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Chapter 1

As Alex Martell emerged from oblivion, sirens
wailed and a red light flashed above him. Panicking, he struggled
through the thick layers of sleep. Wait! he called out,
although he couldn’t hear his own voice. The puppies! In the
back seat! Can anybody—

He opened his eyes. The room was quiet. The
alarm clock on the dresser was flashing 3:14 on and off as daylight
streamed through the window.

“Shit.” Alex reached for his cell phone on the
nightstand. The display said 8:48am.

Alex sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his
eyes in an attempt to erase the fatigue. He’d been up late putting
the finishing touches on a feature story for the June issue of
McDingle’s Monthly. After working on it for several
weeks, writing and rewriting and rewording and reworking until he
was ready to heave his computer across the room, he’d spent most of
the evening writing the conclusion. At 12:13am he saved the last
changes, d–mailed the final draft to McDingle’s Monthly,
turned off his computer, and collapsed in bed. And now, even though
he’d slept eight hours, he felt drained. On top of everything it
was April 5th, which happened to be his birthday.

As he dressed he tried to piece together the
fragments of his dream. He was racing down the highway with a
newborn litter of puppies in the back seat. But where was he going?
And who were the puppies? And why was he in such a hurry? Why
couldn’t he remember? Was this a sign that he was becoming overly
obsessed with dogs? On the other hand, was there any good reason
why he shouldn’t be obsessed with dogs at the moment?

He trudged into the bathroom and splashed cold
water on his face. As he studied his features in the mirror he
noticed a rich network of red veins that crisscrossed the whites of
his eyes. They contrasted sharply with the green of his irises,
making his eyes appear as ghoulish Christmas ornaments. His skin
had a sallow appearance which lent a yellowish cast to his
orangeish hair. Sighing, he looked down at his feet. At least he’d
managed to find a couple of socks that matched.

He heard his phone beep from the nightstand. He
retrieved it and headed down the hall to the kitchen. Marsha at
McDingle’s Monthly had sent a text:

“Alex—received the feature. Have decided to go
with your title, The Meteoric Rise of MicroBark and President Rex
‘Spot’ Bates. Will have Accounting transfer payment at once. Have a
great birthday!”

Okay, that’s done, thought Alex. He contemplated
his plans for the day as he loaded up the coffee maker. First of
all, the house needed cleaning. He’d intended to at least vacuum
the day before, but the task of installing a new bag had for some
reason given him a frightful headache. And then the phone rang,
which was the first of an endless progression of interruptions
throughout the day. Not that he minded; most of the interruptions
were friends and associates calling to wish him a happy birthday.
Why they all called a day early was a bit of a mystery.

But now it was officially his birthday, and he
still felt that he should vacuum. And then he needed to start doing
some WooferNet research on schizophrenia in preparation for the
piece he was writing for American Psychotic Weekly. Next
week he was off to Minneapolis to interview a group of
schizophrenic patients to see how the recent Presidential
assassination had affected them. In addition, Eccentric
Times wanted another article from him, and the next issue’s
deadline was only a week away. He still hadn't come up with an
idea, and his imagination felt depleted.

He turned on the coffee maker and stepped out
onto the back porch. The air was fresh and invigorating. He watched
the fluffy white clouds rip across the sky as if they were late to
an appointment. He felt as if he were watching the hours of his
life slip away like insubstantial wisps. Today he turned
thirty-three. Soon he’d be thirty-five and then forty-six and then
sixty-eight, and then he’d be dead. And what would he have to show
for it, besides perhaps a vacuumed floor? Not very damn much.

As he felt the breeze brush sensually and
invitingly against his face he was struck with inspiration. Today
was his birthday, and what he really felt like doing on his
birthday was nothing. He felt uninspired, anyway. Certainly the
MicroBark article would sell a lot of issues, but it was an article
that somebody would have written anyway, and there would probably
be many more on the same subject to follow. And just how exciting
could a piece on schizophrenic patients really be? Why couldn't he
come up with any ideas that he himself found interesting?

As the coffee brewed he poured some Frosted
Ding-O Flakes into a bowl and tossed a banana and some orange juice
into the blender. He glanced at his phone: it was 9:04. He flipped
the switch and the blender roared noisily into action with a
surprising lurch across the counter, ejecting the lid and spitting
out several ounces of bright orange banana particles in the
process. At the same instant he heard what sounded like something
shifting in the closet by the back door. Alex retrieved the lid and
clamped it firmly onto the blender as the remaining contents mixed
together for approximately fifteen seconds. Then he poured the
resulting pumpkin-coloured slush into a glass and poured milk on
his cereal. The final stream of coffee gushed noisily from the
machine into the carafe. The timing was once again perfect: it was
9:05 and he had the whole day ahead of him.

He moved a chair away from the closet, removed
the tapestry that was covering the closet door, and checked inside
the closet. The vacuum cleaner had heaved itself against a folding
chair, as if it were trying to audibly remind him that he needed to
vacuum. “So I’ll vacuum tomorrow,” he said aloud.

As he ate his breakfast and watched the clouds
skate across the sky, Alex decided that perhaps he should relax
with a book. That might inspire him.

A half hour later, at 9:41 according to his
watch, he was sitting in his favourite lawn chair in the large
woody back yard under the oak tree. Squirrels were screeching above
him as they bombarded the ground with acorns, while chickadees
noisily argued over the remains of the bird feeder. As if that
wasn’t enough of a cacophony, crows were gathering on the roof for
their daily shriek session and a dog was barking a few houses away.
He opened his book, The Procrastinator’s Guide to Time
Management, and turned to Page One, determined not to be
distracted.

Approximately forty-two minutes later he became
aware of a strange sensation, as if someone else was in the yard.
It’s probably the neighbour’s cat, he told himself, and he returned
to his book. He was still feeling the effects from driving home
from MicroBark on Wednesday. A multiple collision on the expressway
interchange had caused a horrendous tailback, and what would
normally be a fifteen-minute drive had taken him over two hours. He
took a deep breath, stretched, and settled back into his book.

A few minutes later he realized he had been
reading the same sentence over and over again:

“Always keep in mind that today will never
happen again, so make the most of it by prioritising your
activities. Always keep in mind that today will never happen again,
so make the most of it by prioritising your activities. Always keep
in mind that today will never happen again, so make the most of it
by prioritising your activities. Always keep in mind…Always
keep…”

"For Chrissake!" he muttered and stared
determinedly at the sentence again. His eyes scanned the sentence
backwards and forwards several more times, memorizing each word
individually and meaninglessly. A subtle feeling of not being alone
was still haunting him.

Alex sighed and tossed the book on the grass. He
glanced at his watch: it was 10:30. He stood, stretched, and
strolled nonchalantly around the yard, peering up into the trees
and under and around the bushes in hopes of spotting whatever
creature was destroying his reverie. The starlings had decimated
the feeder and departed, the squirrels had settled down to their
daily routine, and the crows had thinned out to a conservative
gathering of random interjections. Alex watched the crows for a
moment and then returned to his chair.

As he sat he became aware of the faint but
distinct sound of someone moaning. He stood up again and stepped
slowly around his chair, scanning the immediate vicinity while he
strained to hear the source of the moaning.

“Hello?” he said aloud, warily eyeing the
perimeter of the yard. “Is somebody there?”

The lilac bush shuddered.

“Oh, my God…” it moaned.

Alex approached the bush hesitantly.

“Hello?”

A long silence followed, and then the bush spoke
again.

“Oh…shit…”

Alex pushed back the overgrown branches which
dragged on the ground. Hidden beneath the foliage a man lay on his
side. His clothes were caked with mud and his hair was tangled with
plant debris. He seemed disoriented as if he'd just woken up from a
long sleep. When he saw Alex he sat up abruptly.

“Wh-what time is it?” he said. That was about
the last question Alex expected a stranger lying under the lilac
bush in his back yard to ask.

“It’s a little after 10:30,” he replied. The man
pulled himself out from under the foliage and looked around,
blinking.

“Where am I?”

“You’re in my back yard.”

“Where?”

“I just said, in—”

The man shook his head impatiently.

“No, what part of the world?" he said.

Alex hesitated. Wonderful, he thought. A nut
case.

“Illinois,” he finally said.

“Where in Illinois?”

“La Verne.”

“Damn.” The man glanced around the yard
nervously. He examined his dirty hands and brushed a wad of
congealed lilac leaves from his shoulder.

"What part of La Verne?" he said.

"Belmont."

"That’s a relief," the man said quietly.

Alex had no idea what to do. As a freelance
writer whose speciality was interviewing unusual people he’d found
himself in some strange situations before, but never in this
particular one. As he racked his brain trying to think of the right
thing to say, the man spoke again.

“This is your yard, isn’t it?” he said.

“Well, yeah,” said Alex. “Isn’t that pretty
obvious?”

The man nodded and then made his way over to the
porch, where he plopped his thin frame down stiffly. Underneath the
leaves and debris he appeared to be around Alex’s age. He combed
his fingers through his dark mop of hair, unleashing an assortment
of twigs and lilac debris, and sighed.

"…so?” said Alex, waiting for an explanation.
The man looked at Alex sheepishly.

“Um…I don’t know what to say,” he said. “You
see, I should have been dead by now, but obviously I’m not. Fuck.”
He threw his head back and looked at the sky.

Alex was at a complete loss for words. The man
seemed to sense this right away.

“Are we alone?” he said.

“Well, yes, I assume so.”

The man looked closely at Alex for a moment.

“My name’s Malcolm Peevey,” he finally said, his
pale blue eyes flashing as though this would somehow explain
everything.

“Alex Martell.” Alex felt a tinge of relief; at
least this intruder seemed friendly.

Malcolm’s eyes darted around the yard as if they
were looking for a place to alight. “Well then, Alex,” he said, “I
suppose I need to explain myself—if I can figure out how. You see,
I—well, I jumped off Suicide Bridge last night. Wait a minute—was
it last night? What’s today?”

“Friday.”

“Hmm, I don’t know. I can’t tell anymore.”

He shook his head in confusion. It struck Alex
that he looked vaguely familiar.

“You see,” Malcolm continued, “I had to stop the
whole process. I had no choice left but to end it then, whenever
‘then’ was—and whatever ‘it’ may be, too, I suppose. So that’s why
I jumped off the bridge. Or at least that’s what I thought I did.
I'm positive I did. But everything’s become so unpredictable. And
on top of it all I’d had quite a bit to drink.”

He shuddered slightly and rubbed his
temples.

“But nobody could survive that fall,” said Alex
after a moment. “And why did you want to kill yourself?”

“I didn’t necessarily want to kill myself, and
it’s a long complicated story anyway,” Malcolm replied. “But I need
to get off now because you’ve been very understanding and I
sincerely apologize for disturbing you, and I’m sure you have
things to do.”

“No, I’ve got nothing planned,” Alex replied
carelessly, wondering what sort of ordeal he might be launching
himself into. After all, the guy could be completely nuts; it was
hard to tell just yet. Or he could be about to hit Alex up for a
few bucks. Or he could be about to hit Alex, period, for that
matter, and perhaps clean out his house and steal his car. Alex had
always thought of himself as a good judge of character, however,
and this strangely familiar-looking intruder didn’t strike him as
dangerous. And maybe, just maybe, there was an interesting story
here that might give him some fresh inspiration.

“Seriously,” said Malcolm nervously. “I need to
get going. But first, you wouldn’t happen to have anything for a
headache, would you?”

“No, I just ran out. But there’s a drugstore
down the street.”

Malcolm nodded and then winced, as if nodding
was too painful.

“Say,” said Alex after a moment. “By any chance,
have we met before?”

Malcolm looked at Alex, alarmed.

“I don’t know,” he said cautiously, “it’s
possible.”

“It’s just that you look really familiar.”

“Hmm. Are you around the University much?”

“Not really. Are you a student there?”

Malcolm squinted at Alex for a moment.

“No, professor,” he mumbled.

“Really?” Alex sensed a potential Eccentric
Times story here. “So what do you—”

“Oh, God,” Malcolm broke in, brushing wads of
leaves from his clothes. “I look like a mess.”

“I wouldn’t say that. You just look like you’ve
been doing a little vigorous gardening.”

“Yeah, right.” Malcolm felt around in his
pockets. Alex’s curiosity was growing by the minute. What if
Malcolm wasn’t a college professor after all? What if he was simply
delusional? It was possible, Alex thought, and he might be wasting
his time. On the other hand, if the guy was suicidal, he ought not
to be left alone.

“Listen,” Alex said, “why don’t I buy you a cup
of coffee?”

“No, just point me toward the drugstore.”

“But there’s a McDingle’s Coffee Utopia across
the street.”

“No, thanks, but—”

“Come on. I’m really curious to hear your
story.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. I'm a writer, you see. Besides, I
have a right to know what you’re doing on my property.”

“Hmm, you have a point. But that’s a tough
one.”

Malcolm surveyed the yard intently, as if he
were rearranging the shrubbery in his mind.

"So are you a reporter?" he said.

"Not really. I write human interest
stories."

Malcolm studied Alex for a moment and then
shrugged.

“Do you mind if I clean myself up a bit?” he
said. “And I’ll buy the coffee. It’s the least I can do.”






Malcolm emerged from the bathroom a few minutes
later looking considerably tidier. As the two of them stepped out
onto the front porch the clouds were still sweeping quickly across
the sky, stirring up eddies of trash and debris in the street.

“I don't believe it!” Malcolm dashed out across
the lawn and extracted a small red and black object embedded in the
grass.

“What’s that?” called out Alex.

“It’s my Fetchstick.” Malcolm quickly shoved the
memory stick into his pocket and glanced up and down the street
nervously.

“You don’t happen to have a laptop or something,
do you?" he said.

"Um, sure. Why?"

"Bring it along, then,” said Malcolm, pointing
to his pocket. "You see, this little stick will tell the whole
story.”


Chapter 2

As they entered McDingle’s Coffee Utopia Malcolm
made a beeline for an isolated booth in the back. They ordered two
double Caffé Americanos from the birdlike waitress. Malcolm tossed
three ibuprofens into his mouth and washed them down with a large
slurp of coffee. Then he surveyed the surroundings for a
moment.

“To be perfectly honest, Alex,” he said, “I
don’t know where to start.”

“How about at the beginning?”

Malcolm took a long slow drink of coffee.

“This is a decent Americano,” he said. “Good and
strong.” He closed his eyes for a moment or two, as if waiting for
the caffeine to refuel his brain. Just when Alex started to wonder
if he’d fallen asleep, his eyes popped open.

“I’m a professor of practical chaology at the
University of La Verne,” he said. “Or, rather, an assistant
professor. Sort of. And only part-time. At least I was, once. I
guess you could call me an ex-chaos teacher. Or a chaos ex-teacher.
That seems safe.” He stared at his coffee and then looked at Alex.
“Do you know much about chaos?”

“Well, I know there’s a hell of a lot of it in
my life these days,” said Alex, stirring sugar into his coffee.
“Mornings, especially. You should see my sock drawer.”

Malcolm nodded, still watching Alex closely.

“Do you know anything about chaos theory?” he
said.

“Chaos theory? Sure, a bit.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I did a story once where I interviewed a
twelve-year-old prodigy who was studying to be a meteorologist. She
explained the Butterfly Effect to me.”

“The Butterfly Effect. Perfect.” Malcolm drummed
his fingers on the table in a rapid galloping rhythm, somewhat
suggestive of the William Tell Overture. He spoke
progressively faster and more animatedly. “As you may recall, they
say that a single flap of a butterfly’s wings—let’s say, a
butterfly in Thailand—has the potential to create a cascading chain
of events which can ultimately result in a tornado on the other
side of the world—say, in Kansas. This concept is commonly referred
to as ‘sensitive dependence on initial conditions.’ In other words,
the tiniest variation at the outset—even one that amounts to no
more than an infinitesimal fraction—can prove catastrophic in the
long run. And yet, because absolute exactitude is impossible, these
variations are unavoidable. Because of this, predicting the future
scientifically is inconceivable. Any prediction you make will
simply deteriorate. Do you see what I’m saying? A mere hair’s width
can completely alter history as we know it.”

Malcolm took a long drink of coffee. His eyes
were gleaming now and he bore no resemblance to the disoriented man
who had been mumbling in Alex’s back yard a short while ago. And he
hardly looked like someone who had just tried to end his own
life.

“You see,” he continued, launching off into a
lecture of sorts, “this is why it’s called chaos, because the
outcome is unpredictable. Just like socks in a drawer, or in a
clothes dryer, for that matter. When you put a load of laundry in
the dryer, there’s no way you can predict what order your clothes
will be in when you take them out again. There’s too much
turbulence. You can plot this chaotic turbulence geometrically and
you'll end up with pretty little figures called 'strange
attractors'. But you still can't predict the turbulence itself.
This drives many scientists and mathematicians crazy when they’re
unable to prove that something is mathematically predictable. It
contradicts the fundamental methods that they’ve subscribed to for
years. But chaos—”

Malcolm stopped abruptly as if he’d run out of
steam, and he rubbed his eyes wearily. Then he started again:

“Those who’ve embraced chaos, those willing to
accept the possibility that everything they’ve learned is
wrong—these are the people discovering just how wide-ranging the
whole concept is. I mean, chaos is everywhere in our world: in
physics, mathematics, biology, chemistry, ecology, medicine,
sports, even in the stock market. Look at fractals, for example.
The whole physical world is made up of fractal geometry: trees,
leaves, coastlines, our own internal organs. It’s disorderly
orderliness. And it’s really hard to express succinctly with a
hangover.”

“You’re doing all right,” said Alex. Malcolm
took another large sip of coffee and continued:

“Sorry if I'm repeating what you probably
already know. But I started seeing there was a lot more to this,
that it went far beyond the resources of a few university
departments. What I’m saying is it’s impossible to experiment with
certain features of chaos in the confines of a physical space like
a university room or laboratory, especially under the watchful
financial eye of certain departments I won’t bother naming who
choose to continue wallowing in their prehistoric belief
systems.”

Malcolm paused, distracted by the waitress as
she fluttered by.

“My brother was the one who really got me
thinking about this,” he said, resuming his finger concerto. “He’s
a school psychologist. Or, I should say, he was.”

His face clouded over for a moment, and then he
went on:

“Dennis worked at Trausch High School which is
notorious for its high dropout rate. As the school’s psychologist
he felt his main purpose was to persuade troubled students to stay
in school. He felt such a sense of loss whenever a promising
student would stop showing up for classes. He’d become frustrated
about not knowing what would happen to a student who dropped out,
where the student was going to end up, frying burgers or selling
drugs or whatever. But, you see, that same student could
also—because of maybe something someone said to him or her,
something Dennis himself said unknowingly, or perhaps because a bus
was missed or a tire went flat—that same student could end up as
President of the United States. Or they could become a doctor or a
rock star or a used car salesperson or a homeless addict or a
terrorist or even a circus acrobat. They could die the next day or
they could live to be a hundred and four. You see, there’s no way
Dennis or anyone can predict what’s going to happen, and that’s
because of chaos. If he tried the same exact psychological approach
with every single student he worked with—said the same exact things
to each student in the same exact manner—we’re still talking about
complete deterioration of any kind of predictable path at the
outset.”

“More coffee?” The waitress filled Alex’s cup
without waiting for a response. Arching her drawn-on eyebrows she
flashed a saccharine smile at Malcolm. “And you, sir?” she
chirped.

“Yes, please.”

She filled his cup and fluttered away with
sparrowlike steps. Malcolm began thumping his fingers on the table
again, this time producing more of a calypso beat. Suddenly he
leaned toward Alex as if to be discreet.

“Here’s where my part of the story begins,” he
said. “I decided to do an experiment with chaos in everyday life. I
wanted to introduce a small, seemingly random but planned error
into the fabric of day-to-day life and see if I could consciously
trace all the resulting bifurcations. I wanted to see just how many
descendent paths I could follow. My aim wasn’t to see how well I
could predict the future, but just how closely I could follow the
future as it happened.”

He sat back and sipped his coffee. Alex felt as
though some sort of important response was expected from him, but
he wasn’t sure what his next line should be. He glanced around the
restaurant as if searching for some sort of cue. The waitress
returned.

“Would you like anything else, sir?” she chirped
to Alex.

“No, I’m fine, thanks.” Thank you for that, he
thought. He’d had just enough time to compose an intelligent
response.

“So, then,” he said. “What did you—I mean, how
did you—?”

“I had a feeling you were going to ask me that,”
said Malcolm, at which point he began tapping his fingers on the
table again, but more slowly and evenly than before. Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata came to mind.

“About two years ago, relatively speaking, I
took a sabbatical so I could work on this experiment full-time.
Actually, it was more of…a leave of absence, I guess you could call
it. Or you could just say I was fired. But that’s a little harsh.
Perhaps ‘drummed out of the Department’ is a more concise way of
putting it. You see, the other faculty members thought I was
straying too far from the basic principles of chaos theory—the
mathematical principles, to be exact. Most of them thought I’d gone
completely nuts. But as far as I’m concerned, anything can be
reduced to mathematics—it’s no great mystery. I discovered that a
long time ago.

“So with my newly-found free time and enough
money in the bank to keep me going for a couple of years if I was
careful, I figured I could spend nearly all of my time on this
experiment. I knew it would be a challenge, and not simply because
of all the work involved. I’d have to be a good detective and a
convincing actor, and in the interest of science I needed to be a
bit deceitful. You see, I’d be interviewing total strangers and I
would need to be able to persuade them to trust me enough so that
they would reveal all kinds of intricate details about their
personal lives. I’d need to investigate all manner of records and
files in order to collect every single detail I could along every
path of turbulence that I could identify and track.”

Malcolm took a long sip of coffee.

“This probably sounds completely and utterly
insane, doesn’t it?” he said.

“No,” said Alex. “Not really. Just
impossible.”

Malcolm pulled his Fetchstick out of his
pocket.

“I’m surprised that I succeeded as far as I did.
I mean, this is a 256gb memory stick and it’s nearly full of data I
collected. Sometimes I find it hard to believe myself. Everything’s
right here, documented up to a point when I was forced to
stop.”

He tucked the stick back into his pocket.

“It went way too far,” he said. “I don't know
what I was expecting. And that’s when…”

He dropped his head into his hands and stared at
the table in front of him. A long awkward silence ensued as Alex
tried to think of something to say. But what could he say? He
didn't know any of the details yet.

“I can’t go on this way,” Malcolm finally
muttered.

“Listen,” said Alex. “Maybe, if you could—”

“I mean it, I can’t go on,” Malcolm repeated,
squinting at Alex. “This hangover. I need something to eat. I’m
starving. Something really hot.”

Malcolm started to stand.

“Come on, let’s go find somewhere to eat.
There's a McDingle’s Indian Oasis in Belmont, isn’t there?” He
looked around for the waitress as Alex, dumbfounded, remained
seated.

“Well, come on!” said Malcolm. “Do you want to
hear the rest?”

“Yes, of course, but—”

“And Alex, would you mind if I used your shower
first? And is it all right if I wash these clothes? I find it hard
to think when I’m this dirty.”

“Well, okay, but—”

“Thanks. You see, I—well, I can’t go back to my
house right now.”

“Why not? I could drive you.”

Malcolm shook his head, slightly dazed.

“No, well, you see,” he said, “it’s—well, it’s
impossible. That’s all I can say.”






Three hours later they were in Alex’s back
yard, sitting under the now-silent squirrel tree, with Alex's
laptop on the table next to them. The clouds had almost completely
blown away, and Alex was basking in the surprisingly pleasant
afterburn of the chicken Kerala he had just devoured from his
McDingle’s Perky ‘n’ Spicy Indian Feast. Malcolm had washed and
dried his clothes, and he now resembled a smartly dressed academic
rather than a homeless vagrant with a hangover.

“It’s a gorgeous day, isn’t it?” he said. “Cool
and fresh, just like those spring days we used to have.”

“I’ll say,” said Alex. “I get so sick of the
warm weather all the time. I never thought I’d say this, but I
actually miss snow.”

“Maybe it’ll snow again someday. Things could
change.”

Malcolm gazed up into the tree above them.

“This is a great yard you’ve got,” he said. They
sat quietly for a few minutes, soaking up the calm.

“So,” Alex finally said, “where were we?”

“Are you really sure you want to hear all of
this? I mean, I sincerely apologise for trespassing and I can be on
my way—”

“Yes, I want to hear it, damnit! You’ve piqued
my curiosity, and you haven’t told me a thing yet.”

“All right, if you insist.” Malcolm powered up
Alex’s laptop and inserted his Fetchstick. “I suppose I should
start at the beginning of the experiment—although it’s hard to say
when that was exactly.”

“How about the random event you caused? Why
don’t you start there?”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“Can I ask you a personal question first?"

“Sure.”

“What happened to your brother?”

“Dennis.”

“Yes. I mean, if you don’t want to talk about
it, I won’t…”

Malcolm sighed.

“Oh, no,” he said. “It’s nothing like that. He’s
just, well, in prison somewhere. Probably for life.”


Chapter 3

“To start with,” Malcolm began, “I live east of
downtown, in Fremont. That is, I did. I’m not sure if I still do,
but that’s a different story.”

“You're going to cover that story as well,
aren't you?” said Alex. “It sounds like it might be an important
one.”

“Eventually. It’s actually part of this
story—the end of this story, I guess, although I don’t think this
story’s even finished yet. Perhaps—”

A disturbingly puzzled expression crossed his
face for a moment. “So, where was I?” he finally said.

“You were living in Fremont.”

“Right. I worked at the university, which as you
know is south of downtown. My brother Dennis lived on the north
side, up in Bedford, and worked at Trausch High School downtown.
Even though I didn’t have any classes at the time, I was doing a
lot of research at the university library, so I drove there every
day. Dennis normally took Ariel Drive all the way from his house to
the school because it was a direct route. This one morning—I tossed
the proverbial coin and it came up Tuesday—I called Dennis and told
him my car wouldn’t start, and I asked if he could give me a ride
to the university. You see, it wasn't that far out of the way for
Dennis -- not even five minutes. But from my house to the
university it was easier to take Sebastian Way, which has a lot
more traffic than Ariel Drive. I figured veering Dennis just
slightly out of his usual route on an average morning would be a
small enough ripple in the universe, but it would be large enough
for me to be able to track. Also, I needed to be personally
involved.

“So Dennis swung by and picked me up. I tried to
keep our conversation to a minimum so I wouldn’t distract him from
his normal driving habits. He had the radio tuned to the news as
usual, so that part was easy.

“The light was red at Irving Street, so we
stopped. The woman behind us, however, didn’t. Or, I should say,
she did, but not as fast as we did. I can honestly say I wasn’t
expecting something as overt as a traffic accident to occur. But it
turned out to be a very minor ding, not even worth fixing.

“So Dennis got out of the car and went back to
talk to the woman. They chatted for a good fifteen minutes. When
Dennis got back in the car he was smiling. It turns out that in his
typical fashion he'd made a date with the woman for the following
Tuesday night.

“So my first task was to follow Dennis and this
woman, Patti Ferzoco, on their date. This turned out to be fairly
easy, as Dennis is rather oblivious of the rest of the world when
he’s involved with a woman—and, of course, Patti would not
recognize me. So I spent the evening discreetly tailing Dennis in
my car: first to Patti’s house, then to a Thai restaurant, then to
a movie theatre, and then back to Patti’s house. All I learned from
my efforts was that they ate some Thai food, saw a movie—which
Dennis later described as forgettable Hollywood fare—and then they
ended up at Patti’s house where they spent the night. I mean, I
suppose that's something happening. But they had three more
dates, and then it petered out and that was the end of it. So I
initially came to the conclusion that Dennis’s date with Patti
Ferzoco had made little difference in the scheme of things.

“But it turned out I was mistaken because I’d
been looking in the wrong places. In reality, it was Dennis’s dog
Buzz who created the turbulence and bifurcations. Lots of them, I
might add.

“You see, this was back in the days when men
were still men and dogs were still dogs. Even though he was a
purebred Orkney dotted terrier—a breed known for its loud bark—Buzz
didn’t normally bark. Only when he really, really wanted something,
like dinner. He'd figured out that if he barked long enough and
loud enough Dennis would eventually open the door and feed him.
He's a very clever dog."

“But this particular Tuesday night, the night of
Dennis’s date with Patti Ferzoco, Buzz figured wrong. You see,
Dennis rushed home from his job that evening with his thoughts
universes away from Buzz’s stomach. Dennis’s destiny, as I’ve just
mentioned, was not to fall in love with Patti Ferzoco; but he was
destined to spend the night with her. And because of that he forgot
about everything else, including Buzz, until the next morning.

“So while Dennis and Patti spent the night
presumably exploring the joys of good food, conversation, and
affection, Buzz barked with the conviction of a dog who had one
purpose in life and that was to get his dinner, no matter how long
it took. He probably figured that Dennis couldn’t quite hear him
and that, if he kept on barking, the back door would eventually
creak open and his loving owner would welcome him inside, dogfood
can in hand. But obviously this didn’t happen on this particular
evening. As a result, in an amazing feat of vocal endurance, Buzz
appears to have barked all night long.”


Chapter 4

“Needless to say,” said Malcolm, “after Dennis
found out from a neighbour and told me about Buzz’s night of
barking, my next move was obvious.”

“It was?”

“Well, yes. I needed to contact all of Dennis’s
immediate neighbours and interview whoever was home that night. To
make things easier I videotaped these interviews, some a bit
discreetly. They’re all on the Fetchstick.”

Malcolm turned on the laptop, inserted his
Fetchstick, and clicked on a folder with a long list of video
files.

“The first person I interviewed,” he said, “was
Jay Gabinski, Dennis’s next-door neighbour to the west. He was
always out watering his yard or fooling with some broken piece of
furniture on his front porch. I often wondered if he ever went
inside his house. Here’s the interview.”






The video started with Malcolm’s voice: “Jay
Gabinski, 3034 North Wesley Avenue. Jay is 48 years old, married
with two children. He works as an industrial landscaper.” A man
dressed in a green sweater and jeans was washing his car in his
driveway. After hosing off his tires he turned the water off and
then faced the camera.

“Yeah, I remember that night,” he said. “Yeah,
how in the hell could I forget when that goddamn dog barked all
night? Christ, where the hell was Peevey? Why the hell does he let
his goddamn dog bark and bark like that? I don’t understand the
guy. It’s ridiculous!”

“So what did you end up doing that night because
of the barking?” Malcolm said off-camera.

“Oh, Christ, I had such a headache. It started
as a little headache—I figured it was from the drive home, you
know, all the traffic. Anyway, my wife and kids were out of
town—they were visiting her folks out there at Disneyland—and I had
the next couple of days off. And I was planning to work on the yard
because my fence is falling over in the back. Can you see that from
here? No, you probably can’t—it’s leaning like a drunken
sailor.

“So anyway, as my headache got worse and worse,
I became aware of the barking. And do you think it helped my
headache any? Christ! I kept saying ‘Goddamn dog!’ over and over to
myself as I groped through the medicine cabinet looking for the
Tylenol. And then that damn shelf came loose and the entire
contents of the medicine cabinet went crashing into the sink. And
the lid of the Tylenol bottle—one of those impossible-to-open
childproof deals—popped off as it hit all the other bouncing
containers. I stood there watching helplessly as the last Tylenol
tablets in the house disappeared down the drain. It was at that
moment I realized just how much I hate dogs."

On that note Jay turned the water back on and
gave the car a final rinse. Then he began hosing the soapy water
off the pavement. He flushed what seemed like gallons of water down
the drive into the street before turning off the tap and throwing
down the hose. Then he lit a cigarette and took a long drag. After
exhaling a seemingly infinite stream of smoke he continued.

“So with my head throbbing in pain I stomped out
into the yard. I was so mad I yelled, “SHUT UP! GODDAMNIT!” And you
think that did any good? Hah! Damn dog kept barking! I can’t take
it, I’m telling myself, I’m gonna kill that dog. So to try to keep
myself from running over there and ripping out that goddamn mutt’s
vocal cords, I ran in the house and called my Aunt Mavis in
Chicago. Now, I’m the first to admit that my Aunt Mavis isn’t
exactly the most tranquillizing person, but at least she doesn’t
bark.”

Jay took another long drag and exhaled.

“The phone rang several times before she
answered. It takes her a long time to get around the house
sometimes. ‘Listen,’ I tell her. ‘I’ve been promising to come up
and fix that goddamn closet door, and I know tonight’s probably a
bad time.’

Well, there’s never a bad time for Aunt Mavis,
it seems. She says, ‘Why, Jay! It’s so good to hear from you! Why,
just today I was telling Gladys next door about how you fixed my
garbage disposal last summer. Remember how you found one of my
hairpins in there, and it was all crusty with goop and gunk and
this and that and blah, blah, blah…’

“She always goes on and on like that. It drives
me crazy. So I broke in and asked her if I could spend the night.
With Aunt Mavis, if you have something to say, you just have to
dive in somewhere, head first. She never actually stops talking,
ever.

“So she says, ‘You’re coming tonight? Why, I’m
just making some coffee cake right now, and I can put you up in
Ricky’s old room. Oh, it’ll be so good to see you again. We have so
much to talk about. Why, just the other day blah, blah, blah…” And
on and on. So I tell her that I’ll be there in an hour. And I’m
thinking, thank you, Aunt Mavis!

“So anyway, the next morning I woke up to the
sound of these goddamn birds screeching. Oh, well, I thought. At
least they waited until a reasonable hour. I’d managed to get in
six blissful uninterrupted hours of sleep, the sun was shining, and
it was a glorious spring day. In other words, it was a perfect
morning for fixing a closet door."

Jay stopped at this point and looked down the
side of his garage.

“Damn, I probably won’t have time to get to that
gate till this weekend,” he said. He threw his cigarette on the
ground and crushed it under his shoe.

“So where was I? Oh, yeah. Aunt Mavis was still
sleeping, so I decided to help myself to breakfast. I turned on the
coffee maker, one of those auto-drip deals, and put two pieces of
cranberry chia seed bread—have you tried that stuff? It’s pretty
good—I put it in the toaster and pushed down the lever. And this is
where it gets ridiculous. I didn’t realize that the coffee machine
and the toaster were on the same circuit, and Aunt Mavis apparently
never used the two appliances at the same time. But rather than
blowing a fuse, the overloaded circuit shorted out the refrigerator
with this spectacular flash of fireworks. I couldn’t believe it!
But here’s the really weird part: I happened to belch at exactly
the same instant that the sparks flew, and at that very instant my
ears plugged up for a few seconds and then popped. It was like some
sort of temporary vacuum or something, right there in the middle of
Aunt Mavis’s kitchen.”

Jay stopped and lit another cigarette.

“You know, another thing I need to do is stop
smoking. Yeah, one of these days -- or maybe I'll just get one of
those e-cigarettes. So anyway, I thought, ah, Christ! And I opened
the refrigerator door after the smoke died down. The inside was
cold, dark, and silent, like a tomb for Aunt Mavis’s
soon-to-be-decaying food. Well, I grabbed the quart of milk, seeing
as how it was doomed, and poured myself a big glass. And then it
struck me: perhaps I’d just done Aunt Mavis a favour. You see, her
refrigerator was one of those prehistoric models from the last
century, decades old, you know the ones with the frost-encrusted
freezer. So this meant that Aunt Mavis would have to buy a new
refrigerator, frost-free with an ice maker, whether she wanted to
or not.

“Well, we went over to Craig’s New and Used
Appliances that afternoon, and Aunt Mavis selected a large almond
Frigon DuoFreez side-by-side. So the salesman says to her, ‘I’m
afraid we’re out of that model. We might have it in white.’ And I
say, ‘Why don’t you get the other one with the icemaker in
the door?’

“And she says, real stubbornly, 'No, no, I don’t
want an icemaker. I don’t need it, and it’ll only be something to
break. I don’t need ice and I want almond, I don’t want white.
White will get dirty too fast, and blah, blah, blah…’ And on and on
like she does.

“So then the salesman says, ‘We have the one
with the icemaker in stock.’ Aunt Mavis says, ‘Well, how long will
it take to get this almond one?’ And he says, ‘Anywhere from
one to four weeks. It depends.’ ‘Okay,’ she says, ‘I want to order
the almond side-by-side, then. That’s the one I want, and I should
have the one I want, and blah, blah, blah…’

“So I say, ‘Aunt Mavis, what will you do with
all your food? You can’t go that long without a refrigerator.’ But
she says, ‘I don’t care about the food in there—it’s all bad by now
anyway. I’ll have to dump it out. I’ll just go out to eat. Don’t
worry, I’ll be fine. I like to go out.’ And then she starts going
on and on about some new Chinese restaurant in the
neighbourhood…

“Christ! I knew it was useless to argue with my
aunt once she’d decided what she wanted. So I offered to take her
out for dinner. I figured listening to Aunt Mavis rattle on for a
couple more hours wouldn’t hurt me any and would probably help
appease my guilt for destroying her appliances. Anyway, she ordered
the refrigerator and I fixed her closet. And I never got around to
my fence, goddamnit.”












Chapter 5

“Wow, he certainly had a lot to say,” said Alex
when the video ended.

“What struck me is not how much he had to say,”
said Malcolm. “It was the little side trips he took. And if you
analyse those side trips, they’re bifurcations of his thought
processes, like the branches of a tree. It might seem like nothing
more than a load of twaddle to the average listener, but I quickly
learned the value of recording every word. You never know which
ones will be valuable later on.”

“I suppose that's one way of looking at it,”
replied Alex. “When I record interviews with people for articles, I
end up throwing a lot of their words away.”

“Well, that’s what writers should do. But I was
a researcher gathering data—mining pertinent details from the
verbosity database, so to speak. And the first thing that jumped
out at me from Jay Gabinski’s voluminous pile of words was the
description of the vacuum incident in the kitchen—when he belched
at the same exact instant the refrigerator shorted out. I contacted
a former student from my Chaos for Fun and Profit class who
was working on her meteorology thesis. Jane was studying
continental weather patterns and the role of chaos in weather
forecasting. When I told her about the vacuum incident, she
suggested that the momentary disturbance in Aunt Mavis’s kitchen
may have occurred at just the critical point in time and space to
significantly alter the low-pressure zone which was passing
through. And it's possible that this may have contributed to the
bizarre weather conditions across the continent. Do you remember a
couple of springs ago when the weather had just started to change
radically?”

“You mean when they had that killer heat wave in
the East?”

“Yes, that was part of it. I have a weather
summary in here somewhere.” Malcolm brought up an archived article
from the online La Verne Globe. “‘The Northeast was
unseasonably warm for the month of April, while the West was
assaulted by a major cold front. Hailstorms rocked Los Angeles, San
Francisco experienced ice storms, tornadoes hit the mountain
states, dry winds brought on severe drought in the South, and snow
blanketed the lower Mojave Desert. With the exception of lettuce,
which skyrocketed to fifteen dollars a head, agriculture didn’t
suffer as greatly as would be expected. Or so they thought at the
time. One important crop was significantly affected, but nobody
became aware of this fact until much later. You see, it was this
same spring that the Midwestern popcorn fields became the new
breeding grounds for Sphecius dasypoda, the armadillo wasp,
which was driven from its Southern habitat by the arid winds. This
normally innocuous wasp makes its nest and lays its eggs in the ear
canals of dead armadillos, which can be found in surprising numbers
along the highways of Texas and a good part of the South. If you’ve
ever driven across Louisiana on Highway 90, for example, you’d know
precisely what I’m talking about. In the north the wasps colonized
the popcorn fields and made their nests in the husk of the corn
plants—the closest thing they could find to a cold armadillo ear.
This didn’t hurt the crops per se, but it did change the character
of the popcorn. It was later discovered that armadillo wasp egg
residue—which up to this time had existed benignly distant from the
human palate—would prove in human consumption to have
hallucinogenic properties. But I’ll get back to that later.”

Malcolm brought up the archive of another
newspaper article.

“As it turns out,” he continued, “the really
pertinent part of Jay Gabinski’s interview was when he was
describing Aunt Mavis's purchase of a Frigon refrigerator. I
decided to do a little research on the Frigon Corporation simply
because they were still using recycled CFCs in their reconditioned
refrigerators. And I came across something very interesting. This
is from the April 28th edition of the Plains Tribune.”

Alex read the article.


TRUCKS JACKKNIFE ON INTERSTATE, CAUSE TRAFFIC
TIE-UP

Two eastbound semis collided on I-40 east of Oklahoma City
earlier today and jackknifed, causing traffic to back up for miles
in both directions.

“This is the worst traffic jam I’ve ever seen,” said officer
Clancy Magree at the scene. “It’ll take hours to get this mess
cleaned up. It’s going to be a slow ride home
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