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Sophie Andalou spent her lunch break running errands, dropping
0 hills and peddling her bicycle all over town.  ough still a bit
chilly for the middle of March, Spring had already draped every
tree in blossoms and buds. e air was humid, keeping the coolness
wrapped up in a woolly jacket that made it feel almost damp, but the
expected crispness was there, lurking underneath.

Sophie was twenty-six years old and dressed more like an out-
of-work cabaret singer than a librarian: shnet stockings, patent
leather Mary Janes and a sober sweater over a button down shirt. Her
skirt was a little too short and she painted her eyes with a deceptive
simplicity, outlined in eyeliner like an Egyptian cartoon. She had the
same aura as the Sphinx and her black hair cut in a bob, like Louise
Brooks playing the part of the Pharachs Daughter. Everything else
about her was slightly Egyptian as well, except her hips, which were
pure Greek. Fleshly Aphrodite, with a Cleopatra curve.

Around noon, she stopped in the park to catch her breath and a
bite of lunch.

e day was bright, though overcast. e sort of introspective
weather that threatened, but never made good on its promise to rain.
Everyone brought their umbrellas along just in case. Everyone but
Sophie, who as a rule never carried an umbrella. All her friends told
her she should, if not to keep the rain away then the sun, which was
growing harsher every season. She applied sunscreen diligently, like
everyone else but was occasionally overcome by the need to feel light
and rain on her face. She would not become one of the slicker set,
wearing her fashion plate raincoat and Prada galoshes, carrying a
slim-line, electronic umbrella, just yet.



Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a hairpin on the bench
beside her. e hairpin caught the light in such a way as to cast a
rainbow gleam, as if it were made of glass and separating light like
a prism. As discreetly as she could, she slipped the hairpin into her
pocket.

Sophies pockets contained: a book of matches from a Mexican
restaurant, a length of string, a napkin folded into a tight square, a
small assortment of hard candies, a needle and thread, three marbles,
a brass skeleton key, the end of a candle, the nub of a pencil, a dollar
and forty- ve cents in change and a locket containing a miniature
engraving of Yuri Gagarin, the Cosmonaut. Sophie was a habitual
collector. Some would call her a kleptomaniac, but kleptomania
involves compulsively stealing things that have some value. Sophie
only collected things that were worthless and beautiful.

She glanced around to see if anyone noticed and spied a man in
a blue suit sitting on a bench under a willow tree. He had a mustache
trimmed perfectly to conform to the ridges of his upper lip. Sophie
watched him for several minutes, trying not to get honey on her
sweater while dreaming up elaborate identities for this man.

He might have been a secret agent, or a tourist from Easter Island,
plotting a course that would take him around Portland without
missing any of the sights, but only traversing oddly numbered streets
and boulevards named after trees. Or maybe he was the librarian for
the Sultan of Brunei, in town to pick up an acquisition of new books.
Maybe he was the long lost nephew of Count Dracula, masquerading
as a postman, carrying unknown horrors in his secret mind.

In between bites of sandwich, Sophie noticed that he was busy
scrutinizing other people in the square much in the way that Sophie
scrutinized him. He would then turn his attention to a moleskin
notebook balanced on his knee, where he scribbled secret codes,
instructions for his fellow spies, or what have you. Perhaps he was
the terrorist and she the secret agent. But who was her contact and
what was her code name? Marlene Dietrich would be nice, though
probably too obvious, especially if she were working in Eastern
Europe, which if she was going to be a spy, she would most de nitely
demand. at way she could go to Prague on the weekends and have



an illicita air with a puppeteer named Gustav...

Sophie realized he was staring at her.  at she was staring at him.
She paused, a bite of her peanut butter and honey sandwich in her
open mouth. Looked away. Looked back. Looked away again.

e man jumped to his feet, spilling his notebook and several
other loose papers and books from inside the briefcase sitting beside
him onto the ground.

Sophie jumped up as well, took two steps forward but before
she could call out, Wait! I didnt mean to... or anything at all, the
mustached man tossed his papers and notebook into his briefcase,
latched it and walked quickly away, leaving behind his umbrella. In
his enthusiasm to leave, he must have forgotten it. Snatching it up,
Sophie turned to run after him, shouting, Hey, you forgot then
looked around, startled to nd that he had disappeared.

For the rest of the day and for every day after, rain or shine, Sophie
carried the umbrella with her wherever she went in the hopes that
she might run into e Man With e Mustache again and return
it to him, perhaps even discover what he was writing in his little
notebook. After a week of startling mustached men all over town,
running up to them from behind and waving the umbrella at them
across crowded restaurants, only to have them glare at her or wave
back in sheepish apprehension, she was beginning to wonder if she
would ever nd that particular mustached man again.  ough she
didnt really mind. Even though it was just a simple black umbrella
with a hooked wooden handle, it began to take on mythic dimensions
in Sophies inner life, dimensions that were only expanded by her
friend Astrid s lush imagination.

Astrid Claudette was a willowy woman with skinny arms covered
in bracelets, all in silver, turquoise and brass that jangled all the way
up to her elbow. She wore dozens of rings on every nger and both
thumbs, elaborate layers of necklaces that accentuated the numerous
tattoos that climbed up her arms, across her shoulders and stretched
down her back. Her hair, dyed re engine red, was usually piled up
on top of her head and held in place by chopsticks, except for when



she used two tiny silver shrimp forks. Sophie was envious, as she had
always wanted to be able to style her hair using silverware. Astrid was
thirty-four years old, though was often mistaken for someone in her
mid twenties, usually by patrons of the library, who assumed she was
one of the part time clerks, rather than the head of the Circulation
Department.

e director had decided a few months before that the library
needed a little wildlife, and so several stu ed and mounted animals
were scattered about the library, often decorating the seasonal
displays. Each department had adopted one as its mascot. Technical
Services had a pair of the nicest stu ed beavers, while the ceiling
of the Interlibrary Loan O ce had a ock of songbirds with cards
from the old catalog in their beaks, all hanging by shing line from
the rafters. Reference had possibly the largest taxidermied moose in
the Paci ¢ Northwest. Sophies favorite was the display in the lobby,
which featured a cobra coiled around a pile of encyclopedias rearing
back, ready to strike a mongoose that was defending himself with a
copy of Walt Whitmans Leaves of Grass.

It was in the library where Sophie rst showed Astrid the
Umbrella. Right away, Astrid recognized its potential.

What a fabulous piece! Astrid declared, snatching the umbrella
from Sophie and staring down its length, as if sizing up a sword,
checking its balance and weight, Why, you could just about put
someones eye out with this thing! Its brilliant! She stabbed an
invisible assailant, standing over by the cart of books waiting to be
shelved.

Well, I suppose... said Sophie.  ough, I hadnt really thought
of using it to bloody up people with.

Oh, I m not suggesting you go about town gouging out eyes.
Astrid tapped it thoughtfully against her shoulder. She leaned into
Sophie and whispered, All I'm saying is, if this mustached fellow
tries anything funny, you give it to him! and poked the air with the
tip.

Well, I suppose if it comes to that... said Sophie.  ough he
strikes me as a gentle person. He was startled rather easily just by me
watching him. I think hes the sort of man who has a little garden



out back. No, a ower box. He lives in an apartment with a cat.
A sleek black cat, who a previous girlfriend left when she dumped
him miserably, the night before he was going to propose... e cat
is illegal of course. His building has a strict no-pets rule but he and
this woman, they found the cat together. It was a stray, hungry and
barely a month old. And now that shes gone, its all he has left in the
world, his only real responsibility...

Hmmm, Astrid hooked the umbrella over her elbow as she
moved about the circulation desk, straightening books into tidy
piles. | bet it leaves half dead roaches lying on the kitchen oor,
their legs wriggling for him to nd in the morning. And so he starts
out every day, having to put some poor bug out of its misery.

Astrid moved over to the counter where she absently alphabetized
a pile of stray books on the Lincoln Assassination, which had just
been returned.

You have to watch this guy close. Killing roaches before your
morning cup of co ee hardens the soul. It wouldnt take much for
him to move on to hunting spiders on his lunch break. en its
just a short trip from there to buying mice at the pet store on his
way home, just so he can watch that gruesome tomcat of his play
with them while he xes dinner. | bet thats what he is tallying in his
notebook. Its a catalog of every place hes made little mouse graves,
all over town.

Why would he keep record of such a thing? Sophie asked,
alarmed.

Why does anyone do anything? For the fun of it. He probably
derives some grotesque pleasure out of keeping a tidy account of how
many mice, and very likely rats too, are buried here in the park, there
behind the playground. en theres the health inspector to worry
about, too.

e health inspector? Sophies eyes grew as she stretched her
mind to keep up with Astrid.

Sure, Astrid leaned on the counter, He made a mistake
once, buried one too many of his cats victims in the same place.

e City Health Inspector grew suspicious and is on his trail.
ats why he has to keep track of where the bodies are located,



and how many he puts in each grave. ats the only way he
can stay one step ahead of that endish Health Inspector.
Sophie pondered the implications of such a scenario.  en, But
wait. How does the umbrella t into all of this?

Astrid raised a curious eyebrow, Now thats the real question,
isnt it? she said, opening the umbrella and twirling it over her
shoulder like a parasol.
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In search of a second opinion, Sophie showed the umbrella to her
friend, Sam.

Sam Flanges liked to make things. He never knew his father
and told everyone he had been a hobo named Cripple Whitey the
Fight Spotter, but really he was just some guy his mom dated for a
while, then disappeared once he found out she was pregnant. Sam
Flanges grew up making bird houses, popsicle stick dioramas and
taking apart anything electronic or mechanical that he could get his
hands on. He made the locket that Sophie carried in her pocket, and
was only slightly disappointed when she put Yuri Gagarins picture in
it instead of his.

When Sam was fourteen, his mom came home to nd that hed
disassembled their brand new television set. She gave him a chance
to put it back together before sending him o  to military school. Not
only did he reassemble it without any extra pieces, he had added a few
new features, so it could pick up the neighbors cable and replaced
all the imsy plastic knobs and buttons with shiny brass xtures and
toggles, so it looked like it had come from a di erent kind of future,
the one that people used to dream about. She decided he could stay.

He was the only other person besides Astrid who understood
Sophies fascination with the umbrella, or things in general. He had
an eye for detail, a makers dedication to the craft of construction
and a fondness for things that were simple, elegant and unobtrusive.
His day job was as a plumber, and he had a lot of theories about the
sewers and the things to be found there as well.

When Sophie showed him the umbrella, Sam couldnt help but
fondle it, just a little.



isisa neinstrument, he said.
ey were sitting in their favorite booth at the diner down the
street from the library, where they met once a week for breakfast.
Over his egg and toast sandwich, Sam made an elaborate inspection
of the umbrellas moving parts. \Very nice. Gotta be English. ey
dont make these to last over here. s is a machine designed to kill
rain clouds at forty paces. What are you going to do with it?

Well, said Sophie, 1thought Id straddle it like a witchs broom
and ride it to work every morning. What do you think?

I think you Il need to add some pedals and maybe a propeller
if you want to get any lift. So, really, what are you going to do with
it?

| thought 1d try and nd e Man With e Mustache and
return it to him. Hes probably missing it by now.

Nice. Very noble. Or, you could just, you know, keep it and use
it to keep your head dry.

Samuel Flanges, are you suggesting | steal an umbrella?

Sophie Andalou, you already did.

Sophie paused for amoment, about to sip her co ee. She had not
quite realized that this was what she had done.  eft was something
that involved a ski mask and probably lots of guns, maybe a bag with
a giant dollar sign on it, elaborate escape plans involving chewing
gum, ventilation shafts and sheer grit.  eft was an abstract concept
to her, until now.

Well now Ive gone and embarked on a life of crime and |
didnt even mean to! | wonder if this is how Bonnie and Clyde got
started?

Dont worry, said Sam. | m sure if he wants it back that bad,
he Il call a hit man or the National Guard. And sipped his co ee.

You dont think he wants it back that bad, do you?

Sophies thoughts began to twitter at a ferocious speed.

Do you think maybe it has a secret compartment?

A secret compartment?

Full of drugs.

Drugs?

Sophie and Sam both looked at the umbrella, lying between



them on the table. Sophie picked it up and hefted it, trying to see
if perhaps it felt a little uneven, like there might be vials of crack or
little baggies of heroine sloshing around inside the handle.

Sam took it from her and hefted it some more. It does feel a
little heavy. And handed it back to her. But not stu ed with illegal
substances heavy. More like loaded weapon heavy.

Ooh! Maybe hes the hit man and this is his weapon of choice, a
single shot, high bore umbrella! Sophie aimed the umbrella at Sam,
squinting down its length. No, no trigger.

And a good thing, too. e way you ve been throwing it around,
it would ve gone 0 by now and probably smashed in some guys
head over at the next table.

e portly man sitting at the booth behind them looked up
from his newspaper, made an elaborate e ort to scowl and returned
his attention to the nance section.

It could have a short-wave radio transmitter inside, suggested
Sam.

Or a laser.

Sam made a skeptical noise in the back of his throat.

What?

Lasers? Come on! Youd have to plug the thing into a generator
the size of a golf cart.

James Bond had a laser in his wrist watch.

James Bond isnt real.

Sophie paused a second to ponder this. Point taken. So, just an
umbrella then? Sophie sounded almost disappointed.

What, not enough?

She shrugged. No. Sort of a relief, actually.  eres something
pure about an umbrella. It has just one function.

It has at least two that I can think of.

Two?

It keeps your head dry from the rain and cool from the sun.

But it protects your head, is my point. Rain, sun, hail, whatever.
It keeps your vision clear. Lets you see when otherwise youd be stuck
like all the other fools, dodging water. And frogs.

Frogs?



It rains frogs, sometimes.
No it doesnt!
Does too. | ve seen it.

Sophie had once seen it rain frogs. She counted it as one of the
de ning moments of her life, besides her parents deaths, of course.
She had been standing outside, waiting for a taxi. e sky was gray
and then it started to rain. Slowly, one fat summer rain drop at a time
came screaming past her ear, then her shoulder.

She stepped under the awning of the building she was standing
in front of as the rain grew heavier and harder. She spotted a taxi
down the street and stepped out, hand in the air to ag it down.

en a small frog fell past the tip of her nose and landed at her
feet. For the briefest moment, Sophie and the frog looked at one
another as if to say in unison, How did I get here?

e one frog was followed by another, and then a third. Soon,
hundreds of frogs were falling with the rain, hopping under foot
and generally making a mess of things.  at was the exact moment
Sophie realized that the world was a truly beautiful and strange place.
Also, most of the frogs died when they hit the ground, while the rest
were squashed by pedestrians and cars as they dodged amphibians
haphazardly, which was when she realized that the world was also
terribly tragic as well.

e prevailing theory concerning how frogs fall with rain is that
it is the result of a small waterspout relocating the occupants of a
nearby pond or lake. While this may account for rains of amphibians,
their spawn and various aquatic animals such as sh, eels, crabs, etc.,
it does not account for rains of meat products, coins, boiled eggs,
snakes, pebbles or any of the other things that have been recorded
throughout history as having fallen out of the sky. For an exhaustive
catalog of these items, see: e Complete Works of Charles Fort. Fort,
ever the skeptic, was not satis ed by the segregating whirlwind
theory. He proposed, half jokingly, that the atmosphere of the earth
was analogous to the oceans and that we humans were like sh at the
bottom the sea, bumping our noses against the odds and ends that
happened to oat down to us, caused by shipwrecks and storms in
outer space. He meant this satirically, as a critique of those humans
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who were more often than not, ignorant and uninterested in the
causes of such happenings. e frogs that fell on Sophie probably
were siphoned out of a pond by a whirlwind. And maybe when coins
fall out of the sky, it is just someone emptying their pockets at 30,000
feet. Stranger things have been known to happen, as many people
can attest. Just ask Joan Cotton of Boise, Idaho, who was sitting on
the toilet, minding her own and reading a copy of Better Homes and
Gardens when a meteorite the size of a golf ball pierced her roof and
landed in the sink next to her. Had that meteor been a half-mile an
hour faster or the Earth just a tad slower in its rotation, that meteor
would have pierced her skull instead of merely clogging her drain.
And what it all means, if anything, is anybodys guess.

I'm kind of glad the umbrella is just an umbrella, though,
Sophie said. 1d hate to have stolen some poor guys last tangible
reminder of his dead wife or some such tragic thing.

How do you know it isnt? Sam said. at umbrella could
mean any number of things to this guy.  ats whats crazy about
things like this, he tapped the umbrella with his nger.

It could mean just about anything. And whos to say thats a
bad thing? Everythings got to mean something. Isnt that the way the
world works? I mean, deep down, we all know things are just things
and they dont really mean anything at all until we give them some
purpose, then they become something. Like pitchforks.  eyre just
for moving hay or what have you. But someone decided that they
were scary and that the Devil should carry one and all of a sudden,
pitchforks mean something else now. e umbrella could be like that
for this guy.

Yeah, | suppose, said Sophie, scrutinizing the umbrella. 1 just
hope it isnt as complicated as all that...
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Sophiesquestto nd e ManWith e Mustache was complicated
by the National Beard and Mustache Society, who were in town for
their annual convention. Everywhere she went, she was inundated
by men sporting Chinstraps, Captain Jacks, Door Knockers, Lamb
Chops, Soupstrainers, Imperials, Mutton Chops, Soul Patches,
Facespanners, Pencils, Royals, Pancho Villas, Spanish Spades,
Van Dycks and just about every conceivable manner of upper lip
accoutrement she could have imagined (see Fig.1).

She spent an afternoon in China Town, ogling jade dragons
and rubbing the bellies of brass Buddhas, looking for a sign and was
astonished by the overwhelming presence of facial hair. Every waiter,
plus a few of the busboys at Le Ho Fooks, her favorite restaurant,
had a Fu Manchu, except for the head waiter, who sported a Wing
Chow.

Inexplicably, she saw posters of Frieda Khalo everywhere.

at weekend, she and Astrid went to the circus and while
waiting in line for funnel cake, were swept up in a gaggle of bearded
women. It was frustrating to no end.

Astrids only suggestion was for Sophie to consult the library
catalog. Of course, ever since Astrid had returned from graduate
school with her Masters Degree in Library Science, she had become
a Library Evangelist. Her universal answer to all problems was to
consult the catalog, as if it were a digital oracle trapped inside the
creaking old Apple 8600 that squatted in the reading room like a
neon toothed idol. When this failed to produce any results, which it
did at rate of 2 to 1, Astrid would then admonish patrons to venture
over to the Reference 0 ce, where the in nite and inscrutable Janes
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Fig. 1.
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plied their trade.

e three crones who resided in the Reference O ce all named
Jane for some terrible and secret reason  were nice enough, but they
had long been suspected of answering reference questions by rolling
the bones, reading entrails or consulting tomes arcane, malignant
and not at all sanctioned by the American Library Association. One
was even suspected of contributing to Wikipedia. Also, they spoke
a language that, if not of their own devising, was some species of
rare ed English that only made sense to those, like Astrid, who had
wandered the high hills of Information Science and been initiated into
the secret society of Insu erable Librarians, those staunch defenders
of everyones immutable and inalienable right to read books no one
took seriously. Sophie, unlike Astrid, was not so initiated. She wasnt
sure she was up to the rigors of grad school, just yet.

Sophie wasnt sure exactly how consulting the library would help
her in her search for e Man With e Mustache. However, sitting
around day dreaming and wandering around harassing everyone with
the most subtle hint of peach fuzz on their upper lip had mysteriously
gotten her nowhere, so she decided to give it a try.

Her duties as Cataloging Assistant included downloading
records, processing books and carting them o to Circulation. is
usually left her with free time, as she was in no great hurry to return
to her desk. In between tasks, she would browse the shelves and do a
little research.

After consulting the catalog, Sophie discovered that the library
had thirty-six books on umbrellas, fourteen on mustaches and three
hundred and six on men, mens issues or masculinity. Most of the
latter were books of nude photographs. While these gave her and
Astrid something fun to look at for the better part of the afternoon,
they did little to point her in a helpful direction.

Astrid was of no help, as half way through their search she
spotted the Little Red-Haired Girl that she had had a crush on for
the last three months.

e Little Red-Haired Girl was really a brunette. She was also
tall, sophisticated and quite possibly French. is last assertion
was universally agreed upon, though no one had heard her speak.
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But who else but a French woman would wear long silk scarves to
accentuate her swan like neck and otherwise black wardrobe? Astrid
liked to imagine that she spent her formative years drinking wine
and smoking cigarettes in Paris, in search of a lover who could excite
in her the same passion she had for books by Marguerite Duras.

But Astrid, Sophie had said, You dont speak French, or write
torrid existential novels about doomed romance.

Yes, but | could!

Sophie had to concede this point, as it remained well within the
realm of plausibility, if not possibility.

I think shes heading for the reading room! Astrid could barely
suppress a grin of excitement.

Ah, young love... Sophie crooned to Astrid in her best
outrageous French accent. For weeks, she had been teasing Astrid
about e Little Red-Haired Girl and the fact that after almost three
months, Astrid still hadnt so much as found out her name.

Imnotin love! Astrid protested meekly.

Admit it. You want to have her babies.

| really do! Astrid whispered. And ran 0 to watch the Little
Red-Haired Girl from around the side of one of the taller shelves.

is left Sophie adrift in a sea of information, little of it useful.

ough she did nd the book of illustrated mens mustache styles
from the nineteenth century to be quite a lot of fun to look at. All
those lithographs of dapper men with their elaborate facial hair styles
was a sight to behold.

Sophie decided that men in the nineteenth century must have
spent almost as many hours waxing, combing and styling their
mustaches as women in the twenty- rst century spent on their hair.
Did they get into st ghts over di ering styling methods? Or were
the styles indicative of some other, deeper allegiance? She imagined
the Mutton Chop Gang getting into a dust up in some back alley
with the Chin Strap Boys, over a di erence of opinion about raising
tari s on imports from Siam. Sophie couldnt understand how they
were considered the height of masculinity, while any man today who
spent half as much time styling his hair with gel and shaving his chest
was considered a bit of a Whoopsie. She rather fancied a guy who
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took care with his appearance. Any man who spent the time to look
good would naturally be as attentive to details in other areas and
who wanted a slob in bed? Still, it wasnt getting her any closer to the
source of her search. If anything, she was further away than ever.

Later that afternoon in the library, Sophie ran into Pyotr Rabbit.

Pyotr Rabbit was a Phantom Cosmonaut, one of those brave but
invisible men from the early days of the Soviet Space Program whose
existence had been, and in many cases forever would be, o cially
denied.

As early as 1957, the Soviets had attempted to place a man
in orbit and failed, sometimes catastrophically. All that remained
of these early abortive attempts at manned space ight were a few
records, redacted into oblivion by black markings, one or two static
choked messages recorded on reel-to-reel by amateur enthusiasts
who managed to snatch Russian phrases and cries for help out of the
stratosphere and the fading memories of a handful of old men like
Pyotr Rabbit.

Pyotr had been scheduled to pilot Vostok | on its historic ight
but at the last moment, had been replaced by a young man by the
name of Yuri Gagarin. Yuris parents worked on a collective farm in
Gzhatsk (Now named Gagarin, in his honor) while Pyotrs father
had been a banker from Minsk. e Russian Federal Space Agency
decided that the rst man to orbit the Earth should be the hard
working son of a farmer rather than the privileged son of a banker.
It was more in keeping with the mythology of the Communist Party.
Pyotr later defected to the United States in the late sixties, providing
information about the Soviet Space Program to NASA with the
understanding that he would be added to the crew list of astronauts
on the Apollo Program. is was how Pyotr Rabbit discovered that
American myths are not so di erent from Soviet myths. He waited
patiently, training and preparing and was nally scheduled to not just
gointo orbit, but walk on the moon  as part of the Apollo 18 mission.

Sophie regularly talked to him about their mutual interests: the
philosophical implications of viewing outer space as heaven, the
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deplorable condition of the worlds various space programs and the
likelihood of ever returning to the moon. Sophie was, of course, all
for it, but Pyotr was skeptical, especially of the Chinese, who had
announced their intentions to land on the moon next month.

When the pigs take ight! was his assessment of Beijing s Space
Program.

After 84 years of betrayal, failure and disaster, the one thing
Pyotr Rabbit was still enthusiastic about was outer space. He was
still doubtful about whether or not humans would ever go there in
any meaningful way but maintained a thin sliver of hope.

ough a bit cantankerous in that way that only an
elderly Russian expatriate can be, he still presented himself
with a kindliness and gentility that made him friendly and
inviting.  at he bore an uncanny resemblance to Colonel
Sanders, little white Van Dyke beard and all, probably helped.

Lately, Sophie and Pyotrs discussions had orbited around the
luminous mass of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, the great but highly
overlooked Russian mathematician.

Konstantin Eduardovich Tsiolkovsky (1857-1935) was the
father of space exploration. e same year that the Wright Brothers

ew the rst airplane at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, Tsiolkovsky
published his most famous work, e Exploration of Cosmic Space by
Means of Reaction Devices, which was the rst academic treatise on
rocketry. He calculated that the speed required to orbit the Earth is 8
km/second and that this could be achieved by means of a multi-stage
rocket fueled by liquid oxygen and liquid hydrogen. He published
more than ve hundred works on space travel, including science

ction novels, in which he detailed such outlandish contraptions as
rockets with steering thrusters, multi-stage boosters, space stations
with airlocks and introduced the idea of creating closed biological
systems to provide food and oxygen for space colonies. He did all this
while living in a log cabin in Russia. From there, he could imagine a
world that was better and di erent than the one he had then and we
have now. Tsiolkovsky wrote,
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Men are weak now, and yet they transform the Earths surface.
In millions of years their might will increase to the extent
that they will change the surface of the Earth, its oceans, the
atmosphere and themselves. ey will control the climate
and the solar system just as they control the Earth. ey will
travel beyond the limits of our planetary system; they will
reach other Suns and use their fresh energy instead of the
energy of their dying luminary.

is was a philosophy both Sophie and Pyotr shared. ey also
shared a mutual disappointment that more people didnt feel his way.
It was the solidarity of kooks and other daydreamers.

Something else Tsiolkovsky said was, All the universe is full of
the lives of perfect creatures. Which is something we should all try
to remember more often.

At least one day a week, Pyotr was to be found in the library,
doing research for his memaoir, which he had been working on steadily
for almost twenty years. Recently, a series of declassi ed memos had
been released and just last week, a lost box of records from the Soviet
Archives had been found, which had put him in a good mood.

Sophie showed Pyotr the umbrella and his eyes lit up.

Is very sturdy. Good umbrella for Moscow winter.
Yeah, Sam thought so too.
is Man With Mustache, he boyfriend of yours, hmm?

Pyotr Rabbit was most concerned that Sophie found a nice man
to settle down with. He also irted with her constantly, which she
found charming. If he had been just a few decades younger, Sophie
might have found some appeal to the o er but while she found older
men attractive, she drew the line at octogenarians. Still, he had a
sizable pension from the U.S. government, plus a small stream of
income from some patents for expandable hinges that had been
adopted by several aerospace companies for their new passenger
jets. About once a month, usually about the time rent was due, she
pondered the pros and cons of an elderly Russian sugar daddy. e
impulse usually passed.
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No, eManWith e Mustache is not a boyfriend, you randy
old cosmonaut. And yes, | know | should have at least one of those. |
keep meaning to pick one up but the store is always out when I go.

Pyotr chuckled like a bear. s thing, it fascinates you, yes? As
if it has power?

Yeah, kind of... Sophie hadnt thought of it in magical power,
fairy tale terms but she supposed her fascination with the umbrella
bordered on the glass slipper and gold ring variety. But its not as if
magic umbrellas just happen to get handed o to people.

Is true. But, what if a person acts a certain way, as if a thing
existed? is could change that persons life and outlook. Maybe is
just pretend, but if someone acts as if magic umbrella has power, and
other people react the same, does it not matter whether umbrella
really have magic or not? People are strange that way, convince
themselves of many, many things that are not true but if everyone
acts as if it is true, is that not magic?

Sophie thought about this for a moment. Pyotr could see the
wheels turning in her brain and held up a nger.

Moment, moment... Pyotr Rabbit, surprisingly spry for a man
his age, leaped up and shu ed over to a shelf beside the table in the
reading room. Sophie watched, eyebrow half cocked as he muttered
to himself and scanned the spines of books. He returned a minute
later with a thin volume in his hand and a smile on his face.

He presented the book to Sophie with a ourish.

A very good book. Explains all about Omphalos. Well, many
things, too. But Omphalos is important one for you, | think.

Sophie ipped open the cover and read the title, How To  ink
About Pink Elephants and Other Curious Ideas, by Saul Invictus.
Besides Pink Elephants, which Sophie had always liked, the book
discussed other topics of a psychological nature, including the
Omphalos, which in Greek means Navel of the World.

Pyotr explained that, according to the author, an Omphalos is
an object that is tuned into certain subtle frequencies that have a
psychological e ect on humans, causing them to create connections
and nd meaning in an otherwise unconnected and meaningless
universe. An Omphalos works as a keystone symbol, based on the
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principle that the human mind will naturally seek to nd a pattern
between several juxtaposed images, even if it means creating
connections where there arentany. e Omphalos is the central image
that will connect all others in a meaningful pattern. As such, it is
usually a common item, something unremarkable but still possessing
a certain fascination, like Magritte s pipe or your grandfather s pocket
watch.

Many things have been Omphalum at one time or another. In
ancient Greece, it was a beehive shaped urn, found inside the temple
of the Oracle at Delphi and said to be the burial marker for the
ancient God, Python, whom Apollo Killed and buried in that place.

e emanations of its eternally rotting esh were said to be the fumes
that bubbled up from the crack in the earth, driving the oracle into
ts of prophetic babbling.  at the fumes were really ethylene, a
potent hallucinogen, is known today, but that is beside the point.
e Urn of Python was what captured the imagination.
e great mathematician, Archimedes of Syracuse (c.287
c.212 ) once said, Give me a fulcrum and | shall move the
world. An Omphalos is such a fulcrum.

So, you think maybe the umbrella is an Omphalos? asked
Sophie.

Perhaps. Many things ght for attention. Some are important,
others not as much. Deciding which is which, said Pyotr Rabbit,
borrowing Santas twinkle for his eye. is is what life is all about,
yes?
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An insomniac and habitual wanderer, Sam Flanges often went for
long walks through the nighttime streets. Sometimes, Sophie or
Astrid would come with him. But usually he went alone, which he
preferred.

Contrary to the deadly sincere anchormen on the nightly news
or the pearl clutchers out in suburbia, the city streets at night are no
more dangerous than they are during the day, so long as you know
where to step lightly and where to linger with intent. True, the cover
of night has long been the preferred cloak of thieves and gangsters,
but closed circuit television, night vision goggles and all night patrols
by an ever feverish police state have rendered the di erence between
night and day a mere aesthetic one at best. Besides, random acts of
violence, by their nature, cannot be predicted. ey are just as likely
to happen while youre walking to the bus stop with that morning
cup of co ee in your hand as they are when youre stepping out of
the nightclub the evening before. Sometimes, as Sam could attest,
the streets were far safer at night and great deal more wondrous.

He once found an abandoned warehouse in the Pearl District
where an all-hobo rendition of King Lear was underway. Half way
through Act Two, he realized they saw him watching and were
tailoring their performance for an audience. Afterwards, espian
Leroy Highwater, star of the Hobo  eater, invited Sam to share
some wine by the re and critique their production.

On another night, Sam stumbled upon a backyard midnight
barbecue. Several adjacent row houses on one side of the street had
purple and blue Christmas lights strung in the trees. It was a block
party to celebrate Janie Maries sixteenth birthday. Sam danced with
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the birthday girl, attered and pretty in her hand-me-down dress,
and gave her her very rst kiss.

at night, Sam was following his favorite invisible, starlit path
through the west end of the Pearl, where the drag queens reigned
over a tiny, burlesque kingdom of back door theaters and gay bars.
Just around the corner, the neon lights and satin-brushed joy gave
way to somber commerce.  ere were two worlds in the space of a
few blocks: the gentri ed neighborhood, where the upwardly mobile
snoozed tfully on clean sheets and woke before dawn to leave their
refurbished town houses to head into the capitalist morning and the
good old vaudevillian show houses, neon lit and drunkenly giggling
at all hours of the night. e wall between them was made of light
and shadow. Sometimes a yuppie who had woken early to try and get
ahead and a drag queen who had lingered on well past last call to give
head, would cross paths and smile, and think about what could have
been...

Sam waved to Miss Holly Goodbody, the undisputed Empress
of the strip, glitter on her eyelids and sporting a feather boa the size
of a python around her shoulders. She was coming out of a club
called e OneTime ingand on her way to an after-hours party.
She blew an ostentatious kiss to Sam, who was headed around the
corner, into yuppie land. And thats where he saw it. In letters three
feet high across the brick wall of a bank:

ABOVE US ONLY

e last word was still in the can of sky blue spray paint, held in
the hand of the artist. She was tall and a little too skinny, the sinews
of her arms clearly visible as she stretched to reach the top arc of the
next letter. She wore black jeans and biker boots, a cut up black T-
shirt, her hair, curly and dyed fuchsia at the ends, in girly pigtails on
top of her head like two antennas picking up transmissions from the
stars. e bottom of her face was covered by a kerchief which only
made her storm cloud eyes stand out all the more in the dark. Sam
watched as she outlined the last word, SKY and lled it in.

Oh! John Lennon! Sam said by way of introduction. Right
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on.
isaint no pop song, She said, not yet turning around. Itsa

statement of clarity and truth. e shockingly complex made simple

and obvious. A revolution in solid form, moving but standing still.

Yeah, said Sam. But its also a lyric from a John Lennon
song.

But I m appropriating it.

And doing a ne job of it, too. Your Y is a little runny.

anks... she pulled a rag from her back pocket and caught the
dribble of paint with a quick swipe and then turned to look at Sam.
She pulled her kerchief down, revealing a smallish mouth, a silver
stud in her nose and a long bright scar that outlined her cheekbone.

I d like to think that if John were alive today, he d agree that this
needs to be said more often and seen by more eyes than can see it
NOW.

I couldnt agree more. Sam Flanges, by the way. He o ered a
hand.

She wiped hers rst on the leg of her jeans and then shook.

Trout Fishing in America Schwartz, but everyone calls me
Trout.

Sam smiled crookedly. Your parents Hippies much?

Oh and Samuel is much better? Someone named after a
silversmith who liked to brew beer and dress up like an Indian so he
could throw tea in the harbor shouldnt mock other peoples names.
She smiled as she said it.

I m named after my Granddad, but I may appropriate that.

Its yours.

So. Trout Fishing in America Schwartz, what brings you out on
a lovely night like this?

My parents never spanked me when | was a child, so I'm
working through some authority issues.

Nice, said Sam. | also would have accepted getting back at

e Man, or Daddy didnt hug me enough but you managed to
wrap it all up together.
Trout stood next to Sam and admired her handiwork.
Not bad for a rush job.
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I d say just about perfect. Sam looked at her with his patented
rakish grin, the one that had never failed to make a womans knees
wiggle. Or so he claimed.

Does that really work? Trout asked. She could read him like a
cheap comic book.

Pretty much a hundred percent of the time, yeah.

Huh. We Il see.

When Trout smiled, she wrinkled her nose in away that reminded
Sam of Bugs Bunny in drag. Hed always had a bit of a fetish.
I m hungry, Troutsaid. Who wants pancakes?

Trout lived in a co-op apartment in the Hawthorne District. Her
apartment was on the third oor of a tenement building from the
1930s. She had lived there three years now and had moved in when
it was barely livable, just a shell of rotting plaster overgrown with
weeds pulling at the bricks. Along with the other tenants she had
rebuilt the place, adding whimsical touches like multi colored tiles
in spiral patterns to the walls and light xtures that were repurposed
wrought iron, shaped to resemble snakes, jelly sh and squid holding
light bulbs.

Trouts place was a cross between a bird s nest and an alchemists
laboratory. Most of the furniture was overstu ed pillows lying in
piles on the oor, except for a futon in one corner and a low, Japanese
style table in the center of the room. Origami birds and animals
of all shapes and sizes crowded the numerous bookcases. On top
of one shelf squatted an archaic stereo system with a turntable and
a giant stack of speakers, their sides removed and colored ribbon
festooning the dust-covered dishes of the woofers. Trout had few
possessions, other than the books and records lying about in some
arcane form of organization that would have driven Astrid batty with
its haphazardness.  ere was no television or computer, as far as Sam
could see. e walls were not decorated or even visible as curtains
had been hung from the old chandelier hook, giving the room
the appearance of a tent on some Mesopotamian oasis rather than
three stories up in a brick tenement. e kitchen was fully stocked,
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however, with a gas stove and a rack of plates and utensils.

I dont much like buying things, said Trout, turning the stove
on and setting a cast iron skillet on a burner, But fuck all if I'm
going to starve for want of a decent skillet.

ats a nice one, said Sam. Ive been looking all over for a
decent bit of cast iron.

My neighbor, James makes them. Reuses old scrap iron he digs
up out of the dump. Has his own anvil and everything. Made those
light xtures out in the hall, too.

In no time at all she made them a pile of pancakes, which they
ate with maple syrup and raspberries picked from a bush that grew
on her balcony. ey ate and talked, learning all about each other.

Sam told a reasonably true account of his father, leaving out
the Hobo bit and just sticking to the basic facts (his coming and
going and not having been heard from since), his mother, who was
a chartered accountant living in Forest Grove, and his latest project,
helping his friend Jeremy Bloke build a steam powered pram for his
baby daughter, something that looked like a cross between e Jetsons
and Jules Verne, all pipes and brass xtures.

As soon as we gure out the right way to control the pressure
valve, we Il be able to make it self propelled. Jeremy has a pair of
old aviator goggles and tomorrow, we re attaching a drop down foot
board so he can throw the lever and let it go! Its going to be pretty
wicked when were done!

Somehow this segued into his latest adventure in plumbing.

I got this call the other day from some woman over in Woke, a
real princess. Had a stopped up drain in her Jacuzzi. | go over there
and I'm thinking I Il just snake the drain, clear out the blockage.
But its weird, | send the snake in and something grabs ahold of
it. So | start tugging back on it and it pulls just as hard. | end up
in a wrestling match with a big old snapper turtle that had gotten
lodged in there somehow.  ing was huge! Made o with my best
wrench, too. e princess ended up being a real peach though, gave
me lemonade and cookies for saving her from the turtle.

Trout told him all about her father, Julius Schwartz, the semi-
famous Beat Poet.
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I have one of his books! Sam said, A eory of Cannibals.
Great stu . | especially liked the one about the war between the
kitchen utensils and the vegetables fought at midnight, while the
cooks asleep. | probably shouldnt admit this, but 1d always thought
he died years ago.

Yeah, everyone thinks that. Trout laughed, using the last fork
full of pancake like a sponge to soak up the syrup and raspberry
juice. Hes just been working on this really epic poem for like the
last ten years, something about how vegetables have helped guide
human evolution and vice versa.

Likes vegetables, does he?

Yeah. Little too much peyote back in the day. I keep telling Dad
tolay o the drugs but, old Hippies, what can you do? Anyway, City
Lights is publishing it next month.

Trout also talked about her mother, Sudra, an Afghan refugee
who ed just before the Soviets invaded and hadnt been back since.

Shes surprisingly happy for a woman whos seen so much
death. My uncle was beheaded by the Taliban. She and her sisters
were forced to watch. She was only seven. Moms been to Congress
twice now, trying to get the government to send something over
there other than bombs.

ats pretty wild... So, youre half Jewish and half Muslim?
Sam tried to put as much genuine curiosity into the question as he
could. He was naturally curious but was also a little too deadpan for
his own good. He was always afraid someone would think he was
being judgmental. He didnt want Trout to get that impression.

Well, yeah but Mom left her faith and her burka behind when
she left Kabul and the extent of Dads religious instruction was
teaching me the dreidel song when | was eight. Not everything is an
allegory on politics.

No! I didnt... I mean, | wasnt... Sam was never good at
pedaling backwards. Trout disarmed him with a crooked smile.

Its OK. Some people dont get me or my family. ey nd
out who my parents are and automatically think were some weird
sociological experiment. Can a Jew and Muslim love one another?
Yeah, of course.  eyre people, just like everyone else. But youd be
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surprised at how many people cant see that. | think thats what real
evil is, you know? It isnt fantasy stu  with brimstone and pitchforks
and all that torture porn religious Sadists dream up. Real evil is just
a lack of empathy. If we could learn to imagine what its like to be
another person, even for a little while, itd probably go a long way
to guring out a lot of this crap. Lifes not just some passion play or
warm up for something else. Its all we have and its not always a trip
to Sunday School. Sometimes, lifes more like a car wreck. Trout
absently rubbed the shiny scar on her cheek. None of us asked for
it, but here we are, just trying to make sense out whatever happens
to us.

A moment passed as they looked each other squarely in the eye.
Sam leaned across the table and kissed her. Trout kissed back. Her
lips tasted like sa ron and rose petals. And a hint of maple syrup.

ey continued to kiss for a while, with passion, enthusiasm, joy,
release.

en Sam washed the dishes. ey talked some more. ey

had sex on the pile of pillows on the oor, giggling and gasping and

enjoying the feel of each others bodies slowly colliding with one
another.

Later, they stood on Trouts balcony, Sam in just his pants, Trout
wearing only a knitted shawl around her shoulders. ey watched
the bright ngers of the sun creep over the roof tops, turning the gray
skyline of the city to glitter and light.
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After closing up the library, Astrid and Sophie retired to a bar down
the street where they often went when it was dark, cold, lonely, sunny,
friendly, petulant, unctuous, supercilious or  ursday.

e Two-Headed Pig served cheap, strong drinks and despite
its listing roof and tinted windows, neon sign and colorful clienttle,
was a friendly place. e bars name came from an old Irish Proverb,
carved into a wooden sign over the bar:

If you see a two-headed pig,
keep your mouth shut

Years ago, before the Two-Headed Pig was a bar, it was a strip
club. Pussycat Alley had been run by a little old Polish woman who
hired only those veteran strippers that had already seen better years.
Astrid swore that the ones whose tits didnt sag were missing teeth.
At least one had a glass eye that lolled all about her head as she gave
a lap dance.

Astrid s source for all of this information was second hand. e
little old Polish lady was adamant that no women were allowed in,
even just to buy a drink or play pool. Not that Astrid wouldnt have
enjoyed the show as well. Astrid knew this because Sam had been a
regular patron of Pussycat Alley. He was not sad to see the strip club
replaced by the slightly more reputable establishment.

When | pay for a lap dance, | dont want it from my
grandmother! Sam had said on at least one occasion, most notably,
by way of introducing himself to Sophie.
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In a nod to the places former glory, Wes, the owner, had one of
the stripper poles mounted over the bar and hung a pair of plastic
soled, platform heeled shoes from it. e rest of the place was far
more tastefully decorated, with wood paneling and lights constructed
from old alcohol bottles.

Sophie drank gin and tonics, Astrid, cheap beer while they
laughed and gossiped with friends. Sophie irted with a cute boy
at the bar, the one in the herringbone jacket and jeans that were
three sizes too small. He had nice eyes, though not much else to
0 er by way of enticement. Astrid irted with Sophie, Sam, Ronald
Beetlebaum, who was a computer programmer and casual friend,
and an acquaintance of his from work whose name was probably not
Ralph, but was called that anyway as part of some inside joke.

Of all Sophies various ex-boyfriends, Sam was Astrid s favorite.
For the better part of the three years they had known each other,
Astrid and Sam had maintained an ongoing competition to see
who could cover more of their skin with tattoos. So far, Astrid
was winning with fteen, though only fourteen were visible. One,
which she referred to as her secret tattoo, had only been glimpsed
by a handful of people, mostly ex-girlfriends and Sophie, though
she often teased Sam (and after three or four beers, anyone within
earshot) with promises of showing it to him if he ever managed to
surpass her number of tattoos. s was reason enough for Sam.

at night, Sam showed o his newest tattoo, a historically
dubious depiction of the sinking of Queen Annes Revenge, complete
with aming mast, spider web rigging ailing in the wind and a tiny
Blackbeard the Pirate, his beard smoldering with lighted wicks , as he
brandished a brace of pistols, shouting orders as his ship slid o  the
edge of Sams bicep. Sophie swore that if she squinted and turned her
head slightly to the left, she could just make out a tiny mad grin on
Blackbeard s face.

Next month, I'll be getting a matching one on this arm, he
slapped his bare right bicep, one of the few unmarked patches of skin
left on his body, Sirens on the rocks, singing dirty pirate ballads.
Which will put me at twelve.

ey Il actually be singing? Astrid said with a grin. Are you
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getting a microchip implanted under your skin, like those greeting
cards that play music?

You joke but I ve got it all planned out. Over the heads of the
mermaids, I m getting a few bars of music done, complete with
notes and lyrics.  ough, | cant decide if | want them to be singing
Spanish Ladies or Baltimore Whores .

Well, Spanish Ladies are nice, Astrid said, day dreaming for
a moment about an ex named Esperanza, who spoke with such a
magni cent Castilian accent, that she lisped even when she Kissed.
But I think the decisions obvious. You ve got to go with Baltimore
Whores .

Everyone else does, added Sophie.

After painting the inside of her head a lurid shade of joy, Sophie kissed
cheeks by way of goodbyes and made her way home. She twirled the
umbrella as she went, occasionally tapping it on the concrete as she
took a step then swinging it forward and back down, pretending she
was an Englishman in New York.

She decided to take a shortcut through the park. It was not so late
as to be completely desolate out on the streets, but dusk had clearly
had its way with the sky. is time of night was Sophies favorite. e
sky was a deep indigo, and the moon was dark, except for just a sliver
of light, which turned the trees into black paper cutouts.

Taking the wide and well-lit middle path, Sophie saw someone
hunched over on one of the benches o to the right, under a willow
tree. She clutched the umbrella in her left hand, her keys in her right.

e longest one, the key to the front door of her apartment building,
sticking between middle and index nger like a tin talon in case mister
homicidal homeless man decided to leap up out of his skin, or just
snatch her purse and run.  en she kicked herself mentally for being
so presumptuous and easily swayed by the lies on television news and
email warnings sent to her by Sams paranoid mother, stories about
migrant perverts who wanted to lick your knees, forcefully.

As she passed by, she made an e ort to look the Ithy bum in the
eye and say, good evening, and smile. To her surprise, he was not
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a hobo at all, but a smartly dressed man with gray, tussled hair. e
only thing curious about him was his shoes, which were bright red
Chuck Taylors that somehow didnt really clash with his brown suit.

Although he was lying on the bench in what looked like a half
conscious, uncomfortable version of some yoga posture, he was in
fact very much awake and looking back at her, middle aged eyes set
kindly in a nest of distinguished wrinkles. On the bench beside him
sat a small telescope with a cracked lens.

He looked familiar, but in the dim light and her tipsy state,
everyone usually did. Pausing, Sophie leaned over and squinted.

Um, hi... he said.
Oh, hello. Do I know you?
Probably.

Sophie raised a curious eyebrow.
I m Jonah Peach.

Sophie let the name run through her brain but in its loose and
jangly state, a number of other ideas bubbled to the surface, mostly
having to do with fruit and whales.

She shook her head. Sorry.

Doctor Jonah Peach?

Sophie shook her head again.

Today is a great day to Gaze at the Stars ?

Sophie smiled with recognition.

For a brief period in the early 19905, Jonah Peach had been a
minor television celebrity, as host of a childrens educational program
called Star Gazing. Sophie, an avid fan of all things astronomical,
had been an admirer since age eleven. Star Gazing had been at the
hot little center of her early development. It was her rst glimpse
of a larger universe, made possible by the mid-nineties owering of
satellites, Internet and the omnipresence of video. It was the rst
time she positively knew she was living in the future. It was also the
focal point of her rst crush, in the person of Jonah Peach.

Oh! Well, hello, Doctor Jonah Peach! She o ered her left hand,
then remembered and switched to her right. He shook.

I m Sophie Andalou. What are you doing in the park this ne
evening?
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I m watching the meteor shower.

Really? Sophie looked skyward but all she could see was tree
limbs and a dull haze of yellow gray caused by the street lamp behind
them. 1 cant even see the regular stars, let alone shooting ones.

Take a look through here. Jonah scooted over on the bench
and motioned for her to look through the telescope balanced beside
him.

Sophie slid onto the bench next to him, squinted into the
eyepiece where she could just make out, through the glare of the
street lamps and the hairline crack on the lens, a tiny shooting star, a
brief ash of light against the indigo sky.

I ve always had a profound desire to live on the moon myself,
she said.

You too? See, l... ugh! he groaned as he sat up and for
a moment, swayed on the bench. Excuse me. I, | was... Sort of
mugged. Slightly.

Oh. What for? I mean, are you all right? Taking his chin in her
hands, Sophie looked him in the eyes. e right one was bloodshot
while the left was surrounded by a welt the size of a teacup, burnishing
his skin a deep purple.

It was just a priest. And a minister and | think a rabbi. | didnt
get a good look... Jonah muttered more to himself than to Sophie.

Words were exchanged.  en it came to blows and I was hit on the
head with my telescope.

Why would a bunch of clergymen beat the crap out of you?

eological disagreements, | guess.

Jonah winced as she touched the back of his head and felt the
massive bump hidden under his hair.

We should get you to the hospital!

Oh, no, its not that bad. Jonah stood and teetered forward.
Sophie staggered back, trying to catch him and herself. She
accidentally popped open the umbrella, as if she were Marry Poppins
and it might slow their fall to Earth. She left the umbrella open as she
steadied Jonah on his feet, letting him lean against her as they walked
to the edge of the park.

How about a drink and a taco then? suggested Sophie. | know
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a great little Mexican place, just down the street.
Jonah o ered a genial, noncommittal nod.

What could be so controversial to cause clergymen to beat
the shit out of an astronomer? | thought astronomy was the gentle
science? As they reached the edge of the park, Sophie raised her
hand and waved down a pedicab. An old man with skin like leather
peddled over to them. A paper lantern bobbed from the aerial on the
back of the bike like a miniature comet in hot pursuit.

Well, contrary to what you read in Astronomy Today, the life of
an astronomer is a hazardous one, especially for someone like myself
who specializes in Cosmology. | get a lot of... unfriendly mail from
true believers.

About what?

e usual sorts of thing. Everyone seems to know how the Big
Bang was started, because they read about it on the Internet or saw
a movie on TV... You know, the Moon... Its beautiful isnt it? He
pointed up through the night.

Wiait, you were arguing about the Moon? Sophie raised an
eyebrow as she helped him into the back of the taxi.

Well, the Moon, the stars. e whole universe, really. It was a
rather large argument. Mostly, about comets, though. One comet
in particular but its a long story. A long... long story. So, tacos, you
say?
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Shortly thereafter, a waitress seated them at a booth in an all night
taqueria called Ricardos, just down the street. e dining room of
Ricardos resembled a Mexican uterus.  is was due to Mrs. Lucinda
Ricardo, who, driven by some unful lled Aztec DNA, painted the
walls a deep, velvety red and accented the wainscoting in gold leaf.
From nooks and small shelves grinned little Dia de los Muertos tableau:
skeletons dressed up like mariachis, serenading a little skeleton bride
and skeleton groom. A skeleton teacher instructed an assortment of
little skeleton children in their ABCs. Papier-m ch@ masks added
a Carnival avor while Mr. Ricardos prized collection of pizatas
dangled from the ceiling. On the wall leading to the bathroom was
a large mosaic of the Virgen de Guadalupe done in blue, orange and
mirrored tiles. All the bathroom xtures were little brass cruci xes
while the pull strings on the fans were rosaries. On the walls hung
prints by Frieda Kahlo and Diego Rivera opposite antique framed
photographs of Padre Pio, Santa Anna and Che Guavara. Hurricane
lamps ickered on every table and an army of electric candles lined
the walls, nestled in wrought iron candelabras.

Sophie ordered the pork with verde sauce and a margarita, Jonah,
the taco platter number ve and a beer.

In short order, Sophie learned that Jonah was: forty-three,
unmarried, fond of peanuts and a Professor of Astronomy at
Portland State, where he worked on Deep Field Observations of star
formation.

She also learned what happened to him, after the show.

Originally called e Kids Science Hour, the show was based
around a simple format: a generic young co-host named Timmy
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would have some sort of science related question and go to one of the
guest scientists that week, who just happened to not only be sitting
in the park or visiting his school, but also an expert in the pertinent

eld of the days topic. e producers did their best to entice well-
known scientists to come on the show but they were generally too
busy doing real science to be bothered. Jonah Peach was teaching
part time at PSU. He had the time, and an adjunct professor s salary
being what it is, the need. He also proved to be quick on his feet and
more capable of explaining complex scienti ¢ principles in a way that
children could understand than most of the writers and comfortable
enough in front of a camera to ad lib. And since having a regular host
was cheaper and easier than trying to book a guest star from some
obscure eld of science every week, Jonah quickly became a featured
guest host. e Kids Science Hour became Star Gazing with Doctor
Peach and Timmy, though most fans just called it Star Gazing.

Star Gazing became one of those curious phenomena, an
unlikely hit with children and adults who tuned in for Doctor
Jonahs witty delivery and genuinely infectious enthusiasm for all
things astronomical, and to make fun of Timmys prepubescent
squeak. T-shirts, lunch boxes and all the usual falderol followed suit.

e two hour special on Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9 colliding with
Jupiter was widely considered to be a landmark in science-education
television. e show was popular with teenagers because it aired, on
the east coast, at 4 . ., and ran for an hour, which has traditionally
been prime pot smoking time. Star Gazing became a euphemism for
getting high, making out and, if you were really lucky, getting high
and making out.

Wanna come over and watch Star Gazing?
Cant go to the library today, Jill, I m going Star Gazing with
Jack.

e mind altering e ects of pot had a lot to do with the shows
popularity. A number of kids who tuned in just for the trippy visuals
(Star Gazing was one of the rst-run venues for images from Hubble
Space Telescope, once it received its corrective lenses) were often so
entranced by the shows astronomical content that many tuned in
even when they werent baked. Years later, PSU did a study showing
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that an entire generation of astronomers and astrophysicists had been
turned on to science by Doctor Peach, making him a cultural icon on
college campuses.

No one was more surprised by this than Jonah, who decided that
the study was awed, as it failed to take into account the popularity
of cannabis as a recreational drug and intellectual catalyst. Mostly
though, he found it hard to believe that his current Graduate
Assistant, Alex Sun Kim, who was originally from South Korea, had
seen him in syndication and that Jonah was responsible for not only
his decision to make a career out of Astronomy, but his decision to
attend PSU, just to work with him. Jonah learned all this one night
after an open session at the Observatory, when he accepted an o er
to join Alex and some other grad students for a drink.

Seriously? You wanted to be me? Jonah gulped his beer, more
to sti e an incredulous chuckle than anything.

Absolutely! declared Alex, beaming with the sort of honesty,
admiration and courage that can only be found at the bottom of a
beer bottle, at two in the morning. You were my idol, he said with
solemn awe.

Boy, did you pick the wrong role model. Jonah laughed and
drank more beer.

Alex and the other grad students laughed along with him, not
knowing that Jonah was only half joking.

By then, most people had forgotten the reason why Star Gazing
had been canceled so abruptly in the spring of 1996. e shows
popularity was waning, and the teenage pot heads who had in ated
the ratings had moved on to other fascinations, while the younger
audience was dazzled by something more frenetically edited, action
packed and Japanese. is last part was really what got the show
canceled, as it was simply cheaper to dub a Japanese cartoon with
an already established market in toys and trading cards than to try
and prop up an educational program whose only graphic pizzazz was

nanced by NASA to the tune of several million dollars a year. Jonah
having an a air with Timmys mom didnt help.

Timmy, age thirteen, came into his dressing room to nd his
mother, Rose Selavy, a shapely redhead and unrepentant irt, with
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Doctor Jonah Peachs cock in her mouth. Timmy ran out crying.

I should probably go talk to him, said Rose, standing up and
smoothing over her skirt.

Yeah, probably... Jonah zipped up, leaned back on the couch,
sighed and shut his eyes, trying not to think too hard about what was
about to happen.

Rose ran out of the dressing room, yelling down the hall, Oh,
sweetie, come back! And stop crying! It Il make your eyes all pu y!

Jonah opened his eyes a few moments later to nd Timmys dad,
George Selavy, a slight, balding orthodontist, standing over him, his
face blank with rage.

Hi there, George. | was  George Selavy punched him in the
nose, hard. Jonah tumbled o the couch.

Alright. | deserved that... he stood up, wiped the blood from
his nose on to the palm of his hand.

Damn right you did! stuttered George Selavy, waving a nger
up at Jonah. George was almost a foot shorter than him. is didnt
stop him from punching Jonah in the nose again.

Ouch! Hey! Come on now... Jonah cupped his gushing nose
and ran into the bathroom.

e newspapers added salacious details to the scandal, such as
an imaginary scheme concocted by the two lovers to run o with
Timmys TV money and Georges Ferrari. Real life, as usual, was far
less dramatic and a lot more embarrassing. George didnt even own a
Ferrari. He drove a Volvo. Jonah Peach was called into the producer s
0 ce, to explain why Timmy abruptly quit. Jonah felt like he was
back in grade school, explaining to the principal how the frogs got
into the toilet in the teachers lounge. When they red him, he was
relieved, if only so he could nally leave that little room and untie the
burning knot in his belly. e Dean of the Astronomy Department
was far more understanding, though it took Jonah twice as long as
most other professors to earn tenure.

Fifteen years later, no one really remembered just why Star Gazing
was canceled. Everyone assumed it had to do with ratings. Only a few
people remembered some vague story about a scandal, or the usual
urban legends, something to do with a crack deal gone awry or child
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pornography. But everyone remembered Jonah Peach. Whenever he
met someone who recognized him, like Sophie, he tried to keep the
conversation in the present tense. Invariably though, someone would
ask what happened.

And you tell them? Sophie sipped her Margarita.

| told you, didnt 1?

She shook her head, A very admirable quality, Doctor Peach.

I cant help it, Jonah said. I m a habitual truth teller.

You mean a bad liar.

at too.

Well it could be worse. You could be a Scientologist.

I wish!  ose Scientologists have a network like you wouldnt
believe! 1d have been able to have my own astronomy show. Heck, |
could ve probably made a movie. Or a few movies. Shit. Scientology!
Why didnt I think of that?

But then you wouldnt be a big shot astronomer.

Big shot astronomer. Youre cute. You think Neil deGrasse
Tyson gets into st ghts over a comet?

Maybe.

Jonah thought about this a moment, shrugged.

So, tell me something interesting, Jonah Peach, Sophie
demanded.

More interesting than that?

Something astronomical.

All right, he thought for a second. e universe, if it has one
quality that would characterize it completely, is that it seems to be
the optimal environment for growing black holes. He sipped his
beer.

Black holes? Sophie plucked a tortilla chip from the basket
between them and dipped it in the bowl of salsa.

Jonah nodded. Black holes.

You mean the big things that suck light? She ate the chip.

Yes. Well, they dont just eat light but, well, everything. If |
were a religious man, Id say that its as if the universe were designed
speci cally to breed black holes. All the stars and galaxies are just
food. Eventually, black holes will probably consume everything in
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the universe.

Youre a cheery fellow, arent you?

Sorry... | dont leave the observatory much.

And when you do, you end up with a black eye. Its alright
though, | like bleak nihilism. I think its sexy.

A pause as they both tried to identify just what sort of conversation
they wandered into.

What made you want to be an astronomer?

um...

Right. Head injury. Il start with the easy ones. Co ee or
tea?

Co ee.

Favorite color?

Blue. No, wait. Green.

Any siblings?

No. Yes. Sort of.

Sort of?

Its complicated. My parents adopted two cousins who were
orphaned. We were raised as siblings from the time | was ten but
they... We dont keep in touch. So, no.

Youre a mighty complex individual, Doctor Peach. Do you like
ice cream?

What kind of question is that? Of course. Strawberry.

Catching on! Good. Beer?

Jonah shook his mostly empty bottle. e waitress took this as a
sign and delivered another.

Domestic or import?

Whichever. I m none too picky.

I nd that hard to believe. Do you party?

What?

Do you like to get high?

What? Why? What? Are you asking or o ering?

I Il ask the questions. Do you believe in God?

Jonah shrugged. Never had much use for God.

Me either.  ats a relief. | was having a good time and | d hate

to have it spoiled by theological di erences.
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Are you always this forward with people or just astronomers
with mild concussions?

Sophieshrugged and sipped her margarita, Justtheastronomers.
She smiled, crunching the ice from her margarita between her
teeth.

Your parents must be proud.

Well, they would be, except they re dead.

Shit. I m sorry...

No, thats alright. Its been nine years. Almost ten. Wow...
Sophie looked over Jonahs shoulder for a moment, as if trying to
focus on something way o , in the distance. Anyway, it was rough
for a few years, at Christmas and birthdays, but eventually, you get
used to people not being there.

If I may ask?

Hmm? Oh, Daddy worked in the World Trade Center, Second
Tower, eighty-eighth oor. Mom was on the plane that hit the second
tower. Sophie selected another chip from the basket.

Really? I mean... Really?  ats, thats just... Wow, | mean, the
coincidence involved in that is, well, if you dont mind me saying, its
fucking astronomical.

Yeah, its pretty weird.

Weird? Weird doesnt begin to cover it! Jonah drained his beer.

Were talking probability on the order of, of ... | dont even know!
Like sunspots spelling out the name Jesus in the sky... Do you realize
that if we could calculate the order of magnitude of how weird this is,
we could win the Nobel Prize? Or at the very least, gure out why the
world seems so odd and confusing... I mean this could be the Uni ed

eory of Weird...

Its just a coincidence.

Jonah blinked, raised his beer to take a sip, remembered it was
empty and set it down again. Youre right. | got carried away for a
moment there...

Its alright. It took me a while to deal with it, too. | ve come to
appreciate the fact that life is mostly just a parade of odd coincidences.
Sometimes | think maybe its not, that theres some kind of order or
meaning to it all, but then I realize I m just playing make believe.
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Sometimes circumstances are a little too likely to be believed as just
a coincidence, except that they are. Which is the tragedy and the
beauty of coincidence. We make things mean more than they do,
which is a bitch when things go wrong but it also makes us feel
wonderful when things go right. We all know that rainbows are
no more miraculous than hurricanes are a moral test by God. One
is benign but pretty, the other, deadly and tragic. e trick is to
remind yourself that tragic coincidences arent anyoness fault and that
beautiful coincidences are accidental works of art.

Jonah was about to say something else, but decided instead to
lets his thoughts trail 0 un nished. Out of the corner of his eye, he
spied the waitress, approaching with their food.

After settling the bill, Sophie and Jonah wandered back towards the
park. As they walked, Sophie explained how she came across the
umbrella and her and Astridss latest theories concerning its origin.

.JAstrid thinks e Man With e Mustache had the umbrella
with him when he was present for some horrible emotional event,
like a car accident or mugging or job interview and the umbrella
absorbed some of the ambient emotions. I nd this implausible as
everyone knows this plasticy, Rayon material doesnt absorb emotions
well at all. For that you need a good sturdy canvas or some cotton
or wool and really, how useless would an umbrella made out of wool
be? Still, there could be something to it, as | ve always had a bit of an
attraction to drama. Sophie twirled the umbrella deftly in her hand
and tapped it on the sidewalk as they stopped beside the entrance to
the park.

e night had grown damp but cool. A thin wisp of fog curled
around their ankles, reminding Sophie that she hadnt yet been home
that evening and Lucy would be waiting for her at the door with
narrow eyes and her tail curled in an expectant S curve, waiting for
her dinner. Sophie looked up at the sky thoughtfully for a moment,
then at Jonah.

Looks like its clouding up again. So much for your meteor
shower.

oo



ats alright, said Jonah. As much as I love watching little
bits of rock hurtling into the atmosphere at thousands of miles per
second, I like tacos more. And good conversation.  ank you for not
walking on by and pretending I was just some hobo camping out by
the fountain.

Oh, 1d never consider you a hobo, Sophie said. Your pants
arent nearly baggy enough. I m headed this aways. She pointed over
her shoulder, towards the river.

Oh, yeah, I m going up town...

Sophie took a step forward and looked up at Jonah. He stood
nearly a foot taller than her and was just the right height for his head
to blot out the garish light of the lamp post on the corner.  at way
she didnt have to squint as she looked at him, which she now did,
intently.

is turned out to be a lovely evening, Doctor Peach. We should
do it again sometime.

Jonah smiled weakly, trying to avoid eye contact but she wouldnt
let his eyes wander. It was like looking up at the night sky and trying
not to look at the full moon.

Well yes... 1, | think 1d like that, maybe... | mean, yeah, thatd
be... nice.

It certainly would. Sophie raised an eyebrow at him and then
turned on her heal and walked away. She opened the umbrella and
walked down the lamp-lit street into the misty wet gloom.

Jonah watched her move in and out of the light and shadow
three, four, ve times before she was out of sight entirely.
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Black holes were just one of the interesting astronomical phenomena
Jonah could have told Sophie about. He could have told her that
the moon, so beloved by romantics, daydreamers and werewolves, is
the result of a cataclysmic event, that it had been ripped out of the
Earths crust several billion years ago and left to hang there as a cold
and merciless reminder that the universe not only does not give a
damn, but wouldnt even if it could. He could have mentioned that
recent studies have shown that the universe is comprised entirely of
black velvet futility. He also could have told her about the comet
that he discovered, a comet that even now was making its way along
a 2012 year circuit around the sun and would pass close enough to
Earth to be visible with the naked eye at dusk for the next several
months.

e circumstances that led Jonah to discover the comet were
complex and mostly accidental.

One afternoon, about a year after Jonah resumed his job at the
University, Doctor Horace T. Peppersack came into his o0 ce with
a shoe box under one arm. Doctor Peppersack, a thirty year veteran
at the University, had announced his retirement the previous week.
Since then, he had made the rounds, depositing papers and handing
o0 data and generally saying his goodbyes to all his colleagues. Jonah
had only been there a short while, but secretly looked up to Doctor
Peppersack. He had always been nice to Jonah, accepting him right
away when all the other astronomers and physicists kept him at a
distance. Jonah, a fallen television celebrity, was more radioactive
than a gamma ray burst and they were used to looking at things from
a distance. Studying them for a while rst to make sure they were
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real. But Doctor Peppersack took him to lunch his rst day there and
had since made Jonah feel as if he had entered into a secret society,
one of eccentric moon gazers, which is just how Jonah had hoped
becoming an astronomer would feel like. He was the closest thing to
a mentor Jonah had ever had.

But instead of giving Jonah sage words of advice or even just a
prepared speech as a farewell, he handed Jonah the box and said, |
think you Il appreciate these. And then left.

Inside the box was an assortment of letters. Some were typed on
yellowing paper that bore intricate, even spaced letters from an old
fashioned typewriter. Others were scrawled on lined paper ripped
from a spiral notebook. Some were neatly printed on letterhead and
signed with a ourish. One was just an assortment of napkins on
which a jumble of scratches and gures had been doodled with a
leaky ball point pen.

Each letter was from someone claiming to have discovered
something amazing, odd or truly revolutionary in the eld of
astronomy and wanted, sometimes desperately, to share this
knowledge. Some were whole cosmologies in miniature. Most were
incomprehensible. A jumble of jargon and malapropisms, verb salad
loosely tethered to a stray Proper Noun With Capital Letters. A few
were beautiful cracked gems. Jonahs favorite was written neatly in a

orid style, and signed with a feminine but illegible curlicue:

Dear Doctors of Astronomy,

I hope you receeve this well as it is the only letter and
there will be no other. If what | say you loose than that
noledge it will be lost to the world and the world will one
day weep for not noing.

| write to you in order that I might express the noledge of
the Kosmos which | have deciphered. From here we can see
everything if only we have the right kind of eyes.  ere are
three things that we no about the Kosmos:

Firstly that it is hollow outside like a pumpkin or a fruit
that has been left to ripen to long. Puncture the skin peel
slowly back and see what lies inside. It is us! But because we
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cannot see inside because we are already in it we do not no
what lies outside which is hollow.

Secondly that what is inside is also outside there is no wall
no barrier if you can see through the right eyes because walls
and skin are just mirrors.

irdly not all the stars are really stars some are eyes and
some are mirrors looking in and re ecting what they see
from outside the universe as we know it. | think the blue
ones are eyes and the red ones are mirrors but the white ones
are stars | think.

e Doctor tells me I have the cancer but if I have time
before I die I will right again and tell you more as | learn of
it.

With Sincerest Love,

[name illegible]

Jonah sometimes thought of this unknown person and hoped
they received treatment for their cancer, that maybe they recovered
and will one day send another letter. As the postmark was from 1986,
he wasnt holding his breath.

Another of his favorite letters, written on a postcard from Coney
Island that was a photograph of an old wooden roller coaster, dated
April 12, 1963, was just a sloppy haiku:

Dear Sirs,

e moon is made of ice and if you
look through it you will see re ections
of the real Earth.

e Earth Behind the Sun.
Reginald Palimpsest Jr.

Doctor Peppersack had a friend in the University Mail Room who
collected the peculiar cast o mail that the University received and
passed on the ones addressed to the Peale Observatory speci cally,
or just to the Astronomy Department or Doctors of Astronomy in
general. Doctor Peppersack had collected these letters, arranging
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them in a small ling box for the last thirty years. And now it was
Jonahs duty to take up the task and keep the tradition alive.

Over the years, letters trickled in. Sometimes, a whole month
would pass without a single one. Other times, they would arrive
three or four at a time, like eccentric love letters from a forgetful
suitor making up for lost time.

e week before he discovered the comet, Jonah received in the
mail alengthy typewritten essay on the mythological and psychological
meaning of the constellation Hercules. Jonah instantly had a new
favorite letter to add to the collection and not just because this one
was lucid and relatively free of typographic and astronomical errors,
but because it was about Hercules, which happened to be his favorite
constellation. He also enjoyed the more harmless doses of fancy that
the letter was built around. e author of this letter, unlike most, was
not trying to convince anyone that he had discovered a new principle
of physics or reconcile mythology with science. It was just a love
letter to the stars. Jonah even memorized his favorite paragraph:

Of course, Hercules does not really exist. No constellation
does. e stars that paint pictures in our minds are billions
of miles apart and spread across half the universe. But,
by the slightest chance, they appear in shapes that strike
meaning into our lives for no other reason than that we
choose to see them there.  ese truths are built of starlight
and imagination but that makes them no less meaningful to
those who see them.

One night, Jonah was at the observatory.

Modern astronomy, like most elds of science, makes extensive
use of computers. But even in the age of satellites and space telescopes,
x-ray radio arrays and robot deep space probes, peering through an
eyepiece in a dark and cavernous dome in the hopes of catching a
glimpse of heaven, or outer space, which are just two names for the
same thing, can still be illuminating. Even if it cannot compare with
a buzzing swarm of data beamed back from the Hubble Telescope,
or pieced together from a hundred receivers on dish farms in
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Madagascar, Arizona and Puerto Rico, Jonah had always felt that
there was something tangible about peering through a real live
telescope that made his heart beat faster and his mouth water with
anticipation. It was just so tactile. To see outer space with your own
eye was, to Jonah, like watching a beautiful woman undress, slowly,
every curve and secret reveled in a cosmic striptease, just for him.
Going to the observatory was like visiting a burlesque house. It had
a mystique. is far out of town, with the great black wall of the
Cascades to keep the light of Portland at arms length, the stars were
brighter and everything was clear.

Jonah could almost smell the feverish longing as he entered the
door and stepped into the theater. Perhaps it was all just theatrics
and a tease, but there was still a purity from the pleasure of being
there, longing and hoping for that single moment of joy of seeing the
universe laid bare.

In many ways, his perpetual search through the heavens was
driven by a desire to nd that which had evaded him on Earth: truth
and meaning. Some would call it God, though having scanned the
heavens under various degrees of magni cation for the last thirty
years, Jonah had yet to catch even a glimpse of the King of the
Angels, reclining on a cloud and drinking nectar from the tit of a
virgin. Certainly there is cosmic grandeur and beauty unmatched
out there, but its all traveling at the speed of light and so is already
dead for many hundreds of thousands of years before its thin ghost
slides between that magic lens. Watching the universe decay, one
pale atom at a time hardly inspires one to engage in great Olympiads
of metaphysics. Besides, the beauty of a spinning galaxy or nebula
was a natural one.  at something so grand and ancient and full of
light was real, tangible and there to behold was amazing enough.
What impoverished imagination needed fairies or angels to make it
better?

Looking through the telescope, Jonah searched for the key
to attaining Lightness, which was his ultimate desire. To leave
no footprint behind, to exist everywhere at once and experience
everything possible but not a ect the world in any way that would
mar its beauty, its tragedy for those who would, inevitably, come
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after. Certainly, no signpost to such a state of being could be found
here on Earth but maybe out in space, with its in nite width and
breadth, there was some distant corner of the cosmos where peace
could be found. So far, he had not located it. But there was still
time.

For weeks, Jonah had been surveying a small portion of the night
sky around Virgo but that night he decided to aim the telescope in
the direction of the constellation Hercules. And thats where he saw
it.

At rst, he thought it was just the star, Ras Algethi, or glare from
globular cluster M13, which makes up Hercules head. For all the
world it resembled nothing so much as a fuzzy dot on a velvet black

eld speckled with diamond dust. In the glare of the surrounding
star eld, it would be easy to miss. But he saw it: a comet.

Excited by his discovery, Jonah nearly tripped on his way down
the steps from the observatory platform.

e next day, Jonah checked his gureswith several colleagues. He
ran them through the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory (SOHO)
database, just to be sure. As it turned out, another astronomer,
Doctor Yoshimi Yamato at the University of Tokyo, had also spotted
the comet, on the exact same day, less than eight hours apart (once
you adjusted for time zones). So, they both got to share credit for
discovery.

is turned out to more of a hassle than Jonah expected.
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Comet Peach-Yamato, or Comet P/2010 N3, to use its technical
designation, had a diameter of just over 27 kilometers wide. Its coma,
or tail, was almost a full Astronomical Unit in length, roughly 150
million kilometers. At the apex of its perihelion, the comet covered a
quarter of the night sky and would be visible to the naked eye for the
better part of a month. is put it squarely into the category of great
comets, such as Comet McNaught and Comet Haley.  ere had only
been a few dozen great comets spotted in the last two centuries and
Comet Peach-Yamato would be one of them.

e comet developed a large online following, with astronomy
blogs and forums compiling gigabytes of data about its orbit,
trajectory and composition. Amateur astronomers did their own
calculations and shot video of the comet through their telescopes,
which they then posted online. is proved to be a major asset,
as many university and government agencies lacked the funds or
resources to devote to the study of one of thousands of Near Earth
Obijects. e University of Portland had a well-funded Observatory
and Astrophysics Department but the amount of data that they
regularly gathered on just one celestial object was staggering. It
would take years to process all of it, or reach any conclusions. But
by turning to the Internet, astronomers were able to crowdsource
much of the number crunching. In a matter of weeks, computer
models of the comets trajectory were not only formulated but
being debated online in forums, while it would still be another
three months before the rst journal article was published. Some of
Jonah Peachs graduate students, completely on their own time, built
a Cometwiki, a public website on which anyone could contribute,
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compiling all the available data and analysis on Comet Peach-Yamato
in one easily accessible place. is project was just one part of the
larger Astro-Commons, a massive, comprehensive Wikipedia-style
forum built entirely by professional and amateur astronomers, space
geeks and other enthusiasts with the lofty ambition of cataloging
all the information available for every object in the solar system. A
larger and even more ambitious Galacti-Commons project was on
the drawing board and would incorporate Hubble images of Nebula
and all the information currently available on the more than 300
extra-solar planets discovered so far.  is wealth of scienti c data,
freely available to anyone, did not stop the kooks and weirdoes from
going nuts. If anything, it only encouraged them to be more vocal,
as if screaming their lunacy louder would make it truer than the
known facts. Within a week of the announcement of the comets
discovery, Father Gilbert Sullivan, head of a small fundamentalist
church based in Marietta, Georgia called e International House
of Prayer, announced that the comet was a harbinger of the End
of Days, which would begin the following  ursday, around lunch
time. When  ursday came and went without incident, Father
Sullivan revised his gures and announced to his followers that the
End of Days would start  soon. How this was connected to the
comet was, he claimed, obvious to anyone who cared to read the
Bible the right way. He could show you how this was done for three
easy payments of $39.95, in exchange for which he would send you
some cheaply printed Creationist pamphlets that proved Moses rode
dinosaurs in Ancient Egypt.

Father Gilbert Sullivans comet cult was not the only group who
claimed that Comet Peach-Yamato was an omen of impending doom.
Even before the video of Jonah Peach on the Jonny Tezuka Show went
viral, there were several fringe groups who were concerned that the
comet might be hiding alien invaders in its tail, smuggling demons
from outer space into the solar system or was going to smack into
the Earth and kill us all just like the dinosaurs. And after the video
hit the Internet, there were all sorts of new groups with their own
theories. e largest and most vocal of these was the Comet Truth
Movement, whose theories verged on the surreal.
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Fig. 2 e Comet Truth movement

Activists
Conspiracy  eorists (Down with: Nukes!
(JFK was killed by the ma a, Second-hand smoke!
9/11 was an inside job, Lead paint!
Queen Elizabeth is a reptile Drugs | dont use!
from outer space, etc.) Other things | dont like! etc.)

e Comet Truthers were a loose coalition of grass roots activists,
conspiracy theorists and crackpots who normally wouldnt give
one another the time of day, except that the venn diagram of their
worldviews overlapped in one tiny spot (see Fig. 2): the belief that
they were being lied to about the comet. ey werent of course, but
anyone who said so was obviously in on the lie or had been duped
by the liars. s trap door in their reasoning created a classic logical
fallacy wherein the only people who could be trusted and therefore
listened to where the ones who agreed with the preferred delusion.

e conspiracy theorists were convinced that they were being
lied to about most everything, from who assassinated JFK to the
real reason behind uoridated water and even what really brought
down the World Trade Center. And they wanted answers that were
objectively veri able according to criteria that they were constantly
changing or refused to de ne. Mostly, they were scared by the
creeping suspicion that there was no conspiracy. ey desperately
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wanted there to be, so someone could be blamed for why everything
was so tragically, beautifully wrong with the world.

e activists were otherwise levelheaded people who were experts
at using the Freedom of Information Act to bring to light government
and corporate malfeasance and the legal system for punishing those
wrong doers.  eir tireless e orts had previously made public the
governments botched response to Hurricane Katrina and the health
hazards of childrens toys painted with lead, among other things. ey
pissed 0 about as many people as they saved by not discriminating
between causes and e ects. Sometimes the activists saved thousands
of lives by exposing corporate greed that kept exploding gas tanks
in cars. But they were just as likely to force the removal of a much
needed narcolepsy drug from the market, thereby endangering the
lives and livelihoods of thousands, even if the only person it injured
had used it improperly. ey were do-gooders and they were here to
save you whether you needed saving or not.

e crackpots just had some weird, deep-rooted and wholly
personal obsession that drove them to seek out recompense for past
slights. Some of them were jilted lovers, deadbeat dads who were
still not allowed to see their kids even after cleaning up their act or
genuine losers, frustrated with living in a universe that was not fair.

Together, they wanted to know the Truth about the comet and
werent satis ed with the beautiful and completely wondrous fact that
it was simply a rock traveling through space at thousands of miles a
second. ey were convinced there was more to it and wouldnt stop
until they found the Truth, even if they had to make it up.

News of the comet spread quickly and by the time it became visible
in the evening sky four weeks later, hanging like a giant cotton ball in
the dusky air, Jonah found himself once again in the media spotlight.
He also found himself in Japan. He came to meet with the comets
co-discoverer, Doctor Yoshimi Yamato, but from the moment he
stepped o the plane in Tokyo, he was bombarded by a jarring sense
of exposure that was only partly related to his having own through
half a dozen time zones to arrive in a city on the other side of the
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world, at some unspeci ed and improbable hour. For the three days
he was in Tokyo, Jonah kept checking his watch and startling himself
at how the numbers on his wrist did not ever quite match up with the
angle of the sun or the attitude of the people around him. Everyone
was either business-like and focused while he was sleepy and ready
for a drink or giggling drunk when he was ready to get down to
work.

He was met at the airport by Doctor Yamato, a friendly and
outgoing young woman who surprised Jonah by taking his picture
and then leading him by the hand through a dizzying tour of the
airport in search of his luggage.

Where are your Wellies, Doctor?

My what? he asked, startled that perhaps he had forgotten
something important.

Your rain gear. Wellingtons, slicker, umbrella? Doctor Yamato
clipped her words as if interrogating a lazy ve year old who was
about to ford a ooded river.

Didnt you get the email the University sent you? All of Tokyos
under a ood warning! Typhoon Tojos o the coast and blowing
harder than a hooker with asthma. Pardon me! She covered her
mouth and giggled politely. 1ve been in the observatory for the last
week. Lack of human contact has left my social skills in retrograde.
Well, we Il just have to stop along the way and get you out tted.
Kamisama noroi global warming, eh? How was your ight?

Doctor Yomato kept talking as they gathered up Jonahs luggage
and waded out of the airport and into the humid street in search of a
taxicab. As she had said at some point along the way, the streets were
half submerged. e sky was the color of some ancient, half forgotten
octopus dredged up out of the bottom of the sea. Listless, pale and
full of wrath. Jonah followed her into the rain swollen street, getting
soaked up to his shins. All around him, people went about their
business, throngs of plastic umbrellas, brightly colored raincoats,
galoshes. Everyone was dressed in neon and pastels out tted in
plastic and rubber and even the taxicabs had little yellow umbrellas
attached to their sides to cover the heads of passengers and drivers as
they exited the vehicle. Jonah felt as if he had wondered into a parade
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of rubber ducks who had read too much William Gibson and were
mainlining neon light.

By the time they were seated in the back of a taxi, he knew that
Doctor Yamato was: the second youngest astronomer in the history
of Tokyo University (she was 28), born in Osaka and that her father
was an orthodontist, while her mother was one of the rst feminists
in Japan and regularly staged protests at the Emperor s palace.

Until | was ten, | thought my mother was a princess, she was
there so often! She shared her room with two cats named Felix and
Linda McCartney. Also, she was allergic to all things dairy.

In a tiny store the size of Jonahs closet back home, they found
the only pair of rain boots in Tokyo that were in his size. ey were
Godzilla green with little red eyes painted on them. He looked like
he was wearing cartoon alligators on his feet, big ones. e raincoat
matched. Doctor Yoshimi swore that he was the height of fashion.

Over lunch at a noodle shop on campus, Jonah discovered that
Yoshimi Yamato was another one of his inadvertent protfgds.

I wasnt going to tell you this but now that youre here I just feel
that | have to tell you everything: | grew up watching Star Gazing.
Because of you, | became an astronomer and now, we ve discovered
a comet together! s is probably the most exciting moment of my
life! If youd like to have sex, | wouldnt say no oh, | cant believe
I just said that! She covered her mouth with her hands. It was the

rst and only time during his stay in Tokyo that her loquacious
enthusiasm subsided.

Jonah tried to say something but his tongue was still on Eastern
Standard Time and thought that it was way too early in the morning
to be up and about, forming vowels and de ning consonants.

Im sorry, Doctor, that was completely unprofessional of
me. She looked down at the bowl of noodles in front of her as if
apologizing to them.

ats OK, Jonah managed to say after amoment. Sometimes
I m excited to be around me, too.
ey both laughed and nished their lunch.
at night, Jonah discovered that Doctor Yamato was just as
talkative and enthusiastic in bed. She kissed with eloquence far
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beyond her years and moved her body in rhythms that were verbose
and poignant.

e next day was a blur. Jonah could not get over the fact that he was
a celebrity in Japan. Everywhere he went, there were large groups of
people who giggled and waved and took pictures. He was startled
when a dozen people asked for his autograph coming out of the
restaurant after breakfast, which was even more than had asked for
his autograph the night before. Jonah suspected that, because of the
raincoat and boots, everyone thought he was Godzillas skinny gray
haired uncle.

Jonah presented his paper on Comet Peach-Yamato to a crowd
of polite and demur professors who sat quietly through his entire
presentation and then clapped when he was through. He wasnt
entirely sure any of them spoke English, which was probably why
none of them laughed at his joke about the nearsighted astronomer
and the woman with a wig that resembled Saturn.

Later, there was a press conference, all in Japanese, where Jonah
stood and smiled and looked vaguely important while Doctor Yamato
answered all the questions.  en they were o to e Johnny Tezuka
Show.

Johnny Tezuka was a grinning pixie in a polka dotted blazer and
silk cravat who hosted a lively, neon colored afternoon talk/game
show where minor celebrities sat and chatted about fashion and
entertainment news while members of the audience occasionally got
up and danced to bubbly pop music.  eir dancing was displayed
on large screens all over the set, so that Johnny and his guests, along
with the people at home, could watch particularly amusing audience
members dance. e dancing would be judged by the enthusiastic
clapping of the other audience members. As far as Jonah could tell,
they seemed to prefer the more amateur and less re ned dancers
among them. Jonah never quite gured out how this format worked,
as the various ashing lights and random interludes to watch people
dance broke any conversational ow that might have happened.

As if this wasnt distracting enough, at random intervals, a grown
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man wearing just a diaper would run on stage and yell, Go, Chicago
Bullsah! into a megaphone.  en everyone in the audience would
do the wave.

Also, Jonah never knew just which camera to look into as
they were constantly switching. He would turn his head to camera
three just as Tezuka and Doctor Yamato, who sat beside him as his
translator, looked at camera one. Jonah would follow their gaze just
as it moved in another direction.

Jonah didnt want to admit that he was excited by the prospect of
being on television again, even if it was a bit of a circus. He had long
since given up any dreams of rebuilding his career as a peddler of soft
core science for toddlers. Still, once he arrived at the television studio
and the lights were on him and the camera aimed in his direction,
he couldnt help but feel that familiar mix of nervous excitement and
sheer terror.

Johnny Tazuka seemed genuinely enthusiastic to see Jonah.

Welcome to Japan, Doctor Peachsan! He giggled to uproarious
applause. e interview started out as a genial conversation
between Doctor Yamato and Johnny, who was irting with her in
the exaggerated, stylized lexicon of a silent Im star, winking and
blowing kisses like some deranged suitor chasing Mary Pickfords
a ections. Doctor Yamato was either a fan of Johnnys or at least
familiar with whatever unspoken cultural pantomime was transpiring,
as she played along with his amboyant shenanigans. She would
occasionally whisper asides to Jonah in English, explaining that
Johnny was impressed with Jonahs luck at discovering a comet with
such an attractive, young scientist, or translating Johnnys questions
and Jonahs answers.

As this mediated discussion went on, with occasional interludes
to watch whoever was dancing in the audience, Jonah began to feel
more and more disconnected from reality.  en Yoshimi turned to
Jonah and said, He wants to know if you believe in Jesus.

What?

Jesus, you know, the guy on the cross and all that. Yoshimi
turned back to listen to Johnnys follow up, then back to Jonah to
translate. Because you said in your paper that the comet last visited
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the Earth when Jesus was born.

Oh no, the time frame is just coincidental, Jonah smiled, glad
that he understood something. ere was no religious implication
meant.

Yoshimi translated this back to Johnny and the two of them then
had a long exchange that perplexed Jonah by the serious tone that
Yoshimi took. She turned back to Jonah and smiled.

Johnnys very Christian. Did | tell you that?

Johnny held up an enormous, gaudy cross that he pulled from
a drawer in his desk, and held it up for everyone to see and clap at.
Everyone in the audience said in unison, Ah-men-eh! It sounded to
Jonah like three hundred people demanding almonds all at once.

No, said Jonah to Yoshimi. You didnt mention that but what
does that have to do with

Johnny interrupted him with a pointed remark and a smile.
Yoshimi translated, He wants to know if you think we discovered
the Star of Bethlehem. Oh! | hadnt really thought of that! Yoshimi
congratulated Johnny on this point.

Well, no, | mean... Jonah was stunned for a moment. Out of
the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of himself in one of the
monitors. He watched with growing horror as his words were fed
back to him in new, baroque patterns. He tried hard but couldnt
remember saying half the things that came out of the mouth of his
television doppleganger. It was as if some evil clone of him had been
bred speci cally to jabber nonsense on television. Was this him? s
waxy, pale mannequin with the rubbery nose and loose jowls? When
had he become so middle aged? He looked like his father had, when
Jonah was a boy, the haggard defeated look of someone who has
grown accustomed to the banality of disappointment.  ough most
days, he still felt like some teen prodigy, good at math and not much
else, stu ed into an adults borrowed skin and realizing, to his horror,
that the only one who knew he was playing make believe was him,
that everyone else thought this was all for real.

| suppose it could be the star of Bethlehem but thats not the
point, I, I mean, we... Jonah leaned forward on the couch trying to
get Johnnys attention but Johnny was busy wiggling his eyebrows at
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Yoshimi and saying something else.

He said he very much hopes that the comet was the star of
Bethlehem because hes been praying for Jesus to return to save all
the babies in Africa and around the world who need mothers and
fathers. Oh, isnt that sweet!

Yoshimi then said something that obviously pleased Johnny, as he
stood up and demanded a hug from both of them. Jonah complied,
though he was overwhelmed by an uneasy feeling in the bottom of
his stomach, as if the butter ies that had been twittering around in
there had started to careen about, looking for an exit.

What was that all about? Jonah whispered to Yoshimi as they
sat down again.

Johnny asked if we could rename the comet Jesus, in order to
give people a real object to look towards and pray for world peace
and universal forgiveness.

And what did you tell him?

at wed be happy to, of course!

e butter ies all dropped dead.

e rest of the discussion folded in on itself, collapsed like a
black hole under the weight of Jonahs futility to make even one
rational statement. Every second was extended out towards in nity.
In this singularity of confusion and miscommunication, there was
no sense to be had. Jonah stopped even trying and instead fantasized
about a way to swim backwards through time to the event horizon,
cancel the interview before it happened and walk away blissfully
unaware of this queer, alternate future. But there was no alternate
future.  is was his real present. By the time it was over, Johnny
Tezuka had managed to convince everyone that Jonah and Yoshimi
had discovered the Star of Bethlehem and named the comet Jesus,
because it was about to come around a second time. Worse than
that, Jonah may have tacitly agreed to this. He never was sure that he
hadnt.

en a chorus of girls dressed in Boy Scout Uniforms led on
stage and sang, ank heaven for Little Girls in perfect French. s
signaled the end of the show.

Jonah barely had time to unclasp the microphone from his lapel
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before being rushed out of the studio, into a cab and to the airport.
Before he knew what was happening, Yoshi Yamato was Kissing
him.

Oh boy you are so pretty! she whispered in hisear. en, See
you at the summer conference in Turkey! she called to him as he was
ushered into the security line.

Later, a stewardess deposited him into his seat on the plane. At
some point before takeo , he fell asleep.

Jonah came-to somewhere on the Max train, heading back to his
apartment. He didnt even realize he was home until he noticed
that he could read the signs and understand the light rail map. He
regained his bearings just as the train pulled into his stop.

Once inside his apartment, Jonah paced in circles around his
living room, picked up a piece of moon rock the size of a walnut and
encased in a block of Pyrex, which sat on his mantle. Set it down
again. Went for a walk to clear his head and decided on chicken
lo mein for lunch, realized what time it was and ordered beef with
broccoli for dinner instead. Back in his apartment he ipped through
the channels trying to  nd something that would tether him back to
Earth. He ended up watching the tail end of a documentary called

e Finnegan Code, about secret messages that supposedly predicted
the future and were hidden in the works of James Joyce. Jet lag had yet
to kick in despite it being almost ten o clock. After the documentary
was over, Jonah remembered what day it was, picked up his telescope
and headed for the park.

A meteor shower was starting that night and it promised to be an
especially vivid display. If there was anything that would center him,
it would be this. It was a balmy night but clear. e shower was of
a size and duration that even through the light pollution and smog
surrounding the city, Jonah would be able to have a good view of the
proceedings with his trusty old portable telescope.

He was so busy setting up his telescope that he didnt notice the
black sedan creep around the corner and pull up along side the edge
of the park. Out of the car jumped a priest, a rabbi, and a minister.
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ey raced across the eld, swinging Bibles and, inexplicably, pelting
him with walnuts. Jonah felt the rst walnut bounce o his shoulder
blade. He looked around just in time to see a minister slap his face.
Hay what the Simon?
Sorry, Jonah, said the priest who then punched him in the
nose.
Quit it! Ouch! Stop! Cut it out! Jonah yelled.

e interfaith punching match continued, bu eting Jonah
back and forth. He was in a circle of ailing hands, all exercising
their frustration with open palmed blows. At some point, he lost
his balance and found his legs tangled with his telescopes tripod.
He toppled to the ground in a heap with his telescope falling on top
of him.  en a loafer slammed into the side of his head. Everything
spun and then walnuts rained down on him. After that, things got a
little uncertain.

It wouldnt be until the following morning that Jonah discovered
what had happened: while he was snoozing in business class at thirty
thousand feet, someone at the Associated Press came across a video
of hissegmenton e Johnny Tezuka Show that had been uploaded to
the Internet, complete with overly literal subtitles. ey ran a story
with the headline:

ASTRONOMER DECLARES:
RETURN OF JESUS IMMINENT

e story appeared in most every newspaper on the planet as
well as countless online journals and blogs. In short order, everyone
knew about not just the existence of the comet but all the strange
and beautiful things that it had hidden in its secret heart: Jesus and
aliens and the end of the world. But at the time, all Jonah knew was
that he had discovered new and previously unknown constellations
on the inside of his skull.
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It had been raining for twenty-four hours straight and several of the
roads and even a couple of the low-lying neighborhoods were ooded.
People misjudged just how deep the water was and would continue
to drive through the submerged streets, albeit slowly, thinking they
could reach the other side where the road raised up out of the valley
again. Instead, they would stall out half way through and end up
drifting o in to the ditch beside the road.

Ever since hurricane season had been extended by six weeks to
accommodate new and stronger storms, the ooding had become
worse and more frequent. e remnants of Hurricane Olivia were
currently dumping buckets of rain all over the coast and already six
people had gone missing, swallowed by the surf or some sewer pipe
that had rusted out and turned a yard into a sink hole.

Sophie had made the mistake of riding her bike to the library
that day, thinking that the rain would let up by the afternoon. So,
now she had to ride her bike home in the rain, avoiding puddles and
the occasional ooded road.

Sophieturnedo Burnside Streetonlyto nd her way submerged
beneath what she thought was only about six inches of water. Not
wanting to get her shoes wet by walking her bicycle through or
around the puddle, Sophie stood up on the pedals, the umbrella
tucked under her arm and pumped faster, building up speed until
her yellow raincoat uttered behind her. She hoped that she would
maintain enough speed to come out the far side of the puddle. She
reached the middle, where the water reached half way up her wheel.
A few more tense moments passed as she pedaled against the force of
the water, nally extricating herself back onto the road.
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Sophie arrived home to nd her neighbor, Miss June, standing
beside the table in the entry way on which sat a vase full of dry,
wilting da odils. She was peering out the window with a pensive
expression Sophie had never seen her wear before.

June Pickelhaub was a grandmotherly woman who baked cookies
for everyone in the building, o ered advice and generally behaved
in a matronly fashion. She lived alone, with just her parrot, Victor,
whose entire vocabulary was made up of pickup lines in French. Late
at night, Victor would sometimes break into a sudden loquacious t,
half waking Sophie. As she drifted back to sleep, she would hear a
squawking voice croon, Si j ai dit que vous avez un beau corps, vous
le tiendriez contre moi? or, Je nai passu quil y avait des anges ceci
loin du ciel!

Victor and his nocturnal murmuring was the reason Astrid
refused to stay at Sophies place after a night out dancing and would
instead pedal her way home drunkenly. At least, it was the reason she
speci ed.

What is it with you and that parrot? Sophie once asked.

at fucking bird drives me up the wall!

I think hes rather cute. Sophie wiggled her eyebrows at Astrid
and whispered in a husky voice, Embrassez-moi vous langoustine
magni que!

Did you just say, kiss me, you magni cent lobster ?

I m taking French lessons from a parrot. What do you want,
Maurice Chevalier?

Astrid once supposed that Miss June and Victor were part of an
elaborate sociological experiment, designed to see how long it would
take people to ignore Junes sweet demeanor and throttle that damn
bird.

In truth, June Pickelhaub hated that bird and his cheesy French
pickup lines as much as Astrid. She kept him around only because
he was a gift from her husband, Julius, who had been declared MIA
in Vietnam in 1973. Almost forty years later, she still maintained a
sliver of hope that one day, Julius would walk through her front door,
his tangled beard matted and dragging a hundred miles of concertina
wire and the last elderly ghosts of the Viet Cong behind him, his
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eyes feverish but happy.  en Victors cheap French come-ons would
mean something, like they used to.

Hey, Miss June, said Sophie as she hauled her soaking bicycle
into the foyer and leaned it against the radiator.

Miss June was looking out the window, studying the rain intently.

You think the solar panels will be OK?
eir landlord had spent a small fortune installing solar panels
on the building the previous summer. Sophie had spent the eight
months since then reassuring Miss June that no, the wind wasnt
going to blow them o , causing a blackout and neither would cloudy
days or the rain.

John worked hard putting those panels on, I would hate for
them to get damaged, Miss June turned to Sophie. You dont
suppose we Il run out of power, if the rain keeps up? | was going to
make tuna casserole tonight...

Now, Miss June, weve been through this before, remember?
What are we looking at? Sophie pushed aside the curtain and looked
out the window beside her.

is strange man has been out there all afternoon, said Miss
June.

Sure enough, standing under an old bus shelter down the street
was a man with wide handlebar mustache that made him resemble a
Wild West sheri in search of a shootout.

Must be a meteorologist, said Miss June, You see them out
and about, especially when it rains like this. | bet their pockets are
just full of that computer software they use to track hurricanes. You
watch the Weather Channel, right, Sophie?

Religiously, said Sophie, still looking out the window. She
squinted, trying to make out his features.

Well, let me know if he breaks out the little radar dishes. | ve
always wanted to see how those things work. Miss June said as she
drifted back to her apartment. Oh, and | have extra candles, just in
case, she said as she shut the door.

anks, Miss June.

Sophie lingered in the foyer for a few minutes more, gazing out

the window into the rain. e man did nothing and before long,
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Sophie was daydreaming about an all mustachioed review of Singing
in the Rain whose rehearsal had gone awry. He just stood there,
as if waiting for the bus. Which in all likelihood he was, Sophie
decided. She really shouldnt let her imagination carry her over the
hills. Nothing good ever came of it. Like the time she was convinced
that the woman across the street with the limp was a retired pirate
named Red-Handed Jill. She limped because she had a wooden leg
lled with gold doubloons, which jingled when she walked. Sophie
remembered vividly the look on her face when she had nally had
enough to drink and wandered over late one night to ask if Red-
Handed Jill still remembered where the treasure was buried.

After a few minutes more, Sophie picked up her mail from the
table and went upstairs to her apartment, deciding that whatever
he was up to, it didnt involve her. Besides, it was still raining and
umbrella or no umbrella, she was damp enough for one day.

Sophies apartment was decorated in what was fashionably known
as shabby chic, though it was really just the haphazard collection of
an eccentric taste in all things odd, charming and old: second hand
chairs piled with overstu ed pillows, bookshelves that sagged in the
middle because they were shelved two rows deep and artwork on every
bare inch of the walls. Some were her own doodles and photographs,
other pieces were traded with artistically inclined friends or bought
on the cheap at the Saturday Market downtown. Strings of blue and
purple Christmas lights hung around the windows year round and
were bunched together in an old lantern that hung over the small
table, serving as a makeshift chandelier in her improvised dining
room. e one piece of furniture that she saved her money to buy
was a nice couch, something colorful in a modern, square design that
was brand new, but looked like it had been ordered through a time
warp from the 1950s. It was her rst major purchase of something
new. When it arrived, covered in plastic sheeting, she felt like such
an adult that she slept with her old stu ed dog for a week just to
compensate.

Sophies apartment was also the museum for her various
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collections.  ough these things were on every surface, her place was
by no means untidy. Sophie organized her curiosities according to a
cataloging method that at rst appeared to be whimsical, but in fact
was quite well ordered and internally consistent, if subjective.

Here on top of the bookcase was all things found in the park:
an assortment of polished stones, an acorn that had been planted by
a squirrel and forgotten and had started to sprout, which she had
placed in a small clay pot and watered every week, a pine cone that
looked like Abraham Lincoln in pro le and various other natural
objects that had caught her attention. Over on the mantle above the

replace (which had long since been blocked 0 and now sat like a
hole in the world) was all the things that she had taken as souvenirs
while traveling or had been sent by friends who were abroad: a
collage of postcards and photographs of people at Stonehenge, the
Ei el Tower, Taj Mahal and the Bone Chapel in Prague. A jar full
of foreign coins, all sizes and denominations. A rug from lIraq that
had been a gift from Sams brother, who had been a soldier stationed
there during the war. Small pieces of pottery from Peru, Chile and
Hungary.

In the corner of the living room was her altar, a small night
stand draped in faded silk handkerchiefs dappled with clumps of
dried candle wax.  ere were three tiers of lacquered black boxes, on
which sat three small picture frames: a wooden frame containing the
picture of Amelia Earhart, another of steel with a faded picture of
Yuri Gagarin and a glass frame holding a picture of Neil Armstrong.
\otive candles in various stages of melting laid about, as did 0 erings
of Canadian and Iraqgi coins, jewelry and scraps of note paper on which
were scrawled impossible dreams and unfathomable wishes. Taken
together, these things had little in common, other than that they
held a certain intangible fascination for Sophie. She saw in them the
tentative connections, transmitted by the radio of the heart, between
the lives of people, living and dead.  is made them beautiful. e
tragedy was that few people would ever see her collection and fewer
still would ever appreciate these things like she did, but in a way, that
was beautiful, too.

*k%k
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at night, Sophie lay in bed, her sleek gray cat, Lucy, curled up
indiscreetly between her legs. When they were dating and Sam would
stay the night, he would often wake up with Lucy curled into a tight
ball between his legs, snuggled in close, fast asleep.

Of his many bad jokes, the one Sophie liked best went like this:

What do cats and politicians have in common?
I dont know, what?
ey re both obsessed with what youve got going on in your
lap.

Sophie shifted her weight to one elbow as she read the book that
Pyotr Rabbit had recommended.

How To  ink About Pink Elephants was all about the science and
psychology of why human brains project signi cance on to certain
objects.

e author, Saul Invictus, had been a minor celebrity back in the
Seventies, when a philosophy professor whose eccentric ideas about
language and the human mind could be considered on par with rock
stars and actresses. How To  ink About Pink Elephants and Other
Curious Ideas was even a New York Times best seller, alongside Im
OK, Youre OKby omas Harrisand e Joy of Sex by Alex Comfort.
Invictus was all over television and magazine covers for several years,
and even made a notable appearance on the Ten  ousand Dollar
Pyramid, losing to Nico of the Velvet Underground because he
couldnt identify the capitol of Madagascar (Antananarivo) and she
would only speak in French.

A good deal of the book was devoted to Pink Elephants.

Humans are befuddled by the vast number of coincidences that
occur on a daily basis. In order to make sense of it all, they create
elaborate but imaginary power structures in which all these random
events are ordered according to vast and unlikely systems of control.
Also, being human, we instinctively look for a human agency behind
these systems of controlled coincidences. When we dont nd any
we simply make them up. e implication is that if we were dogs
or cats or porpoises or wombats, we would think that everything
was manipulated to bene t dogs or cats or porpoises or wombats.

is is how many popular conspiracy theories and urban legends are
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born. Random events coincide and humans, being naturally prone
to look for patterns, create an Intelligence Agent to explain them.
Such an imaginary Intelligence Agent is called a Pink Elephant.

Pink Elephants can be useful when trying to explain complicated
ideas to one another quickly, so long as it is understood that there
really is no Pink Elephant haunting our minds. s creates problems,
however, as some Pink Elephants become accepted as cultural
shorthand used to explain what is otherwise a random natural
phenomenon and unrelated happenstance. When Pink Elephants
are adopted by the culture at large, they often lose their implicit
unreality. ey are taken literally, which leads to a host of side e ects
that are unfortunate and all too common: religious mania, suicide,
murder, politics and decadence. e usual human state of a airs.
Some of the most well known Pink Elephants are: Kidney ieves,
the International Conspiracy of Jewish Bankers, the llluminatti and
God.

It was this last assertion that made problems for Saul Invictus. He
didntunderstand or somehow failed to foresee thatagreat many people
would not take kindly to havingitimplied that their religious traditions
were the result of taking a metaphor literally and that the bloodbaths,
crusades, discoveries and inventions were just the result of chance, or
the persistent and dogged pursuit of a hallucination. ey of course
did this by skipping over the passage in which he argued forcefully
and with eloguence in favor of human ingenuity and perseverance:

In a mere ten thousand years, geologically speaking, our
creativity and imagination have taken us from living in
caves to walking on the Moon. s is not in spite of the
chaotic malevolence of a harsh and inhospitable universe
but because of it. We have been successful in re-ordering the
world according to our better ideas because of our ability to
imagine and create and dream.

Sophie stayed up half the night, reading. One of her favorite

parts was the anecdote of Doctor Bugaboo:
In an upscale restaurant, a Professor of  eology named Doctor
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Julio Bugaboo decided to order the plum pudding, thinking fondly
of the time he had it last, while visiting his friend, Mr. Darjeeling,
the year before in India. When the waiter came around to see if he
needed anything else he proudly ordered the pudding, only to be
told by the waiter that the last serving of plum pudding had just been
served. To Mr. Darjeeling, seated at the table across the dining room
and behind a potted plant.

How peculiar! muttered Doctor Bugaboo, waving to his
friend.

e coincidence of this event was maddening to Doctor
Bugaboo, wrote Saul Invictus. For it led inexorably to one of two
conclusions: that either the world as we know it and indeed, the
universe as a whole, is constructed to support these coincidences,
thus implying the existence of a creator or at the very least, some
nearly omniscient Prime Sorter of numinous events, or that it is all
just a meaningless parade of sensory input, and that our brains sort
this data soup into meaningful events by searching for patterns that
have a kind of personal or cultural signi cance.

e Plum Pudding Incident, as he would later refer to it, led
Doctor Bugaboo to devise the Bugaboo Imperative, which was the
foundation for Doctor Invictus own research into Pink Elephants.

Julio Bugaboo was a Doctor of  eology at Oxford. His area of
specialtywas Con ict  esis, the gray area where Science and Religion
ght it out for cultural dominance. Up until the Plum Pudding
Incident, Doctor Bugaboo had been a deciding gure in the Pro
Religion camp, having authored several books and humerous essays
on how geology and the fossil record could be reconciled with the
Biblical story of Creation, if not literally at least guratively. But now
he was not so sure. If there was a God a Prime Sorter of numinous
phenomenon would he concern himself with the distribution of
Plum Pudding? It was madness to think so. And yet, if you took it as
a given that the creator of the universe was concerned equally with
the distribution of medium sized yellow stars, the planets that orbited
them and not just the animals that inhabited those planets but their
dreams and desires and fears as well, then this same Prime Sorter
would also have to be involved in the most minute details, such as
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instigating the creation of the rst Plum Pudding, its promotion as a
suitable after dinner treat and account for its distribution. Claiming
that God created the Heavens and the Earth as a suitable place to
eat Plum Pudding would therefore be an acceptable dogma, because
to discount His involvement with any of the moving parts of that
argument (Creation, heaven, Earth, Pudding) would be to imply
that God didnt have a hand in some aspects of his own devising.

Doctor Bugaboo had suddenly found Occams Razor.

Occams Razor dictated that, all things being equal, the simplest
explanation was the true one. Doctor Bugaboo switched sides. He
suggested that the human brain was the Prime Sorter, and that all
the numinous events of our lives, the tragedies and beauties, miracles
and banalities were merely the result of our brains sifting through
an endless stream of sensory input and trying to make sense out of a
world that was inherently senseless. Critics were none too forgiving
of one of the leading advocates of Creationism suddenly becoming
a Nihilist. Doctor Bugaboo denied this, saying that he had simply
followed the data to the most reasonable conclusion and that he was
no Nihilist, thank you very much, but merely being pragmatic about
the nature of existence. He then accused his critics of trying to revive
the Omphalos Hypothesis.

e Omphalos Hypothosis originated in a book by Philip Gosse,
written in 1857, a full two years before Darwins On the Origin of
Species. Omphalos: An Attempt to Untie the Geological Knot, argued
that the fossil record was not evidence of evolution, but instead was
a detail of creation added to give the world the illusion that it was
older than it appeared. s, according to Gosse, was the reason why
Adam, who had no mother, had a navel.  ough Adam didnt need a
navel, God gave him one anyway, in order to give him the appearance
of having a human ancestry.

e Omphalos Hypothosiswas criticized by several people,among
them Bertrand Russell, who said,  ere is no logical impossibility
in the hypothesis that the world sprang into being ve minutes ago,
exactly as it then was, with a population that remembered a wholly
unreal past.  ere is no logically necessary connection between
events at di erent times; therefore nothing that is happening now or
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will happen in the future can disprove the hypothesis that the world
began ve minutesago. If the universe was created ve minutes ago,
then the Omphalos Hypothesis descends into absurdity. Jorge Luis
Borges went so far as to suggest that this was why the hypothesis
was so unpopular, that it made explicit the inherent absurdity of the
Genesis story.

Doctor Bugaboo went one step further.

Adams navel, like Plum Pudding, is either there or it is not,
declared Doctor Bugaboo. If it is there, God is a liar and fraud
and Creation meaningless. e alternative is that there is no God. It
would be depressing beyond all hope of reason to worship a God who
would falsify existence so readily, merely to satisfy the egos of a few
apes in fancy shoes. Luckily, we are saved from the pit of Nihilism by
the evidence for Evolution by Natural Selection, which produced us
and our magni cent sorting brains; biological machines capable of
both identifying a loved ones face in a crowd, cataloging the heavens
and sometimes, doing both at the same time.

Doctor Bugaboo had become an Existentialist.  is fascinated
Saul Invictus, who was one of his students at the time, and led directly
to his own hypothesis concerning the nature of Pink Elephants.

is was the part where Sophie fell asleep with Lucy curled up in
her lap. Somewhere nearby a parrot squawked, C est chaud dedans,
ou juste vous?
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Sometime in the middle of the night, the rain stopped. By then,
the power had already been out for several hours, and the lightning
had subsided into brief, occasional but dazzling ashes followed by
rumbles of thunder.  en nothing.

Sophie woke, dizzy and gripped by the clammy hand of
claustrophobia, as if she had woken inside a closet full of fur coats.
It took her several delirious minutes to realize it was Lucy. While she
was asleep, the cat had maneuvered Sophie into a position that suited
her own comfort, with Sophies legs twisted around pretzelwise so that
Lucy could curl up between her thighs in a tight ball, purring away
like a tiny motor. Sophie wiggled back and forth until her arm woke
up and, wincing from pins and needles, untwisted her legs, spilling
the cat onto the quilt in an undigni ed pile. Lucy shook herself
awake and slinked away. Still half asleep and laboring to breathe,
Sophie slipped on a hooded sweatshirt, jeans and her galoshes and
picked up the umbrella. She was down the steps and standing on the
front stoop of her building before she realized she had decided to go
for a walk in the middle of the night. A sudden gust of cool air from
the direction of the river swept away all second thoughts until the
next morning.

Sophie felt compelled to walk down the street but didnt realize
why until she had made it half way to the bus shelter, where she had
seen the man with the mustache (who was not e Man With e
Mustache) the previous evening. He was still there. Sprawled on the
bench, his crumpled black hat sitting lightly on the crown of his
head and staring up at the indigo sky lit by a sliver of moon. Sophie
didnt realize just how full his mustache was until she neared the bus
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shelter. It was fully as wide as his face and swooped down in two
massive handlebars. A small child could swing merrily from either
side, if it wouldnt have caused a scene. He didnt seem to notice
Sophie right away and instead stared up at the midnight sky. She
paused beside the bus shelter and followed his gaze. A single fat cloud
scooted across the night. e more Sophie studied it, the more she
decided the cloud looked like it had some weight and heft about it
And ominous, silver linings.

at there is one unctuous looking cloud, said the hobo with
the wide mustache. He ran a gloved hand over his bristly chin, stil
staring up at the cloud.

What makes you say that? Sophie leveled the umbrella against
her shoulder, like a careless soldier holding ari e.

at cloud has been following me my whole life.

So you ve gotten to know it pretty well then, huh?

Right you are! Me and the clouds, we know each other
intimately. Some people say we end up as clouds, you know, after we
die. I can think of worse things to be. But you know what worries
me? He looked at Sophie, his clear eyes shining in the dark.

Whats that?

If we all become clouds when we die, then whos that following
me? Pickles McAllister, by way of introduction.

Sophie Andalou.

I knew a Sophie once! Could dance all Saturday night and stil
make it to church on time come Sunday morning. What brings you
out on a fabulous night like this, Sophie Andalou?

I just felt the need for a little air.

Ah, nothing ner! People these days dont get enough air, what
with their heads stuck inside boxes, all kinds of boxes. Cars and TVs
and o ce buildings. Boxes of the mind and boxes of the soul. Not
quite dead and not quite alive. You get stuck inside a box and what
happens? You forget how to breathe! But you know how to breathe,
am | right?

Yes?

Of course you do! You breathe with your whole body! Pickles
McAllister took a full body breath, starting at his hat and ending at
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his toes. He exhaled with a grin so wide, Sophie swore she could see
a canary feather between his teeth.

Its a perfect night for breathing, he said. She couldnt
disagree.

It just occurred to me, said Sophie, that | dont remember ever
seeing a bus come by this stop.

Nope. Hasnt been a bus come by here since May of eighty-
nine.

ats rather exact of you.

Used to be a bus driver, once upon a time. Liked to watch the
pretty girls out and about as they went shopping. Always thought it
sad they never could think of anything better to do. Or maybe that
was someone else who did all that? Anyway.

If you arent waiting for a bus, then why are you sitting here?

Oh, I was just ducking out of the rain. Heading up the way
a bit to meet some friends. But it seems to have stopped raining.
Pickles McAllister looked from under the rusty awning of the bus
shelter and checked the sky as if waiting for something to fall on his
head. He saw that it was clear and stepped onto the sidewalk. Long
as that cloud doesnt get in our way we should be all right. Care to
accompany me?

Sophie couldnt see any reason not to and so followed him down
the street.

ey turned down a side avenue, on the corner of which stood
an old warehouse that had been co-opted equally by nature and
hobos. While the roof had folded in on itself by the constant rain and
grass as high as her chest was visible through the broken windows,
there were several people camping inside, warming themselves by a
re that they had made in a clear area that still had a piece of roof
overhead. ey waved to Pickles McAllister and welcomed Sophie to

have a sit-down with them. Pickles made introductions.
ere was Gentleman Willy Lowtower, the charming dwarf
who stood and bowed and kissed Sophies hand. Next to him sat
Benedict Arnold Palmer who just waved in her general direction, as
he was blind in one eye and wore an eye patch over the other one.
Sitting opposite were Jerry Paint By Numbers and his lovely wife,
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Tallulah By e Light Of e Moon, who were dressed like trapeze
artists. ey had run away from the circus after that tragic night
when the Fire Eater and the Human Matchstick got intoa st ght
and burned down the Big Top. ey were clearly in love and didnt
mind showing other people how that was done.  en there was Jim
from Albuquerque who said nothing, twice.

Sophie heres on a quest to learn how to breathe better, Pickles
McAllister said, taking a swig of whiskey warming by the re.

All the hobos mumbled reverently, rolling the idea around like
they were panning for gold.

Normally, said Jerry Paint By Numbers, We dont camp this
far inside city limits but the river is nice and deep here, and keeps the
air clear.

I ve noticed that, too, added Sophie. If you live here long
enough, you can tell who lives by the river and who doesnt because
those who do have a certain way of seeing things other people
dont.

Like what? Benedict Arnold Palmer said, staring above the

ames with his one opaque white eye. He fumbled for the bottle of
whiskey that Pickles placed in his hands. Took a sip, passed it along.

Well, Sophie searched her mind for an example, My friend
Astrid, who lives just south of the bend, always manages to cut right
through the bullshit and nonsense and nd out what really makes
people tick.  ough, | suspect sometime she makes up some of the

ner details.

Doesnt make it any less true, added Tallulah By the Light of
the Moon.

Everyone pondered thisamoment. e whiskey reached Sophie.
She wiped the mouth of the bottle with the cu  of her sleeve and took
a swig. She rarely drank whiskey because she didnt like the way it
made her throat burn but she made an exception this time, deciding
it would be rude to decline. She handed the bottle to Gentleman
Willy Lowtower, who nodded a polite thank you.

I ve often found, said Gentleman Willy after a sip from the
bottle, that people will impose a view of others on someone, even if
they know them quite intimately. And, he raised a nger to further
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emphasize his point, those who have the imposition placed upon
them, are more often than not, glad for it. Gives them something to
live up to.

Well sure, said Pickles McAllister. All the world is a stage, as
we well know, and everyones got a part to play and many a folk go
looking for someone to be their director, to carry this metaphor a bit
too far. But | suspect that what our Sophie here is looking for is the
opposite of such an infernal choir master. She strikes me as a sort of
person who doesnt carry a tune for the likes of those who would foist
a melody on someone else, just for the foisting. No 0 ense to this
Astrid of yours. Or to Choir Masters everywhere.

Oh no, she doesnt fool herself into thinking that she knows any
more than anyone else.  ough | sometimes think maybe she wishes
she did. But dont we all wish sometimes to know the world a little
better than we do?

I know just plenty, Pickles McAllister said, taking a long pull
from the bottle as it passed his way. He handed it to Benedict Arnold
Palmer.

I know far too much, said Benedict Arnold Palmer. He handed
the whiskey to the air. Tallulah caught it with far more grace and skill
than was required.

Breathing better now? asked Tallulah of Sophie, handing her
the whiskey. Sophie took a sip, which turned out to be a gulp and
coughed a bit of re before answering, Yeah, ahem... Yes. ink |
am. She wiped the dribble of whiskey from her chin with the back
of her hand and passed the bottle on to Jerry Paint By Numbers.

| used to know a choir master, said Benedict Arnold Palmer
in almost a whisper. Promised to give me banjo lessons for three
chickens and a sack of taters. | gives him my three best chickens and
the taters my wife grew in her garden. And he never did show me
how to pick that banjo like a way to make the angels cry.

What does that even mean? asked Jerry Paint By Numbers.

Nothing, said Jim from Albuquerque. Once.

I suspect, said Gentleman Willy Lowtower,  at the fault lies
in your crooked ngers and inability to read sheet music, Benedict
Arnold Palmer, not in this choir master s failed promises. He went on
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in a tone that, while not quite reproachful, led Sophie to believe that
Gentleman Willy had heard the sordid details of Benedict Arnold
Palmers run in with this choir master before and that a judicious
application of friendly mockery would save everyone from an old
harangue left rattling in a windy mind far too long. Also, sealing
contracts with poultry and tubers, however much love and kindness
went into growing them, is no excuse for a solid hand shake or a
notarized piece of paper.

Everyone pondered the wisdom of this proclamation as the
whiskey bottle traveled around the camp re one more time in
silence.

After a while, Pickles McAllister said, just to say something, Bit
of cool night air and some friendly conversation. What could be ner
than this, I ask you?

Nothing, said Jim from Albuquerque. Twice.

Quiet re kissing the dark.

I could do with a bit of something to chew on, myself,
Gentleman Willy added.

Sophie shed around in the pocket of her sweatshirt and found
a few pieces of hard candy, which she handed to Gentleman Willy,
who nodded a silent thank you once more.

ey sat around the re, enjoying the silence, the joy of every
inhale and exhale, sometimes talking about nothing in particular for
a while longer, until they had run out of things to say. When the
silence grew too heavy, Sophie made her goodbyes, picked up her
umbrella and headed back to bed.
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By the time the sun slipped over the skyline, the puddles had all
disappeared and so had the hobos. Whether to the same place, Sophie
couldnt say. Her dreams, especially the more vivid ones, had always
had a disorienting e ect, as if her sleeping brain were a lens that

ipped the common place upside down and bent the unlikely into
reasonable shapes, if only for a little while. Many mornings found
her momentarily unable to tell what had been a dream and what
had been real. e feeling passed and soon reality reasserted itself,
tentatively. Though, Sophies galoshes had mud on them, when she
knew for a fact that they had been merely moist when she went to
bed the night before. Also, she had no more candy in her pockets.
She was at a loss for an explanation.

Sophie was distracted all through breakfast, leading her to ponder
too long her co ee and thoughts of clouds and whiskey. Looking up
from the remnants of her cream cheese bagel with tomatoes, she saw
by the cuckoo clock that Sam had given her two Christmases before
that she was running late. She dragged a comb through her hair,
grabbed her umbrella and bicycle. As she peddled to work, Sophie
saw that several small trees had been blown down and litter lay
strewn about the streets. e winds had downed several power lines
and knocking out a transformer, which had caused the blackout.
No one said anything about it but power outages were becoming
more frequent, especially during the summer when an especially hot
afternoon was enough to cause brownouts across half the city, just
from one too many air conditioners turning on at once.

By the time Sophie reached the library, any sense to be had from
her dream had faded but some of the images lingered on. As was her

oo



habit, she asked Astrid for an interpretation.

at morning, Astrid was on the Circulation Desk, checking
in the books that had been dropped through the book return slot
the night before. Sophie found her, stamp pad in hand, punching
cards and alphabetizing, which were two of Astrids favorite things.
Another was interpreting dreams.

Astrid was always going on about the Claudette women and their
special connection to the subconscious, especially through dreams.
And it wasnt just interpreting them but having them as well.

Grandmother Claudette had them and so did my great
grandmother, Astrid once told Sophie, |1l never forget the time
Mom dreamed about Great Uncle Gerald and the Bear. She warned
him about going too often to the zoo but he just loved to feed the
animals... Sophie was inclined to dismiss such dreams and their
interpretation as just a kitschy, surrealist game, but she indulged
Astrid anyway.

You clearly think that your life has become restricted. Astrid
paused to stamp a card and slapped the back cover of the book shut,
set it on a small pile beside her and picked up another. Part of you
wants to chuck it all and start over. Hobos are a universal symbol of
the desire for a life free from normal social constraints, but the fact
that two of them were also circus performers means you want joy and
wonder, too.

Astrid paused to move the pile of books by her elbow to the
book truck behind her. Balancing the books on her lap, she took the
one on top and slid it into order with the others on the truck.

Youre looking for something that will reshape the way you
look at the world.  is may relate to the umbrella somehow, I'm
not sure... clouds and rain and all that... She held a small book out,
balanced on the palm of her hand like a waiter with a tray, pondering
where to put it.

But it wasnt raining, in my dream. It had stopped before | fell
asleep.

True, Astrid slid the book into place on the cart and picked up
another. But it had rained and you still had the umbrella with you
as if you were expecting it to start again. In a dream, expecting it to
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rain and it actually raining is the same thing. Clearly, you feel that
you are being pursued by some as yet unknown or unrevealed force
or opposition. Something that might hinder you or at least cloud the
way you see the world around you.

Huh, said Sophie, Maybe thats what this Saul Invictus guy
means by Pink Elephants...

Pink Elephants?

Oh, yeah... And she told Astrid all about the book Pyotr Rabbit
gave her and Pink Elephants. Right away, Astrid saw the applications
of such a concept, both practical and spiritual.

I can see why people would get upset with him, Astrid said. Its
not everyone who can handle being told that God is just a metaphor
gone wild.

Astrid had a curious relationship with the spiritual. And not just
her fascination with dream interpretation either.

Most people have a simple relationship with their religious
beliefs: they attend church about once a week, quite often less, and
mostly out of social obligation. ey listened to the sermons, sang
a few songs and then went about their lives in the quietly desperate
way humans have since the Stone Age, trying to get by as best they
can in a world that evolved with neither their emotional well being
nor general safety in mind. e True Believers who honestly try and
apply late bronze age mythology to their every day lives are relatively
few, but being outspoken and having a lot to prove to themselves and
to the world, end up in positions of power and authority, where they
have such a catastrophic e ect on the lives of everyone else.

Astrid was neither a True Believer nor a Lazy Sunday Believer.
Astrid was Catholic. At least, culturally speaking.

is clearly didnt take all the way, what with her fondness for
decorating her body with tattoos, having sex with other women (out
of wedlock, naturally) and referring to the Pope as Queeny B. Her
relationship with the divine was unconventional, like the rest of her
life.  atshe occasionally su ered the pangs of guilt that only being
raised in the loving embrace of Father Church can bring didnt stop
her from having a good time, it just made Confession a lot more
interesting.  ough Astrid did not in any discernible way live the
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idealized, hetero-normative lifestyle so popular in love songs and
Hollywood Romantic Comedies, she aspired to such banal greatness.
To her way of thinking, this was good enough.

ey have the best costumes and that Frankincense! Every
Sunday smells like Christmas in a Cathedral. Its fabulous! Sundays
at Mass were like a giant parade for her, mostly because she didnt
listen to any of the weird things the priests said. She enjoyed the
spectacle and the social aspect of communing with other people. She
could just as easily have been a Druid or a Buddhist or a Star Wars
Fan but she hadnt been raised as any of those.

Sophies religion was another matter entirely.  ough raised
Catholic as well, she had never been indoctrinated into the culture
in quite the same way as Astrid, and so had little connection to it
beyond the occasional Sunday churchly obligations of her childhood.
And these held no interest for her whatsoever.

Ever since she was young, Sophie would fake cramps or, when
that excuse was used too often that a visit to the doctor was threatened,
headaches so she could stay home from church and masturbate.

at about summed up Sophies religious life: a moist nger and an
orgasm rattling the windows of her brain like a stray kite caught in a
sti - wind.

When she was fteen, Sophie surmised that perhaps this was
what people meant when they said they got religion or found Jesus.

at the Holy Spirit was the name for an orgasm so powerful, it
made your scalp sweat and your pineal gland itch.  at no one ever
mentioned this little secret astonished her. Or maybe she had simply
been absent that day in Sunday School.

Now, children, she could hear Mrs. Pith, the Sunday school
teacher, say in her meek little twitter. e Mystery of Mysteries,
not spoken of explicitly in the Bible but implied on every page is
that the Holy Spirit is the same thing as an Orgasm and it overtakes
you while having sex. is is why sex is sacred and so important, you
should never have it. Or if you have it, you should never enjoy it. Or
if you enjoy it, you should never talk about it.

Or maybe not.  ough the notion certainly implied new dimen-
sions of meaning for her every time she heard it said of one Saint or
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another that they were overcome by Jesus.

One Sunday, Sophie decided to go to church with her mother to
test her theory. Miriam Andalou was of course surprised to nd her
daughter already dressed and waiting for her in the kitchen, sipping
co ee and ready to go.

Sitting there in church with her mother, Sophie had a whole hour
to look around at peoples faces, stare into their eyes from a distance
and see if she could detect the subtle vibrations of people being pos-
sessed by the Spirit or just emitting that communion-wine aura, a
subtle vibe that would silently shout, Look at me! | get it too!

Instead, all she found was a sea of glassy eyes and vacant gazes. e
only person who had anything like an aura was Concha Samothrace,
a girl at Sophies school whom everyone knew would give a guy a
blowjob behind the bleachers if they bought her a taco. It wasnt the
serene smile of a saint that Concha wore, just the moon-eyed grin of
someone well-laid.

en the priest took the podium and gave a sermon that Sophie
had trouble following. Something about a lonely widow and a mi-
ser and somehow this illustrated what happens to kids who dont
wait until marriage to have sex. By the end of service, Sophie was as
moody and sullen as everyone else.

On the rare occasion Sophie went to mass with Astrid, she saw
just what power Pink Elephants had over people. Now that she had a
name for the phenomenon, it made things a lot easier to understand
why life felt so tragic and beautiful.

ey went to Ricardos for lunch and after ordering their usual (pork
simmered in beer for Sophie, and steak fajitas with extra guacamole
on the side for Astrid) they took turns naming all the Pink Elephants
they could think of.
e National Debt, Sophie proclaimed.
Terrorists, added Astrid.
ose are real, dear.
Yeah, but I'm not talking about people who just blow up
airplanes and things but Terrorists, with a capitol T. e bearded evil
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ones who hide under our beds and want to dress us all up in burkas
and make us all chant at the Moon on Fridays. ey re imaginary.

Ah, OK. Sophie conceded that one, more because she wasnt in
the mood to talk politics.

Elvis.

Elvis? ...Oh! Good one! He used to be real but is now imaginary,
and blamed all over for all kinds of silly stu .

Sophie shook her head. Knew a guy who swore Elvis invented
the Internet. Oh!

e Internet! ey said in unison.

Its the biggest Pink Elephant, ever, Sophie added.

It only exists as an idea but is everywhere and responsible for
everything that seems coincidental or unlikely.

Father Jose says the Internet is responsible for porn. Astrid
selected a chip from the basket between them.

All porn or just the really tawdry stu ?

I dont know. | dont think hes a discriminating connoisseur. At
least, |1 hope not.

But, then how s he explain Playboy and the Kinsey Institute and

e Marquise de Sade and all that stu before the Internet?

Hes a Catholic Priest, Sophie. Ignoring inconvenient facts isnt
really going to derail a preordained train of thought. I imagine he
treats them the same way Creationists treat dinosaurs: he just ignores
them.

Hmm. But what about leprechauns? Would those count as
Pink Elephants or just your average ordinary pixie dust?

Probably a bit of both. People used to blame them for a lot
more than they do nowadays, Astrid selected a packet of sugar from
the dispenser on the table and shook it by one corner. But they ve
sort of drifted into folklore territory. But UFOnauts would count,
seeing as how they re basically modern day leprechauns.

Just then, the waiter arrived with their meals. A moment of
silence as they folded tacos and started the ritual application of
salsa.

Sophie continued mid-thought. | wonder, do you think its all
a matter of belief or is there more to it than that?
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How so? asked Astrid, pouring the contents of the sugar packet
into her tea and stirring.

Well, obviously, if no one really believes in one of these Pink
Elephants, lets say Santa Claus for the sake of argument, then is
he really a Pink Elephant? Does Santa have any power to confuse
the minds of the gullible? 1 mean other than your really heartfelt
four-year-old who truly believes that the presents under the tree were
put there by an overweight cookie end with a pack of ying deer.
But wheres the belief threshold lie? Clearly some people believe in
Santa but no one over the age of about seven does. And yet, hes well
known enough that even people in Japan put pictures of him all
over their walls come winter time. Is he just some sort of a half-assed
Pink Elephant? Or, does the fact that we all agree to only pretend to
believe in Santa for a month out of the year, does that somehow give
a bit of legitimacy to those who do really truly believe in Santa?

Basically, youre wondering, does Santa exist only when you
look at him?

Right, Sophie said, sipping her tea. And of course its not just
Santa. How hard do you have to believe in the Federal Reserve, e
Illuminati or Jesus for them to exist in a way that a ects the every
day world? If enough people believe that God will punish them for
their sins and act as if its true, does that in some way mean it is kind
of true? Because everyones altered their behavior to conform to this
imaginary in uence.

If s0, you ve really got to be careful in what you decide to believe
in.

atsa given.

You cant just believe willy nilly in the Tooth Fairy and puppies
and the general decency of humanity. Its not going to work out unless
others believe in them as well. Which is probably why organized
religion is so popular. It structures your imagination, like guided
meditation.

Sure. Or dinosaurs.

Dinosaurs?

| believe in dinosaurs, Sophie said, reverently. Big, majestic
animals who ruled the world for 150 million years. e great dragons
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of our imagination. ey may not care if you believe in them but
cross them and they Il eat you up, shit out your bones and not think
twice about it.  ats something I can respect. It may not be nice, or
pretty, but Great-Grandpa T-Rex will never lie to you. He gives it
to you straight. Sophie took a Tyrannosaurus sized bite out of her
taco.
Astrid pondered this for a moment as she stirred her tea absently.
I guess a hundred million little boys cant be wrong. But perhaps
you should expand your circle of belief to include something, | dont
know, a little more mature. Or at least useful.

Useful? Like what? Dour old magical carpenters, their virgin
mommies and astrologers with fancy presents? No thanks.

I m not saying you have to become a nun or start drinking
only communion wine but sharing in the cultural experience of your
ancestors isnt all that bad.

Meh. I Il stick to dinosaurs, thanks.

Astrid s eyes grew big and she narrowly avoided choking on her
taco by taking a gulp of tea to clear her throat.

OK, ne, Ill go to mass with you on Sunday, Jesus!
Sophie pointed her fork at Astrid, But youre buying me wa es
afterwards.

No, look! Over there! Astrid whispered, and motioned with
an indirect head bob, so as not to alert attention, what with all the
waiters and tinkling silverware and crashing dishes and sizzling
kitchen sounds. Sophie swiveled around in the booth and looked
over at the door, to see the Little Red-Haired Girl and a small gang of
people in hip, expensive clothes being led away to a table somewhere
in the back.

Ah, I see! Sophie turned back to Astrid, a big grin on her face.

True love, the greatest Pink Elephant of all.

Really? You think so? Astrid sipped her tea but still glanced
over in the general direction of the Little Red-Haired Girl from time
to time.

Well sure. Lets be honest, Astrid, whoever she really is, its not
going to be what youve made her out to be in your dreams. No
one can live up to that kind of expectation. But we expect people
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to all the time. We want the man or woman of our dreams to be
everything that we want and then we get frustrated that they arent
which is what leads to disappointment. Now dont get me wrong,
I m not saying you shouldnt lust after that big happy dream of the
marriage and the kids and the house and the happy picket fence
lifestyle. And in real life, shes probably even more interesting than
you think, but ina di erent way.

I know, said Astrid, crunching ice between her teeth. ats
why I m leaving the details of the wedding up to her.
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What with one thing and another, a week passed before Sam realized
he had not seen Trout again. e morning after they met, Astrid had
called him on his cell phone, desperate because the Library basement
had started to ood during the night. e incessant rain of the past
few weeks had kept him and every other plumber in the city busy
well into overtime hours, which was nice for his bank account and
his ego. Nothing was more attering than showing up for a job and
hearing someone say,  ank God, the plumber is here! But it left
little time for him to eat or sleep, let alone wonder around in his own
private nighttime world.

He couldnt call either, as Trout had no telephone. And though
he did think of stopping by the market to pick up some raspberries
and swing by her place one evening, he ended up going out to the bar
with Jeremy and some of the guys instead. He gured that he would
run into her again some night, and though he occasionally thought
sweetly about her, she had her thing and he had his and when he had
left that morning, they had silently agreed to say nothing about how
anything in the future might go.

What concerned him though was that her gra ti slogans were
all fading and he hadnt seen any new ones, no matter how hard he
looked.

One afternoon, Sam was walking through Ankeny Plaza. He had
been idly looking for any familiar gra ti but instead found the Stop

e Lie Guy.

Stop e Lie Guy was Sophie and Astrids name for the elderly
gentleman who, every day, rain or shine, walked the length and
breadth of Old Town in his straw hat and carrying a sign. For years
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the sign read simply:
STOP THE LIE

No one was sure which lie he was against, though he had been
seen from time to time to stop in the park and chat with one or
more of the local street preachers, so it was assumed to be the sort of
fashionable lie that irked those inclined to stand on a street corner,
quoting scripture at the top of their lungs. Probably something to
do with Biblical ideas about hygiene, or evolution or the evils of
income tax. For years, Stop e Lie Guy and his sign had been part
of their personal mythology, like Santa Claus, or Jesus, only more
perverse and more interesting.  ough neither Sam, Sophie nor
Astrid had ever bothered to stop and ask him just which lie it was
he was imploring us all to stop. ey never would nd out either as
about three years ago, Stop e Lie Guy started carrying a new sign,
which read:

STOP THE EVIL EMPIRE

Sam had always been curious about this escalation from lies to
empires which needed stopping.  at afternoon as he entered the
park, Sam saw Stop e Lie Guy coming his way. Feeling full of
beans, he decided to nd out what was what and so stood his ground
beside one of the benches and attempted, against all those internal
bells and whistles urban dwellers install, to make eye contact with a
complete stranger.

I dont know if anyone told you but the Soviet Union collapsed
a while back, said Sam as Stop the Lie Guy approached.
Not all Empires are tangible, he said, not even breaking stride.
Some are purely of the mind.
Sam was su ciently impressed by this answer that it caused him
to pause a moment too long. He had to run to catch up with Stop
e Lie Guy as he made his way around the Obelisk.
Wait, Sam called as he caught up. So, were not talking about
Empires with guns and ammo but ideas?
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Depends on what you mean by guns and ammo. While sticks
and stones may break my bones, words can indeed do just as much
damage as a gun.

So itsa linguistic empire you re trying to spread the word about?

ats awesome! Like chains of the mind and all that!

Yes sir. Language de nes how we see the world. If we called
apples hand grenades and then | o ered you a piece of shiny red
fruit, youd be wary, wouldnt you?

I might be wary of a stranger o ering an apple anyway.
Razorblades and all that.

An urban legend, said Stop the Lie Guy. Never was a razor
blade ever found in any apple.

Really? Cus my friend Jeremy said one year for Halloween as
a kid, he got an apple with a pin in it. Needed six stitches to X his
lip.

Pins and needles arent razorblades. Neither are they poison.
Poison is an attempt to kill and silence. Pins and needles are intended
solely to frighten. In the last fty years theres only been maybe ten
credible cases of pins in Halloween candy and all of them were put
there by family members, usually siblings looking to pull a prank.

Huh. Well, he did say the apple was in his brothers bag...

But stories of pins and needles and razor blades, those are tools
of the Empire.

Ah! Now we re getting somewhere!  Sam had to dodge a young
man walking his poodle and ended up running in a circle around
Stop e Lie Guy, who kept on moving. So, howd you nd out
about this Empire of the Mind?

Ah, sorry. Stop the Lie Guy paused for a second and 0 ered a
hand to Sam. Saul Invictus, Psycholinguistics.

Sam Flanges, plumber. ey started walking again. So, ah...
Psycholingisitcs?

e study of how language a ects the human brain.

Oh, so youre a professor then?

Was at one time. Pioneer in the eld, to toot my own horn, as
they say. But that was a long time ago. A long time...

ey were at the edge of the park by then, near Skidmore
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Fountain.

So, this Empire...

A gure of speech, but a potent one. Its a name and, as I m
sure you know, names de ne a thing, or a person, or an idea. Life,
Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness are all nice, good ideas but
until they were gathered under the name Democracy, thats all they
were. But once they had a name, they had an edge. ey could be
used as a weapon to ght for rights we previously didnt even know
we had. e Empire is a name that de nes all the sloppy language
choices and corruptions that accumulate when ambitious minds take
lazy shortcuts with their rhetoric and end up stealing, or in some
way altering the meaning of words. Most people dont mean to do
this, though some do. e ones who set out to control the meaning
of words, they are the agents of the Empire of Unmeaning. Saul
Invictus adjusted his sign, holding it a little higher so as not to knock
anyones hat o as they made their way through the square.

at is some verbal voodoo, right there. Sam dodged a plump,
older woman who walked right between them as if they were gments
of an overactive imagination.

Precisely! Well put, young man. | can see youve had rst hand
experience with the Empire of Unreason. It is a cloud of obfuscation,
under which words are taken, twisted until they mean the opposite of
the truth or nothing at all. Orwell called it Newspeak.  ese days, we
call it business as usual.  ats why I march, to ght the Empire and
take back our words. TAKE BACK YOUR WORDS! He vyelled.

Some people in the square turned to look but most didnt. e
ones that did saw his sign and looked away again.

Saul Invictus looked at Sam and shrugged.

It doesnt bother you that no one listens? Sam asked.

Youre listening, right now.

So | am.

ey paused at the edge of the fountain.

Well, I have many miles yet to go, as the poet said. Take care

Mr. Flanges. And remember, the words you use may save your life.
ey shook hands again and continued to follow their own
paths.
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As he made his way back through the park, Sam wondered if
Trout had ever talked to Stop the Lie Guy about his slogans. ey
seemed like something she would understand, like a kindred spirit
and so he made a mental note to mention it to her the next time they
met.
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Astrid woke up on Tuesday determined to tell e Little Red-Haired
Girl how she felt about her. Even though she had made this vow
every morning for the last three months, silently to herself, either
in the shower while she washed her hair or even before she was fully
awake and still laying in bed, eyes closed, tangled in the sheets, this
time Astrid had a plan.

It occurred to her in the middle of the night, which is where
Astrid got her best ideas. Still half asleep, she grabbed a pencil from
her nightstand and without even turning on the light, scribbled a
note on a scrap of paper, a pile of which she kept beside her bed for
just such occasions.  en she promptly fell back asleep.

When morning came, Astrid sat up in bed, eyes still bleary but
remembering vaguely that she had a reason to be excited.  atswhen
she found the scrap of paper in her hand with the note that read:

paper airplanes are the answer

To anyone else, this might have been more perplexing than
exciting and quickly forgotten as one of those inexplicable ways
that dream logic seems to make sense while asleep but upon waking
almost never does. However, Astrid was an expert dream stylist. She
could dress up dream logic so that it could pass for regular waking
logic, even if sometimes its shirt tails were showing and it walked
around in high waters. Paper airplanes did make sense. She just had
to gure out how.

Astrid pondered the dimensions of this puzzle over her morning
co ee, while she sorted through the stack of newspapers that were
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waiting for her in front of the Library.

Part of her duties included removing any inserts or advertisements
that might go astray, fall on the oor and make more work for the
janitors or librarians who had to straighten up at the end of the day,
which was usually her. She used this as an excuse to peruse the comic
pages and editorials while she sipped her co ee. Astrid was half way
through e Oregonian when she saw the news item about a team
of Japanese engineers who had devised a new heat resistant, super
sturdy form of paper. ey were going to test this papers durability
by constructing an elaborate paper airplane and throwing it out of
the International Space Station. ey wanted to see how the paper
would handle the stresses of re-entry and were pretty con dent that
this new paper would survive the heat and friction long enough to
land somewhere in the world. Where exactly was uncertain but they
were including a message of world peace on the airplanes wings, in
six languages, just to be on the safe side.  is was when it became
clear to Astrid how paper airplanes were the answer.

Normally, Astrid had no problem walking up to complete strangers
and starting conversations.  at was how she had met three of her
ex-girlfriends, plus several friends and acquaintances. It was how she
had met Sophie. But whenever she saw e Little Red-Haired Girl,
her scalp started to itch, the palms of her hands grew moist and
her words rolled o her tongue like boulders, smashing idols and
archaeologists in their wake.

Ever since she was little, Astrid had dreamed of nding that
one special woman and settling down, maybe buy a house over in
Laurelhurst.  eyd have an herb garden and a swing set for their
children (two boys and a girl), collect stray animals and show bootleg
French New Wave Ims for all the neighborhood kids, projected on
a sheet hung from the back wall of the garage. Life would be good.

Lately, however, Astrid doubted if it ever would in fact come
true, however modest a dream it was.  is had quite a bit more to do
with the state of her love life, rather than the world at large, but she
usually blamed the world. It was bigger than her and could take the
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criticism better. Besides, there was nothing altogether wrong with
her love life, other than the fact that her long-term relationships
never seemed to go beyond a certain point, that threshold where
cohabitation became a likelihood.

Astrid could imagine living with another woman and making
a life together in the abstract, but when it came down to the little
daily details, like doing the laundry for two, and grocery shopping
and whose turn it was to pay the cable bill, something in her brain
clicked o . Alarms started yelling at her that there was something
amiss and she then started looking for whatever that was, settling
on some minuscule fault in her lovers personality or daily routine.
She had broken up with her last girlfriend the day before they were
to move in together because Astrid decided she couldnt live with a
woman who used margarine instead of butter on her toast.

I m organic, unsalted butter and youre partially-hydrogenated
soybean oil. It could never work out!

Perhaps Astrid was startled because she saw e Little Red-
Haired Girl as one of the last chances at making her dream of the
happy home come true. Not that she would ever admit this. She
would certainly never have admitted either that her doubts were fed
by the looming shadow of her thirty- fth birthday, which was next
week.

After reading about the Japanese paper airplane, however,
everything became clear.

e hardest part was waiting for e Little Red-Haired Girl to show
up. But Astrid had been doing that every day for the last few months,
so coping with the tight ball of anxiety that turned her stomach into a
butter y garden had become second nature. Anything could become
mundane if you did it every day, like swallowing swords or walking
blindfolded across a tightrope.

Around three o clock, e Little Red-Haired Girl came through
the door, smiled faintly in Astrids general direction and sauntered
upstairs to one of the quieter reading rooms that she frequented.
Astrid had been scribbling cryptic love notes onto scraps of paper all
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afternoon. She was ready.

Taking the back stairs, Astrid reached the third oor reading
room adjacent to the French Literature section at almost the same
time as e Little Red-Haired Girl. Astrid pretended to be sorting
the cart of books to be shelved, sitting beside the door. And waited.
Before long, e Little Red-Haired Girl had selected a book and
situated herself at one of the tables in the corner. e only other person
sitting in the room was a middle-aged man that Astrid recognized as
another regular patron, referred to around the library as the Balding
Medievalist, for his shiny noggin and constant questions about the
Battle of Agincourt and King Arthur. But he was sitting behind and
to the left of e Little Red-Haired Girl, his back turned towards
both of them and his attention fully on the stack of books and notes
before him.

Her back towards e Little Red-Haired Girl, Astrid slipped the

rst note out of her pocket and folded it into a small paper airplane.
She turned quickly around and tossed it in her general direction,
then walked over to a nearby shelf, concealed half behind the potted

cus and waited. After a moment Astrid glanced around the tree
only to nd that her love note had fallen mid ight and skidded
under a chair. And it was one of her best notes too! All about the
color of e Little Red-Haired Girls eyes and how she imagined the
air around her smelled.

Astrid bit her lip but pressed on. She quickly folded another note
into an airplane and leaning around the cus, let the airplane y. She
waited a moment to see where it would land. e airplane caught
an updraft and sailed over e Little Red-Haired Girls head and
disappeared into the stacks behind her. Astrid stomped her foot in
frustration, causing both e Little Red-Haired Girl and the Balding
Medievalist to look up. Astrid hid behind the cus for a full minute,
not daring to move.

e third paper airplane bearing Astrids intentions (and a sly
double entendre involving the word orange) veered hard right and
ended up in the hallway.

e fourth paper airplane was picked up by the air conditioner,
which clicked on just as Astrid let go of the airplane. It swirled around
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the room in a triple loop de loop and settled noiselessly on the table,
right next to the Balding Medievalist. He didnt seem to notice. At

rst.  en he looked up and saw it sitting there. Astrid watched from
behind the cus, the clammy hand of panic caressing her spine, as
he picked up the paper airplane. Examined it for a moment. Looked
around to see where it might have come from.

Astrid ducked behind the cus, nose against the wall, eyes shut,
wishing she could remember the words to a prayer, any prayer.

e Balding Medievalist set the paper airplane aside and went
back to scribbling on his notepad, trying to concentrate on his
research involving the symbolism of the Fisher King and the Battle
of Baden Hill.

Astrid peered from behind the cus, saw that he had ignored the
airplane and took a breath, nally. She shifted in her hiding place so
she could see the Little Red-Haired Girl. She was still sitting at the
table, reading and hadnt noticed a thing.  ere was still a chance.
Only, Astrid realized, she was out of paper airplanes.

She walked across the room to one of the tables near the door,
picked up a pencil and a piece of scrap paper and casually walked
back to her hiding place behind the cus. She scribbled a note on the
paper, folded it into an airplane and then leaned around the potted
tree and gave it a hard toss right for e Little Red-Haired Girl. e
airplane zoomed towards her head, lifted ever so slightly, kissed her
crown and then soared on to the next table where it dove straight for
the pile of notes in front of the Balding Medievalist.

Astrid jumped from behind the potted tree in time to see the
Balding Medievalist unfolding the airplane. He had noticed that
there was writing on this one. She glanced at him, over at the e
Little Red-Haired Girl, back to him.

e Balding Medievalist read the note quietly to himself and
looked up at Astrid, making a face that was somewhere between a
grimace and the after e ect of a stroke.

| take it this is yours? his voice was low and reverberated
through the room, knocking the silence over and shattering it.

Astrid stepped from behind the potted cus, staring at her feet.

Mmm? Oh, ha! Look at that... Yeah, funny thing... I meant
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to... Astrid glanced over atthe e Little Red-Haired Girl, who was
watching them as she collected her things and left the room.

| dont appreciate these sorts of pranks! barked the Balding
Medievalist. | come here to work. Speaking of which, dont you
work here?

Ah... nope. Astrid lied as best as she could, which was not very
well at all. Never been in here before. | cant even read.

I see. Well, my illiterate friend, | suggest you take your dirty
mash notes and retire to the airport lounge or wherever it is you go
to, to... lets see what was it? he looked at the wrinkled note in his
hand, Ah, lick my knees, erotically .

He held the note out for Astrid. She walked slowly over and took
it, folded it neatly and put it in her pocket. She was about to ask him
what he had meant about the airport lounge but decided not to.

e Balding Medievalist gathered his books and papers and left
the room, scowling at Astrid as he went.
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e next day, Sophie ate her lunch under the old oak tree outside the
library. is was one of her favorite spots to eat lunch, especially in
the late spring and early summer, when the shade from the tree kept
the old stone bench nice and cool well into the afternoon. It had been
raining o and on all morning, but shortly before noon the clouds
parted like in an after-school special and it was just dry enough, once
Sophie wiped 0 the bench. As she ate her peanut butter and honey
sandwich, she wondered what books she would take with her if she
were stranded on a deserted island.

She often thought about this as if it were an unavoidable part of
life, like taxes or high school reunions. e Holy Grail of the deserted
island reading list was to nd the best way to maximize not only your
reading pleasure but word count since, in all likelihood, you would
be on that deserted island for quite some time. is went against
Sophies natural inclination, which was for short, pithy novels. She
had once sat in front of her own bookshelf at home and made a pile
of all her favorite novels and was startled to nd that not one of them
was over two hundred pages long: Fahrenheit 451, e Stranger, e
Hearing Trumpet, Sidhartha, e Lathe of heaven. But in the event of
being stuck on a deserted island, you wouldnt want just a bunch of
old favorites you ve already read a dozen times, especially poetically
concise volumes you could stow away in your back pocket. Sophie
reasoned that, were she stuck with nothing better to do than read on
the beach (after constructing a comfortable lean-to and procuring

rewood and plenty of fruit to eat) she would have the time to
devote to some of the more well known monstro-novels she had
always meant to read but had not, in the hustle and the bustle of her
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urban life, found the time to get more than a few pages into: Gravitys
Rainbow, e Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, e Schr dnigers
Cat Trilogy and  wait, did single volumes of trilogies count as one
or three novels? She decided one, even if it was fudging the rules a bit.
But then what was to stop her from lling her desert island reading
trunk with nothing but omnibus volumes? e Collected Jeeves and
Wooster, the single volume Moncrie translation of In Search of Lost
Time?  at certainly would be worth the e ort. And probably the
only thing to get her to read Proust all the way through would be
being stuck on some spit of sand in the middle of the Caribbean
without so much as a deck of cards to pass the time.

Sophie was trying to gure out how to round out her reading list
without being the one who sank the ship in the rst place when she
saw Pyotr Rabbit cross the street catty corner from where she sat.

Pyotr Rabbit paused, his back to Sophie and shook the hand of a
curious man dressed in a blue pinstripe suit who came out of the light
rail station opposite the Library. e man looked like some threadbare
European nobility, what with his walking stick and intricately waxed
mustache. Perhaps he was the long lost grandson of Her Imperial
Highness, Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanova, here to
meet with Pyotr about the private moonshot they were planning, as
a way to reinvigorate the Russian cause in outer space?  at would
explain why Pyotr was so skeptical of the Chinese reaching the Moon
next month. He was nally going to go there himself.

Sophie could see Pyotr in his fur lined Russian space suit and
glass helmet, bouncing around the Sea of Tranquility in an old Soviet
moon buggy...

It was then that she realized Pyotr Rabbit had a mustache as well.
She had known this for some time but the observation suddenly took
on a new meaning. Like when you notice the old crystal doorknob
to the bathroom is also a prism and the curious light you sometimes
see out of the corner of your eye that moves slowly down the hall is
not a ghost, but the refracted moonlight against the wall.

Pyotr had a well manicured and snow white Van Dyke.

After shaking hands in a manner that looked conspiratorial,
Pyotr and the Russian Prince set 0 together down the street. Sophie
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quickly wrapped the remainder of her sandwich, threw it in her
lunch bag and followed them. She did her best to stay several yards
behind them and across the street, which became a problem once
they turned a corner and went down Jupiter Road, which was half
underwater on her side of the street, due to the recent rain. Sophie
maneuvered around the waterlogged sidewalk as best she could and
only got her shoes a little soaked in the process. She caught up with
them just as they entered a low, concrete building that looked as if
it had been built sometime in the sixties, with tinted windows and a
drab, nondescript facade. A sign in front of the building read:

VENERABLE LODGE OF CELESTIAL MOTION
w
Ad Astra Per Alia Canis

Sophie had passed this building a hundred times and, based
on the cryptic yet drab nature of the sign, had always assumed it
was some Masonic or Elks lodge. A place where an old fashioned
gentleman could go to meet bi-weekly with other old men, to smoke
cigars and watch blue movies while wearing a fez. Now, she wasnt
sure.

What did it mean, Venerable Lodge Of Celestial Motion? Were
they amateur astrologers? e descendants of Babylonian priests?
Insurance salesmen with mustaches and fancy handshakes?

In her mind, Sophie sometimes liked to have conversations with As-
trid. She knew her so well that she could imagine the other side of
the conversation with reasonable con dence in its accuracy.  iswas
the conversation that went through Sophies head as she stood on the
street, half concealed behind a mailbox and stared at the entrance to
the curious building:

Pytor Rabbit is in a secret society! declared Sophie to Astrid.

ey were in the library in her head, which was far larger then the
real library, as it also housed Sophies collected hopes, fears and ob-
sessions, all cataloged and sorted by a sta of chimpanzees. Life-size
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models of various rockets and space ships hung from the ceiling, just
like in the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum. Astrid was behind
the circulation desk, sorting and stamping books.

Astrid shrugged. | can see that. And went back to stamping the
book in front of her.

You arent surprised? Shocked? Bewildered? Floored? How about
just a little curious?

Bored mostly. Secret societies are just mens groups. ey get to-
gether, play cards and invent crazy handshakes. Sometimes they dress
up in funny costumes and make donations to childrens hospitals,
but mostly they just sit around telling the same jokes their grandfa-
thers told, guring out ways to keep all us unruly folk in line.

Huh. I never pictured Pyotr as a member of the Patriarchy...

Junior member. ey let him come up with the handshakes.

Well anyway, in this one, they all have mustaches.

Astrid paused with the stamp in her hand. Really?

Yes! Sophie slid into the chair beside Astrid and casually ipped
through the book on top of the stack beside her. Gravitys Rainbow.
Astrid was checking in her deserted island reading list.

Hmmm... Now | m almost intrigued. Do they all have mustach-
es or just Pyotr and a few others because statistically speaking...

Nope. | saw at least twenty, Sophie exaggerated. And all of
them had mustaches. Fancy ones.

Oh, its a conspiracy of mustachioed men! Now I m all ears. So,
youre thinking they know about your Man With e Mustache?

Right. Or if not him, they may understand what the deal is with
this umbrella. Or why it feels like existence is a horrible joke at the
expense of human dignity. At the very least they can tell us why they
drive around in those funny little cars during parades.

ose are Shriners.
Oh, right...

Sophie decided the best way to nd out what Pyotr Rabbit was up
to was to go inside and have a look around. She waited a full ve
minutes to make sure that Pyotr and the other mustached gentleman
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whom she still had not ruled out being a direct descendant of the
Romanovs, the mastermind behind a giant mustachioed cabal, or
both had moved on before entering the lodge.

e lobby was dimly lit and cold. Just inside the door and to
the right was a receptionists desk, unmanned. Fanned out across the
glistening marble top of the desk was an assortment of pamphlets
with names like Across the Universe: Mans Destiny Among the Stars,

ere Will be Air On Mars!, Approaching Pavonis Mons by Balloon and
others with even more curious titles.  ere was also a map of the
building which Sophie now realized was a museum.
To the left was a large archway and beyond that, the unknown
depths of the collection. According to the map, anyway.

e lights were dimmed to an almost imperceptible level. It
reminded Sophie of the reptile house at the zoo. Large glass cases
for displays with tiny signs backlit, dispensing bites of information
that would leave even the most nicky of super models hungry. Just
beyond the archway was a small circular room with black walls and a
domed ceiling lit from underneath with soft blue lights. In the center
of the room was a statue of a winged dog.  ere was an inscription
on the pedestal: Ad Astra Per Alia Canis, same as on the sign out
front. Sophie looked around the stark, black room until she found a
small sign encased in Lucite that read simply:

Ad Astra Per Alia Canis
To e Stars On the Wings of a Dog
In Memory of Laika, November 3, 1957

e next room was one large, sprawling diorama of tiny hot air
balloons, airplanes and spaceships and even smaller gures frozen
in mid run or dangling from the rigging of some fabulous ying
contraption. Some of the models Sophie recognized. Others were
unknown, and looked ctional, like a hundred good ideas that Stanley
Kubrick might have considered for 2001: A Space Odyssey but then
had second thoughts about. Along the base of the diorama was a neon
lit timeline with dates that started in the seventeenth century, most
notably under a model of fancy balloon and a tiny man with a giant
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nose identi ed by a little sign as Cyrano De Bergerac, and went all
the way to the mid twenty- rst century. After circumnavigating this
curious history three or four times, Sophie realized it was a timeline
of where the space race should have led, complete with models of
a hypothetical nuclear powered rocket to Saturn (circa 1962) the
moon base that never was (circa 1979) and the Mars colony that
should have been (circa 2002).

Another room held a tea party of mannequins dressed in space
suits, real and fanciful, from all eras. Sophie especially liked the one
made of leather and lined in bu alo fur, with a fancy glass domed
helmet that had a beak of glass that contained a delicate breathing
recirculation device. It looked like the sort of space suit Salvador Dali
would wear.

Beyond this point, the map and reality diverged. Where the
map said there was a room dedicated to Stereoscopic Views of Stellar
Anomalies (whatever those were) was just a dark room lit by nothing
at all but the meager ghosts of light from other rooms re ecting o
of empty glass cases. All the exhibits beyond that point were either
dark, empty, closed 0 by painters drop clothes or some combination
of the three. Even an exhibit called simply e Future!! (with two
exclamation points). Sophie had really wanted to see what was in
that room but its contents were locked behind a heavy door, chained
and bolted. As if e Future!! was where they dumped all the spent
uranium from every nuclear powered daydream that had sustained
every modern boy and girl through the long dark twilight of the
twentieth century.

And thats what this place was, Sophie realized. A museum to
house all the bizarre, completely ridiculous and absolutely genius
Space Age daydreams left over from the future. ey were crowding
up our heads and taking up useful space, so why not put them
someplace where they could be admired once in a while. It made
perfect sense to Sophie. But it was obviously un nished. Perhaps that
was on purpose. Maybe this was a Post Modern exhibit-as-art kind of
museum, its incompleteness representing the open ended question
as to whether or not we would ever really make the e ort to go back
into Space again. She would have to come back when it opened and
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see. Maybe drag Astrid and Sam with her...

Sophie was just about to turn back and head for the door when
she heard mu ed voices and footsteps approaching from an adjacent
room. She ducked behind a drop cloth and waited, breathlessly for
Pyotr, the Russian Nobleman or whomever it was to pass by.

After several tense moments Pyotr Rabbit and the Russian
Nobleman wandered past and stopped to nish their conversation
just out of earshot, in the next room beside the statue of Winged
Laika. Even with the silence humming in her ears like her old CRT
monitor when it was warming up rst thing in the morning, she
couldnt make out what it was they were discussing. Whatever the
subject, it was not a happy one as even in the dimly lit and empty
exhibition room, Sophie could see that neither man was smiling
under their mustaches.

e Russian Nobleman patted Pyotr on the shoulder as he
nodded, tears crystallizing in his eyes. Later, when she recounted
the tale to Astrid, Sophie would swear that she heard the Russian
Nobleman say, I m sorry, Pyotr.

But in truth, she heard nothing because no such thing was said.

ere was only an awkward moment of silence between the men,
which stretched out towards the horizon, threatening to drop over
the edge of the world and never return.  en the Russian Nobleman
escorted Pyotr into the lobby. Sophie waited in silence where she was
hidden behind the drop cloth until the Russian Nobleman returned.
He stood a moment, leaning against the statue of Winged Laika and
cried like a child, short sobs escaping in tiny bursts. After a moment
he stopped, wiped away the tears with the palm of his hand and then
disappeared into the depths of the un nished museum.

Sophie slipped out, unnoticed, pausing in the lobby to grab
one of the maps for Astrid before running all the way back to the
library.
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Jonah could remember a time when it didnt rain quite so heavily,
or for so long. He could remember when the small patch of lawn
in front of his apartment wasnt a permanent swamp of mud and
brown grass. When raincoats, rubber boots and umbrellas werent
necessities, let alone fashion accessories. When it wasnt always warm
and humid, and the streets didnt smell of rotting sh and dead
leaves. He could also remember a time when he didnt get beaten up
by priests, either. So much for nostalgia.

Jonah sat up in bed, his tongue rasping against the inside of his
mouth, sticky and dry, his head throbbing. It wasnt until he fumbled
with the shower knobs and stood beneath the steaming water that
he realized just how much he had had to drink last night and that,
by all the symptoms he was now just noticing, he was bound for a
hangover of truly cosmic proportions.

He put on his Godzilla galoshes and raincoat and made his way
to the Max, only to nd that all trains had been temporarily canceled
due to ooding on several of the tracks. e buses were likewise
delayed or canceled, as several of the surface streets had become
impassable, due to sewer backups that had turned several roads in
the low-lying areas into canals. is had become a regular occurrence
during the summer months, when the usual rainstorms turned into
miniature squalls. Here it was, late March now and already, the
humidity and rain was almost as bad is it used to be in late April
or early May. Before long, Jonah thought to himself, it will be like
May in February and not long after that June all year long, except for
August and September when it will be hot as months they only have
names for in the deepest sulfurous pits of the religious imagination.
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Well, maybe not that bad, but still, what had been once the minor
inconvenience of tra ¢ and shorted stops was becoming a citywide
problem. Increasing amounts of runo and ooded streets were
turning the morning and evening commutes into quests of Tolkien
heft and span. Stories of trollish vagabonds laying claim to bridges
and charging would-be travelers tolls of their own devising were a
little too credible to be dismissed as mere urban legend.

Several enterprising taxi drivers had started running ski - services
during the ooded days but Jonah was unable to nd anyone with
space in their dinghies as they puttered past. Starbucks was open, of
course, and so he waded across the street for a cup of co ee. Ca eine
might dull his headache and fortify him enough to make the mile
and a half trudge to the university a bit more bearable.

Coming out of the Starbucks, a cup of co ee in hand, Jonah
turned the corner only to run into a wall of ashing lights and
strobes. Stunned, he stood, ankle deep in the gutter, as a gang of
photographers shouted his name and the shutters of a dozen cameras
nipped at his cheeks.

Every newspaper and magazine in the region had seen the choppy;,

pixelated and badly translated video of him on e Johnny Tezuka
Show and ran with the story that he had predicted the immanent
return of Jesus by the sign of a comet.
Despite the e orts of skeptics and levelheaded scientists like James
Randi, Phil Plaitt and Rebecca Watson, the rumors, myth-making
and conspiracy theories about Comet Peach-Yomato persisted. e
comet, it was feared, was deeply symbolic. Of what, no one knew for
certain but the conventional wisdom dictated that it had to mean
something.

Big Science is trying to hide the truth about the comet! read the
subject line of Father Sullivans next email newsletter. His newsletter
regularly featured two things: long rambling essays, OFTEN WITH
WHOLE PARAGRAPHS IN CAPITAL LETTERS TO EMPHA-
SIZE HIS POINT and large blocks of quoted text from televange-
lists, disgraced politicians and others with a vested interest in keeping
sex education and evolution out of public schools and ranting against
anything that contradicted a literal interpretation of the Bible.
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Father Sullivans latest phantom boogeyman was Big Science, the
shadowy cabal of corporations and scientists who were covering up
the Truth (always with a capital T) about the evidence for the six day
creation of the universe 6000 years ago, the virgin birth of Ronald
Reagan and the religious origins of the US Constitution.

Father Sullivan had a rather con icted view of Jonah Peach. As
an astronomer, he was naturally part of Big Sciences cover up of the
comets True Meaning. But by revealing that the Comet as a harbin-
ger of the Second Coming, he was also a voice of Gods Holy Truth.
As such, Jonah was alternately damned for lying and praised for tell-
ing the Truth.  is contradiction was rarely noticed, or if it was,
never commented on by anyone but the skeptics.

OF COURSE THERE WERE PANICS WHEN PREVIOUS
COMETS CAME OUR WAY AND WITH GOOD REASON:
THEY WERE FLYING RIGHT AT US! wrote Father Sullivan.

I VE BEEN SAYING FOR YEARS WE RE JUST NOT SAFE! A
COMET COULD FALL OUT THE SKY ANY DAY NOW AND
YOUWOULDN TEVEN KNOW ABOUT IT. THIS DOCTOR
JONAH PEACH, HE S KNOWN FROM DAY ONE THAT THE
COMET COULD HIT EARTH, BUT HE DOESN T WANT
US TO KNOW BECAUSE OF WHERE IT LL LAND. | HAVE
IT ON AUTHORITY FROM A SOURCE AT THE NATIONAL
OBSERVATORY THAT THE COMET IS ANGLED TO HIT
MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE. THAT S RIGHT! THIS COMET IS
GOING TO TAKE OUT GRACELAND UNLESS WE SHOOT
IT WITH NUCLEAR MISSILES, TODAY!

Agnes Wednesbury, an amateur astronomer whose video of Com-
et Peach-Yomato had been viewed over a million times on YouTube,
received these e-mails, forwarded by her aunt. Agnes went to great
lengths on her blog to dissect the numerous problems with this argu-
ment. When she pointed out that nuclear missiles would only shatter
the comet into a thousand deadly pieces and besides, the comet was
going to miss the Earth by more than a half million miles, a ame
war erupted. e Sons of the Comet and the Comet Truthers had
both been alerted to her blog by a troll who frequented the Comet
Truth forum. ey descended en masse, shredding her comment sec-
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tion, crashing one of Googles servers and ooding her email in-box
with spam, Bible tracts, and hate mail.

At rst, Jonah expected a certain amount of genuine curiosity
about the comet, that a thin sliver of real interest would permeate
the thick coat of muck raked over the whole thing. But the sorts of
reporters that would be interested in such things were few and far
between. ey would drop by the studio during the old Star Gazing
days to ask about the Hubble telescope, or for his opinion on the
discovery of the rst extra-solar planet. But the journalists assigned
to catch him outside of a co ee shop on his way to work were not
those sorts of journalist. Journalist described them much the way

Star described both a collapsed brown dwarf whirling in the void
and the bright sun overhead. at is, technically true but barely
descriptive at all.

After the rst few questions, it was clear to Jonah that they
had no interest in Astronomy, or science or anything even remotely
resembling the truth. ey were sni  ng scandal and fantasy.

So, Doctor Peach, when will Jesus arrive here on Earth?

Can you see him approaching through a normal telescope or
does it require any sort of special lters?

Is it true youre secretly Jewish?

Jonah stopped answering any questions after that. On the second
day, he told them, as politely as he could, to go to the Universitys
website and read the 0  cial statement that Doctor Erasmus T. Fire 'y,
Chair of the Astronomy Department, and a half dozen university
lawyers had written up. is would explain that no, the University
did not endorse any one religion, Doctor Peach speci cally and the
scienti ¢ community in general did not recognize the comet as a
harbinger with spiritual or eschatological implications, and that it
had not been Doctor Peachs assertion to this e ect, but that this was
amisunderstanding that resulted from an unfortunate mistranslation,
and any views expressed along these lines were those of Miyamoto
Shinobi, who went by the stage name of Johnny Tezuka. By the third
day, Jonah was simply telling them to go to Tokyo and ask Johnny
Tezuka. By the fourth day, he was simply telling them to go to Hell.

Jonah waved to the cameras, sipped his co ee, smiled widely
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and then walked down the street, the photographers following after,
shouting ever more absurd questions.

Is the comet really Jesus or is Jesus just riding the comet?

What does Jesus look like, to you?

Is it true that the comet is going to crash into Jerusalem on
December 12, 2012?

Well, thats a new one, Jonah said, immediately wishing he
hadnt as this only encouraged them.

You know, guys, the more interesting story is that here we are,
in the middle of March and the city is half under water. Why dont
you guys do a story on that, huh?

Are you saying the increase in rain is a result of the comets
approach to Earth? one intrepid reporter stuck a microphone in
Jonahs face, and looked at him with all the plastic sincerity of a
mannequin in a store window.

Jonah rolled his eyes and pushed the microphone away.

Campus security had been posted outside the entrance to the
astronomy building to ensure that no reporters got in and that the
faculty and students could enjoy some semblance of normality. Jonah
nodded to the guards as he pushed open the door and was enveloped
by the sudden su ocating quiet of the lobby. Jonah could hear his
shoes squeak on the linoleum.

Wiaiting for the elevator were two other faculty members,
Doctor Frank Greenleaf, a portly Astrophysicist with a fondness for
word puzzles and Doctor Mira Finklestein, specialist in black holes,
known among the grad students for her sexy, black-rimmed glasses
and making casual references to Star Trek during lectures. Frank and
Mira were talking in a low whisper as Jonah came through the door
but stopped mid-word as he approached the elevator.

Mira, Frank, Jonah said by way of greeting. Frank returned
his full attention to the newspaper crossword puzzle he had been
carrying under one sweaty arm. Mira smiled thinly and nodded a
cold hello.

Frank Greenleaf was born and raised in Portland and had the
distinction of having left the city only once in his entire 42 years.

is was when he was 18 and went to visit a cousin who lived on a
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turnip farm in Oregon City.  at was when Frank learned that he
hated to travel. Also, he wasnt fond of his cousin. Or turnips. Or
most vegetables. In fact, other than crossword puzzles and Martian
geology, there wasnt much that Frank Greenleaf did like. Certain
parts of Portland even scared him a little. He would drive miles out
of his way to avoid going through the Pearl District, as he had a
pathological fear of hipsters.
ey stood there, waiting. In silence.

Six letter word for ironically inappropriate , begins with Q...
Frank asked. He may as well have been asking the elevator doors.

Mira and Jonah both thought for a moment. All Jonah could
think about was that his co ee was almost cold.

Quaint, Mira said after a moment.

Ah! Right you are... Frank penciled the word into the little

squares with meticulous care.
ey stood there, waiting. In silence. Again.

Mira and Jonah would often talk at length about their mutual
admiration for Star Trek. In the venn diagram of the geek world,
science ction fans and astronomers overlap quite a bit (see Fig. 3),
but Mira especially liked talking to Jonah, as it reminded her of the
conversations she used to have with her father, when she was little. As
a child, she and her father would spend Sunday afternoons watching
reruns of the original Star Trek series together and talk all about aliens
and outer space. is was the not-so-secret reason she wanted to
become an astronomer, as looking at images of outer space reminded
her of those Sunday afternoons. Mira didnt want to ignore Jonah.
She thought the whole thing with the comet was silly and overblown
and understood that it was just a handful of kooks who were making
a ruckus. But she was up for tenure review next year and didnt want
to jeopardize her chances, since several of the other professors who
would be reviewing her application for tenure suspected that Jonah
had manufactured the whole thing to feed his aging ego. So she kept
quiet and hated herself a little more each day for letting the petty
politics of academia get in the way of friendship.

e door to the elevator opened with a at metallic ding. Jonah
stepped inside. Frank and Mira did not.
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Fig. 3: Astronomers in Science Fiction Fandom

. Astronomers

.Science Fiction Fans

Frank and Mira made an e ort not to look directly at Jonah, or

one another, as if observing a solar are.
Nice talking with you both, Jonah said as the doors slid shut.

When Jonah reached his o ce, he found a stack of mail nearly a
foot high waiting for him on his desk, just like every other day that
week. All the letters were addressed to him, not the observatory or
Portland State University or the mysterious and dedicated Doctors of
Astronomy. He knew this without even opening a single one. He also
knew what each one said, if not word for word, enough to sum up.
Something about baby Jesus crying, Bible verses, confessions, curses
and damnations, more Bible verses. He had never received genuine
hate mail before, not even that time when they did an episode of
Star Gazing about the Big Bang and several church groups wrote
in to protest his failure to mention Gods little pinky nger as one
of the possible identities of the Prime Mover. ey were stern and
dogmatic, to be sure, ill-informed, naturally. But this was something
else entirely.

e level of pure, animal rage at having your worldview
questioned, even inadvertently, was white hot and tangible. If their
universe was constructed of such imsy tissue paper, how did they
manage to get through the day? Jonah never could fathom it. Did it
help, sending vile letters and threats to random strangers who never
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even met you before, let alone knew enough about you or your fragile
faith to question it, accidentally, in Japanese?

Jonah pushed the whole stack into the trash can beside his desk,
slung his bag over the back of his chair and shook o his overcoat.
He turned on the power to his computer monitor and sat down to
check his e-mail and nish his co ee, a little morning ritual that he
had done for years. Most of the e-mail messages that ooded his in-
box werent any better than the rest of his morning mail.

All except one:

To: jpeach@psu.edu
From: yo.yomato@u-tokyo.ac.jp
Subject:  ank You For Your Visit

Dear Doctor Jonah Peach,

On behalf of the University Astronomy Department, |
would like to thank you greatly for your kind visit with
us. Your contributions to the eld of Astronomy have
been invaluable, as has your expertise in presenting to the
world your ndings regarding Comet P/2010 N3.  ank
you once again for sharing with us your knowledge and
information.

We wish to extend to you our deepest sympathies for the
misunderstanding on e Johnny Tezuka Show. If there is
anything that the Astronomy Department or University
can do to clear up this unfortunate matter, do not hesitate
to ask.

Sincerely,

Doctor Yoshimi Yomato
Department of Astronomy
and Space Science
University of Tokyo
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PS.
V zv Ibhnyerngl. L.

e postscript ba ed Jonah for a moment until he realized it
was encrypted in ROT 13.

ROT 13 isasubstitution cipher used frequently in online forums
to avoid spoilers. It consists of rotating the letters by 13 places, so that
A=N, B=0, etc. all the way to M=Z. then the substitution reverses so
that N=A. Since there are 26 letters in the English alphabet, ROT 13
acts as its own decryption key. It is based on the Caesar Cipher, used
by Julius Caesar to communicate with his generals during battle.

He hadnt seen this type of substitution code in years, since the
old days on the alt.astronomy newsgroup. It took him a few minutes
to puzzle out the cipher but in clear text, it read, 1 miss you already.
Y.

Jonah read the email a half dozen times that morning and then
once more after lunch. Half of what had happened in Japan felt like
one of those dreams where you wake up and have to remind yourself
that it wasnt real. Only, this time it was. Reading Yoshimi's personal
postscript made his belly feel all warm and tingly. It often amazed
Jonah how such a little thing made all the di erence.

For a moment, Jonah daydreamed about meeting Yoshimi again.
He could leave now, go home and pack a bag, be at the airport in an
hour and catch the next ight to Japan. He would call her from the
air as they were about to land and she would meet him at the taxi
stand with his name scribbled on a little card.  eyd run through the
streets of Japan, hand in hand, kissing in the neon light and sneak
into a Buddhist temple and have to be chased away by a pack of irate
monks.

But there were practical things to consider.

Before he could run o  to Japan on some foolish and ill-advised
romantic adventure that probably wouldnt go anywhere, he would
have to take care of this business with the comet rst. e comet and
Simon.
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R O Y O
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By that afternoon, the water had subsided enough for Jonah to hail
a taxi with reasonable assurance that he would get to his destination
mostly dry. Jonah was grateful as he wanted to avoid being seen by
any photographers as he entered St Patricks Church.

Other than a few elderly ladies in the pews up front or in one
of the chapels o to the side, lighting novena candles in front of the
statue of the Virgin Mary, the church was empty. Jonah wandered
up the middle aisle, hands in his pockets and looking around. He
spotted the confessional o to one side. A narrow door opened and
someoneswrinkled grandmother waddled out. Jonah glanced around
to see if anyone would notice before slipping inside and shutting the
door behind him.

Even though the lighting inside the confessional wasnt much
brighter than outside, Jonah could easily see through the screen and
make out, through the middle aged wrinkles around the eyes and
the graying but still sandy hair, the pro le of his childhood friend,
Simon Said.

Hey there, padre its been, oh, geez, lets see, twenty  seven
years since my last confession...

Jonah, said Simon. It was said in neither the condescending
tone of someone spotting the man he had punched in the nose the
week before, or of a person seeing an old friend for the rst time in
twenty years.  at both cases were true didnt help clarify matters
any. It was said casually and atly, as if in passing.

Youve got quite a nerve, Jonah! Simon said, nally breaking
the silence.

I ve got nerve? Jonah smiled and shook his head like he had
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just heard some mildly amusing, o -color joke. You do remember
who hit who, right? Or is that another magical power you get by
joining your little secret society, the ability to blame the heathen for
his own beating?

Simon sighed, I 1l admit, maybe things got a little out of hand.
But you have to admit, you had it coming!

| thought assaulting nonbelievers went out with the
Inquisition?

e Popes bringing it back.

Ah, all the oldies do make a curtain call. Well, good to know, I I
keep an eye out for any monks in black robes.

Your little jokes arent going to do you any good, Jonah. You ve
gone way beyond mere apostasy and have descended directly into
heresy, my friend.

Jonah cocked his head to the side, looking at the middle-aged
priest in disbelief.

Youre kidding right? You just whip out the old dice and roll
that one up yourself or do you have to get the DM s approval rst?

Simon stared through the screen, as if trying to burn a hole
through it with his eyes. Just a fair warning.  at little stunt you
pulled with the comet, thats big time!

at wasnt me!  at was Johnny Tezuka. You want to blame
someone, why dont you hop a jet to Tokyo and have a little chat with
him!

Oh, passing the buck, as usual, Simon shook his head.

Simon, what are you doing here? Jonah yelled. He then took
a breath and calmed down. | mean, besides the whole priest thing.
I havent seen or heard from you in twenty years and you show up
in the middle of the night in a park to clock me in the nose. With a
rabbi and a preacher, no less. Youre a bad joke come to life!

Minister. Freddy gets a little angry when you call him a preacher.
I m part of an interfaith group. We do community outreach, homeless
shelters and such.

And such being the part where you assault people in the park
like a bunch of thugs? Whats the story? Day before graduation, you
run o , no one sees you for years. Eliza had no idea where youd
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gone. Not that she was talking to me much any way...

Yeah, well... after Eliza turned me down, | felt kind of lost.
Turns out she didnt really love me. Didnt love either of us, really...
Simon shrugged. For such a common, non-committal gesture it
conveyed a lot of emotion, as if the last bit of some ancient and half
forgotten weight had been discarded. But thats not the issue here!
You have called down the wrath, my friend! Big men are pondering
the next step but whatever it is, it wont be pretty for you!  eres talk
of excommunication. You know how hard you have to screw up to
get excommunicated? Hitler didnt even get excommunicated!

Huh, Jonah said. Eliza never really loved me...

Are you even listening to me?

Why should 1? Youre babbling about fairy tale nonsense! I
quit the Church when | was fteen! Might as well tell me youre
con scating my seven league boots and magic beans. Excommunicate
me! Fine, whatever...

You dont get it, do you? Youre a butter v, Jonah. You ap your
wings and chaos happens. But hey, its not your fault because youre
just an insigni cant bug caught up in the winds of the Earth! Whats
it matter if you do one thing or another, it all means nothing to you.
You bend the world in sinister ways by being sel sh and wrong and
dont even realize what you ve done! Just it away on a breeze to cause
more damage.

Jonah said nothing. He wondered, brie v, if his silence would be
taken by Simon as some sort of tacit agreement but didnt much care.
Some of what Simon had said was right, it didnt really matter if the
context was wrong.  at was just quibbling over semantics.

She became a leshian, you know. Eliza. Married a woman.
Adopted two kids and lives in New Jersey. Trains show cats. And
you drove her there! We could have been happy, her and me. Had a
family and lived a quiet, meaningful life. Instead, you had to come
along and ruin everything. Everything you touch turns to shit and
corruption, Jonah!

Whatever happened between Eliza and me, that was years ago.
And I m sorry, if that means anything at this point. | only came here
because | was hoping...
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What Jonah was hoping for, in spite of the bruised and bandaged
nose, twenty years of silence and a world of other di erences, was
to talk to his old friend because he didnt have anyone else to talk
to. But there was no way for him to say that. So, instead he said,

is was a bad idea, coming here and thinking we could have a
civil conversation... Jonah stood up and opened the door of the
confessional.

Why would you say that? Simon asked, his voice wobbly in his
throat.

What? Jonah shut the door and sat back down.

Dont you remember how we used to have these kinds of debates
in college? Wed stay up late, drinking beer and talking about all the
big ideas! Come on, you remember that! | know you do.

Yeah. | remember.  ats how we met Eliza.

Yeah... Eliza Candlemaker. Man she was great. You remember
when we drove up to New York, to see the Pixies? We met those drag
gueens who gave us that ecstasy that was cut with acid?

Jonah chuckled. e whole way back to the dorm, you kept
talking about how the pink elephants were going to get you.

Simon laughed. 1d forgotten about the pink elephants! Yeah,
they were like right in my peripheral vision the whole night. How
could I forget that?

You were so scared! Eliza and me thought we were going to
have to take you to a hospital or something. She was under control
though, the whole time. Like it was just another Wednesday night.

I was scared because | had an Algebra exam in two hours and
was still seeing those damn elephants! But Eliza always had it together.
Being around her made everything just, clear, you know? Like even if
we didnt know what we were doing it would all work out.

A silent moment passed between them.  en Simon said, See,
this is what I m talking about! Youre a good man, Jonah, | know you
are. It doesnt have to be like this.

It does, so long as you keep punching me in the nose.

I said | was sorry about that.

Yeah but are you, really?

Simon was quiet for a moment.
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I dont know. I guess... | guess | wanted to bring a little grace
to your life. It was a mistake, | mean, | know that. God often takes a
more indirect path than we do and we cant force things to move on
our schedules...

Oh come on, Simon, thats your excuse? God wasnt moving
fast enough? Are you seriously telling me you think some invisible
man in the sky wanted you to punch me in the nose as a sign of, of
what? His benevolent plan for an ordered universe?

You never did pay attention to theology class much, even when
we were kids, did you? God isnt an invisible man in the clouds. Hes
what we feel when we connect with other people, without all the
bullshit and emotional armor and nonsense to get in the way. e
truth is, | saw your picture in that article about the comet and felt
inspired to reach out and communicate something important to you.
I [l admit, I chose the wrong way to do that. But whether or not you
want to admit it, someone somewhere has to bring a little Grace into
your life because you sure as shooting arent going to do it yourself. |
think you should appreciate it and meditate on it so you can maybe
make a change for the better in your life.

What an utter and complete load of crap! My life is just ne. Or
it was before you punched me in the nose.

Look, I already said | was sorry about that! Christ, how many
times do | have to apologize?

I knew this was a mistake, coming here and trying to have a
rational conversation with you. Jonah opened the door and stepped
out of the confessional. Simon opened his door and ran after. He was
practically in his back pocket.

It always comes down to this, doesnt it? Simon said. You are
so hung up on rationality that you cant accept that we live in an
irrational world.

I know all about how irrational the world can be, Jonah said,
pointing at his bruised face. 1 ve spent my life trying to inject a little
more rationality into it and the thanks I get is a bloody nose!

Well, who told you people wanted your rationality?

Jonah stopped in front of the door, turned to look at his old
friend.
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So, we should just lie to everyone and Il their heads with fairy
tales instead?

Believing in something bigger than you isnt a fairy tale. It gives
people hope. It makes people feel a little more in control when the
world beats them down. Scienti ¢ truths are great but they dont
make people happy.

Happiness is overrated.

Simon looked at Jonah for a long, hard second.

Well, 1 shouldnt keep you, hesaid. | m sure youve got galaxies
to study. More people to disappoint.

Yeah. Whatever.

Whatever to you! I ll be watching you, Doctor Jonah Peach.

Dontstrain yourself there, Padre. Another moment of awkward
silence passed between them.

en Jonah turned and walked out of the church and back into
the street.

Jonah kept going over what Simon had said all the way home, which
is how he got lost. He had been so busy thinking and watching his
own feet trudge through the puddles that when he nally looked up
to see the street names, it took him several minutes to gure out that
he had overshot his destination by at least six blocks.

He turned down a side street, on the corner of which was an
old warehouse that had been co-opted equally by nature and hobos.
While the roof had folded in on itself by the constant rain and grass as
high as his chest was visible through the broken windows, there were
a number of several people camping inside, warming themselves by
a re that they had made in a clear area that still had a piece of roof
overhead. ey waved and smiled and for a moment, Jonah paused.

He was possessed by a sudden impulse to trudge over to them,
shake their hand and never come back. Hed change his name to
Starwatcher Jim, grow his beard long and wander the soggy, half
forgotten sections of town, teaching other hobos the constellations
in exchange for food.

Jonah sighed and kept walking. He hadnt taken more than a half
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dozen steps when he stopped again and looked up at the side of the
warehouse. e brick wall was half obscured by patches of ivy and
moss and what few bare spots there were had been decorated with all
manner of gra ti, some of it quite striking. One in particular caught
his eye, which is why he stopped. It was neither artfully done, like
the elaborate tableau of cartoon ninjas ghting an army of tiny pig
men in business suits against a backdrop of a silhouetted skyline that
decorated a vacant lot behind his apartment, or as personal as the
random tags that formed abstract decorations to the uninitiated (like
himself). It was just an easy phrase spray painted quick but neat in
blue letters three feet high:

ABOVE US ONLY SKY

Jonah didnt know why, but that simple message reassured him.
ere was nothing above him, just the sky. Swollen and humid as it
might be, and dark in the fading twilight, it was a simple truth, one
he could get behind whole heartedly. No unfortunate coincidences
involving comets and mythology, or threats of bloody noses. Just air
and clouds and light.
en he rounded another corner, saw the photographers running
towards him, a whole new litany of questions on their lips and fresh
batteries in their cameras. He turned and ran in the other direction.
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After Sophies encounter in the Venerable Lodge of Celestial Motion,
she and Astrid spent that night and all the next day trying to gure
out what it all meant, if anything. How did the mysteries of the
museum tin with e Man With e Mustache and why was it
so sad a place for Pyotr and the Russian Nobleman?  ere were no
answers.
ough of course they each had their own theory.

is other guy with the mustache is a member of the Russian
mob, said Astrid. Hes shaking down Pyotr for money.

But, why was the mobster crying? Mobsters dont cry. Especially
Russian mobsters, said Sophie. ey get all stabby and then tattoo
a little black teardrop on their cheek. No. I still think hes a Russian
Nobleman. Maybe not a Romanov, but someone high up. Whos
also a space ight enthusiast. He wants to fund a private expedition
to beat the Chinese to the Moon and is heartbroken that his favorite
Phantom Cosmonaut has refused to lead the mission.

Well, could you blame him? said Astrid. Pyotrs gotta be
pushing 90! Or! Maybe he needs Pyotrs help because the Russian
Ma ais shaking him down, extorting money and this weird museum
is all just a front for their panda smuggling operation. is guy, his
dad and Pyotr were in the Soviet Space Program together. His dad
saved Pyotrs life and now hes repaying the debt to his old comrades
son. Pyotr found out what the mobsters were up to and took Russian
mustache guy there to show him what hes doing to all those poor
pandas. atd make me cry

Except, | didnt see any signs of pandas when | was there.

Well sure, you wouldnt. Mobsters these days are high tech.
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Its not all cement galoshes and veiled threats over pasta. Or vodka
and borscht, since they re Russian. No, they ve got a clean room in
the back and electronic surveillance. You said yourself there was one
room that was completely sealed o . I bet thats where the pandas
were.

And | was right there! said Sophie. 1 couldve saved the
pandas

Sophie was getting nowhere looking for e Man With e
Mustache on her own. Astrid, as much as she wanted to be, was
not really any help, suggesting that they do other things such as
go shopping, eat sushi, watch a movie or wander the Portland Art
Museum making up stories to go with the various artworks that
caught their eye.

Astrid was a big fan of the early moderns Matisse, Picasso,
Duchamp, Chagall, but especially the artists of the Dada and
Surrealist movements. Anything beautiful, strange, and re ective of
but not enslaved by the mundane horrors of life thrilled her. e
otherworldly, dreamlike atmosphere of Remedios Varo or Max Ernst
made her feel lightheaded, as if her mouth were full of feathers. If she
was just to open her mouth and speak, her tongue would grow wings
and carry her away...

Sophie liked to stare at the Magritte and wonder what he had
been thinking when he painted that pipe that was not a pipe.

How this helped locate e Man With e Mustache, Sophie
didnt know.

It had always been Astrids contention that when you stop
looking for something, that is precisely when it will turn up. Sophie
referred to this as the Unwatched Kettle  eory of nding things, and
while it had proven useful in some instances, such as nding Astrid s
frequently misplaced keys, it was not as helpful with everything, like
Astrid s favorite pair of sandals, which she had still not found despite
not looking for them for the past six months.

Samwas generally supportive as well, and would often join Sophie
on her quest, scouring bookstores, second hand shops, restaurants
and boutiques. But like Astrid, he was prone to wandering o to do
other things that werent necessarily as quixotic as trying to nd a
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single mustached stranger in a city of roughly a half million people.

Sophie, likewise, was nding herself distracted from her quest
more and more. e exact details of e Man With e Mustaches
face were becoming less solid in her mind while the umbrella,
curiously, was becoming ever more tangible. She could sometimes
feel its handle resting against her palm in those moments when she
was half asleep on the couch, dreaming, while the umbrella itself
was hanging on the hook by the door. e sensation of connection
was electric, like static elds bumping into one another on a winters
morning, hand to doorknob. While the umbrella remained ever more
present, the face of e Man With e Mustache receded further
into abstraction, until he was just a bowler hat and a bristle of hair
on an invisible lip.

On Tuesday it snowed.

Everyone was surprised, including the local Meteorologist,
Herb Garret. Well, what do you expect? he said on the Local AM
morning show, | have a bachelors degree in communications from
Boise Tech and got my Meteorology certi cate from a diploma mill
on the Internet! Christ, its not like its even a real science! | just color
in a few clouds on the computer to make it look pretty!

Herb Garret had been having outbursts like this on a weekly basis
for a month now but the producer refused to re him because ratings
were through the roof. Everyone tuned in to see what un ltered
wisdom he would lay down next. Few knew and even less cared that
Herb Garret was having a midlife crisis.  is was instigated, like all
such diseases of the soul, by the most common circumstance. One
night at dinner he looked over at his daughter Phoebe, to ask for
the potatoes when he suddenly realized that she was the same age,
almost to the month, as his wife had been when they had met. She
looked remarkably like her mother, even. Worse still, Herb Garret
now resembled his father, just with a better toupee, a fact that was
con rmed later that night after a prolonged examination in the
bathroom mirror. Herb Garret could see the wheels of time moving
in all their horror and glory and it had made him tremble at the
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knowledge that death was not just something that happened to other
people but a real, tangible and ongoing process that was happening
not just all around him but to him. Since then, he couldnt censor the
thoughts that had been stewing in his brain for the last few decades.

ey had been there all along, but Herb had pushed them deep down
and ignored them in order to pursue the career, family and lifestyle
that he thought he had always wanted. But now, the accumulated
weight of a thousand tiny failures was staring back at him from the
bathroom mirror and the only way to calm them was to shout the
truth that he couldnt ignore any longer.

Still, a freak snowstorm in late March was a surprise, to Herb
and everyone else.

e day started out sixty degrees and overcast but by lunchtime
there was a half inch of ne, powdery snow dusting the sidewalks.
Little eddies of white ice crystals frozen in the air followed everyone
on their lunch break like the ghosts of childhood pets.

Astrid watched the snow from the second oor porch of the
library and shivered. But not from the cold.

For some time Astrid had been growing more and more
concerned about the erratic weather. But like everyone else, she was
unable to articulate the creeping fear that the world was trying to kill
them all for crimes of a sordid and poisonous nature. No one could
comment on this in any other fashion than by cracking weak jokes.

Well, must be the end of the world again! Ha... yep. e end
of the world... She faked a smile to one of the Reference Librarians
named Jane, who had come out to watch the snow with her.

Jane Herringbone had worked at the library for so long, she
could remember when the rst computer was installed.

Havent seen it snow like this in a long time, replied Jane
in an old womans voice, like a static-choked radio message from
Neptune. Not since we had to shoot the goat that was biting the
young ones...

Unable to think of a response to that, Astrid went back inside,
leaving Jane alone on the porch to stare into the snow.

Sophie was not so disturbed by the snow as Astrid or Jane. She
was elated by it and decided to go for a brisk walk, even though she
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hadnt brought her coat that morning.

Ever since leaving New York and moving to Portland, Sophie
had missed snow. She never would have admitted this was even
possible after experiencing the blizzards that turned the streets of
Manhattan into black blocks of frozen mud. But Portland was
situated in a temperate valley and rarely snowed. When it did, it
usually lasted for a half an hour and melted before it had time to
stick. But this snow was di erent. It was soft and luscious, the way
she had always dreamed about snow in wild ancestral places deep in
the collective unconscious, where trees lean against the moon and
wolves are known to wander around a little too close to camp  res,
which burn hot and eternal.

Sophie opened the umbrella and watched as the snow akes
melted on its black hood and drifted through the clouds of her own
breath that preceded her. After a while, she started to feel the chill
and stopped 0 at the co ee shop around the corner to warm up.

She found Jonah sitting at a table by the door trying to look
nonchalant and failing.

He was hiding half his face behind a magazine. Sophie wasnt
sure if his failure was due to the fact that he was wearing sunglasses
or that he was holding the latest copy of Sky and Telescope, complete
with a picture of him on the front cover.

Lola sent me, said Sophie, approaching his table with a cup of
hot chocolate in hand. She says the wolf is at the door.

Oh, Sophie! Hi, said Jonah. Um, what?

You look like a spy, hiding from a hit man. Sophie slid into the
chair across him, leaned over conspiratorially and whispered, Is it
the Chinese?

No! Its...

Because if so, | bet they would be awfully interested in hearing
all about Jesus return from the man who discovered him.

Well now youre just being mean. Jonah dropped the magazine
onto the table in front of him. He picked up his co ee cup and
sipped.

Sorry. Let me make it up to you. Were having a big party for
Astrid Friday night at her place. Its her birthday. But you dont have
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to bring anything.  ough it would be nice, since its her birthday
and all. Here, Sophie took a napkin from the dispenser and scribbled
Astrid s address on it with the nub of a pencil she carried with her.

Oh, thats, thats very nice of you but, ah I m... sort of... busy.

Doing What? Washing your hair? Hiding from the Chinese?

No. e paparazzi.

Sophie looked around the co ee shop. All she saw were the usual
bored baristas and people waiting in line to place their orders.

Well, 1 dont see any photographers in here, or outside, unless
theyve learned to hide in between the snow akes.  ose wily
paparazzi!

Jonah sat up straight, craned his neck to look out the window.

Huh. Must have left...

Paranoia is unbecoming an astronomer of your stature, said
Sophie, sipping her cocoa.

Jonah chuckled. Look, I know this might be hard for you to
understand but the last week or so hasnt really been a picnic for me.
And the weather today isnt helping. Do you realize people think the
comet is causing this? So it snows a little. In March. Why would you
automatically assume its caused by a ball of ice thirty million miles
away? Anyway, | was hoping to just keep a low pro le. Stay out of
sight for a bit.

Doing a bang up job hiding here right out in the open. Sophie
blew steam around the rim of her mug. No one would think to look
for you here.

Yeah well, a co ee shop is still pretty anonymous. Unlike a
party which... sounds kinda... fun, actually. s party, who all will
be there?

Oh, me and Astrid and a few dozen acquaintances.  eir
friends. A few Militant Communists, who are actually very nice. Julio
makes the best Sangria, ever! Lets see... Hipsters, vegans, a couple
of angry lesbians.  is one guy named Phil, who always brings a
bottle of Ouzo with him wherever he goes. Probably a few others I m
forgetting. e usual.

So, no one who would, you know, recognize me or anything,
would they?
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ey might recognize someone wearing a Groucho Marx
mustache and glasses. Or a wig. But 11l let you in on a secret,
Sophie leaned in. Jonah did as well and their heads nearly met over
the middle of the table, right beside the sugar dispenser. You arent
that big a deal, Doctor Peach.

No, I didnt mean to sound... Jonah slumped back in his chair
and sighed. By the end of it he looked de ated as a three day old
balloon well after all the funs been had.

Its OK, Doctor Peach, Sophie smiled and patted him on the
shoulder as she stood up. After a few cups of Julios Sangria, you ll
forget your own mothers maiden name, let alone this business with
that smelly old comet of yours. Sophie drained the last of the cocoa
from her mug and placed the mug in a bin beside the trashcan. As
she moved towards the door, she glanced out at the snow, which had
started to fall heavily. If the world doesnt end rst, that is.

Oh, dont tease me.

See you Friday at eightish! Sophie waved to Jonah as she
pushed open the door backwards. She turned mid step and nearly
blinded a young man with the umbrella as she opened it and stepped
into the snow.
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Although she had always felt that Astrology was utter nonsense,
Sophie could not help but notice that those people born on April 1%
all shared a singular outlook about the basic absurdity of life.

Milan Kundera (1929), author of e Unbearable Lightness of
Being and John Wilmot, 2nd Earl of Rochester (1647), the notorious
libertine and poet, were April Fools babies, but then, so was Otto
von Bismarck (1815), rst Chancellor of Germany, a man not exactly
known for his philosophical wit in the face of adversity. Sam pointed
this out to Sophie once, to which she replied, Well, even Einstein
didnt get Relativity right on the rst go.

You have to admit, Sophie said on a completely unrelated
occasion to Astrid, Being born is rather foolish and on April 1%,
well, the pranks on everybody.

Oh poppycock! said Astrid, who was an April Fools baby.
eres nothing at all foolish about the circumstances of my birth!
Astrids parents were still teenagers when she was born. Her

father, Sergeant Ferdinand Claudette (US Army, Ret.) met her
mother while in Vietnam. Lulu Guichard was born to Emile and
Claudia Guichard, a pair of French missionaries who had stayed
behind when the French left Vietnam in 1954. ey looked after a

ock of Vietnamese Catholic converts living in a small, out of the
way village near the Cambodian border, which is where Lulu had
been born and where Sergeant Ferdinand Claudette and his men
found them.

eir patrol had been led astray by their Vietnamese guide,
who was secretly working for the Viet Cong. Charlie Bhu Ket, was
supposed to lead Sergeant Claudette and his men in circles until they
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ran into an ambush. However, Charlie Bhu Ket had a lousy sense of
direction and his circles spiraled ever wider until, after three days of
sweating it out in the jungle, they stumbled into the small French
village on the border of Cambodia where Lulu and her parents
had spent the last sixteen years recreating France in Southeast Asia,
complete with cathedral, cobblestone square and a statue of Gustav
Flaubert.

ey were just in time for Easter. It was at the festival where young
Sergeant Claudette, who was only nineteen and had graduated high
school just the summer before, fell madly in love with sixteen year
old Lulu. Amidst little Vietnamese children scrambling all over in
search of painted eggs and casual talk about the savory sh curry and
beauty of the purple and orange streamers, he found her standing by
the statue of old Flaubert, staring into the jungle and day dreaming.
Lulu was equally smitten with the handsome young soldier, who was
rapidly losing his idealism.

Its a little known fact that idealism requires a temperate climate
in which to ourish. Having been In Country just over six months
and thus exposed to every form of humidity and heat Vietnam could
conjur up, Sergeant Claudettes idealism had rotted clean through.
But all it took was one look from Lulus crystal blue eyes to remind
him that sometimes, certain ideals are worth keeping in the tiny
hothouse of the heart.

It was also Lulus prescient observation that Charlie Bhu Ket:
A) couldnt tell a Westerly breeze from an elephant fart and B) was a
Viet Cong spy. s last fact she realized when she saw him ddling
with a radio concealed in his pants.

Lost from their base and with no trustworthy guide to nd their
way back, Sergeant Claudette and his men, who found their idealism
just as wilting as their sergeants, decided to stay in the French Village
on the border of Cambodia until after the war was over. Lulu and
Ferdinand Claudette were married by the Vietnamese Priest in a small
but lovely ceremony that summer. Astrid was born seven months
later. Lulu may have been Catholic but she was also French.

After the war, the Claudettes and Guichards moved to Portland,
so that young Astrid could have a proper education, one that included
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frequent trips to museums and plenty of cheese, a delicacy that her
mother and grandparents were inordinately fond of but found hard
to come by in the jungles of Vietnam.

No granddaughter of mine shall be raised without a proper slice
of brie on her plate! declared Grandfather Emile.

In Portland, Astrid developed a taste for ne cheeses. It was also
where she rst realized that her heart was tuned to certain Sapphic
frequencies, most notably when she saw Madonnas Like a Virgin
video for the rst time and found herself in rapturous awe of both
the titillating Catholic imagery and Madonnas voluptuous moves
and swishing tulle wedding dress. Mother Lulu noticed as well but
decided not to mention it. Perhaps her daughter was just going
through a phase and her fascination with womans lingerie was merely
a foreshadowing of a career in fashion. Or the burlesque.

As Astrid grew it became apparent that her appreciation for
lingerie and the Burlesque were decidedly unprofessional. s
realization left her parents ba ed but they supported her anyway,
deciding that whatever made their daughter happy must be right,
even if the Pope said otherwise.

Astrid s grandparents eventually passed on, as did the years. At
some point when no one was looking, Vietnam transformed from a
su ering Communist Hell hole into a popular tourist destination.
Astrid s parents, homesick for the Little French Village on the border
of Cambodia, decided to retire there.  ough it lacked some of the
amenities of Portland, most notably, the cheese, it was home. Astrid,
meanwhile, had grown fond of Portland and metropolitan charms.
She had also just been accepted to Portland State University and was
wrestling with the secret, unconventional desires of her heart. Desires
which she felt would be incompatible in the traditional Catholic
missionary village on the border of Cambodia. She decided to stay.

Twice a year, on Christmas and her birthday, Astrid received
a postcard from her parents. is years birthday postcard arrived
promptly in the mailbox on the appointed day. Her mother had
always had a knack for timing. On the front was a picture of the
village Cathedral, with the sh merchants setting up for Carnival.
On the back was a brief note:
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Happy Birthday my sweet! I hope your fondest birthday
wishes come to pass! Papa isin ne spirits, despite his blood
pressure. All that cheese you keep sending us! (Not that I m
complaining. Papa says send more Gouda) Much love and
many Kisses from the jungle of our heart!
Love,
Mama

Youre right, said Sophie the rst time Astrid told her the story

of her birth, eres nothing foolish about that at all.

is year was Astrid s 35th birthday and she decided it should be
a memorable one. Sophie and Sam agreed but were at a bit of a loss
as to how to make it so. A party was in order of course, but the gifts
needed to be on the next level from ordinary.

I m making her a mechanical birdcage, Samcon ded in Sophie
when she asked him what he was getting Astrid. For those parrots of
hers.

Astrid had acquired three stu ed parrots from the Library when
the Head Librarian, eo Driftwood, decided that they had enough
taxidermied creatures prowling about. Also, these parrots wouldnt
keep her up at night making French passes.

e doors will open automatically and the swings will move by
themselves, said Sam. | m on my way now to the pet store to record
some parrot voices for the soundtrack.

Oh, thats good... Sophie was a loss as to what to get Astrid this
year.

For the last few years, Sophie and Astrid had been in competition
to see who could give each other the most outrageous sex toy. After
four years, they both had a small but impressive collection of rubber
and plastic vibrators, Pyrex dildos, gags, blindfolds, fuzzy handcu s
and avored lubricants. For her 26™ birthday, Sophie had received
from Astrid a Hello Kitty vibrator and last Christmas, Sophie had
given Astrid a large polished teak wood dildo that more closely
resembled a pepper mill. Sophie could not remember which of them
had started the trend (It had been Astrid) but she decided this year
that she would end it, if only because to continue would be to move
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on to rubber dolls of lifelike detail, which was a level of escalation
that would not only have been embarrassing but expensive, as none
of the dolls at the local sex shop were at all in her price range.

A kitchen appliance, maybe? A book of rare vintage, perhaps? If
Sam was going to the trouble of making her something as elaborate
as a mechanical, talking birdcage, her gift needed to be something
more than just a generic present. But she couldnt make anything
other than a mean plate of Bolognese and the occasional ruckus.
Which was why she was at a loss. Until she passed by an antique store
one afternoon.

It had been raining for most of the day but under the umbrella,
Sophie had time to stroll home casually from the library. Otherwise,
she would have been in too much of a hurry to notice the quaint
display in the antique store window. But there it was, the perfect
gift...

Astrid lived above a Chinese Restaurant, across the river, in
Chinatown. Wangs Fine Chinese Bu et was owned and operated by
Tommy Wang, his wife, Maggie and their ten children. ey lived
in the other apartment directly above the restaurant, which confused
Astrid. Where did they put everyone? Ten children between the ages
of ve and seventeen, two adults plus Maggies blind and deaf father
and a rotating assortment of cats, dogs, gold sh, iguanas and once,
for about a week, a Burmese Python that the nine year old had named
Lord Nelson. Astrid wasnt sure what happened to Lord Nelson but
she hoped it had nothing to do with the new special that appeared on
the restaurants menu called Ancient Secret Surprise.

Astrid was on friendly terms with the Wangs, especially their
oldest, Suzy, who liked to come up to Astrid s place and borrow books.
She always lingered to chat a while, which Astrid at  rst assumed was
just the obvious side e ect of sharing one bedroom with nine siblings
and wanting a bit of quiet space. Lately however, Suzy had started
perusing Astrids collection of Ana s Nin and standing close enough
to Astrid that she could smell the young girls perfume, which made
Astrid giggle nervously.
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e Wangs never minded when Astrid threw a party. Tommy,
in fact asked her at least once a month when the next one would be,
as the only way to get in or out of her apartment was through the
restaurant. He could count on most everyone who came through
buying something on their way, usually out of obligation for using
the stairs but quite often on their way out as well. On those nights,
Tommy would keep the kitchen open an extra hour or two, as many
years in the restaurant business had taught him that drunk people
love chicken fried rice, especially at one o clock in the morning.

Astrid sapartmentwasa labyrinth of rooms, growing progressively
smaller as you wound your way back towards the re escape, which
doubled as her garden and o ered a picturesque view of the alley
and the brick wall of the building behind the restaurant. It was the
perfect place to host a party as there were numerous small corners,
dimly lit, in which to nd a quiet moment away from the music and
people. Perfect for making small talk or awkward, drunken passes.
Also, the previous occupant had installed a full bar in the living room
closet.

e living room was narrow and long, o ering a shortcut through
the kitchen to the re escape/balcony. A well-placed Japanese screen
divided the room in half, which also helped make the room cozier.
One wall was dominated by her bookshelf, which housed Astrids
personal library, arranged by a peculiar but internally consistent
cataloging system of Astrids own devising. Friends could check out
books, as Astrid even had a small card catalog, which she used to keep
track of things. On top of the bookshelf stood the three taxidermied
parrots, posed as if ready to ask a question that would never come.

e party got o to a mellow start, with Sam and Sophie arriving
rst to help prime the bar and make sure the ice was cold. Before
she had even decided what to make for her rst drink, Sophie was
dragged into Astrids bedroom to consult on a last minute out t
change, leaving Sam alone in the living room to greet the rst guests
and play bartender.
First to arrive were a lanky man with numerous tattoos
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accompanied by a curvaceous Latina who looked like a ftys style
housewife in gingham dress and wearing a purple head scarf. What
threw o the illusion was her full sleeve tattoo depicting a Chinese
dragon guarding a bed of bleeding roses.

Hey Hey! Samshook hishand, Didntexpectyou guysto make
it tonight, and handed Jeremy a bottle of beer, already opened.

We were able to nd a sitter at the last moment, Lupe said for
him, taking the beer and sipping it.

Jeremy Bloke owned the Laughing Skull Tattoo Parlor, where
Sam and Astrid had most of their work done. Lupe managed the
shop and they alternated days o , to take care of their daughter,
Iris.

Come on in. Astrid and Sophie are around somewhere doing
girly stu .

Lupe took this as an invitation to knock on Astrids bedroom
door. She had just meant to say hello but was quickly dragged inside
to give advice and giggle.

Jeremy and Lupe were followed by a trickle of friends and
acquaintances, some of whom Sam knew and others he didnt, but all
of whom were startled to nd his disheveled grin behind Astrid s door.
Some of these were Astrids ex-girlfriends, who couldnt understand
what Sam was doing there. He didnt explain either, just wiggled his
eyebrows and o ered to make them a drink.

It was still early yet when Jonah Peach arrived. Sam had just
welcomed Mitch and Suki, who were friends of Astrid s from college.
Suki had been her roommate freshman year and Mitch had been in
her First Year Seminar and was the rst person she met at college.
Suki and Mitch knew one another in completely tangential way, as
they later discovered: Suki had once dated Mitchs cousin, Franklin,
just before he ran 0 to Miami to join a drag show with his sailor
friend, Clem. Mitch and Suki became reacquainted at the door and
over the course of the evening.

Welcome, welcome! Bars over in the closet there, just make
yourself a drink and at home! said Sam, shutting the door in Jonahs
face.

Hello? Jonah said, sticking his foot in the door.
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Oh! Sorry Man! Come on in. Dont think weve met. Sam
Flanges.
ey shook hands.
Jonah Peach. I m a... an acquaintance of Sophie Andalous.
Right! e Astronomer! She told me all about you. Sorry about
the comet. | mean, congratulations about the comet, but sorry about
the whole gang of choir boys beating you up thing.  ats a real piss
cutter, huh?
Yeah. At least they were singing like angels when they did it, so,
theres that.
Like the way you nd the silver lining. Good for you!
ere was a long pause as Jonah and Sam searched for something
to say to one another.

In an alternate universe where people say exactly what they mean and
are always truthful, this is the conversation Sam and Jonah had
So. What are your intentions towards Sophie? Because even
though were no longer lovers, I m still very fond of her and kind of
protective.
ats very loyal of you. | admire that. But | dont have any
real intentions towards Sophie, or anyone. In fact, I m often para-
lyzed by fear of the possibility that my actions will have unintended
consequences that are painful, or at least embarrassing, so | rarely
think anything through. Ironically, this leads me to act impulsively
which often leads to unintended consequences. Take the comet, for
instance.
| see, said Alternate Sam. So if Sophie got a little drunk to-
night and asked you to take her home
I d probably say yes.
Even knowing that me and Astrid and half the people in this
room would think that you were a complete dick?
Alternate Jonah laughed. atd probably make me want to do
it even more!
Youre a real piece of work, Jonah Peach.
Sam rummaged in the ice bucket, looking for suitably unmelted
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cubes to add to Jonahs drink.

You dont know the half of it.  ing is, I dont even like Sophie
like that. I mean, sure, shes cute and all but theres something about
her thats just a little too tragic, you know? Some vital part of her
thats missing. Not that I m one to talk, right? I mean were all a little
damaged.

Good point, said Alternate Sam, handing Alternate Jonah his
drink.

I never knew my father and tell everyone hes a character in a
novel.

See, thats what I m talking about! How screwed up is that? To
humans! Jonah raised his cup.

Were just a bunch of apes with brains two sizes too big. Sam
raised his cup.

ey sipped.

Back in this universe:
So... said Sam.
What? asked Jonah.
Oh... I... uh, nothing. What Il you have?
Jonah looked over the bar.  at Bombay Sapphire looks good.
I'll have a gin and tonic, thanks. With a slice of lime, if you have
it.
Nice choice. Sam poured Jonah his drink. Handed it to him.
Cheers.
Cheers.
ey sipped.
And stood awkwardly noticing the moments pass, both of them
trying to think of something they had in common to talk about.
Just then, Astrid made her entrance, saving both of them. She
wore a plum colored dress with a plunging neckline that showed o
her chest tattoo, an intricately detailed Sacred Heart, wreathed in re
and thorns, with sparrows on either side, just below her collarbone.
It was Jeremy Blokes best work. Even he said so. Astrid rarely had
an opportunity to show it 0 as she couldnt exactly wear her shirt
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open at the third button to work in the Library. Or would even if she
could.

Sophie followed close behind. She was pleased with herself for
helping pick out the out t, and with the way Astrid wore it. Sam
quickly poured them both drinks and maneuvered over to them.

Why thank you, Sam Flanges, Sophie said, taking her drink.

ey watched Astrid oat around the room, greeting everyone. Still

holding Astrid s drink out, waiting for her to nish her circuit around

the room, Sam leaned in to tell Sophie something but as he did,

Jeremy turned the music up. What with the sudden roar of music,

she didnt hear what he said but nodded and smiled in agreement
anyway.
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Before long the party picked up momentum and soon it was reeling
about the apartment, barely restrained. Jonah had always seen parallels
between the dynamics of meteors and parties. e trajectories of both
are governed by a complex interaction of gravitational elds, random
collisions and near misses. While it was unlikely, a meteor could sit
in your living room, silent and dead, merely taking up space as an
awkward silence enveloped the scene. Likewise, given the mass and
velocity, it would be easy for a party of moderate size to completely
obliterate a city, though so far, thats never happened. is party,
Jonah was pleased to observe, passed through a keyhole and settled
into a steady orbit that seemed to please everyone.

Jonah realized his cup was empty but by then, the density of the
party had grown considerably. He raised his cup over his head and
as he maneuvered around bodies, making his way towards the bar,
he spotted Sophie across the room. She smiled at him. He smiled
back. ey made a silent agreement, negotiated with hand signals, to
meet somewhere in the middle. But getting there was another matter
entirely.

Jonah ran face rst into a couple dancing a tango, even though
Jeremy had decided to play a selection of Astrids French electropop
records.

e crowd parted momentarily, presenting Sophie with a straight
shot to Jonah only to close in again, dropping her in the lap of Hillary
Vestibule, her former roommate and an absolute bore.

Sophie, darling! squealed Hillary, hugging her.
Hey there, Hillary.
Hillary Vestibule came from a long line of Vestibules, all of
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them vapid, pretty and uninteresting. When Sophie rst arrived
in Portland, she answered an ad in the free weekly paper for a
roommate and spent the next six months listening to Hillary talk
about marriage and babies and the intricate, Machiavellian details
of nding a suitable husband in these modern times, what with all
the drugs, crime, loose women, gays and pornography. Hillary was
obsessed with the evils of porn. It was Hillary Vestibules assertion
that the Internet was invented by pornographers solely as a means of
hooking men on a steady diet of cheap smut and that this was why
Hillary was in her late twenties and still single. Sophie thought it was
because she was a vapid bitch with a vicious streak, only interested in
men for what they could provide for her, rather than as people with
full, internal lives, hopes and dreams of their own. But what did she
know?

Sophie, this is Jorge Veluptus, Hillary said. She waved a well-
manicured hand at the tall Brazilian gentleman in the three-piece
suit standing next to her, looking suave and at ease, despite being the
most overdressed man in the room.

Jorge smiled like a young Ricardo Montalban and said something
in Portuguese that sounded orid and erotic but probably translated
as, Howdoyoudo. ankyou for having me at this typical American
apartment.

Jorge is in shipping! Hillary said behind her hand in a stage
whisper to Sophie.

ats great, replied Sophie. 11l keep that in mind if | ever

need to ship anything. e bars in the closet by the stu ed parrots.

en to Sen r Veluptus, Jorge. Nice to meet you. Run for your
life.

Jorge Veluptus nodded and smiled.

At some point the telephone rang but no one could nd it. It
rang a dozen times or more, but Sam gave up trying to locate it after
three rings.

Meanwhile, Astrid was chatting with Madeline Bearclaw, the
Native American Pastry Entrepreneur. She was in town, scouting
locations for her new bakery and accompanied a friend of a friend to
the party.  at she was a well-known and outspoken LGBT activist
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and made pastry for a living attracted Astrid immediately. ey soon
found they had other interests in common as well.

...Oh I love Roger Tohos books! Bride From A ousand Fathoms
is one of my favorites! Exclaimed Astrid over the music.

I met him, last time | was in Japan. Really nice guy. He was
very understanding when | spazzed all over him about my  eory
that Surri Khan the Light Being was a metaphor for the Holy Spirit.
But I guess if youre the grand master of Kaiju novels, you get used to
some pretty intense fans. replied Maggie.

I m so jealous! Astrid was tipsy. Sophie and I were just talking
about taking a trip to Okinawa, just to storm his compound in the
dead of night so we could tie him up and force him to nish the
Sunstar Butter y Trilogy.

Hes polishing the manuscript right now. Maggie said in
between sips.

Oh, now we have to go! Astrid giggled.

eres just such a strong mythic quality to them. Maggie
exclaimed dreamily, Plus, who doesnt like reading about giant
monsters beating the shit of each other?

I know! Sophie has this idea that it s all about unrequited animal
love and a desire to use sex to destroy the world. All that ejaculating

re and thrusting tails. Its all very sexual and reptilian...

Sounds like this Sophie you keep talking about is a really fun
girl, said Maggie touching Astrids hand lightly, Too bad. I was
hoping you were single. Tell her I m jealous!

. said Astrid.

Just then, Suki found the telephone. It had been stu ed inside of
an empty suitcase and slid under the couch. She answered it, thinking
it was still ringing and was disappointed to hear only the drone of the
dial tone at the other end.

Pyotr Rabbit was waltzing in the corner with a hairdresser named
Valerie Tortuga, who giggled as she spun and was convinced he was
a gment of her wildly drunken imagination. Which was alright
with her. She had just broken up with her boyfreind of three years
and needed a little high-grade hallucination to make it through the
night.
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You two are the cutest couple. declared Sam, throwing an arm
over both Jeremy and Lupes shoulders. He deftly balanced his plastic
cup so as not to dump Bourbon and coke down Lupes sweater. |
mean it. I, | always looked at you guys as e Example, you know?

e couple | want to be when | eventually meet that... certain
someone. You guys are cool, and | mean that. You guys managed to
somehow stay hip, even with a kid and keep your unique style. Youre
individuals. And youre parents and that is awesome!

Well thanks, Sam, said Jeremy with a crooked grin, And |
know one day youll nd a Lupe of your own.

Or a Jeremy, added Lupe.

Or a Jeremy! Sam laughed.

Jeremy and Lupe made their goodbyes. ey promised the
babysitter that theyd be home by eleven. Sam saw them to the door,
hugged them both and then wandered o to re 1l his cup. On his
way to the bar he saw the back of Trouts head. He was sure of it.
She was heading into the kitchen. Sam reached out, about to touch
her shoulder when a wall shaped like a man stepped in front of him.
Jonah looked up about a thousand feet to see the not-so grinning face
of a large sumo wrestler standing before him. e man mountain
looked down at his feet and saw Sam standing there.

Oh, my apologies. e sumo wrestler slid gracefully to one side
and bowed his head. Sam patted his meaty shoulder and ran into the
kitchen where he found a half dozen smartly dressed Cubans mixing
drinks and over Iling Astrids blender with ice, all the while yelling
at the top of their lungs and laughing in Spanish, smoking cigarettes
and singing old jazz standards. A Cuban Rat Pack impersonators
club.

But no Trout Fishing In America Schwartz.

Sam held his empty cup out. A Cuban Dean Martin ashed a
completely sozzled grin and upended a bottle of Bourbon, but to no
avail.

Sorry Sen r. We appear to be empty.

Just then, one of Sams friends from the Plumber s Union delivered
a crate of alcohol. All the Cubans cheered. Everyone cheered. And
made room for the man with the booze. is provided Sophie and
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Jonah with the opportunity to meet in the middle of the room, at
last.

Glad you could make it, she said.

What? he yelled over the music, which was building towards
some electronically induced cataclysm of pops and whirring.

Sophie took him by the hand and led him back the way she had
come, through a maze of pressed bodies, snippets of conversation,
laughter, exclamations, bored looks, lingering gazes, libidinal swaying
and dirty jokes. Jonah held his cup over his head and in a rare t of
dexterity, managed not to spill any on himself or someone else.

After passing through more rooms than Jonah thought it possible
or decent for such a small apartment to have, they found a semi-quiet
nook beside a potted palm tree. e only light in the room, which
was no larger than a closet, came from a string of blue Christmas
lights that wrapped the palm tree, dangling o  of its leaves.

Hi, said Sophie.

Hi, Jonah replied. ey smiled at one another for a moment,
until they both felt like teenagers.

I m really glad you could make it. Sophie nally said.

Well Im glad you invited me. | was beginning to think you
were only interested in Astronomers with concussions.

Who says I m not? She patted him lightly on the top of the
head with her balled up st.

Jonah nodded as he thought this over. Good point...

Sophie sipped her drink. She had decided to alternate every
other Bourbon and coke with water, which meant that by now she
had had enough to drink to make her enthusiastic but had been
peeing frequently enough to prevent her from being sloppy.

So, hows the comet?

Falling apart.

Really?

Yep, he said into his cup as he took a sip. Its orbit is being
perturbed by proximity to the Moon. is is pulling it about a half a
degree closer to the sun than I originally thought which could react
with its unstable core, causing it to break apart as it loops around
the sun. It wont fall apart all at once, but over the next thousand
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years or so it Il start shedding material whenever it gets within the
gravitational eld of anything larger than a Volkswagen Beetle. Most
likely, it wont make it back for another pass by Earth. ItIl have
completely broken up by then. Not that you or | would have been
here to see it but it would have been nice for someone, two thousand
year from now, to look up at the sky and say, Hey, there goes Comet
Peach-Yamato ... He illustrated all this with what Sophie found
to be an amusing display of hand gestures, as if he had little nger
puppet comets and planets on his hands and was putting on a show.
It probably helped that the blue Christmas lights stood in nicely as
stars. Realizing this made Sophie wonder if she wasnt drunker than
she thought.

If it makes you feel any better, at the rate were going, there
probably wouldnt have been any people left alive to see it anyway.

Well, when you put it that way...

Or if there are people still alive, in two thousand years, they Il
be so stupid and fat from all the nachos and pollution that they
wouldnt recognize it anyway. Probably think it was some kind of
magical space deity come back to get them.

Youre funny. So, hows your umbrella guy search thing
going?

Meh. She took another sip.

at good, huh?

Eh.

Wow. | usually dont reduce woman to grunts and groans until
after two drinks, maybe three.

Charming.

Its all about charisma.

Well, for your information, this is my... she stared at the limb
of the palm hanging over her head and tallied drinks on her ngers,
fourth. So you probably wont have to work too hard.

A moment of near silence again. Someone had gotten bored with
French electro pop and had replaced the CD with some mid nineties
Trip Hop. Scratchy jazz ri s and mellow bass lines reverberated in
the living room. Here though, beside the palm tree, in their little
nook, it was just quiet enough. Sophie looked up at Jonah with one
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