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[image: ]I hate to lie, but lying is necessary for survival in these days and times. Sue calls herself a gourmet cook, and being high up in the government, she gets away with anything. She came calling, and you’ll never guess what that heifer brought—a banana and lamb chop casserole. I smiled and said, “How nice,” as Sue plopped herself on my old couch.

I took the casserole and put it on the stove. I had eaten, and I’d fed Harry. It was kind of nice to have a visitor. I was rocking a new turban. Sue admired it and asked if I was a Turbanasian. I thanked her for liking the fake rubies and emeralds sewn into that scratchy woolyester fabric made from lab-cloned sheep—a government concoction, of course. My turban rose high in swirls, like soft-scoop ice cream. Or you can just close your eyes and imagine me with a conch shell on my head sprinkled with jewels, walking along the Nile, going, “bah baaah baaah.” 

Of course, the Nile is not surrounded by a beach. There would be no conch shell. And the lab-cloned sheep are as silent as slugs. But I think we’re still allowed some imagination, so imagine. Sue looked around the room at my various pieces of castoff furniture. I’m certain she had her electronic eye scanning the barcodes to see if my furniture was newer than ten years. At my level, I’m not allowed to have anything newer than 10 years old. Satisfied that my crap was vintage 2001 stuff, she smiled and opened that trap of hers to make conversation.

“So how do you like the new flag, Mabel?” There was a clattering in her jaws like her teeth were loose and large pieces of platinum were rolling between her cheeks.

I cleared my throat and thought before I answered. A wrong answer in this day and age could get you sent before the Three Judges and on to the Lobotomy Lab. Harry would testify to that, if he could.

“Well, I understand the hoe symbolizes hard work. But I don’t know why they have it stuck in the moon like that?”

“You don’t think the hoe should be stuck in the moon?” Sue gazed at me with that one brilliantly blue electronic eye. The bouncy letters of the latest news feed skipped in front of her gray eye. She had probably turned on the recorder for sure.

“Oh, heavens yes! The hoe looks great stuck in the moon. But I thought the President said they were going to stick the hoe in Mars.”

“Oh, you really should keep up with the news, Mabel.”

“Our telepad is broken.”

Sue looked over at my telepad hanging from the wall by its one rabbit ear antenna. She shook her head and patted my hand. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

I prayed that wasn’t a threat. Everyone is supposed to have a working telepad to receive government broadcasts and to watch the cooking shows. At my level, all I’m allowed are the old Julia Child reruns. I can make Coq au Vin in my sleep, though folks at my rank aren’t allowed to eat it. I’m sure they must serve the cock at those decadent upper-level government parties. Hmmm.

Having a broken telepad could lead me to having my eyes dyed a hideous yellow. This new government has some very creative punishments—from making you get strange tattoos to cutting your tongue out. And they’re like stink on rotten cabbage. You can’t get away from them. 

They’ve installed cameras in closets and bathrooms and employ elderly women to sit and stare at us all day and write in their little notebooks. We had an “Elder” here up until last month when she passed away. She’s now mummifying under a pile of 1970’s Look Magazines in the hall closet. We’re still waiting on the body collectors. I’ve called those folks and called those folks. I gave up after pressing “pound sixty-nine” one hundred times on the iPodphonius.*.

Sue’s roving eyes landed on Harry. She sighed, “Poor Harry.”

“You telling me,” I said. “He’s just a big lump. Nobody recognizes him anymore.”

Sue waved at Harry like you wave at someone to see if they’re blind. Harry stared straight ahead.

“He wasn’t always so, so, so shy. What happened?”

Shy? I hid my anger at her stupidity behind a loud laugh. How could she, of all people, not know what happened to my Harry? She’s married to a 15.1C, a big cheese who works in the Government Information Office. But just in case this Sue creature was serious, I started telling the story of Harry’s near demise, telling as much as I could, as best I could. I wasn’t taking any chances with this weird cooker of bananas.

“I was washing my dishes according to the instructions in the manual. Those things are so silly. Even though we had had beef broth and crackers for lunch, I still had to wash each bowl with the rekwired one hundred strokes. I couldn’t cut it short at say ninety-nine strokes. The camera is aimed right at my sink. It’s broken today.”

Sue looked at the huge eyeball revolving on a silver stem. When it’s live, it has the aura of a dreamy-eyed movie star. In its broken state, it has all the personality of a boiled egg Julia has set aside for tuna salad.

“We, I mean you, must get that fixed right away. A broken Eye Cam normally triggers a SWAT alert. I’m surprised we aren’t surrounded by men pointing their penises at us...pointing their penises at us...pointing...” 

I went over and slapped Sue’s ear. That dislodged her tongue. “Pointing their guns at us,” she corrected herself. 

“Well, if you look across the street at the Murphys, you’ll see SWAT all over the place.”

Sue craned her neck toward the window. Sure enough, SWAT had their weapons aimed at a bewildered Mr. and Mrs. Murphy, who crawled on their stomachs. 

“Well, so much for government efficiency,” Sue said. Then she sat up abruptly like some kind of hunting dog who’s got a whiff of a raccoon or prison escapee. “Mabel, I noticed your doorbell didn’t whoop when I buzzed.”

“The Whooper is broken.”

“Broken? Girl, you are indeed off the grid. But don’t worry. I won’t breathe this to a soul.”

“Thanks, Sue. You are so kind.” I wondered to myself if a magnetic screwdriver to the eye would screw up her neuronic circuitry. Or perhaps some L’Oréal Advanced Hairstyle TXT IT Deconstructing Gum could muck up the antennae in that fake blond hair. To get my mind off villainous thoughts, I brought up the doorbell rules.

“And that’s another one of these strange rules I don’t understand. Ipodphonious’s and doorbells in private domiciles must whoop. Only the ones in government offices can ring!”

“It’s the General’s wife. She has a thing for Whooping Cranes and Koala Bears. If your telepad was working, you’d know these things,” Sue said in a singsong, teasing voice, which did little to reassure me she wasn’t mocking me and using her neuronic circuitry to plot my punishments. Women like Sue are dangerous. I’m sure there’s some kind of recorder in that roving eye of hers. 

“Well, at least the whooper was working that day the postman rang it,” I said in my defense. “Harry got up and answered the door. I would have answered it myself, but I didn’t want to stop washing dishes. I was in the middle of the fiftieth stroke on Harry’s bowl, and I hadn’t even started mine. Then I heard Harry sputter. ‘No. No, I am not speaking against the government, but I did not order an elephant!’ When Harry sputters, he sprays, you know, spits. By the time I got to the door, the postman was fairly sprinkled. That was trouble enough for Harry. Do you remember the woman with the cerebral palsy who spilled ink on the floor of the Entitlements Office?”

Sue cocked her head like a poodle as she tried to recall. I knew good, and darn well Sue knew who I was talking about. She was the one who turned the poor soul over to the Government goons. But I carried on as if Sue was a vacant vessel that needed filling. To be frank, it was nice to have someone to talk to, even if the conversation might land you before the three judges. What can one say to an elephant except, “Mish, mish, mish,” as you guide her around the pen with a stick and hope the cow doesn’t step on your foot. “Mish” works just as well with Harry, too.

“No. What happened to that poor dear soul?” Sue’s tone was condescending and syrupy, as if I were a giant fly she was trying to bait.

“They took her to the hospital and cut off her lips. They even took the bridge out of her nose. Now her face looks as flat as an iron. And there stood poor Harry spotting the postman’s uniform. He kept saying, ‘I did not order an elephant!’”

“You know our address is 1121 Lincoln and the Zoo’s is 1211 Lincoln. I had told Harry that I did not like living so close to the zoo. But he prevailed since it was near his job.”

“Men and their jobs!” Sue beat her fist against the couch cushion.

“Hmm,” I said to myself. “It must not be so hot being married to a 15.1C after all, even if you’re allowed to shop for onions at Carmichael’s Onion Emporium where their sweet onions are ‘sweet enough to stop an elephant’s tears.’”

Sorry for that commercial interruption. The government has decreed that all conversations have at least one commercial. Anything to raise revenue. Sue continued to beat the couch cushion. She had become stuck again. There’s something wrong with this woman’s wiring, I said to myself as I slapped her left breast. I think that’s where the controls in Humanoids reside for bodily motion. If you remember earlier, I slapped her ear when her speech locked up.
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