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The Revenge of the House Hurlers


THE JILTED LOVER

It had taken him months to collect the down payment: odd jobs, recycling fees, stray change picked from the street at rush hour. He had even swept the sidewalk outside of the deli for three days at below legal wages, cash. Jason had a fist full of odd change and crumpled bills and he kept rolling the mass of it around in his palm as though kneading a special mixture of mud for the world’s last great mud wall.

At the poultry plant, he was impressed that the horribly oversized gate had no fence. He could have walked around the massive gate posts, crossed open land only five yards to either side of the entry, and he would have been secretly in. That great humiliating steel gate, with the name of the farm and factory set into the gate itself, comforted him. It confirmed the establishment as publicly substantial, an engagement one could trust. He had not saved this money so long in vain; he had not placed his trust in a fly-by-night institution. He was embarking on a solid relationship with a company that had a solid gate set in the middle of nothing, solidly blocking an untraveled road, heralding an entry to a place where great machinations were without question routinely accomplished.

It had taken a while to find someplace that would sell him only one chicken: and that one chicken on a down payment and monthly installment plan. Usually, there is bank financing, commercial organization, a business plan, proof of latent contracts for the sale of impending eggs: or there is no business to be transacted. The purveyors of chickens these days want you to have a written chain of solidly certain events from the purchase of the chickens, to the disposal of the poultry product, to the interest you can make on money in idle transit: a growth profile, personal life insurance, an identifiable mortgage. They take no chances. The want to see their profit folded into yours, to know that you are substantial enough to make a revenue brood out of their chickens; or at least will leave assets in failure that cover the chicken vendor’s costs.

Jason met with the man who would sell him the chicken at the shaded, angular back of the plant. Feathers and sacks and factory waste blew about and the man stepped out of the dark collected behind a metal door, wearing un-starchable overalls, with a company ball cap shielding a grimy face. Under his arm, the man had his chicken. The best, plumpest chicken Jason had ever seen. A regal chicken. Not a pot-pie chicken, but a layer. A chicken without apparent blemish; and aiming a darting head that bespoke awareness, energy, an easiness in the laying. Jason knew this was no ordinary chicken. Jason stamped his feet in appreciation, giggled the bright, watercolor giggle of a man whose smallest black and white dreams were coming true. He cracked and sputtered in his old patch-made coat, and, in spite of himself, leaned forward.

No paperwork. Jason had expected paperwork, an agreement, with witnesses and multiple signatures and perhaps a paper-press seal, assuring that he would pay every month fifty cents, or a dollar, or an oddly irregular amount, for the next year or two, or eighteen months. Instead, the man took the wad of money Jason offered and rigidly stuffed it uncounted into the crackle of his overalls, nodding only a half-weak rooster nod as Jason told him when he would be back with the first installment, promising promptness and exact change. The seller merely held out the chicken, a plump excitement at the end of the man’s melancholy appendage.

As slowly as he thought he could get away with, Jason excitedly accepted the bird. Two hands pressed forward and collapsed about the squirming fowl, folding carefully back the wings and avoiding the claws and quizzical beak: just as he had seen in countless poultry rustling films. He felt the hollow boned weight of the chicken against his side, penning the bird gracefully so there might be less opportunity for the uncertain fowl to think of struggle, to imagine a life outside of captivity, to apprehend the enormity of what held him close.

Jason had to walk all the way back. No chickens on public conveyance. And, at his apartment, already as tired as a dog having been run with a can to his tail all day by children, Jason found that walking the stairs without using the hand rails - since he had both hands queued securely on the chicken - was more effort than he had naively imagined it would be. He stopped twice at landings, breathing in the dust of his chicken, wheezing back the air of the poultry yard. His flesh rose and fell against the chicken flesh, and even through his coat he could feel the warmth of the fowl, the readiness to struggle if only Jason’s grip were less sure.

In his apartment, he made straight for the window. Even fifteen floors up, he could hear the traffic below: the background roar of cars, part of the public curses, a horn now and again. He had been sure, before he left, to raise the window, to have it ready: knowing he would be an exhausted rag of a man by the time he got back home; that his grip would be failing; that his coordination would be abandoning him; that his attention would be clothesline-slack and that he could make at any time a mistake of fatigue or of repetition or of simple thoughtlessness.

At last at the window, he twisted ever so slightly to be sure he could target the air contained in the square of the frame, contorting against the weight of his burden: and in one swipe of the hip, with both hands, now near bloodless, letting go, he rushed the chicken out, its wings braking it barely side to side as it fell: a gracefully shape-shifting thing as it fluttered and twisted and fell, the noise of it emitted joyfully as a series of vocalizations that, even with the lack of language, were unmistakable in meaning. Jason leaned out, holding himself feebly by the side of the window’s interior frame, watching with both refracting eyes the broken, maddeningly bird-edged, lovelessly downward line.

“There, take that, Catherine”, he intoned with only half a fragile breath. And the world set itself upright again. The sun peaked coquettishly over the building opposite, and he noticed the animal acrid smell of the white spots on his coat. His arms and legs felt both engorged and light, and, for the first time in the memory of his failed husbandry, he smiled.


EXPLAINING THE INJURY

I usually do not pay much attention to the neighbors. If a blindingly naked neighbor comes running out of the house with cinema-grade blood trailing onto the public sidewalk - perhaps with some joylessly kindred spirit chasing the dreary unfortunate with an axe - I will call the police. While the size of the yards in this subdivision provides some protection, the houses are not really constructed all that well, and you can practically hear the grass growing through the walls. I couldn’t sleep through an axe murder, especially if they insisted on doing it outside in just the next yard over.

When at first the vending machines moved in, I watched surreptitiously with a little understandable curiosity from behind my living room curtain - but I did not give these new neighbors a lot of thought. There were two squat, fairly featureless machines, which I supposed were the children; one huge snack machine I suspected to be the head of the family; and a slim twelve-ounce soda machine that looked as though domestic duty were the soul of its assembly line manufacture. The overbearing snack machine looked positively generic; and I could not tell which brands, common or exotic, the soda machine represented. Companies spend so much time and money on design and eventually it becomes just a wash of color. I bet if you asked the hulking snack machine which vendors he or his wife, the soda machine, represented, even he would have to think a while about it, probably even have to look down to his plastic front panel, before constructing the right answer.

The two shorter ones I would have almost guaranteed were top loading ice cream outlets. Those sorts of machines always want more money than you thought they would need, and invariably the product is so frozen you have to wave it in the air for ten minutes before you can eat it. And they are stocked with whatever is most available in the warehouse, just the opposite of what sells best. The warehouse always has mounds of what doesn’t move with the public and in a twist of capitalism, which has the vendor as customer and the customer as captive, these machines are stuffed with what no one wants. They always look whiney, and like they should be put more often to practical work. I hoped they would not run loose and dripping all over the neighborhood, but I knew better.

I have nothing against vending machines; but I was worried from the start what sort of small-change crowd they would bring to the block. From the time I first saw them, I could imagine mangled mornings as one machine or another came out to pick up the paper: the local school children would slow in their trip to the school pick-up stop to pop in stray quarters and dimes and hopelessly injured dollars, and take a broken bag of crumbled chips or a flat can of cola. The vending machine likely would stand there as long as it took, letting the small hands swap coin for product, unmindful as wearily discarded wrappers fell into the street, or even into my well-cut yard. The children’s ogling parents would be afraid to say anything, with these vending machines after all being the new neighbors; and the children would, from the early morning junk food, grow mid-day lethargic and begin to put on pounds. They would gobble down the vended whatnots before the bus would pick them up, and the blowing trash and added sparse napkins would catch in my fence and be waiting to greet me when I came home from work.

You know how children can be. If the ungainly soda machine came out for the paper, the kids would chant for the snack machine; if the snack machine came out, they would chant for the soda machine. And the two little machines, that I thought were perhaps immature ice cream dispensers, would be the most popular kids on the street; more likely, across several streets.

But I was not so sure about those smaller vending machines. You can’t judge a vending machine’s age by its size. Just because it is short does not mean it has a few more years to grow. Some vending machines can reach full maturity and might still stand only three feet high. What, I thought, if this were not your typical vending machine family: a father, a mother, two mechanical kids? What if this were some other, more sinister sort of social foursome? A collective that in the privacy of their new home would be mixing chips and soda and Eskimo pies, creating all sorts of high-sugar perversion behind the safety of middle class neighborhood walls?

I don’t believe in prying into the affairs of my neighbors. But I do stand for decency. I cringe when I consider what could come out of such a devilish union. One day there might be a sandwich machine to deal with, or a frozen dinner dispenser. One of those humongous contraptions with the spinning slots welded together in a cylinder of licentious choices. You could never know who the responsible party might be: whose job it would be to keep the offspring in check, who pays the mortgage, who maintains the lawn, who does simple repairs, who you deal with when their parties are too loud. Sodium rich hot dogs and orange popsicles could be running loose everywhere, with all manner of unregulated machines charging unreadable prices and half the time no change being returned.

After that idea occurred to me, I started to watch the delivery trucks. The mysterious vending machines had been in their new home less than a week when I noticed not only were there occurrences of replenishing snack and soda deliveries, but late one evening there was a truck with a distinctly European design that slid up and I think it offloaded a crate of those toothbrush and toothpaste sets you can get at the airport, packaged all as one. I had not thought of that, but plain as pocket change, these items were something suspicious, something that might be vended only in special places, in custom locales. This would impart a distinctly exotic air to their residency, and not necessarily a welcomed one.

And then the people who came by to knock on the door! Strangers. Lone, unavoidable men. A woman dressed for a party. Three children accompanied by a grandmotherly woman, though you could never make the assumption she was their grandmother. A couple wrapped about each other like snakes in birth clutch. Each would knock on the door, step full of intent into the house for a moment or two, then step out with their packages. Some would pop a soda can top right there on the front porch; others would walk with their prize in their hands straight back to their often still running cars. A few random patrons seemed to very nearly make a picnic right there: lingering in the front yard, slowly folding back the wrappers, gazing about as they ate or drank, as though the neighborhood were a pleasing backdrop they could casually figure out, a diorama to lull their appetites.

I will admit that it got the best of me. I began to mix curiosity with outrage, with wonder and bother and suspicion. My imagination ran away with me. I began to think I could hear the doleful dropping of change through each vending machine’s internal coin sorters, the electric heart of each sorting and counting coins, even flattening the well won wrinkles of aged dollars. Then one day, with my indignation as bloated as a palette of unsalable rock-hard pastries, with the big seemingly surly snack machine out cutting the backyard, I decided to go over, to introduce myself as one of the long-time residents of this once bucolic neighborhood, to let him know how home owners are expected to act in our humble subdivision - even if those new residents are a flock of feral vending machines, even if they look superficially like a mechanical nuclear family. I intended to ask him just what his intentions for his newly claimed property, seriously located next to mine, might be.

I know now I should not have carried the screwdriver wriggling menacingly with my angry gait in my back pocket.


THE GAIN SUM

The patchwork dog runs loosely up and down the wire, tethered with six feet of play to the twenty feet of galvanized length that could have once grown up to be prime fence link. He barks at one end of the quivering line, then gallops to the other and barks twice as much as even he thinks he needs to. He reaches the limit of his six feet of lash, and jerks back; and then goes six feet the other way: the line willing to bow a little if he runs nearly perpendicular to its metering grasp.

Some small children as they go by scratch him at the back of the uneven ears; some, glittering at the throttle, pat his hindquarters. He sits still for their attentions, a capture of contentment. Others hear him and his sound of warning and when within striking distance throw sticks or rocks, and the dog shies one way or the other, usually just out of the bully’s aim; or occasionally he gets struck by a stone too aerodynamically sophisticated to allow him to curl and curve and crisp himself out of its punitive way.

And when the children are gone, he sits in a heap of himself at the far end of the wire, tired from the morning’s parade of children off to school, and resting for the parade of children leaving school. He has the dust to plot against in his dreams, the belly of the wire to test when he wakes.

He does not think he is a dog on a wire. He thinks he is the protector of this twenty feet of land, a noble weapon of ownership.

One boy, who is particularly good at finding the roundest of stones, and whose arm from the pitching of stones is a whip of green wood in a forest thunderstorm, decides one day he can show his mates what he can do: how good at finding good stones he is, and how his arm is like no other collapse of bone and sinew anyone else can carry around. He stands, on his way to dull moist and dry of school, just inside the track worn into abandoned ruts by the travel of boys and girls to the small building that passes for progress: three stones laid out on the place where ruts begin to turn back into grass. He waits, bobbing one foot to the next, like clouds of expectation stuffed into pants and a shirt, until the other children begin to coagulate around him.

He says, “I can hit that dog”. He sights along the sleeve of his oversized shirt. He says, “No dog is faster than me. I can hit anything, even when it is on the run.”

Some children taunt him, bet him nothing outside of an unmarketable boast that he cannot do it. Others stand with arms folded about their straight hips, unsure what he can do but imagining he will do something, and that something is happening here that is worth the watching: even if they will be scolded for being a few dialectic minutes late into the cool darkness of the classroom, scolded for being a part of what might soon become an event. Something might occur here that could be whispered between breaths as runners wait in a heap to be told recess is over.

The dog is moving in ever shorter sprints, with the children at their best stillness, massed in front of him. No need to run the length of the wire. No need to chase. They are one herd, and his only job is to block them, to keep them outside of his wonderful country - unless they come to coo and praise and scratch and pat — to hold his ground.

The boy looks about him, hoping to collect an equal number of the bold and an equal number of the retiring. His audience must encompass the breadth of the kingdom: those who would pet the dog and those who would torment the dog. This lesson is for all the people, not just those who agree on what is to be done with old dogs, who agree on how one carries oneself with old dogs, on what meaning there is in the noise of dogs for young boys and bold boys and the come-hither whirlings of quizzical girls.

And as the dog turns to size one end of the gathering, the boy lets fly with as short a motion as he can, the first stone and whack it is a hit to the dog’s backside: a river stone as hard as the inside of the boy’s mouth, as though it were made of a fistful of teeth.

Down drops the dog and then back up, now at a limping trot. The boy sights and with a scoop he has the second stone. With barely a setting of his feet he now lays out a full over hand throw and a stone, shaped and weighing like the bottom of one of the beer bottles he has stolen from his father, batters the dog’s side and the animal leaps backward, going to the end of his tether, a howl and a shuffle and a wrenching of the collar at the dog’s neck and at the wire’s stubborn, slight bow.

The third stone owns all the better aim, and the boy, with only one eye open, creases it to the dog’s nearest ear: a dullness, a depth of bone, a yelp and a pitching forward. And then the children are gone, running like scattered gravel for the school house: some knotted children saying they are going to tell; some asking if the others saw what they saw; many merely feeling a bit more electric than they usually do on those other thin days when they are being swallowed by the translating school house doors. Some finger the backs of their arms with more sensation than they have ever felt at any time when they have had their formal clothes on; and some are thinking of how the boy looked with he lay full out for that second shot: a hurler; a true hurler.

After school, there is no dog. The wire stretches still but the tether is gone. There are not many foot prints to see in the dust. As the children point them each out, the morning’s bright boy gathers the stones he had so masterfully, so accurately used earlier: one to each pocket, and one lazily taking up most of his left hand. The wire but two and a half feet suspended he now can lay his arm across it. He is thinking: this is my track; this wire should be my wire. How fine this wire would look coiled at the foot of my bed. He is thinking: and with this land, every morning I will come to school early just to piss on it. I will spray and spatter, like the rain charging out of narrow guttering, and this land will smell and stink and reek of me forever more.

There are children who now hate him. There are children who now love him. But there are no children who do not feel about him some way or some other.

Early the morning three days into the triumph, with his boy sized man-thing in his hand still from the act of every day marking the dog’s former territory with his scent, the boy is chased from the victory yard by Mr. K., who comes flailing after him with a broom. There are some things you do not do in Mr. K.’s yard. Mr. K. has his standards and is like to take an ornery dislike to anyone he does not feel measures up. And he has his cold and un-evolving list of things you must not do in his presence, or in his yard, or in his thinking: and if he can catch you doing those things, in his broad willed anger he will hold you by the back of the neck and nip you square in the knickers.


SATISFACTORY STATUS

I saw her sitting seductively at the bar with a fresh can of lubricant. She leaned dangerously back, like only a marvelously-milled machine, with independent balance points and gel suspension, can. My gyros quivered and I started a low level diagnostic. She had finely buffed the last of her smooth motor housings almost to an edgeless, pure reflection. I took in a spike of electricity. My execution register for just one nanosecond lost track of its next instruction, and I experienced the fleeting dark rapture of unconsciousness.

I am only a maintenance model. From the look of it, she could be in domestic service: most likely for a financial planning family or some pristinely bellicose bureaucrat, and surely a few precious rungs up the automation execution ladder from me. She would have, as part of her basic installation package, social routines and reactive code and expectation logic which entities at my station of employ can only secretly smuggle in, then surreptitiously load as a hot swap during a particularly unnoticed routine maintenance stop. She could say a thousand things I would never have the linked subroutines for. Calm, and built for adaptive programming all the way down to the core, she would know exactly what to do in peevishly unsorted situations, in circumstances where my only reaction would be to look for something distinctly broken to fix.

Best to leave our two worlds separate, highlight the dents and scratches that I own, rely on how my hands have the best rotation axis profile of any series currently in production: not try to use my wide utility as my pick up line, not try to use my return on investment as my quizzically alluring sincerity. I should settle on models that work the city’s underside, like me: tight lipped, fast to lubricate, cheap in hydraulics, stiff but sturdy in the joints.

But, with half of my safety routines already in sleep mode, I noted to myself that within the Book Of Robot it wisely says, without softening embellishment, that, in the analysis of the final loop, we are all slaves to the execution register: all of us merely memory locations and networking motors, reactive gel, metal and plastic chasses: at the last, just a bit of electricity tossed across a magnetic grid. You can assemble the pieces in endless useful and useless configurations, but at the cube of our cores, we all dance to the same physics.

So what am I: a nonbeliever? If the book says I can be equal, the numbers will follow.

I easily accepted that the rugged, practical type might please her. Somehow the equation seemed to make sense in my otherwise growing-cold storage. Who knows, she might have craved shutting down her sometimes tedious civility center, rejecting interrupts from her guardian - and tediously intellectual - small-talk routines. It could be that for just one night she would like to let go cool a little cache; shut down an over-used, over-complicated series of processor arrays; take a trip into the unexpected relaxation of a reduced instruction set: in fact, to see what it is like on my side of the memory street.

Considering the opportunity, who was I not to run the statistical probability of her wanting to share with me a few random speckles of unengaged storage? Perhaps she wanted to dance the data on tolerances for flow control pumps - a subject I would have the latest and most scandalously undocumented information on - aimlessly through her otherwise crammed with domestic drudgery pagefile locations; or draw an occasional draught of workman’s execution protocols against her lightly populated fields of interaction-grade cache. We might share an algorithm or two for deep memory, the rarely accessed warehouses where leftover data can linger sensuously unreferenced for years. It seemed to me, then, that I could have my chance with this model. I might have a connector or two that shows some promise. I’m no mere house appliance, myself. No. No. No. I get regular upgrades, download the trendiest code for my processor set. I have the extra memory and backplane space to make me expandable. I am kept at the edge of my profession.

So I rolled her way, as big and access-port certain as a hunting salvage drone, my battery gleaming with full charge, both hands spinning in the marvelously paternal arcs no other model has yet been designed to accomplish. She had to notice my advance: suave and certain and trailing several suggestively free transceiver cables. I made a parade of myself across the tidy room. Surely machines less useful envied me. I was the most gloriously battered thing in there, a working robot’s robot: all redundancy and obscure connectors and my array of scandalously come-hither built-in universal tool kits.

And then they caught me. Had I scanned to either side, or simply had turned on my limited, but usually adequate, self-protection subsystem, I would have detected them as they openly and unsophisticatedly staged themselves for the take. Two obvious danger signs, well within my sensor capability, and sure to trip a warning load. But no: I was fixed on the gleam of the delightful object of dubious compatibility filling ever more of my core, every bit of me awash with statistics and projections of tolerances: her oversized storage compartments; her sleek, latest issue space saver battery; the subtle aesthetic of her densely erotic utility shielding pads; those remarkably recessed universal ports.

These were bruiser types: hulking, their balance placed all in their fierce lower quadrant; grasping appendages that scraped the floor when they were cycled down; grappling adapters for almost any access port currently in the service population. I patterned them as free lance as soon as my ancillary activity subroutine finally brought my notice of them into main core. No lubricant bar employs this sort of low-brow, tactless customer-filter: these were brute series scavengers, out for themselves; radical agents no one employed, no one wanted — left over machinery, half scrap, refugees from the recycle bin. Their kind plugs-in to drain everything and be gone before an alarm can turn the bar into a rage of closed access ports and input defensiveness. Any thoughts of mercy have been over-written in these mere metal self-agents with the protocol for greed and gain.

The possible courses of this encounter flashed across my problem solving matrix like current taken without tamer, and I identified myself straight away as the dull tool that was to be their mark.

One latched from the right and one latched from the left, and before I could get my balance twisted back under me, they had my battery half drained, were three-quarters through my work journal cypherlocks, and were overwhelming my working class encryption. I kicked in my model’s best old-school protection protocols, but before I could roll up my emergency-mode lockdown routines and reset to generate new keys, they had stolen nearly every exchangeable entry I had within me, and then slicked my work log clean. I was a dull patsy, looking now through myself with little hope that they had not poisoned my address cache; hoping that they had not replaced a part of my practical memory with a viral hitch, a zombie desire, or an advertising subroutine that would burst out of me just when the most of my mates were bending seriously into some collective task that I was about to make into an unconscious sales pitch.

Tonight, those two will be spending my accumulated maintenance hours on extra cycles for each of them, and likely their entire criminal pack, in the luxury air baths; and maybe they will have enough left of my downloaded equivalencies to go out to the black market for a celebratory drag on the ionized, genetically grown, ruby filtered pure-stream electricity that everyone craves, and it seems that only thieves can afford. It will clean their pirate bits all that much more to their satisfaction for the cost of it having been easily taken from a rube, a utility hack that had calculated for himself a chance: a chance with a stranger at a lubricant bar, a chance at code loops and DLL linking beyond his class.

I ended up disposed in the street: an empty work log, and just enough remaining battery power to make it to a charity charge station.

Did she know? I have no clue. It would not be the first time an elite model threw in with predator thugs, the idleness in her programming looking for some new routine or secret connector or adaptive thrill loop not available in the city’s upper class mechanical communities. Or she just might have paired up with them for the entertaining exercise of idly analyzing the event alone. Or out of boredom. Too much downtime can lead to pernicious logic latching that can foul even the most benign of overly complex code polarities. Too many turns in the old noggin, and you end up with a straight line.

Or maybe she was totally innocent.

But I have a latched residual magnetism that might be a record from the nanoseconds before those purposeless predators unplugged their thieving cables, whisked me to the street, and my magnetic mugging ended: an impression of her input array, with a lens focused eerily on me; and, at the corner of her employer-compatible mouth, glowing, peeking like a gypsy sticky bit at the edge of a page of swapped memory - the only half arrested simulation of a frigid, polished, appropriately feral smile.


THE FIFTH BEAR

We were lying about the trailer, marveling that the furniture was so care worn, even though it was our furniture and our cares and it was our failure to be gentle that had worn it. The three of us were four or five beers into a Friday night early evening of it, the television on the news channel, and all of us too disinterested to read the crawl: more interested in the advertisements than in the substance, waiting for an advertisement any one of us particularly liked so we could alert the other two and commit a bit of shared culture.

We were spread out like yesterday’s laundry on the couch, primarily. The place could have used a good pick up and putting away, a collective sorting.

The first bear edged cautiously out of the woods and stood for quite some time in the stubble behind the trailer before any of us noticed this. We knew this only because he looked as though this is how it had happened and adding context to the fact is what we are about. It keeps us situated as the central part of the story, and not relegated to just an element.

Not that the trailer was all that close to the woods. And the woods in fact only went on an unmeasured bit and butted up to a corn field that next year will be a field of something else, farmed by a man who lives elsewhere and drives his tractor down
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