some of the kid audience, who surely eat a lot of cereal.

•   •   •

This book is my fortieth birthday present to myself. That’s right, I’m turning 40, just like the book Breakfast of Champions by Kurt Vonnegut, which is one of my favorites.

Of all his novels, Wikipedia says Vonnegut graded Breakfast of Champions as a C.

Slaughterhouse-Five and Cat’s Cradle both got A-pluses.

Sometimes writers can be really hard on themselves. See? I would give Breakfast of Champions an A.

•   •   •

At the age of 40, I am kind of old to have only recently helped to produce a small child. She is my first. I took a long time to get this far in the reproduction department.

Still, they say 40 is the new 30. Right?

Right.

Really, I am happy to be a father now. I’d like to dedicate this book to my daughter. Here’s looking at you, kid.



—Philboyd Studge III




Part One: Medium-Young Love






~



Chapter One



This all begins with Artemis Kellog sitting in his apartment one fine September morning in San Francisco.

He sat at his small wooden desk in his underwear, drinking coffee.

Something important was going to happen today, he thought. He’d thought this when he woke up, so he had called in sick. Normally, Kellog would have been at the Waldorf School teaching sixth graders. Not today.

Today he was going to the café to write. It was what he was meant to do.

As he drank his coffee, he looked out his window and saw a large airplane flying high overhead. This wasn’t a strange occurrence. The flight path for San Francisco International Airport went right over his neighborhood.

Kellog watched the plane, thinking about being a writer. Then he got up and decided to put pants on over his underwear. He was going outside. His brain chemicals had told him it was the right thing to do.

When he got to the coffee shop, Kellog ordered a large coffee. He liked the taste of its roasted dark beans and the jump start he got from the caffeine. But he mainly went to the coffee shop to write. Drinking coffee was the same as writing in San Francisco.

Across the room, he saw a pretty girl working on her laptop. What she was working on, he didn’t know.

Kellog got his coffee and sat down two tables away from her. He had an idea for a good story.

Inspiration had struck.

Artemis Kellog drank his coffee and typed.

At first, he started out describing his surroundings in the coffee shop. He described the wooden tables, the windows, and the long wooden bar that made a counter. He described the sun rays pouring in from the street and illuminating dust motes in the air.

Then he started to get creative. He had been reading Kurt Vonnegut and loved the works of the minimalist painter Rabo Karabekian. He began to imagine that the baristas had decorated the café with works by Karabekian.

He saw the café walls covered with minimalist paintings. They were for sale for exorbitant prices. Kellog wrote that one of the baristas had a friend named Elvis who had thought up the great idea of downloading paintings from the Internet, then sending the files to Shutterfly.com and having them printed onto canvases.

The problem with Elvis’s plan about the canvases was that most of the art files he could download from the Internet were low resolution—too low to look good on a canvas sized ten by twenty-four inches, at least. For a while, he tried selling people these low-resolution canvases of famous paintings, thinking it was ironic and cool. Nobody wanted them.

“These look like low-res crap,” people said.

Next, Kellog imagined that Elvis had had the great idea of using minimalist paintings by Rabo Karabekian, which were so minimal that they didn’t look “low-res” when they were printed. They were basically just a canvas of one particular color with a line or two of another.

This worked out great. These canvases from Shutterfly looked just like the real paintings by Rabo Karabekian. They were recognizable. The baristas at the café hung the canvases on the walls for people to buy.

Because Elvis set the prices of the paintings exorbitantly high, nobody bought the canvases. Even if the prices were lower, nobody would have bought them. People really just went to the café to drink coffee and use their computers. Sometimes they ate eggs.

Kellog looked at the white walls of the café and the modern works hung there by local painters and artists, and imagined that he was instead looking at the minimalist paintings of Rabo Karabekian.

He drank a sip of his coffee. It had gone cold while he had been writing. He hadn’t noticed the passage of time, a sign that his writing must have been going well.

He was Really Writing.

He congratulated himself.

As a reward, he allowed himself another look at the girl sitting two tables away from him. She was still sitting in the same place.

Her name was Emily Plinko. She was designing a new profile for Match.com. She had been on eleven dates using her old profile on Match.com and none of them had gone well. Every guy she went on a date with was either boring or a sleaze.

Emily Plinko was a nice girl from Minnesota. She was twenty-seven years old. Here in San Francisco, she couldn’t find a boyfriend. If she had stayed in Minnesota, she would have been married and pregnant by now. But she didn’t want that. Instead, she wanted to live in San Francisco and have a good job.

A boyfriend would have been nice, too, but so far she wasn’t having any luck in that department.

Emily Plinko was a software engineer. She built websites and apps. This was considered a good job. All day at work she focused on an app you could put on your smartphone. It let you order food from different restaurants without calling them.

She began checking Facebook to see what her friends in Minnesota were up to.

•   •   •

In the moment when Kellog looked at Emily Plinko, a tiny particle of dust flitted into her eye. The dust had originally been a particle of belly lint in the belly button of a hipster barista. When he stretched and rubbed his belly, lifting his skinny too-short T-shirt, he launched the particle into the air where it got caught up in a gust of hot air from the toaster. It carried up toward the ceiling where it landed on top of a ventilation duct.

It had sat there all morning, until just now when it floated down. Emily Plinko hardly noticed that this particle flitted into her eye. It was really that small. By coincidence, she closed one eye as it landed. This happened just at the moment when Kellog was looking her way.

He became convinced that she was winking at him. Like a come-on.

Thus our love story was born.

•   •   •

Artemis Kellog knew he had to figure out the best way to talk to Emily Plinko before she got up and walked out of the café and his life forever.

Opportunity was knocking.

He stood up from his table, upsetting his paper cup of coffee, which was compostable, of course. Luckily, it was empty.

Emily Plinko was looking earnestly at her computer screen. She was still on Facebook.

As Artemis Kellog approached Emily Plinko, she looked up. She saw a funny smile on his face and immediately became confused. What confused her was (a) Kellog was coming toward her, and (b) he seemed happy.

She had no knowledge of winking.

“Hey,” Kellog said.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” Kellog said. This stopped him. What was he supposed to say next?

“How are you doing?” he said.

“I’m fine, actually. Just fine. And you?”

“Good. Good.” Kellog angled his chin toward the chair across from Emily Plinko. He pulled the chair out from the table by the backrest. He really was feeling very brave. “Mind if I sit down for a minute?”

Emily Plinko looked at the table where Kellog had been sitting. She was aware he had been there, but she hadn’t noticed him beyond that. His table was still there. His chair was empty. His laptop was open.

Artemis Kellog sat down. He said, “Thanks.”

Emily Plinko thought that was funny.

He looked around. “Nice day, right?”

Now Emily Plinko started to feel strange. She thought she might laugh. It had just occurred to her that an actual adult male was sitting across from her and hitting on her. This was definitely a different sensation than going on Match.com.

She could feel a weird tingling on her skin, and things started to speed up. This was how she felt when she was nervous. Talking to new people had that effect on her.

Artemis Kellog felt an odd tingling, too. He worried that he might have made a mistake. He wondered if he had really seen her wink. Without thinking she had winked at him, Kellog would never have had this much confidence.

Emily Plinko put her hand over her mouth. This was what nice girls from the Midwest did when they thought they might laugh.

Emily Plinko laughed.

Artemis Kellog blushed, and then he laughed. “What’s funny?”

“I don’t know.”

“I thought you winked at me.”

“What?”

“I—” Artemis Kellog stopped himself. He didn’t want to sound stupid. This was not the kind of thing you said to pretty girls. He put out his hand. “I’m Artemis,” he said.

Emily Plinko shook his hand. “Emily.”

She closed the top of her computer.

“Can I buy you a coffee?” Artemis Kellog asked Emily Plinko. He could see she already had an empty coffee cup in front of her.

“No, thank you.”

Kellog was really nervous now. He could feel sweat on his brow. Kellog looked at his wrist. He wasn’t wearing a watch. He never wore a watch anymore, not since he got an iPhone. Telling time was just one more thing that any smartphone could do.

“What time is it?”

Emily Plinko looked at her smartphone. She said, “It’s ten thirty-seven. Why?”

“Have you ever had the egg sandwich here? They steam the eggs. It’s really weird, but they’re wonderful. You should try one.” He paused for a moment. “They stop making them at eleven o’clock, is why I asked about the time.”

“Eggs sounds kind of good, actually,” Emily Plinko said.

Then Kellog said the smartest thing he’d said all day: “Can I buy you an egg sandwich?”

Emily Plinko said, “Only if we can share.”

Now Artemis Kellog got excited.

•   •   •

Just then, a high-pitched whistle went off on the other side of the café. This had been happening all morning, but our two heroic lovers hadn’t noticed. They hadn’t been paying attention.

The whistle came from a barista using the steamer to cook eggs in a metal pitcher. This was the way they cooked eggs at this café: by using a steamer originally designed to heat milk to shoot hot air through the eggs until they were cooked.

It really was a very odd way to make eggs. But it made them pretty tasty. Artemis Kellog was right about that.

I was eating a steamed-egg-with-cheddar-cheese croissant sandwich while Emily and Kellog talked.

I had been eagerly watching all of this happen between them. Why was I eagerly watching them? Because I had created them. And I was sitting right there next to them in the café. I was pretty curious about what would transpire.


Chapter Two



Bainbridge McGee was considered a famous author, but all he really wanted to do was play golf. On this particular day in September, he was “hitting the links” as he liked to say, thinking about his short game as he finished up eighteen holes with his friends.

McGee lived in La Quinta, California, right alongside a beautiful golf course. Where he lived was called a “Gated Community.” This particular one was known as Rancho Mesquite. This was the golf course he was playing on now. His friend Ted Winn was lining up an approach shot on eleven.

McGee and the others liked to call Ted Winn just “Big.” They called him this and they called him “Big Winn” like it was a joke. Really, Big Winn did not win at golf very often. He wasn’t the best.

As Big Winn hit his shot on eleven, Bainbridge McGee was looking up and noticing a bright, white plane flying high overhead. It was not the same plane that Artemis Kellog had seen, but it looked the same.

McGee wondered to himself how high up the plane had to be for it to not make any noise. Truly, he could not hear the plane at all, and he had excellent hearing.

Though he wanted to ask his friends about the plane, McGee didn’t. It wasn’t considered polite or decent to speak when another man was putting.

He watched the plane flying above him and thought back to September 11, 2001. He thought about what had happened to the World Trade Center Towers.

He had once worked in one of the shorter World Trade Center buildings, not the Towers, and he had a real fondness for that part of Manhattan. He really felt terrible when he saw the Towers come crashing down on September 11, 2001.

He had seen that day’s events on his television. He was all the way across the country, in La Quinta, when it happened. The Towers’ coming down caused a huge explosion of ashes and dust and debris. It made a terrible-looking dark cloud that filled all of lower Manhattan. People had to walk out of the city to get away from it.

Although he didn’t have to walk through the cloud or breathe in the terrible, fire-burned air, McGee still felt like a witness to the Towers’ falling because he had watched the whole thing on television.

Everybody had seen the whole thing on television. Everybody felt pretty awful about what they had seen.

At first, the day was solemnly called “September 11,” pronounced “September Eleventh,” to give the events some gravity, some weight. Then, after a little while, that was shortened to “Nine Eleven” because it really took much too much time and breath to say “September Eleventh” whenever you wanted to speak respectfully and with gravity about that day’s terrible events.

Big Winn strode toward the green. “Your shot, Miggy,” he said.

“Miggy” was Big Winn’s nickname for Bainbridge McGee. Nobody else
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