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He was an ugly little man.

His sparse hair was vanity-combed over a bald spot. 
His skin had a purplish tinge. His jug ears stuck out like 
opposing question marks. His feet and hands were as 
tiny as a child’s. He was a 56-year-old billionaire, His 
name was Mal Malenkovich. He was Permanent Presi-
dent of Jeffersonia.

“Darnoc,” he barked. 
“Sir?” a voice said over the speaker system.
“I need you.”
Malenkovich ruled Jeffersonia from atop the Real-

Crete Building in what was left of San Francisco. The 
Presidential Penthouse had a light and dark side. The 
light side was a wall of windows 34 stories above the 



city. The dark side was the Reaction Room, an electroni-
cally secure cavern staffed by military officers.

Such as they were.
Malenkovich stood at the windows and gazed over his 

capital. Encroachment by bay and ocean had turned San 
Francisco’s lowlands into swamps and isolated the neigh-
borhoods on its famous hills. An elevated system of AirMo-
bile tracks ran above the canals. Smoke and dust com-
bined with the city’s notorious fog to create a gray pall on 
all but the rarest days. 

The Permanent President was feeling foggy himself.



“Darnoc,” said Malenkovich when he heard footsteps 
behind him. “Whatever happened to Rhonda?”

“Disappeared sir,” said Darnoc.
The High Security Chief of Jeffersonia, Josep Darnoc 

was an Estonian bruiser, a blond, blue-eyed, beast of a 
man who wore what appeared to be a form-fitting uni-
form. It was actually body armor.

“Disappeared?” said Malenkovich. “Or did Mexico 
nab her?”

“Mexico nabbed her, sir.”
“Did Mexico actually kidnap her, or did she sneak 

over the Big Wall on her own?”
“She sneaked over the Wall on her own, sir.”
“Did she sneak over the Wall on her own, or was she 

helped by Mexican spies?”
“It was Mexican spies, sir.”
“Darnoc, you never tell me the truth the first time. 

Why is that?”
“Because the truth would set you free, sir. And the na-

tion can’t afford to lose you.”
“Good man,” said Malenkovich. He patted Darnoc on 

the shoulders. Darnoc’s muscles may have been the 
hardest surface Malenkovich had ever touched.

The President wandered through a maze of tables 
that held models of construction projects: RealCrete 



cities being constructed behind floodgates in Pisa, 
Capetown, Cartagena and Alto San Diego. A photo 
above each model identified the project, and showed 
Malenkovich, the CEO of RealCrete Industries, sur-
rounded by fawning local officials.

From the Presidential desk, Malenkovich lifted a gun. 
Darnoc flicked a button. The Reaction Room wall came 
alive with the video game Death To Mexico. It depicted 
the portion of the Mexican Wall that ran between the hills 
of Los Gatos and the bottom of San Francisco bay. The 
Wall in this video game was guarded by Mexican sol-



diers, tanks and artillery. Above it flew black assault heli-
copters of the Mexican Air Force. Malenkovich aimed his 
gun and began blasting the Wall, destroying whole 
squads of Mexican soldiers. Red numbers on the screen 
registered 101,612 enemy killed.

“Sir?” ventured Darnoc. “Your appointments?”
“Cancel!” barked Malenkovich, and flashed imaginary 

salvos at an imaginary enemy.
“Sir, in five minutes, the Mexican ambassador …”
“Who let that bastard in? You?”
“No sir.”
“Are you lying, Darnoc?”
“Yes, sir.”
Malenkovich sighed, and handed the gun to Darnoc. 

“Do you know what I hate about this job, Darnoc?”
“No sir.”
“The total lack of pulchritude. Where’s the beauty, 

Darnoc? Where’s the innocence? I’m surrounded by 
cigar-stinking generals and careerist hags. I finally get a 
gorgeous piece of ass in here as personal secretary, and 
she turns out to be a Mexican spy.”

“Rhonda, sir. She was a spy, but she …”
“What tits! I never felt so good as when I had my 

hands around her tits.” He glared at Darnoc. “You didn’t 
fuck her, did you?”



“I wouldn’t do that. Unless you instructed me to. Sir.”
“Darnoc, I want you to find me a new Rhonda. I want 

this girl to give me a throbbing hard-on every time she 
sashays through the door. I deserve a little pleasure dur-
ing the day, don’t I? As hard as I work? I want a girl…” 
he slammed his open palm on the desk, “who’ll give her 
body for her country. A patriot with nice tits and blond 
hair. A girl with some meat on her bones, not one of 
these starvation models. Can you find me such a girl, 
Darnoc?

“Absolutely, sir.”
“Let’s make sure this one’s not a Mexican spy.”



Many had tried, 

but none had stolen, 

Tim Finnegan’s treasured typewriter. 

Finnegan had bolted it to the desk. Thievery! In this 
accursed nation, you threw thief after thief in jail, but 
nothing thwarted the thievery.

Thievery is always with us, typed Finnegan.
Then he crossed it out.
Thievery is always with us 
Finnegan crossed out nearly everything he wrote. 

The forward to his novel had required 1502 pages of 
Nanopaper. But Joyce’s Wedding would prove worth 
the trouble, Finnegan was certain of that. Now that the 
American Apocalypse had arrived, the market for 
Dystopian fiction was nil. 



Readers would want books like Joyce’s Wedding, a 
prose love poem of uplifting optimism, envisioning a bril-
liant, if damp and sweaty, future for mankind.

Joyce’s Wedding was a Very Important Novel, in the 
author’s opinion.

(Aren’t they all.)
Finnegan’s fingers were flying fitfully above the type-

writer keys when the Intelli-Glass glowed and admitted 
two people. The policeman did not interest him. Oh, 
these odious policemen. Was odious the correct word? 

Odious 
Make that detestable.
But the young woman, naked, cute and blond, blue 

eyes, dimpled chin, generous breasts. She had a fresh, 
innocent look about her, unlike the pickpockets, petty 
thieves, prostitutes and purse snatchers that plagued his 
precinct. Finnegan formed his face into a solemn judicial 
mask and said: 

“Nomo?” 
The young female, wide-eyed, flinched. 
Finnegan glared at the policeman. 
“Si parolas li Anglan,” the policeman said.
“All right,” barked Finnegan, “let’s try English. Name!”
“Mary,” said Mary.



“And does Mary possess a last name?” probed 
Finnegan.

“Weeks,” said Mary.
“Hometown?”
“Darwin Flats, New Dakota,” she said.
“Just east of Chicago,” said the policeman.
“I needs no geography lesson from an ill-educated 

flatfoot,” grumbled Finnegan. “Age?” 
The girl whispered: “Twenty three, your honor.”
Finnegan sighed. He removed his spectacles. He 

rubbed his nose. If only Tales of the Terrible Tide had 



sold decently, he wouldn’t be trapped passing judgment 
on the beautiful and the damned.

“We don’t say your honor in Jeffersonia,” Finnegan 
lectured her. “We are a civilization of equals. Now what 
was your occupation in New Dakota?”

“Entertainer,” said Mary.
The policeman laughed, lewd, lustful, leering. 
Finnegan swiveled his seat, the tips of his trembling 

fingers clattering over Kontraption sensors hidden in his 
desk. He typed into the secure criminal database: Occu-
pation: Sex Slave. 

“Reason for migration?” queried Finnegan.
He was about to type Starvation when the young 

woman said: “I’m looking for my boyfriend. He traveled 
here a few months ago. And he hasn’t been heard from 
since.”

“Was he of draft age?” asked Finnegan.
“Twenty seven,” said Mary. “Back in New Dakota, he 

was a … he was a freedom fighter.”
Judge Finnegan and Officer McCarthy exchanged 

knowing glances. Finnegan cleared his throat: “Officer, 
you will enumerate the observed violation?”

Patrolman McCarthy, that shambling potato-fed lug, 
growled, "Enticement of the males in public." 



So! This cop was another blasted Irishman, and 
worse, from the ignorant uplands of West Cork. He had 
stuck an unnecessary the in front of males, and pro-
nounced it in-toice-munt. So he too was a survivor of the 
Tide. That evoked in Finnegan a swirling emotional 
cocktail of sympathy and contempt.

Finnegan, survivor of the darkest episode of human 
history, had witnessed starvation, mass drownings, fear-
some epidemics. He harbored no wish to inflict suffering 
on anyone. But he had to keep up appearances. The po-
liceman had registered this prostitute’s arrest in the 
database. She was therefore guilty under the Guide-
lines. 

 “Officer…”
“Tarantula McCarthy,” the policeman said. “The lads 

call me Tarry.”
“What do you recommend as punishment?”
“Judge Sergeant,” said Officer McCarthy, “I’d go easy 

on ‘er.”
Finnegan smirked, anticipating the foul formulation 

that would next gallop out of this goober’s gob.
“You should sentence her,” said McCarthy, “to five 

years in custody of a civil servant.”
Oh, Tarantula McCarthy, you are absolutely transpar-

ent, thought Finnegan. Five years cooking, cleaning and 



connubial collaboration in some moldy municipal apart-
ment, the enslaved wife of an ignorant Irish policeman. It 
would be far less cruel to sentence this woman to VHD.

 VHD didn’t hurt a bit.
(Or so the medics claimed.)
T. Finnegan, free-spirit poet-novelist, loathed Timothy 

Finnegan, officious Judge-Sergeant. However, Poet 
Finnegan imagined a redemptive future in which the 
world embraced Joyce’s Wedding. In the glorious after-
glow of its publication, Finnegan would be forgiven his 
persecution of the downtrodden souls of Dolores Hill. 
Lewis Carroll had been a pervert pedophile, but Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland had delighted children for 
centuries. Faulkner’s dissolute, drunken life had been 
more than redeemed by The Sound and the Fury.

“The foreigner,” said Finnegan, “is hereby sentenced 
to far-labristo intake.” He reached into his desk drawer, 
drew out a red bath towel, and handed it to the prisoner.

Face glowing with gratitude, she wrapped herself in it. 
“Aw, Judge,” muttered Officer McCarthy.
Finnegan, eyeglasses fixed on his face, rolled his 

eyes. Few indeed were the healthy beautiful women in 
McCarthy’s district. And policemen, unpaid at his low 
level, needed some reward. “I’ll allow you, officer, to 
photograph her naked for the enjoyment of your mates.”



(Onanistic orangutans that they are.)
“You mistake me intentions.” said McCarthy. “Judge, 

just try to use Irish and sex in the same sentence. It 
can’t be done.”

“You just did it,” pointed out Finnegan.
“Judge, there’s only one Catholic reason for the dis-

gustin’ rituals of sex. I was hoping to make little Irish 
babbies with ‘er”

“There are trollops aplenty along the Boulevard,” not-
ed Finnegan.



“But hardly a one of ‘em can make babbies,” protest-
ed the policeman. “It’s babbies, not filthy lucre, that’s 
been the wealth of Ireland since time began. Babbies, 
precious babbies. I’m terrified the McCarthy name will 
die out, Judge. Them women that can make babbies is 
swept up …”

 “My boyfriend,” the prisoner interrupted. “Please, 
Judge? Danny is his name. Daniel America Day. Surely, 
with a name like that, you can find him on your comput-
er.”

 “At age twenty-seven,” muttered Finnegan, “our 
Army would have drafted him.”

“Even if he was just visiting?”
“Especially,” said Finnegan, “if he was just visiting.” 
The Judge rang a bell to indicate the case had been 

decided. “Your boyfriend’s fate must remain a mystery. 
All military matters in Jeffersonia are Top Secret.” 

He told the policeman. “Off with her.”
But when he saw the young woman being led away, 

his heart thumped. Shame on you, Finnegan, putting her 
in the custody of this crude constable, even for an hour. 

Finnegan’s sainted mother scolded him from the 
heavens. Yes, Mum had drowned with the rest of them 
in the Terrible Tide, but her holy spirit whispered inside 
him. Mum Finnegan was eternal: a winsome, wrinkled, 



waterlogged waif, always urging, nagging, cajoling Timo-
thy from her watery grave. 

Be a kind boy, Timothy. The world is desperate for 
kindness.

“Officer,” Finnegan said. “You may gawk, you may 
gaze, you may gander, but if your brute paws so much 
as brush this young woman, I’ll list you for VHD. Is that 
clear?”

Officer McCarthy’s face slid the slippery slope from 
fumbling to fear to fawning. 

“And find her some clothing,” ordered the judge.



“Mi servas la stata.” McCarthy muttered.
“Vi diable dekstra,” said the judge.
When prisoner and cop left his courtroom, Finnegan 

turned from the despised computer to his beloved man-
ual typewriter. 

Why must beauty be destroyed
Then born again with false hope buoyed?

 



The ocean waves rolled in, moonlight glowed on the 
surface of the sea. Danny aimed his rifle at a skinny, soli-
tary figure kicking along the beach. The enemy! This one 
carried some kind of weapon, low to the ground. 

Danny had the urge to shoot this bastard. He’d been 
itching to shoot a Mexican for some time now.

But his finger only caressed the trigger. Like all Double 
Corporals, he’d been issued just two bullets. One bullet 
was for combat, the other was to be used on himself, in 
the event of his capture. So Danny had one shot here, 
and it had better be accurate.

Lure the enemy. Lure him close and then …
“Pssst.”
The intruder turned toward the cave. Shadowed in 

moonlight, he was nearly six feet tall and more or less a 

Daniel America Day 

Crouched 

in the dark cave. 



skeleton. Lucky for him, he kept his weapon pointed at 
the sand.

He wore tattered rags. He was barefoot. Bile rose in 
Danny’s throat. Mexicans had stolen so much from the 
States. Mexicans deserved to die.

“Drop your weapon,” commanded Danny, in he-man 
voice. “Now.”

“Yes, sir,” said the stick-figure. He lay his weapon 
gently in the sand. This startled a solitary ghost crab, 
who scuttled from one hole and instantly dug another at 
the mouth of the cave.



“Hands on your head,” commanded Corporal Danny.
The fellow complied. Moonlight revealed kinky hair, 

dark skin, skinny arms, narrow shoulders. No matter how 
harmless these nenioj looked, hunger could make them 
dangerous. Most nenio men carried a sharpened tin can, 
a lethal shiv in desperate hands.

“Three steps forward, away from your weapon.”
“It’s not a weapon, sir.” 
“You’ll only speak to answer my questions,” said Dan-

ny. “Is that clear?”
“Absolutely, sir.”
“Drop your shiv to the sand.”
“I have no shiv, Corporal.”
“If I find one on you, I’ll cut your throat with it.”
“I’m a peaceful man,” claimed the intruder.
“You speak good English. You’re not from Mexico, are 

you?”
“I am a nenio, I don’t belong anywhere, sir, see my 

mother was…
“Shut up,” said Danny. “This is a secure area. How’d 

you get out here?”
“Us nenioj we have got to be clever to …”
“If that’s not a weapon, what is it?”
“A minesweeper. I picked it up at Everything’s Cheap-

er, see, they were running a coupon special on military 
surplus…



“Shut up. Why minesweeping? Neither side has used 
landmines in this war.”

“I was hoping to find some Exacto slugs, sir. Those 
are valuable and if you haven’t eaten for a couple of …”

“Shut up,” commanded Danny. “Why shouldn’t I exe-
cute you on the spot?”

“I’m a nenio, sir. I’ve been a harmless nothing most 
all my life.”

Danny had to practice his Esperanto if he expected a 
promotion. Neen-yo was easy enough to pronounce, but 
the plural, neen-yoy, tricked his tongue. 

Nenioj. Were they harmless? Only when they smoked 
their goofy cigars. A couple of puffs on a Blue Illusion, 
and all aggression, ambition and desire went up in 
smoke.

Waves rolled in. Moonlight wavered. A jet drone war-
plane, red light winking, streaked like a ferocious shad-
ow across the moon.

“Step forward.”
The fellow, hands on head, waded toward the cave.
“What happened to your shoes?” asked Danny.
“Never had no shoes, you see my father always …”
“What’s your name?”
“Piano.”
“What’s your occupation?”



“Street Advocate, sir”
(Oh, they all said that.)
“But my father, sir,” said Piano, “was a shoemaker. 

My mother god bless her was the school lunch lady, 
back when we had … If you would be so kind, the tide is 
about to drag away my sweeper, sir.”

“Fetch it. But if it’s not a minesweeper, you’re a dead 
man.”

Piano picked the rusty minesweeper out of the wet 
sand, held it above his head in surrender.

“How much is an Exacto slug worth these days?” 
Danny inquired.

“Five cents or half a potato,” said Piano.
Danny whistled. “Inflation.” 
“Sir,” Piano said. “I’ve got no food but I do have a cig-

ar.”
“What kind of cigar?”
“Blue,” Piano said. “See I gave this old lady a ride 

home in my shopping cart, and she, well, she claimed to 
be from New Orleans, sir, you know, they do like to 
trump up the stories, so’s to get your symp …

“Get in here,” said Danny.
Everyone back home had heard tall tales about these 

blue cigars. They were illegal in New Dakota.
Piano crab-walked into the dark cave. 



Danny lit his Army-issued lantern.
He held it up to examine the man’s face. You could 

hardly tell someone’s origin anymore. In Piano’s face, 
Danny saw glimmers of Africa, Bangladesh, Holland, 
maybe a Mayan nose.

Danny was New Dakotan. Where his ancestors had 
migrated from, and in what century, he neither knew nor 
cared.

The cigar was already in Piano’s teeth and Danny lit 
it. Piano puffed. He had awful teeth, half missing, the 



other half rotted. His breath, though, smelled as sweet 
as an orange blossom.

“It’s genuine blue,” said Piano, and passed the cigar 
to Danny.

“You need to see a dentist,” Danny said.
“Maybe mens in the army might get to see a dentist.”
Danny sat on a rock, lay the rifle across his knees, 

and drew sweet blue smoke into his lungs. He held it 
there. He exhaled almost nothing but carbon dioxide. He 
took another puff and handed the cigar back to Piano.

“One hit,” said Piano. “All I need. I gets grouchy with-
out my cigar.” He extinguished the burning cigar tip with 
his fingers, as if he could feel no pain. 

Piano rested, like a vertical sack of skin and bones, 
on a rock opposite Danny. The tide was filling the mouth 
of the cave. Ghost crabs, evicted by sea water, scram-
bled for new homes. 

“Did you find any Exacto slugs?” Danny asked.
“No sir. Guess there been no missile strikes lately.”
“How do you expect to eat, then?”
Piano shrugged. “Don’t matter. See my Uncle Nate 

used to tell me…”
“When was your last meal?”
“Week ago Tuesday.”



The smoke was getting to Danny’s brain. He was 
loosening up. So this is what the famous Blue Illusion 
did to your mind. Ahh! 

He set the rifle butt-first into the sand, put his hands 
behind his head and relaxed. He was beginning to like 
this fellow. Piano, if that really was his name. There was 
something handsome about him. Usually, Danny didn’t 
notice much about a man’s appearance. But this Piano 
had sparkling dark eyes and curly hair. Pleasantly mot-
tled complexion. Thick lips. His arms and legs seemed 
to be all tendons. All the fellow’s luck had been bad and 
yet he seemed so pleasant. 

The magical smoke of Blue Illusions relieved your 
loneliness and pain. Once those disappeared, you could 
see the beauty in others. Blue Illusions could make you 
believe that all men really were brothers.

Through the smoke of that cigar, Danny saw a shoe-
maker’s child without any shoes. A lunch lady’s son who 
was half starved. A proud American once, reduced to 
scavenging in middle age, a man without a home, a 
woman or a spare dollar. A man without a country, really. 
Such a man, deprived of dreams, was deprived of every-
thing. Nenio meant nothing, and indeed this man had 
nothing but a rusty minesweeper. Yet he was not bitter. 

(Well, these nenioj smoked so many cigars…)



“Now sir,” said Piano. “I know I’ve violated the Guide-
lines by prospecting out here. I know my place, believe 
me. I have a lifetime of lessons in that. I know there’s a 
bounty for me, sir, I know you can get a two-day pass for 
turning in a nenio who’s out of his zone.”

Danny grinned. “So what?” he said. “What are two 
days of so-called freedom going to do for me?”

Piano shrugged.
“If I turned you in,” Danny said, “they’d be pretty 

rough on you.”
“Yes they would.”
For the first time in his life, Danny, who’d never 

missed a meal, imagined how it must feel to be hungry. 
“So, Piano,” said Danny, “How do we get you a din-

ner?”
“Dinner?” said Piano.
It’s crazy, mused Danny. These cigars! Ten minutes 

ago I was ready to blast this guy’s brains out, and now 
I’m blubbering with brotherly love. 

He packed his belongings: Rifle, canteen, Nut-Thing 
nutrition bar, flashlight, Bowie knife, compass, bandages 
and handbook: Esperanto for Corporals. He set his hel-
met on his head. Piano hoisted his minesweeper. With 
Danny in the lead, they waded through warm moonlit 



surf and climbed the wood-and-rope stairs that led to 
Funston Barracks.

“Ditch the minesweeper and the cigar,” Danny said. 
Piano rested the minesweeper against the stairway 

rail. 
“Sir,” said Piano, “the crabs will steal the cigar should 

I leave it here.”
“They will?”
“See all ghost crabs love to steal,” said Pano. “A 

ghost crab got no home. He just goes from hole to hole. 
The sea floods every home he builds. He’s homeless 
and angry, that’s why the ghost crab steals. I don’t 
blame him. Even a crab has got to get his revenge.”

 The barracks were fifty paces across windblown, 
sandy scrubland. The Army complex had been rebuilt 
three times now, after an airstrike, a seawall collapse, 
and an earthquake. Each time the barracks were rebuilt 
farther from the crumbling sea cliff. The buildings were 
now protected by a Kraven-reinforced seawall. Kraven 
guaranteed its walls for fifty years. Experts at holding 
back the sea, the Kraven Engineering Corp. was the 
world’s most valuable company. 

It was long past midnight, and foggy Fort Funston lay 
dark and quiet. Danny and Piano sneaked around the 



seawall, headed toward a building painted with white 
words: Patriot Brigade Mess. 

Danny grabbed the doorknob, which unlocked when it 
sensed the security clearance embedded in his uniform. 
Inside, he flicked on the lamps. Not just the lights, but a 
sound system came to life with Kissy Jag, crooning her 
worldwide hit: If You Love Me, Chew Hunger-Eze Gum. 
Her lyrics floated on an ocean of sound, provided by the 
101 musicians of the exquisite Mexirado Metropolitan 
Orchestra.

 Danny set his helmet on a stainless steel table that 
had enough working room for ten cooks. Overhead 
lights blinked. Huge gleaming refrigerators hummed. 
Danny opened one of those refrigerators and drew out 
two massive potatoes.

“RX1 Titans,” said Piano, his eyes gleaming like a 
hungry dog’s. 

RX1s tasted as if they were loaded with butter, salt, 
pepper, bacon crumbles, chives and sour cream, even 
when eaten plain.

“They going to save this nation with the Rx1,” Piano 
said.

Army men dismissed these as welfare potatoes and 
often left them on their trays uneaten. But Danny had a 



new, smoky perspective now. These engineered spuds 
had saved a million people from the famine.

A million beautiful people.
He passed the potatoes through infrared insta-

heaters and the two men sat on opposite sides of the gi-
gantic prep table. Danny, well fed, teased his potato with 
a fork. Piano needed no fork. He devoured his spud like 
a ferocious animal. 

When Piano wiped his lips, Danny shoved his own 
potato across the table.

“Hell,” said Danny. “You need it more than I do.”
A couple of tokes on a Blue Illusion turned you soft, 

kind and generous. This was exactly why they were 
banned at Military and Government facilities.

As Piano wolfed that second potato, skin and all, 
Danny stood at the light switch. “Can’t be wasting ener-
gy nowadays.” The mess hall went dark. He and Piano 
found their way out by moonlight.

Huddled in the shadows of the messhall, Piano and 
Danny smoked.

“You are a fine friend,” Piano said. “I never realized … 
I thought all Corporals were … I can’t pay you back, but 
I’m sure Jeez will reward you in the afterlife.”

“Jeez?” scoffed Danny. “I hate to tell you,” he whis-
pered, “but that’s a half-ass religion they’ve got here.”



“Well, Jeez Universal, it’s the only religion you’ll ever 
need,” said Piano. “All the other ones is against the law.”

“And it’s a half-ass country, too.” Danny muttered.
Danny’s normal irritation began to return. He’d been 

irritated ever since they’d drafted him into this Mickey 
Mouse Army. Already that smoked-brain relaxed feeling 
was evaporating.

Piano retrieved his minesweeper. The two men sat on 
a collapsed column of RealCrete and watched the 
ocean, its restless sparkle in the moonlight. Danny 



wished he’d taken more than a couple of puffs on that 
cigar. He was feeling combative already. 

 “You know, back home,” Danny said, “they haven’t 
surrendered, and they never will. Someday, we’ll take 
back Olympia, Jeffersonia, even Colorado itself. Some-
day we’ll be America again, fifty-one states united. Jef-
fersonia? This country here?” He spat into the sand. 
“This is no duty for a real soldier.”

“This war been going on all my life,” Piano said.
Danny slung the rifle, careless, over his shoulder.
“Are we in a war or not?” Danny said. “Because 

there’s 1,300 guys and gals sleeping back there behind 
us. And my commanding officer leaves one corporal to 
guard the sea coast all night. During wartime! Against 
the entire Mexican Air Force! They don’t even issue me 
a pair of binoculars. It’s me, one bullet and this knife 
against … ”

He dropped the knife point first into the sand. “Is this 
a real war? And if it’s not, why are they drafting people 
left and right?”

“Not me,” said Piano. “I tried to enlist, they told me go 
away.”

Danny kicked at the crumbling block of RealCrete. It 
had been a support column of the original barracks. 



Much of that barracks was in a jumble at the bottom of 
the sea cliff, surf washed in the moonlight.

“I want to go back home. To the good fight,” Danny 
said. “For the Restoration.”

With his rifle Danny took mock aim at a drone aircraft 
hovering over the Pacific. That warplane certainly be-
longed to the Mexicans. Jeffersonia’s Air Force consist-
ed of two Cessnas and a weather balloon. That was an-
other puzzle Danny couldn’t figure. An Air Force with no 
fighter planes, a row-boat Navy, an Army equipped with 
antique rifles.

 “What’s that like?” Piano asked. “Home?”
“Oh, we’re not all jammed in like you are here. Wide 

open spaces. Don’t believe the rumors. We’ve got free-
dom. Back there, we don’t do things the Mexican way, 
let me tell you. We’re Americans. We don’t need no self-
navigating AirMobiles. We drive cars and trucks any 
damn place we please. We’ve got enough guns, ammo 
and gasoline to hold out a thousand years.”

“Cars and trucks,” said Piano. “Mmm-hmmm. I’d love 
to ride in one of them.”

“You should visit.”
“When’s the best season?”
“Oh, it’s warm all the time now.”



“Hell, I can’t travel, I don’t have no paperwork,” Piano 
said. “I don’t even exist, according to this Government.”

“I’d like to be with my mom in her final years,” Danny 
said. “She raised me when Dad was off fighting, you 
know. We’re a whole generation, raised without fathers.”

“Uhmm hmm,” said Piano.
“Mom could wield a shotgun, all right,” said Danny.
“I can barely remember my…”
“Next week,” Danny said, “I get a 7-day pass. I’ve ap-

plied for a visa to New Dakota. If I get back there, they’ll 
never see me in this army of cowards again.”



Danny spat into the sand. He stared at Piano. The 
smoke-brain had worn off completely, and his suspicions 
returned. “You’re not some sort of spy, are you?”

“Me? It don’t matter to me who wins this war.”
The sky glowed red. Brilliant streaks zoomed from 

that drone aircraft. As Danny and Piano watched behind 
a blast wall, they grew bigger, glowing, silent until they 
blasted the beach with thunderous explosions. 

The very Earth rumbled.
Mighty sea cliffs crumbled.

Puny humans, humbled
Down to the waterline tumbled.



Mary shook her head. She was squatting in the soil of 
a terraced potato patch. From that slope, she could see 
in the distance the great foggy city. She was barefoot, 
wore a denim apron over gray shirt and trousers. In that 
apron were cradled four gigantic potatoes.

Matricia Malenkovich, First Lady of Jeffersonia, was a 
lanky, glamorous redhead with spooky ghost-gray eyes. 
She had the look of a faded porn performer, because 
she was one. She had the thin-half starved look, the 
high cheekbones and sensuous lips, all supported by 

“Have you cultivated

the RX1 potato?” 

asked Matricia Malenkovich. 



multiple surgeries. She had risen to fame as Matti the 
Nude Acrobat, engaging in trapeze sex at the climax of 
the Forbidden Circus. (Over 18 only, please.)

The First Lady sat in an electric cart. Mary had seen 
such carts in a museum. Once upon a time, they were 
used in a sport called golf. It had apparently been a form 
of motorized polo.

 “When the Rx1 is ready to be harvested,” Matricia 
said from her plush, shaded seat, “the little red plastic 
thing pops up like a penis. Don’t they grow the Rx1 in … 
where did you say you were from?”

“New Dakota. No ma’am. The Rx1 is banned by law. 
We eat real potatoes.”

“No wonder your people are starving,” Matricia said. 
“Let’s get going.”

She drove that cart, an empty seat beside her, its rear 
bed heaped with soil. Mary trotted alongside, holding 
potatoes in her apron, struggling, breathless, sweaty.

“Let’s get a few things straight,” Matricia said from the 
driver’s seat. “My husband and his hangers-on call me 
Matti. Officials and the general public may use the term 
Madam First Lady. You will never pronounce my name in 
any form. As far as you are concerned, I am Majstro. 
Say it. “

“Majstro,” Mary said.



“That’s it, just like the English word maestro. Your 
task will be to ensure that our goats and chickens sur-
vive until their slaughter date.”

She stopped the cart. She fixed Mary with a withering 
glare.

“But your most important job will be to carry my baby.”
Mary, Bright Mary, met that glare with a look of 

shocked innocence. Bright Mary was capable of faking 
any emotion. She was a method-trained actress. The 
way she played it now, the woman driving the golf cart 
was her loving mother, calling her in from a day’s play. 
Mary imagined Mom holding a wash cloth, ready to gen-



tly wash her face before supper. Mary glowed with love, 
innocence, gratitude. 

“Your impregnation,” Matricia said, “will take place in 
a Ruga Zono clinic.”

The cart made a hard left turn and stopped. Matricia 
stepped out. 

She slapped Mary’s face.
Potatoes tumbled out of Mary’s apron.
Matrica growled: “Don’t imagine you’ll be fucking my 

husband.”
“I didn’t …” Mary squatted to retrieve potatoes … “I 

never.”
“I know my husband, sklavo. He’d turn you into a fuck 

friend. He’d take you downtown, claiming he needs a 
new girl in the clerical pool. Next thing you know, he’ll be 
tonguing you at three a.m. in the Penthouse. No! I doubt 
that little weasel will have the courage to show his ugly 
face at the ranch again. But in any case, you will never 
leave this ranch without my permission. Never, is that 
clear? Say it: Never.”

“Never,” muttered Mary.
“I am sklavo, you are majstro, say it.”
“I am sklavo,” muttered Mary, “you are majstro.” 
“The legal term for your condition is far-laboristo. If 

you were literate in Esperanto, you’d know that it means 



Committed Worker. This status confers on you certain 
rights, and on me certain obligations. But before you be-
gin scheming, look across the bay. What do you see?”

“The city of San Francisco,” said Mary.
“And we are above the city, correct?”
“Yes,” said Mary.
“Just as I am above the law,” said Matricia. “Follow 

me.”
She drove away in her golf cart, leaving Mary to hus-

tle behind.
The First Ranch House was set atop a gentle hill, sur-

rounded by goat pens and chicken coops. A winding 
gravel driveway led downhill to the main road. The home 
was surrounded by grass mounds on which goats might 
graze, but no crops would grow. An ancient olive grove, 
all the trees barren, lined the path to the house. Orange 
trees wilted underneath the kitchen windows. Matricia 
parked the cart and climbed to the rear porch. Mary, car-
rying potatoes, barged into the kitchen.

Mary dropped potatoes into a bucket of water, and 
pulled out of them the red plastic harvest indicators. Rx1 
Titans were nearly the size of footballs. The fancy vari-
eties were enhanced with artificial flavors and vitamins. 
But they tasted like a mouthful of lab chemicals. 



Still, the Rx1 prevented starvation. Man could not live 
on bread alone, the Bible said, but vast populations sur-
vived on the Rx1. 

Mary, Dark Mary, washed the potatoes and watched 
red soil, like her life, swirl down the drain. She grabbed a 
chef’s knife from the wood-block counter. Her face sting-
ing from Matricia’s slap, she sliced the potatoes with vi-
cious cuts.

“You’ll keep that knife sharp,” called Matricia from the 
doorway. “To slaughter the goats and chickens.”

“Me?” said Mary. Here she played an innocent virgin, 
like Limping Lucy in the tragic farce: Justice For Some.

“Slaughter?” Bright Mary said. “I don’t think I could do 
that.”

Matricia laughed. “You claim to be a farm girl.” 
“Potatoes,” Mary said. “That’s all we grew.”
“What variety did you, in your rube ignorance, choose 

to grow?”
“Defenders,” answered Mary.
Matricia sputtered. She beckoned with one finger. 

Mary handed her the knife, handle first. 
Matricia grabbed Mary’s arm. She ran the blade along 

Mary’s forearm, drawing no blood, but shaving off tiny 
blond hairs. “The chickens are easy,” Matricia said. 



“You’ll be trained in the use of a kill cone. But the goats 
must be wrestled to the ground, and they spurt.”

She plunged the knife into the chopping block. 
Mary’s stage face transformed to panicked fear. 

She’d perfected that look playing Agnes in Hell’s Clang-
ing Bells, a rousing pro-war comedy that was in its sixth 
sell-out month on New Michigan Avenue. 

“We’ve got everything here,” Matricia said. “Meat, 
milk, eggs, organic vegetables. You’ll meet the lazy farm 
hands and my pesky security detail soon enough. 
They’re all men. You’ll be the only sklavo allowed in the 
house.”

She sighed. 
“In a starving, pestilent world, our ranch produces an 

embarrassing surplus. We’re a premier supplier to the 
elite restaurants on Capitol Hill. And the Rx1s that we 
grow, the elite won’t eat them, so we dump those on the 
charities.”

She forced Mary’s head around, stared eyeball to 
eyeball.

“Follow me.”
She led Mary to the slaughterhouse. It stunk from 

twenty feet away. Inside, a headless skinned goat car-
cass hung, a cloud of flies feasting on it. White, blood-
stained feathers were spread like a carpet. Matricia 



picked up a pair of garden shears. “Bow your head,” she 
commanded.

With those crude shears she clipped Mary’s beautiful 
locks to an ugly stubble. When she finished, Mary’s 
head looked like a cornfield after a tornado.

“Now you’re fit to be seen with me in public,” said Ma-
tricia. “You’re not having your period, I hope?”

Mary, in genuine shock, ran her hand over her stubbly 
head.

You’re an actress, she told herself. Pretend.



“Come,” said Matricia and beckoned.
In the shadow behind the slaughterhouse lay a long 

lump of earth. It was a grave, marked with a wooden X, 
the symbol of Jeez the Savior.

Matricia squatted over the grave. “Here lies the last 
young sklavo who put her hands on my husband’s cock.”

Matricia drew her pink underpants down to her an-
kles, bunched her skirt, and pissed on the grave. 

After Mary shoveled dirt-rocks-roots out of the cart 
and sifted soil onto the onion patch, after she scattered 
feed for the squabbling chickens and dished out alfalfa 
pellets for the bleating goats, after she swabbed the golf 
cart clean, Matricia drove her to the ferry.

“Take it in,” Matricia said as the golf cart whined 
downhill. “You won’t get to the city often.”

She looked over her shoulder and laughed. “Well! I 
did it. I sneaked past the Guard. Loafers! They’re proba-
bly in the machine shed, drinking vodka.”

The golf cart rode a crude gravel highway, traveling 
down sunny hills into thick fog. “I spent my entire girl-
hood on the grounds of a prison,” Matricia said.

Did this bitch expect Mary’s sympathy?
“I used to dream that there was a cable strung be-

tween Alcatraz and the Embarcadero. I walked it at night 



in my dreams, like a ballerina. Strange, isn’t it, how 
dreams can come true.”

Actress Mary smiled.
Matricia drove that cart into the shabby town of Bay-

side. It had been knocked together by refugees using 
bay flotsam, shipping pallets, corrugated tin, automobile 
skeletons, cinder blocks, tree limbs, clumps of Real-
Crete, salvaged roof tiles, Kraven support beams, and 
asphalt chunks of the old highway. Earthquakes had 
leveled the town twice this year. In the sober mornings, 
Bayside residents helped each other rebuild. Around 
noon they broke out the jerry cans of vodka. By evening 
they were gambling and stealing. By midnight, the worst 
of them were raping, maiming and killing their neighbors. 

Once Bayside had been a prosperous suburb known 
as Sausalito. But that changed on the Day of Treachery, 
when the Greater Mexican Air Force bombed the Golden 
Gate Bridge. Following months of mourning and political 
finger-pointing, Sausalito’s name was changed from 
Spanish as a rebuke to the Mexicans. Very little was left 
of the picturesque Sausalito anyway. It would never re-
capture its bohemian glory. Only a rusty ferryboat linked 
it to San Francisco now.

It wasn’t a safe ferry, either. Riders, the wise ones 
anyway, brought their own life preservers.



“You might as well know it now,” said Matricia. “I hate 
my husband and he hates me. I appear on Capitol Hill 
only when I’m needed for some ridiculous publicity stunt. 
Whenever he tells the media he’s visiting the ranch, he 
actually sneaks off to Reno or Sacramento or Chico or 
wherever he can find a circus. That’s right, he’s a circus 
groupie. If you read our fawning press coverage you al-
ready know we met as circus performers. The Perma-
nent President is a sentimental slobbering fool who sits 
under the big top, pining for his youth, drinking from a 
flask of vodka. That’s Jeffersonia’s leader. He’s the one 
who wants a baby. Well, an heir and an ego boost is 
what he really wants. So … here we are.”

The ferry dock, a RealCrete quay, was lousy with 
ragged filthy nenio men. 

The Government subsidized calming Blue Illusion 
cigars to the underclass. Blue Illusions had prevented 
countless riots, maybe even revolution. But in Bayside, 
the shrewdest nenioj had learned not to smoke them. 

Blue Illusion smokers tended to live blissful, but short, 
lives. They were so filled with peace, love and under-
standing that they rarely defended themselves. So the 
most desirable nenio camps, the ones near the bay, had 
been taken over by vodka-drinking thugs. Here at the 
Bayside docks, after sundown, women and children 



cowered in tents, dugouts and hovels while their brutish, 
half-starved men drank rotgut vodka, played dice, and 
carved each other up with tin-can knives. 

But now, this motley mob of land pirates parted as 
Matricia’s golf cart rolled onto the quay. The dirty des-
perados gawked, stared, cursed, made obscene ges-
tures. Some of the drunkest ones spat toward the cart, 
but most shrank away. Matricia parked on the quay, ig-
nored the rabble, and led Mary along the sandy beach.

A hole opened up in the sand at Mary’s feet, and she 
jumped back.

“Ghost crabs,” said Matricia. “Nothing to be frightened 
of. They’re always scuttling for a new home. They’re 
new to our shores. They couldn’t survive this far north, 
back in the old days.”

“I need,” Mary said, “to use the rest room.”
“Oh, for Jeez sake,” said Matricia.
“Pretty bad. I’m sorry.” Mary made herself blush like a 

schoolgirl.
“I suppose,” sighed Matricia. “There’s no sklavo re-

stroom on the ferry.”
Matricia glared at the milling curious mob that encir-

cled them. They knew who she was and dared not get 
too close. The President’s Guard would be horrified 
when they discovered she’d sneaked off. But Matricia 



was convinced that she didn’t need them, that this rabble 
would never dare touch her royal personage.

She led Mary toward a restaurant that was propped up 
on stilts. Genuine Jo’s Oyster Shack offered views of the 
foggy city, the burnt wreckage of the Golden Gate Bridge, 
and the white-capped bay. 

But Genuine Jo hadn’t served a real oyster in years.
Matricia pointed Mary toward the sklavo outhouse, 

then walked among stilts that were as thick as tree 
trunks. At the ordering window she said to the counter-
man: “A half dozen.”



She tapped her long red fingernails on the salt-en-
crusted counter.

That sklavo outhouse was just a circle of rusty tin at 
the edge of the bay. It had been installed by the owner of 
Genuine Jo’s. Her patrons had found it unappetizing to 
eat oysters while skalvos urinated and defecated in plain 
sight. 

The outhouse was meant for men and women, and 
so as Mary entered, nenio men felt the call of nature, in 
more ways than one.

 That amused Matricia. The nenioj would only gawk. 
None would dare touch a sklavo who was the property 
of the First Lady. 

In the dining room above, the tedious matrons of 
Bayside Heights were drinking vodka-fortified wine, 
smoking Blue Illusions, gossiping about their boring 
husbands and losing at Monopoly. Avoiding them was 
the point of dining at this humble, below-decks counter. 
If she dined upstairs, Matricia would be surrounded by 
fawning favor seekers. 

Across the bay loomed the awful gray hunk of rock 
once known as Alcatraz. Matricia had grown up there, 
the only daughter of the Warden. It was a cold, foggy, 
windy, childhood, her only friends the children of prison 
guards. Humane Justice Island was its official name 



now, but there was nothing humane about it. Everybody 
was a prisoner there, including the guards, officials, 
nurses, clerks and families. The guards were sadists, 
losers and political hacks, assigned there after failures in 
normal prisons. The sight of this awful island aroused in 
Matricia a deep dark conviction that human life was 
worthless. 

Genuine Jo barged out of the kitchen, carrying a plate 
of oysters.

“Delight to see you, Madame First Lady.”
Jo set the plate of oysters on the counter. Jo was 

strong, dark haired, and well-tatooed. She joined the 
First Lady at the bay rail. 

“Where’s your security detail?”
“I left them back at the ranch.”
“Too bad,” said Jo. “Those boys eat a lot of oysters.” 

She looked behind her. “I see Darnoc managed to tail 
you.”

“No surprise,” muttered Mattricia. “He’s watching me, 
not watching over me.”

In sloshed the stinking bay tide, and Matricia got a 
whiff of dead fish, rotted seaweed, sewage, moldy drift-
wood.

“How’s business?” Matricia asked. 
(Not that she cared.)



“Awful,” said Jo. 
(Although she was doing quite well.)
Matricia picked up a tiny plastic fork and speared an 

oyster. It had never been a bivalve, or an animal of any 
kind, since it was made of tofu. It looked as unappetizing 
as a real oyster and required the same spicy camou-
flage: lemon juice and hot pepper sauce. Matricia 
squeezed juice from a plastic lemon, shook sauce from 
a red bottle, swallowed the oyster. 

“Okay?” Jo asked.
“Can’t tell it from the real thing,” Matricia lied.
She cast the shell into a rusted tin coffee can. The 

shell was the only genuine part of the oyster, and would 
be recycled endlessly, filled with squishy lumps of tofu.

“It’s the water,” said Jo. “We use real bay water in the 
shells.”

Matricia, with a glance at the outhouse, preferred not 
to ponder that.

Jo gazed at the twisted bridge, and that glorious gap 
in the mountains that opened to the sea.

“Golden Gate,” she said. “Just think. People left home 
and family, risked their lives and fortunes. Seeking gold, 
they found something so much better, a beautiful land to 
live in. It seems like a fairy tale. Once upon a time.”

“Jo, you’re a romantic.” 
Jo sputtered. “I opened a restaurant, didn’t I?”



“Good point.”
“Well, I’ve got oysters to form.” And with that, Jo 

banged through the kitchen door.
This left Matricia alone with five tofu oysters. Her spir-

its sagged when she saw the ferry bobbing toward the 
Bayside dock. Only a few precious minutes of peace 
remaining.

When Matricia swallowed the last oyster, she pushed 
back the tray and shells, walked over the wet sand to-
ward the outhouse. She could see Mary’s legs in the gap 
between outhouse wall and sand, and the legs of nenio 
men, too. She began to suspect that Mary was planning 
some tricky escape.

Just as Matricia reached the waterline, she became 
aware of a horrible smell, the stench of the Devil himself, 
a mix of dead goat, skunk, burning rubber, sulphurous 
lava. It was deep, rich, overwhelming and lush, like a 
combination of everything on earth that ever rotted.

She gagged on that smell.
A filthy hand grabbed her from behind.
She gasped.
She had one last glimpse of this beautiful, horrible 

world. Her last sight was that rusty ferry, thumping the 
dock.

My God, she thought, I forgot my life preserver.



Dark Mary peeked around the tin wall of the out-
house.

A filthy brute, dressed in rat-colored rags, let Matri-
cia’s body drop into the tidewater. He flung his tin-can 
knife into the bay and skulked off. 



As Matricia lay bleeding into the bay water, nenio 
men swarmed her, first stealing her pocket purse, then 
the runt potatoes, then her leather vest. While her 
carotid artery was spurting blood they stripped Matricia 
of blouse, gray wool skirt, brassiere, pink underwear. 

Then they kicked the naked, bleeding, wide-eyed 
corpse of the First Lady out toward the sharks. 

Mary gagged at the bloody sight of it. She screamed 
and ran up the stairs to Genuine Jo’s stainless steel 
kitchen. There, she saw a man staring through the win-
dows at Matricia’s floating corpse. He frightened her, 
and she ducked into the potato pantry, unseen. 

 He was striking, the most muscular man Mary had 
ever seen. He had blond hair and bright blue eyes. He 
was dressed all in black and his gigantic biceps were 
tattooed. 



WATER OR BLOOD? 
© T. FINNEGAN 

Water or blood, 

Which is thicker? 

Doesn’t matter. 

It’s which is quicker. 



Judge-Sergeant Finnegan, 

shed of his robes,

ambled uphill, uphill, ever uphill toward the gleaming 
Kraven complexes that crowned this conniving city.

Overhead on its silicon trestle, clattering and whoosh-
ing, ran the AirMobile Red Line. Finnegan possessed a 
first class pass, but preferred perambulation. After a long 
day of condemning his fellow humans, most of them in-
nocent, a brisk walk helped unburden the Finnegan con-
science.

A puff of smoke wouldn’t hurt, either.



A few blocks of Old San Francisco had been pre-
served in sentimental state, due to lobbying by piddling 
photographers, soft-headed historians and busybody old 
ladies. But most Ruga Zono housing had been recon-
structed with RealCrete domes. Some were squat 
domes, others were tall silos with domed tops. Most 
were dull white, since RealCrete was very expensive to 
color. Finnegan climbed through the fancy neighbor-
hoods, dome after dome, the buildings crammed and 
crowded on crazed, crooked hills. Dry land was scarce, 
and the reconstruction of the Ruga Zono had replaced 
most roads with footpaths. Old San Francisco’s grand 
boulevards were preserved only in photographs now.

There was not even a need for fire road, since Real-
Crete never burned. It collapsed, it crumbled, it floated, 
but it never burst into flame. There was no need for cars, 
since the privileged rode the AirMobile and the nenio 
servants walked. During the 20th Century building 
booms, the city had expanded on bay landfill, and those 
neighborhoods had been among the toniest in the world. 
Only the swamped underclass lived there now.

Ahead, Finnegan spied a huge crane with wrecking 
ball, pivoting on its heavy treads. Wham, the great black 
ball, with a thunderous thwang, slammed into a three-
story grammar school. As one concrete wall of the 
school collapsed, a mighty mushroom cloud of dust 



formed above the wreckage. The school and its play 
yard were being demolished for President Malenkovich’s 
pet project: a soccer stadium. This was a shame, in 
Finnegan’s opinion, a fawning gesture to the team’s 
sponsor, MondoSeedCo, creator of the RX1 potato. Pro-
fessional soccer matches would be played only twenty 
times a year, here on the most precious upland real es-
tate in the nation.

So it was a disgusted Finnegan who detoured up the 
next alley, avoiding the dust and noise that accompanied 
this tragic destruction of education. He abhorred the 



President’s orders to demolish the schools. Who would 
read poetry if it was no longer forced upon lovingly intro-
duced to schoolchildren?

His detour took him past the laser gate in the Intelli-
wall, where a few Nonnies had gathered in hopes that a 
power failure would let them sneak through. He used his 
pass to mingle with them, warn them that power failures 
were often momentary, and about the dangers of being 
zapped by a laser beam. They paid him no heed, not 
that he could blame them, poor souls. What did they 
have to lose?

 On the civilized sid of the gate once again, Finnegan 
on his journey passed not a living soul. No children 
played, no adults lounged. The fronts of most dome-
homes were security walls with tiny windows. At the cen-
ter of each block, and behind the homes, was a central 
commons, accessible only through the homes, where 
children and pets were safe, where old timers could 
gather in the shade to gossip, where young mothers 
could park strollers while they enjoyed a cigar. Mexican 
architects had developed the Secure Communal Block, 
a design that had spread all over the world. Mexican-de-
signed cities were marvels to rival ancient Athens and 
Rome, and wasted no space on auto lanes, freeways 
and parking garages.



Capitol Hill stood out from all those white domes, 
since its buildings were of many shapes, and construct-
ed of lead-gray Kraven. The Ministry of Defense was a 
bunker, most of it underground. The Ministry of the Trea-
sury was a sleek, windowless pyramid. The Ministry of 
Education was a four-story trapezoid. All were served by 
the AirMobile Patriot Plaza station. The elevated mono-
rail swooped into a gleaming cobblestone plaza, beset 
with flower gardens, statues, fountains and memorials. 
The plaza was surrounded by glitzy nightclubs, restau-
rants, specialty stores, tea shops, health clubs and 
clothing emporiums. The great stone Cathedral of Jeez 
faced the Government complex across the plaza. In the 
shadow of that church was Finnegan’s destination, a ru-
ined storefront serving as a fruit stand. Atop it, a glowing 
sign read:

HUNGRY AL’S ROOTS & TUBERS

The impoverished appearance of Hungry Al’s produce 
stand was a false front for a lavish restaurant that could 
be entered only with an electronic pass. Hungry Al’s Red 
Room was a popular place for lunch, and for govern-
ment employees to grab a quick boxed supper to take 
home. It was also ground zero for gossip. With the tacit 



agreement of the Government, Hungry Al employed a 
device that prevented audio and video recording. Jeffer-
sonia’s workers, constantly monitored at work and at 
home, needed a place to bitch freely, and this even their 
Government recognized. 

It was just after 7:00 by the Cathedral’s great clanging 
clock. The AirMobile whooshed off, and Patriot Plaza 
was nearly empty. Finnegan ignored the lacivious locu-
tions of a bare-chested prostitute and focused on Hun-
gry Al. That overfed shambling figure stood guarding a 
table displaying potatoes and fruits.,



“Oh it’s you, Judge Finnegan,” Al called over his 
shoulder. “Did you lose your pass? You should get in-
side. We’re serving mashed rutabaga, still hot. Licorice 
or ginger, your choice.”

Finnegan balked. This would cost him. Rutabaga was 
the world’s most expensive vegetable. MondoSeedCo 
had infused it with a dozen exotic flavors.

“I’ve had my dinner,” Finnegan lied. “I see you’ve 
stepped out for a breath of air?”

Hungry Al shook his head. “Thievery,” he said, and 
warily eyed the shirtless prostitute. “The Monkeys and 
the Ravens are bad, but my employees are worse. I’m 
lucky to have a potato peel left by the time they finish 
stealing. I got inventory shrinkage like you wouldn’t be-
lieve.”

A meal was not what Finnegan had come for. Ever 
since the Terrible Tide, he’d hardly been able to swallow. 
He’d struggled many hours in the sea, trying to keep 
from swallowing. After his rescue he’d come to this 
country weighing 11 stone, and had lost weight every 
year. There were so many skinny people now. Al was the 
only fat man Finnegan knew. Al had acquired much of 
that fat while living among the East Coast elite, at the 
top of the luxurious Palisade Cliffs. 

(The lucky sod.)



Finnegan had once set envious eyes on Hudson City. 
When he’d filled out his Universal Refugee Form he’d 
listed Hudson City as his first, second and third choice. 
When the crowded containership he’d boarded in Liver-
pool listed into Port Irvington, he’d tried to sneak off. The 
Harbor Patrol tossed him into the ship’s brig. He was 
locked in there for weeks as the pestilent rusty freighter 
lugged past the canals of Manhattan, down the Potomac 
shore, over the Shoals of Florida, through the Nicaragua 
Canal and up the West Coast. 

(To this bastard nation.)



Hungry Al, ready to close shop, tied up a sack of 
potatoes. 

Finnegan glanced at a one-sheet copy of Gover-
News. He skipped the main headline POTATO SUR-
PLUS SEEN, which was mere propaganda. The real 
news would be written on the back page, in bureaucratic 
code, under a tiny headline. Sometimes if it was really 
urgent, the message would be concealed as an adver-
tisement. But there wasn’t much today. 

Finnegan had been dreading an announcement 
about the nation’s Poet Laureate. He’d applied last 
month, sending five of his finest poems, and a State-
ment of Purpose. The Purpose of Poetry, he’d written, 
was to uplift the masses prevent rioting. 

Tim Finnegan, Poet Laureate! This was an ambition 
he’d kept to himself, for fear of being called a party hack 
with literary pretensions. His mum always said he’d 
amount to something some day, and she didn’t mean 
third-rate official. 

Timothy, you’re a fine bright lad, and you’ll be ad-
mired around the world one day. 

Mum couldn’t be wrong, could she?
Every day, Finnegan hoped for a call from the Min-

istry of Education. Every day he read the news in fear 
he’d find himself passed over. So it was a relief to find 
no announcement from the Education Ministry.



On the back page, a headline said: 

Other War News 
The Mexican Air Force launched an Exacto strike 

on Fort Funston last night, military officials said. 
The JSA Patriot Guard responded with furious anti-
aircraft fire. Witnesses reported that several Mexi-
can drones plunged aflame into the ocean. One JSA 
corporal was slightly wounded, and a civilian is still 
missing.  

It was strange, Finnegan mused, how those Exacto 
strikes did so little damage. These were laser-precision 
weapons. It almost seemed as if the Mexicans were de-
liberately missing their targets.

“Any luck with the marrowfat peas?” Finnegan asked 
Al.

“Nobody. Nowhere. No price.“ Al made a disgusted 
face. “Don’t know why you want ‘em. I’ll eat almost any-
thing, but not mushy peas.” 

 “Essential nutrient of my childhood,” said Finnegan.
Al fished two purple cigars out of his apron, handed 

one to the judge. It was more a cheroot, twisted and 
limp. 

“A dollar fifty for the smoke,” said Al.



“Put it on my tab,” said Finnegan. He inserted the 
cigar between his lips and Al lit it with a cheap plastic 
lighter. 

“Plus twenty five cents for the light,” said Al.
“Seems extravagant,” said Finnegan.
“Just kidding,” kidded Al. “The light’s only a dime.”
The prostitute snatched an orange and ran off.
“Damn it!” Al cried.
“Poor desperate creature,” said Finnegan.



“I’ll add that orange on your tab, then,” said Al. “Five 
dollars plus tax for the bleeding heart judge.”

Al lit his cigar.
“Next you’ll be charging for conversation,” said 

Finnegan.
Al laughed and blew smoke. “Smoke it up, judge,” he 

advised Finnegan. “Forget mushy peas. Forget London, 
forget Liverpool, forget what the Serbs did to your peo-
ple. Memory is worthless. History’s no good. You know 
what the philosopher said: Those who remember history 
are just gonna stew in it.”

From Finnegan’s vest pocket, Al plucked a skinny pa-
perback book.

The Sea Also Rises 
By Herman Hemingway 

“Always reading!” Al said. “What’s this one about?”
“Whaling,” said Finnegan. 
Al shook his head. “Whale watching, tourists used to 

do that, didn’t they? Somebody was telling me. Back 
when there were lots of whales.”

“And tourists,” noted Finnegan.
“Those were the days,” said Al.
“Once, whaling ships hunted the poor creatures.”



“I wonder what whale meat tastes like.”
“Hunted for their oil,” said Finnegan. “They used it in 

lamps.”
“They killed that magnificent creature, just for lamp 

oil?” 
“Society developed better methods of lighting, you 

see, and gave up hunting whales for oil. It only made 
sense, once they’d found a better way.”

“Sometimes I’m glad I don’t know my history.”
“Indeed,” said Finnegan. “Have you heard anything 

from Penn-Jersey?” 
Al blew smoke and shook his head. “I try not to think 

about Penn-Jersey. I had it good there. I had a lunch 
counter on Tonnelle Avenue before the flood. That’s 
what these cigars are for. I’d much rather forget.”

“Before you smoke too much of that and poke vast 
holes in your memory,” Finnegan said, “I was actually 
inquiring after your aunt.”

It was a galling irony to Finnegan. Al, this uncouth 
glutton, by dumb luck, had an exquisite connection to 
the queen of American book publishing.

“Oh,” said Al, his lips twisting. “Jeez, I don’t know.”
“I’ve held up my end,” said Finnegan.
“Things are rough back there,” Al said. “Give her time. 

She’s…” he held his hand to his chin. “Up to here.”



RULINGS AND RUTABAGAS 
BY T. FINNEGAN 

Down from the Capitol 

Endlessly flowing 

Rulings and Rutabagas 

Toward the unknowing 

To the needy unknowing. 

“In flood water? I’d heard Publisher’s Row was situ-
ated well above the Hudson’s vicious tides.”

“I meant up to here in manuscripts. She’s building a 
Legacy Language division. They’re going to preserve 
all the great writers. In English! Your book will be con-
sidered in due time.” 

As he and Al smoked side by side, Finnegan felt in-
spired. He wrote some of his best doggerel poetry on 
smoke. Indeed, the loss of memory seemed to free his 
imagination. He performed a control-wipe on the Gov-
ernNews sheet, and when the WiggleType turned 
blank, he scribbled a poem, needing only his finger to 



Tarantula McCarthy, 

Oh so weary. 

His day-long patrol of Let Them Dream Boulevard 
had produced only pennies of profit. The police in this 
sorry nation were expected to scrounge a living in the 
flooded filthy alleys, using only a pain gun, a badge and 
their wits. Never mind salary, there were no benefits, ex-
cept for Papers of Tenancy. Occasionally, a reward was 
posted for a notorious criminal, but the money never 
trickled down to the patrolman who’d risked his life to 
make the arrest. Scavenger with a badge! It was a lawful 
but awful way to make a living. 

But the key word was living. The horrors of the Terri-
ble Tide haunted Tarry and millions of refugees, frozen 
out of Europe when the Gulf Stream slowed to an icy 
trickle.

 At the watery end of the boulevard, nenioj loafed in 
their wrecked slums. These were the lucky ones, who 



had managed to steal or purchase Papers of Tenancy. 
The most able of them fished, using hook, line and bob-
ber but rarely a pole. They threw casts from the dirt 
banks of the canals, or from inner tubes floating in the 
bay. These lucky nenioj guarded their hovels like fero-
cious dogs. McCarthy couldn’t blame them. If they 
turned their backs a moment, they’d find squatters in 
their rag-beds.

Above the rotting wood remnants of the docks rose a 
double billboard, which provided the only light to the 
slums. One side of the billboard said:

Telegraph Hill Gondola Tours, $8.99!

The other billboard showed a happy family around a 
dinner table and proclaimed:

Potatoes R Gud 4 U!

Tarry was in a bad mood. His hopes had risen like a 
tide, and then been dashed to the stones. A lovely young 
blondie practically in his possession, to be ripped away 
and sold into slavery by Evil Judge Finnegan. 

Mary, that was blondie’s name. Tarry sighed. The very 
name of Our Savior’s Blessed Mother.



Take photographs of a nude prisoner? What kind of 
pervert must Finnegan think I am? He’s a pervert himself, 
writing his perverted poems and publishing them in the 
papers.

A nenio slept in the mud. Tarantula kicked the lumpen 
blankets. Boy or girl, who could tell? Oh for the days of 
coins, for the jingle. Now you had to search their filthy 
pockets for scrip. 

Tarantula’s cold hands searched this nenio’s filthy 
pockets. Oh, cried Tarantula’s self-pitying heart, we’ve all 
been brought so low. 



A female! His hands brushed her breast. Apologies to 
you lass. No offense meant. Tarantula retrieved from her 
pockets a Nanopaper packet. It might well have been 
dope. Some immigrants arrived sick with habit, and 
there were addicts among them yet. But this packet con-
tained cold wormy rice.

Tarantula threw it into the street.
Disgusting.
He sat on a pile of used auto tires outside his soaring 

apartment building. Autos were useless as vehicles, but 
prized as homes. Their rusted, burnt corpses littered the 
streets. Their tires were eternal. People stacked the tires 
and lived inside, a steel-belted suit of armor against the 
shiv gangs. 

The alleys that weren’t flooded gleamed like they 
were lined with diamonds. But there were no gems here, 
just a million bits of auto glass. All up and down the al-
leys, filthy rags had been hung on clotheslines, in a futile 
attempt to dry them. Adults, smoke-brained, lay about, 
with only the children in motion, squabbling, shouting, 
chasing, fighting, scrounging in the trash piles for a bite 
of anything. 

If they could eat tires Tarry thought, we’d have not a 
bit of hunger in all the land.



This night, as every night, the background symphony 
of the Blua Zono was rocket fire in the far hills. Once 
there’d been burglar bars on many tenement windows. 
But steel was precious now, having been melted into the 
great guns that lined the Santa Cruz mountains. These 
cannon nightly lobbed stink bombs, exploding shells, 
and tear gas into the Mexican provincial capital, Ciudad 
Santa Cruz. If nothing else, the cannon fire served no-
tice on Mexico that Jeffersonia had not surrendered.

So the nightly barrage was a comforting sound, like a 
booming, echoing lullaby. It was almost as soothing as 
hearing his grandmother sing: 

Toora loora loora
Toora loora lai.

Toora loora loora
That’s an Irish lullaby

Ah but in the Blua Zona there was no love, mother or 
otherwise. It was just another cold, foggy night. Even the 
summers were a foul soup of thick fog, and distant thun-
der, although it was hard to tell nature’s rumbles from 
the combat in the mountains.

Along LTD Boulevard, even apartment buildings re-
cently rebuilt were cracked from earthquakes. No domes 



would be built down here, but only cheap shanty rectan-
gles of RealCrete, which arose mighty fast and col-
lapsed mighty faster. Most buildings began leaning be-
fore the construction crew finished, and slumped toward 
their neighbors, as if begging for spare change. 

Tarantula flinched when the nearby crack of aircraft 
artillery startled him. Soldiers, stationed on Telegraph 
Hill, fired blindly into the dark cloudy skies, hoping to 
down by luck a Mexican drone. Reporters from Gover-
News would occasionally photograph a supposed pile of 
combat debris. The photo editors sometimes did a slop-
py job, for Tarry had once spied in the supposed debris a 
chrome nameplate: CHEVROLET

Tarry didn’t believe a word of news anyway. He had 
the Irish suspicion of authority.

Coupled with the compulsion to serve that authority.
He counted six paper pennies, his take for the 

evening. He jammed them into his tunic pocket. 
He unloosened his jackboots.
He massaged his blistered feet to prepare for the 

climb.
A gaggle of nenio turned the corner from Let Them 

Dream Boulevard. Feeling a bolt of fear, Tarry unhol-
stered his pain gun. The rabble leered like hungry coy-
otes, a motley group of men women and older children. 



Those children were the most dangerous of the lot. They 
had no respect for an officer of the law. They were walk-
ing corpses, with nothing to lose. 

Tarry lived in a building that had been world-famous, 
before the Terrible Tide. It was 46-stories tall and shaped 
like a pyramid. God help us, only the youth could live 
near the top, a hellacious climb. But even in its ruination, 
the pyramid remained a prestige address, and a man 
had to have connections to occupy an apartment here.

Tarry swiped his badge to admit himself through the 
thick steel door. The new manager was scrupulous 
about keeping the lobby clear and confining the out-
sleepers to the stairwells. Sure, the out-sleepers paid 
rent, but by the living Christ, could they keep a path 
open for the working policeman?

Tarry had fourteen flights to go.
Climbing, he had to elbow a few nenioj and step over 

others in rags. 
“Please sir I beg you.”
“Some Charity Chum sir if you have it.”
Disgusting gray figures. 
Fourteen floors of this. 
Sweet Jesus Mary and Joseph, will they ever get the 

ellie-vaytors fixed in this town?
 “Help me, I’m starving sir,” pleaded a youngster.



“Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps,” barked 
Tarantula.

“But sir, I have no boots.”
(A likely excuse.)
Once he arrived in the 14th-floor hallway, Tarantula 

stepped over more of these rank creatures. The better 
off slept in cots, a penny extra a night. A burst of anti-air-
craft fire illuminated the broken windows at the end of 
the hallway.

Before his apartment door lay a huddled figure, a 
young woman with shaven hair.

Another pathetic creature, starving in the cold. Able to 
afford only a rank blanket.

Tarry’s people were from Skibbereen. That accursed 
town was the unfortunate capital of the Famine. That 
word! Famine! It conveyed none of the horror of starva-
tion. The helplessness. The pity. Lying in your own filth. 
That word failed to conjure the body’s final despair, the 
growth of body fur, the starving human reverting to a 
hairy, mewling rat. 

Christ, this young woman is like me own starving 
mother lying there. 

Tarry knelt before her.
“Don’t tell the others,” he said and slipped her a bul-

lion cube.



Her filthy fingers could barely close around it. She 
hugged his jackboots sobbing.

“Get up woman, I can’t stand it.”
He lifted her blanket to reveal twin babbies, strapped 

in tree limb cradles and dressed in shit rags. 
The beautiful babbies cooed.
Tarry’s stone cop heart turned to warm Irish porridge.
He’d learned to write off nenio infants as doomed 

creatures. But not these. A starving babby does not cry. 
These could be saved. They weren’t Irish, but they was 
still babbies.

Tears ran down the mother’s dirty face, making tear-
riverbeds as they ran. 

“No, no mother,” Tarry said as the woman held the 
bullion cube to one of the babbie’s lips. “You’ll kill a hun-
gry child with that. Suck it yourself, and feed the babbies 
your milk.”

Tarantula moved his finger from her black hair down 
her filthy face. No telling what race these nenioj were, all 
so grimy. What was this strange feeling? The faint stir-
rings of manhood in him! Christ and his Virgin Mother! 
But this woman was too dirty for that business. She 
looked a very vector of disease. Never mind the bab-
bies, which would be squalling all the damnfool night.

“Where would you be from, lass?”



“New Orleans.”
Tarantula flushed with horror. New Orleans. Skib-

bereen. Altantis. Pompeii.
Restless nenioj down the hall stalked the piss win-

dow. Tarantula himself dreaded the midnight pee, when 
you needed to walk out into this hallway and fight your 
way toward the loo. No wonder so many tenants had 
taken to peeing out the windows. Even a few women 
squatted in the windows, despite the danger of falling. 

Tarantula hung out a set of prayer beads, dangled 
them before the mother’s desperate pleading eyes. 

The Government manufactured these rosaries by the 
thousands, and a police officer received a rosary allot-
ment on each shift. They were issued by the Universal 
Church of Jeez. The National Jeez Rosary was chanted 
every night on the TV. Goat meat bonuses were award-
ed those who could chant the longest.

But for the desperate class, the great value of a 
rosary was that any welfare office would redeem it for a 
potato. This was the Government’s brilliant method of 
promoting its religion, making its police force popular, 
and feeding a few of the starving, all at the same time.

Tarantula dangled the beads, and its tiny figurine 
Jeez swung like a pendulum.



Brought up a strict Catholic, Tarantula was loathe to 
even touch this heretic Rosary. 

“Would you be selling this or praying with it?” he 
asked the woman.

Her filthy fingers touched Jeez.
Her lips moved and Tarry heard a whisper: “Pray, 

captain.”
“I’m no capting,” Tarantula said. “Oh, ye poor dazzled 

t’ing. Mind must be fogged terrible. You t’ink you’re on a 
ship, do ye? I’ve seen some of the wreckage that come 
from New Ore-lands. They can no longer look a human 
in the eyes.”

Jesus, the genuine Jesus of the lovely Irish faith, 
would damn Tarry to Hell if he denied a rosary to a starv-
ing family. These babbies, disgusting angels, had fallen 
filthy, beautiful and pure from the loving hands of God 
the Creator. Surely they were sent to Earth for a blessed 
reason.

Tarry let the beads fall into the mother’s rags.
“Go ahead, redeem the rosary, but don’t you be trad-

ing the potato in for smoke.”
Glaze in her eyes, she nodded.
“You hear?”
She moved her lips but what emerged was only a 

hoarse wheeze.



Tarry left her sobbing. He kicked open the half-shat-
tered door to his apartment. It was opening harder since 
the last aftershock. Nobody cared about earthquakes 
anymore. There were too many other worries. 

As he jammed the door shut he turned to look at 
Mother New Ore-lands.

He was a strong man yet, Tarry, with muscles built of 
potatoes and buttermilk, exercised by vagrant swatting 
and stair climbing. He stepped back into the hallway, 
and lifted the mother and babbies at once. Together they 
weighed barely a hundred pounds.

He lay mother and babbies on his sagging couch. 
He loosened the rags of one babby. 
“Hello there little Tarantula. And you there, you could 

be me sainted sister, Arachnid, rest her soul. And you, 
Miss New Ore-lands, you could be me darling sainted 
mother, giving milk with the last of her life.”

Tears melted from his soul into his weary eyes.
“In the name of Christ’s donkey, I’ll feed you, or I’m 

not a son of Skibbereen. The McCarthy name will live, 
with the help of Jesus.”

The mother was too weak to answer. But Tarantula 
knew what to do. In the icebox, if it hadn’t spoiled, sat a 
half-pint of goat milk. Tarry in good weeks could afford 
mashed potatoes, with goat milk and a sprinkle of mus-



tard seed. He poured milk thick and yellow into a bat-
tered tin pot, which he set on the single electric burner of 
his hot plate.

Boil it to kill the germs. Would the electric be working 
tonight? 

The call button in his badge winked.
Whatever it is, it can wait, Tarry thought. First, the 

babbies is to be fed. Then they must be registered as 
McCarthy children. Why does dispatch always ring after 
I’ve climbed every one of the fourteen stories?



BLUA ZONO PRECINCT BULLETIN
Body washed up

foot of Bay Boulevard
upon the Market Canal.

Naked female.
Throat cut.



For three days,  

Mary was locked up 

in the Benedict Arnold Dungeon, Special Prisoners Divi-
sion. The meals were gourmet, organic and vegetarian, 
catered by Hungry Al’s Roots & Tubers. The guards treat-
ed her solicitously, allotting three Blue Illusion cigars per 
day. She watched all five official state TV channels, 
shown on wide-screen in Ultra-High definition. Pro-Gov-
ernment movies were included, subtitled in Esperanto.

On the third day, a muscular tattooed man, dressed in 
gym clothes, pulled her out of her cell. 

It was shocking and unmistakable: this was the man 
who’d watched the First Lady’s murder from the kitchen 
window at Genuine Joe’s. 

 “Darnoc,” he said, pointing to his chest.
“Mary Weeks,” she said, staring at her feet, trying to 

hide her shock and panic. Was this goon a Government 
executioner?



“The President,” Darnoc said. 
Mary gulped. “What about the President?”
“Wants you,” said Darnoc.
Her grabbed her arm, his grip like a wrench. Even 

though the Blue Illusions had kept her calm during her 
incarceration, this bruiser’s grip caused Mary to pee into 
her jail-issued red jumpsuit. During her time in the cell, 
she had gotten no news, and the guards had deflected 
inquiries with a patronizing smile. She fully expected a 
brutal interrogation meant to extract details of the First 
Lady’s murder.

But it seemed as if Matricia’s death had never hap-
pened. Locked in her cell, Mary began to wonder 
whether she had dreamed the whole bloody episode. 
She desperately schemed up ways to contact Mister 
Gray, back in New Dakota. Mister Gray had influence 
everywhere, or so he said. Mister Gray might help her.

“You wouldn’t know what this is about?” Mary probed.
“Me? No.” Darnoc said. “I’m the dumb ox. They tell 

me nothing.”
The doors opened on the President’s anteroom. It 

was paneled in rich tropical woods, and had a big-win-
dow view of the distant ocean. Plush couches and chairs 
lined the walls, above them photos of the President 
greeting American and Mexican officials.

Darnoc opened a side door.



“In there,” he said.
Mary walked into a bright room.
“Get dressed,” commanded Darnoc. He flicked on the 

light, opened a closet, then shut her alone in the room.
That huge closet held dozens of men’s and women’s 

suits in plastic bags. From a chrome pole hung white 
panties, a navy-blue skirt, white blouse and blue blazer. 
There was no bra. Attached to the blazer was a white 
plastic badge with the letter V printed large, and under-
neath that: MARY WEEKS.



She glanced around for cameras, unzipped the red 
jumpsuit. Hung on one wall was a photo of President 
Malenkovich as a young, tough, sexy man. In the reflec-
tion of its glass, Mary saw herself pale, nude and fright-
ened. She ran her hand over the ugly stubble where her 
hair used to be. She dressed quickly, like she was back-
stage during a scene change. On a table were mints, 
water bottles and a placard: THE PRESIDENT’S FOR-
MAL TITLE IS EXCELLENCY.

Darnoc had been watching her dress and now said: 
“Ready? Go.”



He escorted her across a plush blue carpet and 
through a door emblazoned with the red-green-blue flag 
of Jeffersonia. In the great room, Darnoc stepped back 
and Mary found herself staring at the President.

He was dressed in splendid tailored trousers and the 
green-and-white jersey of the Exxon Grass Kickers soc-
cer team. 

He was an ugly little man with very big ears. He had 
dark, wispy hair going bald, dark eyes and the bluish 
complexion of a corpse.

He led Mary to a large desk made of white RealCrete, 
upon which lay only a blotter, a toy bazooka, a cordless 
keyboard and two white cups of steaming coffee.

Dark Mary tried to force the fear off her face. Was this 
how they sent you to VHD? After coffee with the Presi-
dent?

The President sat in front of the big windows and in-
vited her to sit in the chair opposite.

“So. How’s the girl?”
Mary hadn’t expected such informality. To hide her 

surprise, she sipped coffee. She had expected a threat: 
This is your one chance to tell me about my wife’s mur-
der.

The President arose, walked around to stand behind 
her, slid both hands into her blouse and gripped her 
breasts.



Mary went stiff.
“Flesh,” said the President. “I love real flesh.”
He withdrew his cold, child-sized hands. He walked 

around and sat behind his desk as if nothing awful had 
happened.

“I was hoping you’d replace Rhonda,” said the Presi-
dent.

“Rhonda?” asked Mary. “I beg your pardon, but who’s 
Rhonda?”

“Tell her about Rhonda, Darnoc.”
“Gorgeous piece of ass,” said Darnoc.
“She’s not going to be the new Rhonda, is she 

Darnoc?”
“No,” Darnoc said, “It might be bad for your image, 

sir.” He gripped Mary’s skull like he could crush it with 
one hand.

“People don’t want to look at a bald woman, do they 
Darnoc?”

Darnoc shook Mary’s head as if to make her say no.
“She looks,” said the President, “like a chemo 

patient.”
“I was just going to say that, Excellency,” Darnoc 

said.
“Lock her up,” said the President. “Lock her up until 

she’s got more hair.” He looked into Mary’s eyes and 
said: “I just love your tits, though.”



“Excellency,” said Mary, “I’m a foreign national being 
held incommunicado without charges. If I may be so 
bold, sir, this might be a violation of the Geneva Conven-
tion.”

The President laughed. “Did you hear that, Darnoc? 
Geneva Convention?”

“Yes sir.”
The President’s face became solemn. “I didn’t hear 

that. Did you hear that, Darnoc?”
“No sir.”
“We once had a girl working here named Geneva, 

didn’t we Darnoc?”
“We certainly did, sir.”
“Was she employed by our RealCrete division or our 

Government Division? RealCrete, wasn’t it?”
“RealCrete, sir, just as you remember.
“Are her parents still asking about her?”
“Not any more,” said Darnoc.
“Thank you Darnoc,” said the President. “Go do 

whatever it is you do when I’m not watching.”
“You’re always watching sir.”
“That’s the answer!” said the President.
The great door clicked shut upon Darnoc’s exit. The 

President swiveled in his chair and seemed to be taking 
in the view of city and ocean.



“Mary, Mary, quite contrary,” he said over his shoul-
der. “How does your garden of secrets grow?”

“Pardon me, sir?”
He swiveled to face her. 
“You’re not a bimbo, are you, young Mary?”
“I…”
“I’m very good at reading people.” He held up a single 

finger, perhaps as a warning. “I’ve got instincts. You’re 
not much to look at with that stubble head, but unlike 
most women, you’ve got a brain. Let’s see how we can 
use that brain in the service of the President.”

He walked around his desk, sat at it, fondled a toy 
gun.

“Just a few days ago,” he said, “you were bound to 
my ranch as far-laboristo. Now, slavery is an unfortunate 
feature of Jeffersonia and we all look forward to its even-
tual demise. But I can think of another relationship we 
might have.”

Here it comes, Mary said to herself.
“Friend,” he said. “And confidante.” 
“Excellency,” said Mary, “forgive me if I’m bewildered 

by…”
He held up one hand in a stop sign.
“Bewildered?” He paused. “What I need from you, 

Miss Weeks, is not bewilderment, but discretion.”



He set down the toy gun, clasped his hands in front of 
him like a monk in prayer.

“Utter, perfect discretion.”
Mary, unsure what to do, nodded.
“How are you at convincing an audience?”
“Well, I don’t know, I was … an actress.”
“I’m well aware. So let me present you with a script. 

On the day you arrived in San Francisco, you were ar-
rested on the Cathedral steps, correct?”

“Yes, Excellency.”
“You were found guilty and designated as far-laboris-

to by the courts. What actually happened next is best 
forgotten. Let us script a better reality. Let us pretend 
that the punishment for your crime was to become a 
Capitol slave. Let’s write you a new story. In this story, 
you were transported to the Capitol basement to begin 
an internship as an indentured clerk. Can you stick to 
that script?”

‘”I guess so.”
“Miss Weeks, I did not build a construction empire 

and a political career on guesswork.”
“I … I can stick to a script, yes I can, Excellency.”
“You had traveled to Jeffersonia in search of a lost 

lover. You didn’t understand the strict prostitution laws of 
the Ruga Zono, and were arrested for public indecency. 



You accepted your punishment gracefully. You reported 
to the Capitol’s clerical slave pool, where you attended a 
three-day orientation. Now you find yourself unexpected-
ly sitting in the highest office in the land.”

Mary nodded.
“According to our new script, you have never met the 

First Lady. Nor have you been to Malenkovich Ranch. 
You don’t even know where Malenkovich Ranch is. That 
is the script. Come earthquake, revolution or high water. 
Can I rely on you?”

“Yes you can, sir,” said Bright Mary.
“Not your mother, not your lover, not your father con-

fessor, not the doctor at your deathbed, no one can 
make you deviate from that story.”

“No one,” said Mary.
“Miss Weeks, have you ever met the First Lady of 

Jeffersonia?”
He stared at her, a frightening look.
“I …I…”
“Given your story, it would seem impossible that you’d 

met her.”
“Oh,” Mary said. “Yes, impossible.” She stopped her-

self from adding I guess.
“So you’ve never met her?”



“No, I’ve only been in this country a few days. I spent 
most of that time learning my duties as a clerk-intern in 
the Capitol basement.”

The President sat back, looking satisfied, and allowed 
himself a tight smile.

“Duty! How I love that word. You see, there are only 
two kinds of people in the world. My friends and my en-
emies. You’ll make an excellent friend of the Presidency. 
That’s what my instincts tell me, and my instincts are 
never wrong.” 

He stood, clasped his hands behind his back and 
stared out the tall windows. He picked at the sleeve of 
his soccer jersey and said: “Pointless sport, soccer. It 
makes me tired just to watch it. I want to shout: Stop all 
this running around, will you? But my people love it. 
Soccer allows me to reach my unsophisticated support-
ers in ways they understand. Because, you see, my 
Grass Kickers always win.”

The glimmer of a smile crossed his face.
“Well,” he said, “I have a meeting downstairs in four 

minutes. My boys, my soccer players …” he raised his 
eyebrows, “want more money. It’s a pity, isn’t it, all this 
selfishness and greed?”

Mary tried to work up a sympathetic look.



“Miss Weeks, I asked Darnoc to bring you up here in 
the hopes that you’d replace my sex slave Rhonda. 
Darnoc showed me photos of you he took off the Inter-
net, and they were quite fetching. But that was when you 
had hair. I can’t have my staff thinking I’ve got a fetish 
for chemo patients. But there are still services you can 
render. I’m appointing you my special liaison to the Min-
ister of Education.”

“Oh?”
“Have you met Minister Joss?”
“No sir.”
He nodded. “You will shortly. I detest the weasel son 

of a bitch. But Joss has made himself indispensible. He 
understands the purpose of education, the little prick.”

Mary, startled by the coarseness of that statement, 
smoothed her skirt over her legs.

“You will work at the Minister’s direction, but your true 
loyalty will be to me, your Permanent President.”

“What will I be doing at the Ministry, exactly?”
“Oh, whatever nonsense Joss dreams up for you. 

Public relations, I imagine. That’s pretty much all they do 
over there. You’ll be compensated with spending money 
and a luxury apartment. Every once in a while, you’ll 
brief me on what the little Vietnamese prick is up to.”



Darnoc appeared in the doorway. He approached 
Mary across the plush carpet and this was her cue to 
rise.

“Darnoc will escort you to a meeting with Minister 
Joss.”

The President winked. 
“Come back and see me some time, Miss Weeks.”
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