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As writing disappeared, those few who continued to write became known as "soldiers of literature" or simply "soldiers". Mindful of the impatience of their "readers", these soldiers whittled their story-telling down to the creation of cloth symbols, which symbols were understood to be the sum of an entire epic. Known as "medals", these symbols were worn on the chest.  Particularly favored were sentimental epics involving the evolution of fabric, ribbon, and girlish dreams. A particularly gifted "soldier of literature" was considered by the gift of his talent to have been granted the quintessence of good fortune, and these tender chested "soldiers of good fortune", all mimsy over fabric and ribbons, were said to have a "chest full of ribbons".

One of the most popular pastimes of the period was the "reality game" known as "legislation." Vast numbers of people banded together to create "national borders", in order to stem the tide of natural migrations. Huge numbers of people would pile up at these "borders", pushing, shoving, stampeding, and all and all having a good old time.  Those who got past the "borders" earned the right to "work".  The game featured "compromise". One of the best played games of the time wrought a compromise between the "put a stop to it" team and their desire to put "machine guns" at the "border", and the desire of the "let it flow" team to double the population of Missouri. In the now so well known "Missouri Compromise", apparently a marvel of "legislation," the "State" of "Missouri" was left to dangle, and machine guns were "trained on" ("pointed at") women and children under the age of five.

The State of Missouri merged with the State of China and arranged to welcome all manufacturing.  They paid their workers 50 drachmas an hour, and the squeeze of all moneys to the elite caused them to donate their wealth and to purchase the nation.  Gross Domestic Compensation, inclusive of wages, salaries, bonuses, and "stock options" (options to slaughter cows and pigs) was two hundred and six willion, of which 1.5% was devoted to workers.


In the Debate between the Multa of Swaneer and the Cranner of Devarity in the Sianio Observatory in February of 2286, a warm day, I'm told by Valentino, the progress of the species was placed on the menu. When it was accepted that no one was watching, it became evident that it was humans themselves who had set the "standards", and that "standards" had been set too high. No other species had attempted, exhibited proclivity for, or evidenced the understanding necessary to manipulate the planet, kill or be killed, "acting out". "We are all sinners" came to be understood as "let's give ourselves a break." Sooner ask dinosaurs not to have teeth. 

"I know, oh I know," coos Jane Bristol-Baines. `Guilty conscience.'  Meas. Culpas. Oprah."

"Everywhere," I concur.


"It's all over Pattern Scan."

"The `full body workout" consisted of dragging a weight across a concrete floor." 

"Something about plowing."


"Bovine."


 "Mulish."


"But it worked." 

***

"Restaurants" (places of communal botulism) slowly evolved the etiquette that "cole slaw" (named after a particularly successful "country and western singer") should be placed on all restaurant tables even as the patrons took their seats.  The patrons then ate this "cole slaw" with their fingers, discussed the current and most popular "crisis", and "judged" the "cole slaw" on a scale of one to ten, calling in, often text massaging. As we know, the most popular "crisis" at the time was "cr-ime", which had something to do with rivers. ("Cri-me a river"). Simply an etiquette at first, and then emblazoned as a "rule", "cole slaw" was served before "ordering" the meal.  (Dishes were placed on the table and then rearranged in a certain designated "order" while the patrons ate their "cole slaw".  The actual "order" is yet to be fully tamped down, but Gustave Puke-Boll will be returning to the work as soon as he recovers from his unfortunately acquired "eating disorder", a warning to all of us of the dangers of contamination of long discarded planetary patterns of behavior while we, however bravely, toil in the vineyards of discovery and explication. Still, it is to Puke-Boll that we owe our now fully elucidated understanding of the oft used and heretofore misunderstood "cole slaw first, then order," or, -- in the more abbreviated version of the epithet, --"slaw and order".


Chiming in my inner ear, and, I am certain, in the inner ear of my "reader", is the clarion call, now, for a discussion of "Puke Around the World," hardly much of a segue at this time.  This begs for some discussion of a sense of the earlier 20th Century, albeit a topic well beyond a full discussion here.  (It has nonetheless become a popular mode of planetary and literary criticism that a discussion of the CONTEXT of 21st Century behaviors be thrown into the scholarly mix.) In the 20th Century, earlier than the 21st, as I have said or in the least surely implied, certain well-meaning people, aghast at "World Wars" and "Fast Food", organized "Hands Around the World," a symbolic expression of solidarity expressed by all interested persons, who, mindful of time zones, stepped out from their dwellings and held hands in the streets and roadways. This linking of hands and hearts proliferated over the very planet. Noting the ocean, then used as a "dumpster", and as a by-product of this proliferation of communal musing, -- it is well-known that the by-product is oft the product, just as a "side effect" is oft the "effect", -- the ocean was paved.  Young women wore "tanker tops".  Unfortunately, in the eyes of the participants, the desired effect -- "World Piece" (the world in pieces), -- was not attained, and we thank goodness for that.


Apparently disgruntled, and inspired by extremely thin and breastless "bulemical" ("polemical"?) "actresses" and luminaries of the time, "Hands Around the World" transmuted over a series of evolving stages and well into the 21st Century as "National Puke Day," in which everyone interested stepped from their dwellings, read the "news", assessed the "progress" of things, gathered at fountains and basins, placed their index fingers deep into their throats, and, retching and puking, screaming "Up Chuck" (Anus of Chuck) -- found solidarity.  People were at last "grounded". Puke on the ground. ("Common ground").


On and off, forward and back, the celebration "caught on". Thus, by 2054, "Puke Around the World" was celebrated planet-wide on the third or fourth Thursday in November, boycotted only by turkeys, "standing around and insisting", elbows sharp, arms crossed, feet planted, in sweet potatoes.


Unanimity! Oh. Elusive in the 21st.    


***


Pills. Pillbox hats. Pillboxes. Pills popped. Popping of pills for ills.  Nomenclature decimated.  Spin.  Spinning in place. Frontal nudity. Backward nudity. There is so much to discuss. Overwhelmed, spun, done, tender, on boats of gravitas, the denizens of twenty First Century sailed through storms. Hans Brinker, Katrina, fingers in dikes. Haunting automobile graveyards and estate sales, searching for succor, unable to go home again, waiting for trains, little engines that could or could not, -- they lynched everyone named Geno, ("Genocide"), until at last a leader emerged. Hid behind drapes, in toto, the Wizard of Oz led a march down a yellow brick road.


Witch way to turn? All sins were public. Fwacking in plazas. Hopes miles high. Clubs.


***


"You know," Bristol-Baines muses, lips glowing in pink. "Oft had I wondered over `vicarious lives'?"

"Ah yes. Well. Perhaps a subject too deep for THIS solitary toiler in archives."

"Don't `sell yourself short'." 


"You think I'm short?" I pout.


"An expression."

"Ah yes."

"Your thoughts on `vicarious lives'?" She rubs toes on my ankle.  "Tell me." 


"Thoughts?"

"Another Twentieth Centuryism."

"Slippage," I warn.


"Worry not."

"I don't recall encountering `thoughts' in the 20th."

"Early 20th, perhaps.  Maybe 18th."

"Vicarious lives?"

"Mmmmm hmmm. Tell. I won't tell."

"Is there trust here?"

"Trust?  A function of expectation."

"True."

"So. What do you expect?"

"Good point. Let me pee first. Want something from the larder?"

"While your up."

I muse while I pee on vicarious lives.  Good stream. 


"Very well," I say as I return, grapes peeled, "I think, and I am open on this ..."

"Bravery, now.  Give it to me."

"I think, ... that in the 21st, ... people had limousines ... stretched."

"Mmmm.  Good grape. So then, stretched?"

"While chewing gum," I say, confidence growing. "Pulled. Stretched."

"At the same time?"

"Seems."

"So what did the stretching of limousines while pulling on chewing gum have to do with vicarious lives?"

"There were `chauffeurs'," I go on to explain, confident now.  "In livery."

"Please. Don't make me beg for it.  Your thesis?"

"The chauffeurs were hired to pee for you!"

"My goodness! How was that done? Levers? Pulleys? Blocks and tackles? `Football'?"

"Much simpler. Grapes then had pits. Traps and snares. Amazing grapes. Pits spit into palms. Do it yourself. Homes made of depots. Hammers. Nails. Tacks. Brads. Pits. Somehow Brads and Pits would pee for you."

"My goodness again! Sounds jolie. What of fwacking?"

"Done for you! On video. We've covered this. Glamour. Glare of headlines. Flashbulbs. Jerry and Tom. Katie at home. Runways. Red carpets. Sushi. Halopena. Hallowed Berries. Skin. Designer dresses."

"They fwacked in dresses?"

"Seems."

"While eating Sushi?"

"Pretty sure.  Tangles. Threesomes." 


"On red carpets?"

"Uh huh. Taffeta. Bound. Sashed tightly. Breasts squeezed and popping. Victoria Victorious."

"The Queen? Dowdy and prudish? Well. No secret there."

"May I continue?"

"Please do."

"Red carpets ..."

"You already said."

"Don't interrupt. Please. The flow of words."

"Sorry. Do me. Do it to me. Cherish me with your words."

"Red carpets." I thump my knee for emphasis. "High heels." 
"Heels high?"

"Exactly." 


"Well." She pauses to imagine. "It all sounds painful."

"Maybe just a smidgen. Maybe the first time. They had pills. Unguents. Salves. Hemorrhoidal gels. Facials."

"Of course. Still, how did they rig it?  The peeing?"

"They `advertised'.  They had work done."

"Work?"

"Something about choice of gender. Attention to fingernails. Koreans."

"Toenails too?" 



"Seems."

"Mmmm. Rub my feet. Do it. Rub my feet."

"Like this?"

"Mmmmm." 


***


Jane Bristol-Baines of extraordinary hue, lavender and golden, endlessly sharing, was born on the first of March in a windstorm, the leaves swirling, the wind howling, the midwives screaming, the wolves in a frenzy, she, the babe, taking to the breast as if unfed in many lives. Loved and pampered, growing steadily, always organized, her dolls in rows, skipping to jump rope, hop scotch champion, the recruiters gathered to woo. Hand shielding eyes,  scanning horizons, oceans a-plenty, porpoises a-leaping, gulls a-swooping, she traveled on tides and sails, the wind always with her, men falling like leaves.


"Well," she protests, "you've had me born amidst swirling leaves, and now the leaves are falling as men. Are we mixing metaphors?"

"What of it?"

"Oh, nothing. It was considered de classe of a time. Let's wander to the center of a field." 

"Time to recapitulate?" I venture.


"Perhaps too early for that. Lets' just wander."

Putting hesitance aside, for the moment, I take the warm hand of Jane and we wander, stars out, the dark night, she looking up to the sky, counting from where she last left off, as always, looking for patterns. I ask. "What do you see?"

"I see the approach of a twosome."

She points. Across the field, barefoot as well, steps taken broodily, also hand-in-hand, under the broad stars, they approach, in bond, the woman, her forehead in glow, the other in the muted state of rapture, beard bristling, all of him alert save his senses, the unmistakable marks of the recently taken male.  I, as Jane, roam  in our musings to our earliest days, the arrival in Saskatoon, the sleds, the dogs howling, the shared glances shrinking the campus.


It is Amelia Betancourt-Bright and Sam Sentient-Coulda-Happened of Symbols and Nomenclature, recently arrived.


"What brings you to fields?" Amelia queries, brushing back forelock from eyes. 


"You first," Jane counters, sweetness of voice.


"We've had three days of fwacking," Amelia coos, "like otters, sliding and oozing, spent and happy."

Sentient-Coulda-Happened is smiling, eyes somewhat crossed, chin akimbo. 


"Ahh," say I.


"Ahh", says Jane Bristol-Baines. "First time?"

"Of each other," Amelia assures. "Seemed special." 


"Ahh," says Jane Bristol-Baines.


"We're thinking ...," Amelia puts finger to chin, signifying ponder, lips pouty, "we're thinking of taking the cure. Have you ever?" 


Jane shakes her head slowly.


"Guaranteed for two years!" Amelia offers, as if mare in corral, her mane sparkling in starlight, hooves stomping, thus to assure that she knows that we know, still, doesn't hurt to say.


"Early to decide," Jane wonders. "How long have you been fwacking?"

"The three days. I said."

"But.  Just started?"

Sentient-Coulda-Happened is useless. Amelia has her senses. She nods to agree. Yes, just started.


"Early," Jane wonders. "Early to take the cure."

"Realist," Amelia counters. "No more than that. Why wait?  How 'bout you?"

"Us?"

"How long?  Fwacking?"

Jane and I look at each other. I nod to permit her to speak for us. "Hmmm. Wasn't it All Hallows, Third Moon ...?"

"The Third," I agree.


"So," Amelia calculates, counting on fingers, ticking off. "Seven cycles." 


"Mmmm hmmm," Jane slowly exudes.


"Itchy?" Amelia asks, pointedly at Jane.


"Wellll ...," Jane emits.


Amelia politely holds up her hand. "No need to speak." She studies the stunned pupils of her beau. "Come on then, male counterpart, let's cross the field. The technicians are there until twilight." Amelia tugs at hand and leads him away, their figures disappearing in the mists.


"Did you see that?" I stammer.


"How could I not?"

"He's in jammer."

"As I said, how could I not see that?"

"Had you spotted Amelia as a pusher?" I tremble.


"At first sight."

"Oh come now."

Jane smirks as if it is beneath her to defend. "Don't worry, the techies will spot it." She lifts eyes to stars. As always her concentration is intense. The silence surrounds us. Way in the distance, the sky is lighting with firecrackers. A twosome has taken the cure.


Jane murmurs silently.


"What?" I ask.


"Have you thought about it?"

"It?" I ask.


Jane smirks.


"Welll," I offer, relenting. "Have you?"

Slowly nodding, eyes still on stars, head upward, scanning as always, pointing to the breast of Persephone, she murmurs more.


"What?" I ask again.


"Guaranteed for two years," she murmurs again.  


"Decisions," I pout. I was from the start hesitant when the cure was first found. "Decisions, and what next? Meetings.  Agendas. Calendars. Issues. Wonks and policy. Oh spare us."

"What's done is done. The cure is found. Would you duck it? No use spilling over sour milk."

"True."

"Nor do I endorse all of your prognostications.  Refresh me on `policy'."

"`Plans'," I warn.


"Oh yes."

"Long range."

"I recall coming across it."

"The `future'."

We both shudder.


Jane hastens to boost confidence. "I haven't seen any signs of `policy'." 


"True," I agree.


"Why don't we just wander over. Get the lay of the land.  What harm can it do?"

"Give an inch, give a pinch," I warn.


She tugs my hand.  "Come on.  We'll keep eyes in the fronts of our heads."

"Where else?" I murmur.


"What's that?"

"Oh ... nothing."

"Well, come on then."

Uncharacteristic for Jane Bristol-Baines.  Not insisting on full transparency, explanation of `nothing'. I note this.


We wander on field, the lights of Mutation still burning. Coming closer in shadows, Amelia Betancourt-Bright steps sullenly, she leading her man away, in piffle, barely nodding as she passes, rejected by monitors, rightly so, Sentient-Coulda-Happened still in his daft.


"Were we ever like that?" Jane ponders, sadness in voice.


We still are, seems to me, but I know not to answer. 


"Come on then."

Doors open to breezes, Beethoven's Sixth, whiteness of coats,  perfumes of clean, the new of it so quickly endorsed, the receptionist, peering at newcomers, eyes like a doe, breasts like hillocks in whiteness of coat, pony-tailed, pure, fully indoctrinated, questioning not, pointing to words high on a wall, words moving in front of us, endlessly repeating, the new:  




We nod and the therapists appear, male and female, both beauties of youth, smiling in unison.  Still, something about them, flawless, practiced, leading us back. Desks.


Across desk, tapes set in motion, all of it recorded, the interview proceeds.


"Never this," the beautiful young man warns, pointing at himself, winking at Jane. 


"Never this," the beautiful young woman warns, pointing at herself, winking at both of us. 


"TWO YEARS," they chant in unison. "NONE OF THIS WITH THIS!"

Images of them in twosome, fwacking and stacking, sliding and gliding, alight the huge screen, squirming to woman on top, aquiver, stunned in the fwack.


"CERTAIN?!" the twosome before us demands. 


"CERTAIN?"


Jane nods and pinches my wrist.

I nod.

Ever since the Third Moon of All Hallows, I remind myself, I had been lost from the desire to fwack with others.  The allure of beauty, mysteriously merged in the winds and waters of Jane Bristol-Baines.  Still, images of yore, ancient rhymes and poems, -- longevity of fwack, -- haunt me. The beautiful young woman at her desk catches wind of my un-voiced reluctance.  She cocks ear.


"I just wonder if we need the ... intervention," I stammer.  
They are in laughter, holding sides.  I hear the mirth of Jane join in the mix.

"Rejection of reality," one of them stutters into the melange of sound, all of them poo-pooing, patient with child. 

      "Very well," I say, still stammering, easily led.


The beautiful young man conducts the oral exam, looking for chinks.


"Mauve or burgundy?"

"Burgundy," Jane says, nudging me with elbow, the twosome  doubtful.


"Burgundy," I spill. The twosome go into their thrall.


"Spendthrift or frugal?"

"Frugal," we jerk.


"Top hat or tales?"

"Huh?" we both exclaim.


"Just kidding.  Autoclasic or sedimentary?"

We are both stunned. "Organo-nondemonational."

"Very well.  Mansion or hut?"

"What?"

"Hut?"

"Surely."

"Very well, then. Memories of eyesores?"

"Never."

"Mindful of climax?"

"Oh yes."

"Children?"

"We are."

"And, what do you do?"

"Pattern scan," offers Jane.


"Thereo-dumbstruck," offers me.


They caucus and murmur. "Could blend," they both say, turning back to us, smiling. "Very well," they both coo. "Rubber stamp 'em.  Two as one. Two years.  Better yet, two years and a fortnight. We like these two."

Wands to our foreheads, then both disappearing, we wait in the dark while stars flicker.


Jane strokes with fingertips the underside of my forearm. "Does it pleasure you, dear one, that we still have much to learn?"

"It does."

Whirlwinds. Tornadoes. Hurricanoes. I am staring into the softly glowing eyes of Jane Bristol-Baines.  Bed of satin, burgundy, all of the offer of Jane Bristol-Baines. Spiralling. Downward.  We are side by side, seated, crammed together, a pole above us, in vehicle, open and small, the pole from the vehicle scraping at roof, an electronic blizz.  Twosomes swirling by us in vehicles, counter clockwise in ring, careening and laughing, Jane, bare breasted, amidst her joy, finding words.


"They called them bumper cars," she screams.  "No brakes. Get'em. Get 'em. Give me the wheel."

I relinquishing, Jane takes a left into the collision, sharp, furling the finger, all caution gone. In the distance, the music of hurdy-gurdy, wooden horses straining at bits. Merriment. Shouts and screams. We light fuses. Cherry bombs. Sparklers. Skywriting. Parachutes. Pie in the sky. 

**********
