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»Chapter 0

An Historical Re-Introduction to the Late Twentieth Century

Because it is a documented scientific fact that people never read anything at the beginning of

a book with the word "introduction" in the title, I know for a fact that you've already read the

first two chapters and are scratching your head right about now.... 

Well, keep scratching. 

Many books of children's adventure fiction, adult romance, filmed novels and even novelized

films begin with quite a bang, drag on and on for several hundred pages, and end with some

fantastic and utterly unbelievable social and scientific revolution. 

I can promise only one thing: this will be exactly the opposite. We get the whole revolution

mess out of the way from the outset because it already happened. The bang is very near the end and

as for the dragging on and on, we simply don't have time for that. 

 

Considering all that has been made of these people, of their lives, it hardly seems possible

that they lived in our world at all. Idolized and mythologized, they hang over the misty plains of

history like balloons in the Thanksgiving Day parades of old. 

Even hundreds of years after the rather short period during which these remarkable people were

born, ambled about, vibrated slightly and died, the controversies they left behind still make and

break marriages, business arrangements, and squash teams. 

But you already know all about that. 

That's the history you've been taught since grammar school, a somewhat accidental history

whose effects can still be felt in the middle of the twenty-fourth century. 

Academic attempts at explaining the larger impact have already been carefully written,

registered, and largely ignored. In preparation for this biography, I've forced myself to read

very nearly all of them. In my apartment, I have accumulated great stacks of gel cartridges, each

one representing a collection of books rivaling the famed library at Alexandria. These treatises

are unsuccessful largely because they are too penned in by the "book ends" of history. The nursery

rhymes and festival plays on the subject have all but obscured the truth. 

The protagonist (or victim depending upon your faction of choice) has been particularly

misrepresented. In light of renewed interest in the man's life and times, prominent historical

societies as well as several cheerleading revisionists have painted Mr. Dirk Hillford as a

conquering hero, standing on a mountain of molten zinc with a fire extinguisher in one hand and a

martini in the other. I've seen the statues and so have you. 

All of this is hogwash, of course, because there was no conquering to be done at all and,

thus, no conquering hero. In fact, the heroic events in Dirk's life were very quiet and by no

means intentional. The victorious result of his story is not so much what happened, but what did

not happen. 

Just ask Beth Wilkinson. Her brain is still conscious and on display on the third floor of the

World Historical Museum. In spite of her acerbic mood through the course of this story, she is

very gracious when answering questions on this subject and still answers her own mail. 

Don't worry. You'll find out more about her later. 

It is very tempting to reinterpret the impact of their lives in the harsh light of hindsight.

They must have known, for example, that the use of ear drops would have forever altered the

delicate slope of history. We live in a world rid of so many of the annoyances which plagued

twentieth century life that it is quite easy to misinterpret the facts without the benefit of such

context. 

I must admit, however, that the "book ends" have haunted me during the entire recitation of

this book. I've had to erase it from my mind completely. But reminders are everywhere, woven into

the fabric of our every day lives. How can you ignore something so fundamental without dispatching

your chapters from a cave? 

My point is this: I don't know, and I can't afford to take the risk. So, a dark and cool cave

outside Shaker Heights [a suburb of what used to be known as Cleveland in the land of Ohio] is

where I reside currently, and where I may have to stay until the advance check clears. 

I heartily recommend that you do the same. 

In fact, stop reading right now. 

Okay, not right now. Pack up all of your belongings and several days worth of food and

toiletries [depending on how fast you care to read] and find a very dry, very isolated place where

you can imagine for the interim that this most fundamental historical event never happened. 

Once you've done all of this, you may begin reading again. 

Back? Good. 

A dark place like this is better to simulate the conditions that may have been evident in

1987. For some people, the 1980's were a very dark time. 

If you take some time to look at the NewsFile data from this period, you may find yourself

snickering. Don't. As serious historians, it is not our place to judge these people and their

entirely backward ways. It may all seem very silly to you: the way they dressed, their synthesized

music, and the general lack of taste and common sense. In fact, the country's financial course was

set full-speed for bankruptcy, and many of them actually resisted it! 

I know. I know. You don't have to tell me... 

Students of ancient NorthAm continental history may remember that this was when the country

was called the United States of America. That sounds very funny to us now, of course. New South

Canada is a much prettier name, anyway, and sounds better over the PA at soccer games. 

These students may disagree with my historical interpretation. Since so much of the data

regarding this period is lost or incomplete, so is my reconstruction. The bulk of the 20th

century's historical record reads like the recollections of a very hung-over man with a

concussion. So, in the spirit of things, I have spent the past few months piss drunk, periodically

bashing my head against the cool stone walls of my cave. 

Although I recognize that it is virtually impossible to let go of the history you think you

know, you must try. And, don't be sad about how it all ended. 

That bit hardly matters now, anyway. It is the rather scatological journey between the

bookends, the book meat, that we are concerned with now. 

To emphasize this point, I'll now recap the Alpha and Omega of what history records: 

It begins with a man checking his answering machine. 

It ends with that same man, six feet underground. 

Enjoy. 

»Chapter 1

Dirk Hillford could not check his urgent phone messages. A long-suffering narcoleptic, he lay

unconscious on the floor of his apartment with his face down, his thin nose pinched up slightly,

and his dark brown hair pressed into the carpet. His sleeping ears did not register the answering

machine clicking, beeping, and snorting away over his head. 

This was just as well, of course. Telemarketers had clogged his line with a barrage of

guerilla communication. 

[Click][Beep][Chirp][Click] 

A disturbing trend had cropped up in the telephonic direct marketing industry in the previous

few years. In an effort to become more efficient, lean and mean, these companies opted to make

their sacrifice to the fickle gods of supercomputing power. Lab-coated technicians squandered

hundreds and thousands of hours and millions of dollars devising fuzzy logic algorithms to manage

and maintain their phone lists and calling patterns. In that business, your list was everything,

your lock, your stock, your barrel. 

The computer retailer places a call to a lucky, randomly chosen customer. The person on the

other end of the line gets up from the dinner table or marital bed and answers their telephone.

The computerized voice reminds them that "a wonderful offer" could be theirs if they'll only stand

there with the phone in their ear for another hour or so while the operators catch up with the

escalating workload. The telemarketee is so surprised and honored to be chosen by the computer,

that he or she happily waits on the line until they are allowed to forfeit great sums of cash for

the product or service the retailer is hawking that particular day: computers, baubles, trinkets

and such. 

The phrase "baubles and trinkets" is significant here for one ironic reason. Many of these

companies were forged by Native American tribes in their desire to diversify their casino revenue.

One unsubstantiated report claims that the groups purchased one prestigious New York firm for the

equivalent of twenty-eight dollars in wax beads and necklaces. 

But even this calling technique had limited growth potential. With only a quarter of a million

people pre-qualified for your combination slippers and heat-seeking oven mitts, one company can

only sell so many million. 

What is a young multinational conglomerate to do? 

Soon strange rumblings soon began to percolate from the land of the lab coats up to the

pinstriped floors. They'd come up with a brilliant solution, so wonderfully brilliant, in fact,

that the company immediately agreed with the lab coats' suggestions and fired every last one of

them. Their unfortunate idea was to scrap the demographic data altogether and begin calling

people, the entire population, at random. Every citizen of every country in the world was suddenly

a "valued customer." 

The computer would call a residence, ask for a particular person, and if they didn't hear a

sound matching the voiceprint on file, they immediately hung up. Even when they did speak to the

intended victim, the computer delivered its compendious message (the expense and liability issues

of employing actual people being out of the question) lasting less than one and a quarter seconds.

So, most of Dirk's messages on his answering machine sounded like this: 

[Click][Beep][Chirp][Click] 

All of this soon caught on, increasing the level of competition between telemarketing firms a

hundred fold in the span of a few months. Immediately, other teams of lab coats began working on

more sophisticated programs. One company perfected a technique to find a selected customer

wherever they may be. Doctors received "911" messages on their pagers only to be quizzed about

their dish washing liquid. Mourners excused themselves from funeral proceedings to "take part in

an urgent marketing survey call in the foyer." 

Companies began to exhibit complex herding behaviors in their calling and selection patterns.

During the lean times, they desperately attempted to repeat success, over-applying the computer-

generated rules with increasing absurdity. For example, one person purchased a boat from one

company, and soon afterward their competition automatically called everyone with the same color

house within a twelve-mile radius. The most remarkable aspect of this technique is how often it

actually worked. 

There was one very significant problem with Dirk. They couldn't get him to answer the phone.

Randomly selected just prior to his attack, the computers of several telemarketers listed him in

their expansive databases as a "challenge." Everyone he knew began to get calls from the giant

machines. Soon, anyone who knew someone he'd known was contacted. There was little doubt that

these digital Mounties were determined to nab their elusive "valued customer." 

So, when Dirk's very own voice came over the phone lines on the answering machine outgoing

message, the computers were not so easily fooled. Warm microchips blasted out their instant

subliminal message and called back a few minutes later for what had come to be known as the "mop

up" call. The computer then listened for a similar but not identical sound pattern in order to

begin the real sales job at normal speed. 

But all they could get was his recording, the same pattern over and over again. The whole

thing was quite disconcerting, really, even for an algorithm. Again, they called his parents'

house. They called his employers. They called the police and said they were worried sick. Nothing.

[Click][Beep][Chirp][Click] 

»Chapter 2

Dirk Hillford's right eye opened with an appropriate amount of dread. He noted the light level

in his apartment. More specifically, there was none. 

The last thing he remembered was the phone ringing, the first few staccato tones. He struggled

to recreate the scene in his mind, what the world looked like right before he lost consciousness.

The pale yellow plaster, the worn brown carpet. It had been daytime. Half past five on a day

people of his time referred to as "Thursday." 

Lost time. 

[You may be wondering about the credibility of an historical document that makes so many

suppositions about the goings on inside someone's head. Get used to it. Procopius got away with it

in his "secret history" of Byzantium, why can't I?] 

He didn't check his watch right away, afraid that he'd lost not just hours, but days. 

A narcoleptic since his teens, Dirk was quite used to these little episodes, these lapses of

time. The medication which kept his consciousness cycle under control had a predictable set of

side effects: hives, abject poverty and, in a classical bit of pharmaceutical irony, insomnia. 

So, Dirk was not terribly surprised to see the moonlight making that peculiar pattern on the

floor near his head. Strike that. The darkness did not surprise him. But the moon certainly did.

He remembered that the moon wasn't scheduled to be full or anywhere near full for the next week

and a half. 

Don't worry about how, not being a werewolf, such a fact reached the top of his mind. Suffice

to say any man prone to unpredictable episodes of helplessness in public places tends to monitor

such things. 

Had he lost days? Weeks? Months? 

He immediately peeled his body from the floor, brushed the lint and dust from his clothing,

checked the calendar. He gained a bit of solace from the fact that it had not changed. 

But that may mean nothing at all, he thought. 

This is when he decided to check his messages. 

He craned his head around the kitchen counter to spy a tiny red light on his answering machine

flashing ferociously like the winking eye of the Devil himself. 

Damn! 

Dirk pressed the AnswerPAL 5300's only visible button on the dust-covered white plastic box.

The electrons within the device's circuit boards had gone union on him, taking their sweet time to

start the playback. The lag continued as the tape rewound. Dirk counted the seconds, estimating

the number of messages. With each passing moment, his heart raced with the horror of the time he'd

lost. 

Finally, a dusty electronic voice rose from the machine like Lazarus calling for pizza. 

"You have 4 [click] thousand [clack] three [beep] hundred and twenty one messages." 

Dirk rubbed his face vigorously, hoping that wen he opened his eyes once again, the tiny

plastic box next to his telephone would give up this flashing, clicking, and beeping nonsense. 

He opened his eyes slowly. The ominous red light still shown ridiculously through the tiny

window on the front panel, flashing to the beat of a CASIO synth set to "Samba II." Next to it lay

a tiny two-digit display where the machine counted the number of saved messages. No one, the

designers must have assumed, would ever be out of town long enough to gather more than a hundred

messages. Dirk knew enough about LED displays to understand that they had a very limited

repertoire. So, he was more than a bit distressed to see the nonsense characters displayed there. 

The digits now presented to him looked more like gibberish than any symbol of alphanumeric

origin. The first one looked like a nine flipped on its X-axis. The second had the top right and

bottom left corners lit up, suggesting an unfinished box. 

Dirk examined the area under the telephone table and found no obvious miswiring. He reached

down to the tangle of phone cords and power cables and began straightening the mess. 

Electrical line goes here, phone line goes there. Now, how was this put together in the

manual? 

Dirk began to tear at the ball of wiring in frustration, disconnecting every device within

arm's reach: a lamp, the television, an errant toaster, and, of course, his telephone and

AnswerPAL 5300. He decided, in a rush of indecision and relief, to put the whole thing off until

the next day... Where is that manual?...after he found the manual. 

The tape continued to rewind. 

What he failed to remember was that he'd thrown the booklet, written for the end-user's

convenience in both Mandarin Chinese and Esperanto, into a dumpster years before. 

He checked under the table, pushed aside the large white packing box he kept there and

continued to poke at the wiring. 

Wait a minute, he wondered. I don't remember keeping that box under there.... 

Immediately, he pulled the corrugated monster out into the open for proper analysis. He

inspected the labeling on the outside, seemingly scrawled in his handwriting (or something

approximating it). Opening the lid, he found audiocassettes, the tiny ones he used in the

AnswerPal. This was a very odd thing to see because he'd wanted to replace the tape many times and

could not find a replacement at any of the local stores. "An odd size," they said. Odd indeed, the

tapes came somewhere between a dictation mini-cassette and a full-sized stereo audiocassette. In a

way, these were the violas of cassettes. 

He remembered suddenly when Lillian left that message a year before. He'd desperately wanted

to save that one (possibly more for legal than romantic reasons) but had no luck. 

So, it was terribly difficult for him to understand how he would come to have so many now. And

some of them even had writing on them, the same scrawl very similar to his own. 

"July 14th thru August 2nd," read one. "Superbowl weekend," read another. 

Surely, four thousand messages wouldn't fit on that one cassette. It suddenly occurred to him

that someone had broken into his apartment, stolen nothing, and dropped off dozens of these tapes,

labeling and archiving them in the process. Somehow, in his mind it made a modicum of sense. 

He reached down to feel the tape rewinding, warming the plastic shell as it did so like a

spacecraft re-entering the atmosphere. After an improbable period of time, it stopped, stressing

the tape as well as the worn motor. He pressed the large button again, instructing the AnswerPAL

to begin its long-awaited info-dump like a six-year-old exhaling the details of his day at school.

Just then the phone rang. 

Without a word or gesture of protest, Dirk suddenly lost consciousness again. Awareness had

come and gone for him like a bad love affair. His limp body fell crashing to the pine floorboards

the ringing phone still clutched in his impotent hands. 

»Chapter 3

Years before, Dirk read that the human animal spends fully a third of its life unconscious.

That was an average, of course. All the same, the statistic stuck in Dirk's head like an omen of

disaster, fearful that his "episodes" would balance itself out with fits of sleeplessness. 

He was right. His heart would palpitate at odd hours. His scalp would sweat. Very nearly every

time he worried himself sick about something terrible happening, he proved himself correct. 

For a nervous man this was a dreadful habit, and he knew it. 

 

Dirk sprung from the floor like a bungee jumper in reverse. Immediately, he glanced at the

phone still in his hand and forced himself to recall the last seven things he thought about, his

short-term memory cache. He'd gotten quite good at it, actually. He prided himself on his ability

to return to consciousness possessing precisely the same state of mind with which he'd left it. 

One day, after spending an hour sucking his thumb on the white Italian marble floor of a major

Cleveland bank, he got up, brushed the green money dust from his clothes, and immediately got back

in line. "I'd like a deposit slip," he said to the teller, "and an aspirin." 

This was a very valuable skill for a layout designer who spent several working hours face down

on his desk. After years of working for Industrial Publications, Inc., he had weaseled himself

into a position where he could mask his malady with some degree of effectiveness. Amazingly, his

colleagues noticed nothing out of the ordinary. He could pass out in the middle of a production

meeting and wake up a few minutes later shouting, "Nix the Garamond Light on page seven! Kernel

Condensed is in!" 

Those are fonts, incidentally, and they were among his only close friends. In his vast layouts

for various agricultural and industrial magazines, he trafficked with them all: proud and jutting

Acanthus, elusive and ragged Mistral, and even the humble Halvetica for disclaimers and bits of

legal gristle. Each had its own personality, each playing a particular part in Dirk's very own

Comedia Del Arte. 

So, as Dirk stood in his apartment with deep sleep-crevasses in his face, the words which

sprang to his mind just then as he leapt to his feet were these: get help. 

And he was right. He looked at the phone, then to the AnswerPAL and uniquely understood the

situation. 

Immediately, he dialed Lillian's phone number from muscle memory. His fingers hurriedly ran

over the buttons. 

The phone did not ring. An answering machine on the other end picked up the call, clicking

rudely. 

"Caller ID tells me that this is Dirk," began Lillian's recorded voice. The combination of

print-through distortion and tape his left no doubt as to the nature of the sound. But her voice

had always possessed a hissing quality. "So, I'll hang up now." 

"Lillian?" he shouted into the phone, hoping that if she were screening her calls, she might

hear him. 

"I'm not going to pick up the phone, Dirk. So, just give it up. And don't call anymore. I've

had enough of it. But you know that already and I won't insult your intelligence by reviewing the

situation." 

"But, Lillian I-" 

[click] 

Dirk switched off the portable phone and let his arms fall lifeless at his sides. Where was he

to turn? 

Running through his mental Rolodex of professional contacts, he could find none that fit the

bill. Psychologists, animal trainers, tree surgeons, nothing. 

In desperation, he reached under his coffee table and grabbed his computerized phone book,

tossed it aside, and dusted off the analog model. Quite a large city near the end of the twentieth

Century, the Cleveland telephone book came in two meaty pieces: the yellow and the white. Dirk

peeled through the yellow onionskin in search of an appropriate heading. 

But this was just as hopeless. He combed the book, shuffling the alphabetically organized

chapters forth and back looking for that perfect combination of keywords. 

Narcoleptic Coma Exit Counseling and Lost Time Recovery. 

He longed to see those comforting words, jumping up from the page at him like a friendly long-

eared dog come to his rescue. 

Soon, he resigned himself to failure and closed the curious fat book. He glared at the white

pages momentarily, wondering if they might do him any good at all. 

But just before he entirely gave into the creeping confusion, he decided to give it a shot

after all. With his tongue pasted to the side of his face, he opened the obese tome to a random

page, let his index finger run down the list of names until he found a tiny business listing. It

contained a black two point rule box with standard Times Roman text, incredibly small. 

"Kenneth Stanovitz," read the listing. "Professional." 

Apparently this was his official title, a self-employed Jack of any and all trades. 

Shrugging his shoulders with the abandon of a mental patient, Dirk grabbed the portable phone

from the couch behind him and dialed the number. 

[Brrng.] 

Dirk scanned the rest of the advertisement, reading the tiny 6 point Kabel Bold. Among other

things, one bullet point seemed particularly interesting: "Narcoleptic Coma Exit Counseling and

Lost Time Recovery." Dirk wrestled with his own will to keep from dropping the phone. 

[Brrng.] 

Suddenly, Dirk remembered something very disturbing. 

[Brrng.] 

Dirk remembered that he had lost at least six months of time, maybe more. He also remembered

that he couldn't remember anything else. He knew for certain that he was not unconscious for all

that time. It would be physically impossible to sustain his body's functions and his apartment's

utilities. The phone still worked. Electricity still surged through the wall plugs. 

[Brrng.] 

"Kenneth Stanovitz, professional," began the squeaky voice on the other end of the line. "How

may I help you today?" 

"Yes. I need some help with my answering machine messages." 

"Sir, I am not a secretary. Are these special in some way?" 

"I have over four thousand phone messages on my machine and-" 

"Four thousand? Is that possible?" 

"Apparently, yes. Don't ask me how. I don't understand it myself." 

"Yes, Mr. um..." 

"Hillford. Dirk Hillford. Do you do transcriptions?" 

"Check my title. I do it all. And I specialize in objective work." 

"How do you mean, objective?" 

"That hardly matters now," blurted Stanovitz. "Are they on tape?" 

"Yes, and its a weird format. I think you might need an adapter or-" 

"I've got it." 

"I haven't even told you what size they are." 

"Bigger that minicassettes and smaller than standard?" 

"Yes. How did you know?" 

"Didn't. Send them to my office. I'll call you when I'm done." 

"Thanks, Mr. Stanovitz," said Dirk as he began to pull the phone from his sweating ear. 

"Mr. Hillford?" 

Dirk refocused his attention on the phone. "Yes?" 

"You want me to transcribe everything on those tapes?" 

"Of course." 

"Everything?" 

Dirk agreed with a tremble in his voice. A terrible silence filled the handset. 

"Mr. Hillford?" 

"Yes?" 

"How did you come to call me?" 

"Your ad in the phone book." 

"But I stopped advertising in there years ago. How long have you been out of town?" 

"I don't know. That's why I need your help." 

Dirk could hear the sound of shivering from the other end of the line, as though the air had

become suddenly much cooler. "Send the tapes to me in a secure gray case with no labeling. Don't

put your name anywhere on it. Be careful." 

Dirk agreed and placed the phone back into its cradle. 

Sitting back into the cold comfort of his couch, he drew his legs to his chest and waited for

it all to go away. 

»Chapter 4

Flushed from his recent experiences, Dirk took a short walking trip down to a local Shaker

Heights drinking establishment. That was something people tended to do back then, go someplace

strange, slow down their thinking with fermented bread, and call it "fun." They also spent a great

deal of time deciding how they felt about things, a process which nearly always lead to the

individual lying to his/herself in some way. At this point, Dirk Hillford decided that he needed a

little fun. 

He sat at the bar with his head in his shaking hands, lamenting softly to himself about where

the precious time had gone. His carpet wrinkles had nearly faded by now only to be replaced by

real signs of aging: crow's feet and worry lines. Even in his sleepless sleep, he had been a

nervous man. 

He pulled himself up from his drink to scan the assembled patrons hoping to find some solace

in the face of someone more disturbed than himself, but he seemed to be the only nut case present.

Dirk was once again desperate for something, anything, to remove him from his dreary life of

mystery and intrigue. A barbecue, a long commute by rail, and something long and mindless, he

thought. Something to help me think. 

The walls and ceiling of the establishment were painted an industrial shade of brown, lending

the establishment the moody ambiance of a UPS truck's interior. This was made all the more

disconcerting by the presence of large stacks of unmarked packages. 

"I blame my father, mostly," said the odd woman across the bar. 

Dirk snapped his head in the direction of the voice, strange but somehow terribly familiar. 

"Mostly," she continued. 

It seemed at first as though the unidentified woman was talking to Mr. Crooked Tie businessman

sitting next to her. But as Dirk moved around to get a better look, he noted that this gentleman

was busy trying to sell life insurance to another bar patron. 

"I work for a mom and pop company," he said flashing his business card. The logo emblazoned

across the top in process blue and Folio Condensed shouted two words to the world: Megalopolis

Life. 

The woman began talking again though it was now clear that she wasn't speaking to anyone Dirk

could see. 

Could it be a tiny man sitti

With all that had happened in what he assumed was the past few hours, Dirk felt he wanted to

ride any wave of serendipity he could find. So, he picked up his lemonade, cupping the tacky

napkin beneath, and walked over to the woman. He sat down carefully on the stool next to her and

settled in to hear her tale. 

"I blame him not only for his incompetence and his horrible taste in clothing, but mostly for

his willingness to please," she said. 

She looked directly at him just then. Sitting across from one another, the two looked like any

conversing couple in the bar. Dirk thought of saying hello, introducing himself in some way. But

before he could, she lifted her gaze and started up again. 

"I blame my father mostly." 

She then repeated this line and the subsequent sentence four or five times. 

"Hello, my name is Dirk Hillford," he interrupted. 

He reached out his hand to shake hers. But she did not acknowledge him at all. 

"Mostly," she repeated. 

"A litany?" Dirk asked. "Is this something your therapist has instructed you to do in times of

emotional stress?" 

"Mostly." she answered. 

Dirk could feel it starting, the nasal tour de force welling up inside of him. "A- A- AAh,

Cheww!" Dirk sneezed. His heart stopped. 

Though no one noticed it at the time, every electronic device in the building ceased to

function for a microsecond. The wall clock was now a fraction of a second slower than it had been,

a fact that would not become apparent for several days. The bartender's hand held blender whirred

to a stop and then revved back up again with only a barely perceptible pause. Dirk snatched a

cocktail napkin and wiped his nose, shook the fuzzy feeling from his head. 

The blender slowly emerged from his temporary trance. Accountants on the floor above kicked

their labor saving computers and began their data entry all over again. 

Dirk took another sip of his lemonade, wiped the spittle from his jacket, and really looked at

her for the first time. She was by any normal human measure a beautiful woman: long brown hair,

fiery green eyes, a riding crop in one hand and a taser in the other. Dirk had been to busy trying

to understand her story to notice these items before. Another thing he hadn't noticed was this:

she wore an elaborate evening gown as if she'd just come from some gala formal occasion. Most of

the other patrons in the bar looked like they had just come from the night shift at the local

refinery. Something was amiss. 

"He said it was a pool," she said at last. 

She presently repeated this line, along with the three previous, over and over again. Dirk

noted to himself that this whole encounter was beginning to resemble musical theater. 

Pool. That starts with P. 

He still didn't know her name. If he had to sit through a step-wise mantra to know this

woman's story, he should at least be given the respect of knowing her name. 

Rhymes with T. 

A name tag. It hung clumsily near her right shoulder: Beth Wilkinson. That name rang a bell

somewhat for Dirk. It was one of the inhabitants of a cloudy and misty place many years before. He

couldn't be sure. 

Trouble. Trouble. Trouble. 

"I woke up in the middle of the night and saw him digging. Digging. I asked him what was going

on and he said that he was building a pool. For me." 

She then backed up to the beginning of the mantra, the very beginning. Dirk let his attention

wander as Beth worked her way back to her story. This was precisely what he'd asked for - and

more. 

"Do you know her?" asked the bartender. 

The middle-aged, balding man stood behind the bar a few stools down the line pouring cocktails

of battery acid and fruit juice into dirty glasses. He looked at Dirk with a combination of apathy

and annoyance. 

"Not really." 

The bartender slid the glasses down to the waiting patrons and walked slowly over to where

Dirk sat. 

"She's Beth Wilkinson," the man whispered and pointed. "That's her name." 

"I can see from her name tag, yes. But you say this as if that name should impress or scare

me." 

The bartender glanced to each side and leaned in very close to Dirk. His breath was

uncomfortably warm on Dirk's face. 

"Impress? No. How about depress. Listen to her! She was the oldest. The daughter. Don't tell

me you don't remember. It was decades ago, but don't say you can't remember." 

"I have trouble remembering certain things, that's true. I'm afraid I'm going to need some

help on this one." 

After a while of staring knowingly at Dirk, winking, the bartender finally got his message

across. This was Beth Wilkinson, the oldest, the daughter. 

Yes, but what the hell does that mean? 

"How's that lemonade? Need another?" 

"Yes, thanks." 

Dirk glanced back at the Beth Wilkinson's nametag. "Hello," read the words just above her name

in Halvetica Expanded with "North Cleveland Insurance Expo" just below that. She'd been to a trade

show as a local celebrity. An exhibit. A freak. 

"Thinking of making the switch to something fully leaded?" 

"When I do, you'll be the first to know." 

Dirk dumped a dollar and a few quarters on the table and returned his attention to Beth who

seemed she was about to say something new. 

"He said that the pool would be finished by that summer and that I would be princess of North

Cleveland, in line for Queen. But this hole was not meant for swimming..." 

Dirk suddenly realized who this truly was: Beth Wilkinson. 

The Beth Wilkinson, the oldest, the daughter. 

The family shut themselves off from the world in the early 1960's and no one knows why because

all of them came out babbling idiots. One of them didn't make it, I remember. The father killed

him and the prosecutors let him go for lack of evidence since they never found the body, or at

least that's what the papers said. 

Nine years. The ultimate example of family-oriented quality time. 

Dirk settled in for what he knew would be a long and very bumpy ride.


