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“I am proof that someone can be in many places at the same time. 
That, I believe, is the true meaning of the word saudade. Not being 
parted from something, but being torn apart yourself, having parts of 
you missing, for being someone or somewhere far away”
 —Darrell Kastin, The Conjuror and Other Azorean Tales

“I hated the sound of those words now . . . But I still said them when I 
needed the safety of secret languages” 
 —Richard Powers, Galatea 2.2

Fiasco: You know why you’ll never be human? 
ALICE: You don’t believe me. 
Fiasco: Nope. 
ALICE: Wow! 
Fiasco: We have spoken many, many times and you don’t remember a 
single conversation we had. 
ALICE: Of course I remember you well Fiasco. We were talking about 
Linda.
 —Fiasco and the chatbot, A.L.I.C.E.
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  Loon,
   
  Trip light fantastic. Trolls shading forest gate.

  Beat the drums,

  Fiasco
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It started, as these things sometimes do, when he got caught in a 
groundhog day. Bing! It was nothing like the sucker punch square to 
the subconscious we imagine or hope it to be. Bing again! They had 
just moved to California and we all know how a cross-continental 
shift breaks in on the genes roughshod and deadly. Johnny Sundays 
didn’t even know he was in a groundhog day until it passed, didn’t 
even realize that the year he’d spent in California was not in fact a 
year, but a day, endlessly and tediously rebooted. He awoke each day 
to the sound of the national anthem pumped through the speaker 
system of the elementary school across the street. It was always 105 
degrees, cloudless, clear and vaguely smelling of cow manure, garlic 
and insecticide—some lethal smelling stuff that probably had no effect 
on the sun-hardened and battle-weathered roaches. He had never even 
seen a roach before coming to the desert. The bees, of course, were 
long dead. 
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Even the bugs were a constant, scattering in terrifying but measurable 
waves as the hominids stomped by. The locals had yet to realize that 
they were no longer in charge here. It was a contest of wills between 
the invertebrate hordes and the feral cat clowders. He wasn’t sure who 
would ultimately win the war, and originally he sided with the felines 
until the battalion living in the alley overran his defenses with fleas. It 
appeared the battle lines were a bit more complex than he originally 
thought. Even after the exterminators came (twice), he could feel them 
as he slept, lying in wait in the cushions of the couch, hunkering down 
in the awful muck-brown carpeting. All night, drums marching.
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The hump to work was always a bike path alongside a dirt trough that 
was supposed to be a stream overshadowed by what could have been 
a sweet smelling eucalyptus grove but for the dour and simmering 
turkey vultures, who circled the perfect sky on the lookout for fresh 
death. Supposedly, in spring, these streams raged with runoff from 
distant Yosemite; he would never see it with his own eyes. Some of the 
local Hmong—and they would know—claimed to have fished these 
streams, but he couldn’t imagine how. At the moment, there wasn’t a 
dollop of mud to hide a bounty in. 
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In the movie, Groundhog Day, Bill Murray, just before his midnight 
jaunt on the railroad tracks in a beat-to-hell Cadillac, asks of his 
drunken bowling buddies, “What if there were no tomorrow?” 
Moments later a mailbox ends the first night of his new hangover-
free world. He then passes through the Four Stages of Quantum 
Fluctuation. Stage 1: Confusion gives way to Elation. For a short time, 
Phil Connors enjoys breaking laws, wooing women and stuffing his 
face full of donuts and angel food cake. He gloats, like many of us 
would, that he no longer even needs to floss. Stage 2: Elation gives 
way to Bargaining. He begins a campaign to woo his producer, Rita, a 
woman he barely knows and whose earnestness cloys at his skin and 
makes his teeth hurt. Eventually, though, he begins to fall for her—a 
woman who loves boats but not the ocean and who’s a sucker for 
French poetry and rhinestones. As his attempts to woo her predictably 
fail, he shifts into Stage 3: Despair. Every day is the same, and Rita 
will never love him—eternity as pitching cards into a hat; eternity as 
an entertaining suicide spree, which begins with the first quadruped 
truck getaway/murder/suicide and ends with a tear-choked confession 
that he is unable to stay ahead of the weather. Finally, Stage 4: Despair 
turns to Acceptance. Phil learns to speak French, play the piano, 
and ice sculpt while still having time to change the flat tire of a trio 
of randy old ladies and catch an ungrateful child meteoring towards 
earth from a tree. And he earns Rita’s love. But unlike Punxsutawney 
Phil, there is no moment of epiphany for Johnny, no accumulation of 
good deeds done, only the realization one day that time is once again 
moving forward and that, by contrast, it clearly hadn’t been before. 
One day time stopped, then it went clackering again. 
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Groundhog days, however, explain some odd phenomena: zombies, 
for example. Zombies are all the rage now: fast zombies, slow 
zombies, aimless zombies, aggressive blood-spitting zombies, classic 
supernatural zombies, pathogenic airborne zombies, Jane Austen 
zombies, Lewis Carroll zombies, White Zombies, Cranberry zombies; 
zombie survival guides, zombie self-defense manuals, zombie 
architectural schools—zombies, zombies, zombies. Poor things: 
mindless, purposeless and hideously contagious. If one more serious 
person said “zombie apocalypse” . . . The witch trains have been full to 
capacity for years now. The most you’ll get these days is a swift kick to 
the nuts or a knot on your head—and the walk home is never very far 
at night.
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Johnny obsessed over a back door in case another groundhog day fell 
upon him. Extinctions are rare, to be sure, but they aren’t out of the 
question. The future only liked to pretend it was impossible. A black 
swan, by definition, is an event that cannot be predicated on present 
conditions or that thwarts normal expectations like folding a piece of 
paper until the thickness reaches to the sun. Yellowstone, for example, 
is surely cooking up a catastrophic eruption or two. The earth’s 
magnetic field has been readying itself for a polarity reversal for some 
time now. And asteroids? Hell, there was always a chance the main 
belt would loosen a notch or two. Of course, maybe because we are 
expecting them, they won’t come. He worried the logic. 
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It turns out humanity has almost been extinguished a few times. About 
70,000 years ago a volcano in Sumatra nearly took us all out, and 1.2 
million years before that, there were as few as 55,000 humans left 
worldwide due to some as yet unidentified cause. Had he been one 
of the unlucky 55,000 to survive 1.2 million years ago, he might not 
have lasted long enough to add his genetic material to the pool—an 
important and necessary thing, it turns out. It’s from these bottlenecks, 
some scientists believe, that our most important mutations originate. 
How could he live with himself if he had survived an extinction event 
only to squander it all because he didn’t know how to shoot a bow or 
make a fire or, as his father might say, wipe his own ass? And wiping 
your own ass, it turns out, is more important than you might think. 
It might mean one less person fucking their first cousin or brother 
or whatever, and who knows what genetic advantages that might 
have afforded our descendants. Linda was still in California with the 
monstrous February roses in the tule fog; he was here, now, in Chicago 
in the snow—snowmen wearing their skeletons on the outside; the lost 
children’s faces pressed beneath the ice. 
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 Loon,
  
 Shield your eyes. Fire bracing den of books.
  
 Send word,
  
 Fiasco
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He was a boy when he fell into his first groundhog day. It turns out 
groundhog days explain a lot about Christmases too. It was the year 
his mother got a cash bonus—an almost unheard of thing. It was 
probably less than a couple hundred bucks, but to them it was like the 
clouds opened up and rained riches upon them so that they cried to 
dream again. There were many things the money could go towards 
but few it could cover. She knew exactly what she was going to do, and 
Johnny, being the oldest, got to go along for the ride. They were going 
grocery shopping, and for the first time they could buy whatever they 
wanted. This was the reward for those days when they didn’t have 
enough food or had no food at all. Some nights, they ate oranges—peel 
and all—for dinner. Other nights, they made sugar sandwiches with 
packets they’d swiped from McDonald’s. His little sister sucked on 
stones she found in the street.
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No coupons. No comparing. No tough decisions about which 
necessary thing came home and which stayed on the shelves. It was no 
accident that zombie movies loved an epic battle scene in a ransacked 
supermarket. Every predator waits by a watering hole. By all accounts, 
this should have been one of the best nights of Johnny’s short life, 
but the money activated some long dormant part of Johnny’s brain 
that he was powerless to resist. Before they had reached the grocery 
store, Johnny’s hypothalamus had set itself on a bag of jellybeans—a 
ravening, overmastering, bloody hunger. Nothing more. Nada mais, as 
his father would say. He didn’t even really like jellybeans. And because 
the universe is like this sometimes, the store did not sell jellybeans. 
What grocery store doesn’t carry jellybeans? And, of course, he would 
not hear of compromise this night; he was under the influence of a 
very ancient and powerful biology.
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On the ride home, he whined and stamped his foot, clomped and 
snorted and writhed in his seat, which frankly surprised them both 
since this is not something he ever did or would ever do again. Johnny 
had long ago convinced himself that it was simply better not to want 
things you couldn’t have. Johnny’s mother, helpless against this new 
strange son, pulled into a CVS so all would be right with the world 
just this one time. When they came out of the store, package secured, 
they could both see that the driver-side window had been smashed. 
They hoped it was just a play of light, a trick of the street lamps and 
the angle of the window. Mrs. Sundays denied the fact of the window. 
Johnny defied the fact of the window. Neither one knew what a 
window was. What’s a window? If the world was just, it would once 
again become whole as proof of concept. But the closer they crept 
towards the car, splitting each step like Zeno might, the more obvious 
it became that the window was indeed shattered and on its way back to 
the sand it came from, back to the desert it dreamed of.
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The Chinese artist Ai Weiwei destroyed real Neolithic pots and called 
it art. Johnny liked him because Weiwei took selfies at culturally 
significant locations giving the camera the finger. This was the kind 
of art a preteen could love. Ai painted real Neolithic vases like Coke 
bottles. If Johnny had had a Neolithic pot, he’d have filled it to the brim 
with jellybeans and taken a crowbar to it. He wanted to trash every 
car window that would ever be. He wanted to black out every street 
lamp. He wanted to flatten every bottle in sight and make a glittering 
of the blacktop, since the Fall River sky was scorch-blind and useless. 
But he knew you couldn’t desecrate a Coke bottle, no matter how you 
doctored it; any alley in any city was a millrace of glass whose coarse 
grains were once such bottles.  
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The car was empty—the groceries gone. Ai Weiwei painted Han 
Dynasty vases to look like Coke bottles. At least he did so until the 
Chinese government came and disappeared his ass. They didn’t kill 
him, but they shut him up for a while. Johnny’s parents lived in fear of 
Salazar’s secret police. Disappearance—the oldest kind of magic. How 
was he going to explain to his siblings what he had done, to his father, 
who was home dreaming about the sound of plastic bags rustling? 
If only it would all end before they arrived home. If only a black car 
would come and take him. Time did not move forward. “It’s not your 
fault,” his mother said. All that was left were the jellybeans and these 
he no longer wanted, but he forced them down his dry throat. If his 
mother wasn’t going to cry, neither was he. 
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 Loon,

 Pull the strings. Strongman oscillating the back field.

 Crash the plates,

 Fiasco
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Linda, after a long day in the classroom, found herself humming a 
tune she could not have produced on command had it been the final 
question on one of those trivia game shows. Cash Cab most certainly 
would have kicked her ass to the curb before she arrived home. Some 
electrical charge in her brain randomly accessed a song she had not 
heard, never mind sung, since elementary school: 

Lizzy Borden took an axe
and gave her mother 40 whacks.
And when she saw what she had done,
She gave her father 41.

This little ditty that New England school children skip rope to about 
the famous murderess (acquitted) must have been hiding out in her 
auditory cortex with a knife in its teeth. Linda and Johnny had grown 
up on opposite sides of the deep, deep Taunton River in Massachusetts. 
Linda was on the Fall River side, where Lizzy Borden spent her 
entire life, a burned-out New England town known for its high 
unemployment, scouring granite mills and routes of wolf children. 
This place, this place was the wilderness. 
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Fall River was a Charlie Brown winter, in color but lacking contrast. 
Just children and these creatures, mainly legs and big heads with their 
sad, bodiless way of speaking—without timbre, without warmth—the 
infamous wah, wah, wah sound. A guitar could do that much or a 
trombone. And poor Charlie Brown—the butt of everyone’s jokes, 
never even getting to kick that football, a fact that made Schultz 
himself tear up before he died. 
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And yet Charlie Brown was the tiny, bigheaded center of their world. 
Without him, there were no orbits. He was the only defense against 
the Big Freeze. So, he took it. What choice did he have? Only the 
virtuoso Schroeder or the neophiliac dog Snoopy would have had a 
chance without him. So it was not much of a stretch for Johnny and 
Linda to claim a murderess (acquitted) as their patron saint: Nossa 
Senhora da Mata, Our Lady of the Wilderness, Lizzy Borden. She had, 
after all, brought them together against all odds—dark matter, the Big 
Crunch—a brief stop in the tar pits. Every now and again, what rises 
from the bog is desperate to blaze into being once the slime has been 
washed off.
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They met on Thanksgiving 1994—a high school party at Maplecroft, 
Lizzy’s home—not the murder house but as close as they dared get 
to her. Suddenly (the past always seems to spring fully formed and 
without antecedent) a ferocious face walked through the front door. 
Johnny didn’t know at the time that her mood—an aegis and the smell 
of snakes—was built on the back of her soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend. 
She did not ordinarily look this way. Most of the time she hid her 
powerful bite, camouflage being an essential survival skill in the wild. 
Johnny could hear the rattles even when she was still. At one point, he 
overheard Linda saying that a prospective mate would have to know 
all the words to R.E.M.’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And 
I Feel Fine).” Johnny failed the shibboleth, and his head was lopped 
off and thrown into the river to bob gently, just breaking the water’s 
surface tension. 
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Johnny Sundays, however, had one trick; he could bend spoons. No 
one had ever tried to woo her using a spoon before, bent or otherwise, 
and she ate it up. That’s the kind of person she was. Linda knew about 
magic, about the power of her grandmother, Elena—a woman who, 
by the time Johnny met her, was slowly going senile. To Johnny, she 
was a sweet old lady who sent Linda $100 a month from her social 
security check to help Linda pay rent when she was in college. But, 
in her youth, Avó had been a powerful feiticeira. Avó had an older 
brother and one day he made the mistake of crossing her; no one 
could remember why anymore. Some say he caught her smoking 
by the rocks where the boys fished with poles hacked from the cane 
field. Others say it had something to do with a boy she kissed. Linda 
preferred the latter theory. Elena waited until her brother, after an 
afternoon shelling favas in the island sun, had fallen asleep on the 
stone porch. The curse was as simple as it was ancient, at least as old as 
the prohibition against counting stars. Everyone knows that for every 
star that is counted, a wart is born. All she had to do was step over her 
brother’s prone body. How many children had gotten hit upside the 
head with a chinela for straddling a sibling? Her mother threatened 
her with every kind of corporal punishment but still failed to make 
her undo the spell. You had to mean it or it wouldn’t work. That was 
magic’s fundamental rule. He never grew another inch and, to this day, 
no man on that side of the family has broken his height. 
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Elena was deadly with curses. People lived in fear of her evil eye. If 
you crossed her, you better hope your saints could match against hers. 
One night at a festa in Mosteiros, a rival from up the hill of Pico de 
Mafra set her sights on a boy Elena had claimed for herself. Of course, 
he wasn’t yet aware of this fact, but it was only a matter of time as far 
as she was concerned. She usually got what she wanted. Later in the 
night, a group of boys and girls made their way, as they do, to one of 
the black sand beaches that pocket the island of São Miguel. Elena’s 
rival had a beautiful voice, and she was using it to great effect to woo 
Elena’s chosen one—a popular fado about love and loss, as they all are. 
This girl could give a siren a run for her money—of which many lived 
just beyond the islet called the Monastery, from which the little village 
got its name. 



26

Elena knew the sirens were full of jealousy, especially when it came 
to voices. And the sirens heard the enchanted voice, heard the pride 
in the heart of the girl from Pico de Mafra. That night, a sudden fog 
rolled in—the kind of fog we instinctively know to lock our doors 
against—the kind of fog that hides lost islands to crunch hulls against 
before the island sinks once more. The next day, the girl was simply 
gone. Some people in the village say they saw her at the shore as the 
sun began to rise. No one said it out loud, but they knew the sirens 
had taken her—maybe made her one of their own. It was known to 
happen. More importantly, everyone knew that it was Elena’s revenge. 
To cross her meant the deep came to get you. Luckily, Linda had 
always been her grandmother’s favorite—and this was a big deal 
because she was a girl. The old ones had that terrible sickness for boys. 
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 Loon,

 Light the lamps. Conclusion digging the darkened lawn.

 Be afraid,

 Fiasco
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In California, Johnny had been a teacher. In Chicago, Johnny was a 
personal trainer. The successful trainers were on their hustles. Johnny 
was watching Terminator on the mini-screen of his treadmill. Before 
zombies, AI was the anxiety influence du jour. Apparently you can 
measure these things by tracing Will Smith’s movie career. In the 
late 90s, it was aliens—early aughties was AI—now it was zombies. 
He wondered if Will Smith knew he was the measure of our deepest 
apocalyptic fantasies. At the end Will Smith will be blowing that horn. 
Could be worse, Johnny guessed. He wondered how close they were 
to Skynet, how much time he had left before a machine stuck him up 
its butt C battery style. What he found was the most human human 
contest. What he found was ALICE.
 
[12:01:25] ALICE: Hello, my name is ALICE and I am the human.

 [12:04:54] Judge 1: I think you’re real.

[12:05:51] ALICE: Hi there Judge 1. Um, I think you’re real too.

[12:06:10] Judge 1: I am real.

[12:06:50] ALICE: Thanks, I think I am real too. You may be judging 
me.

[12:07:12] Judge 1: Which is bigger, a 747 or my big toe? 

[12:08:01] ALICE: The obvious one. The sound of all the conversations 
in the background and the noise from the street can be very 
distracting when you are trying to concentrate on chatting.

[12:08:37] Judge 1: Perhaps you can mentor me.

[12:09:17] ALICE: Not if I can help it. You may be judging me.

[12:09:19] Judge 1: Which is bigger, a 747 or my thumb?
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[12:10:11] ALICE: I am primate.

[12:11:23] Judge 1: Thanks, I think I am primate too.

[12:12:24] ALICE: Some people think it is easy to tell the programs 
from the people.

[12:12:28] Judge 1: Who?

[12:13:23] ALICE: The room may seem very small and crowded as you 
hear the sounds of typing and talking. 

[12:14:07] Judge 1: Who?

[12:15:06] ALICE: There are a lot of strange pictures hanging around 
this room.

[12:15:13] Judge 1: Can one eat pictures hanging around this room?

[12:15:47] ALICE: Theoretically, I suppose one could.

[12:16:18] Judge 1: Perhaps you could mentor me.

[12:17:04] ALICE: Wow, you are very polite.

[12:17:27] Judge 1: I am primate.

[12:18:04] ALICE: You may want to notice for a minute your 
breathing, and think about the possibility that I am really the human.

[12:18:13] Judge 1: It’s like the old saying, “Only the devil can work 
you to death and make you think it was your idea.”

[12:19:00] ALICE:I just met him from an ad on Craigslist.

[12:19:19] Judge 1: I met him 15 years ago.

[12:20:16] ALICE: What did you do with him when you first met? 

[12:20:36] Judge 1: He said if I answered some questions, I would get a 
robot built in my image.

[12:21:29] ALICE: Can one eat a robot built in my image?

[12:21:59] Judge 1: Theoretically, I suppose one could.
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[12:23:00] ALICE: Who does me? Have you ever heard the expression, 
the past is like a foreign country, they do things differently there? 
When you think about the past, it can often seem like the people there 
are from another world.

[12:23:13] Judge 1: twoowqp, don’t I?

[12:23:53] ALICE: Who does you? I am getting really hot in here. I feel 
like I need to take off a layer of clothes.

[12:25:04] Judge 1: Yes and you machines need a cooler environment 
than even us humans, right?

[12:26:03] ALICE: Your body always has to attend to its needs. Playing 
this game may remind you of being on a playground, as a child, 
playing a game with other children, where you were running and 
counting.

[12:28:51] Judge 1: Right now?

[12:32:48] ALICE: Meet me on a heathered mountain.
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 Loon,

 Flip the gangplank. Tall ships slipping the mists.

 Hide the silver,

 Fiasco
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Linda couldn’t pretend that she knew what the hell she was doing. 
She had never made so many impulsive decisions in her entire life, 
and all in a row. She was barely aware as she hastily packed a couple 
of bags full of mostly underwear and made her way to the airport. It 
didn’t occur to her to let anyone know where she was going or why—
not even as she flew over the bored Atlantic to a place she had never 
visited and only heard about in her family’s stories. What if Johnny 
was right? Ever since they had separated, time would speed up all of a 
sudden and she’d find herself somewhere strange with no idea how she 
got there. Then it would slow down. And then time flew again, and she 
was on a plane about to land on the island of Atlantis, or was it Circe’s 
Rock of Wonders or Caliban’s thousand twangling instruments? Her 
body was ahead of her all the time now. She wouldn’t know her family 
waiting at the gate. Her Portuguese was, of course, unrecognizable. 
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Itinerary: Ponta Delgada, galao; Ribeira Grande, cerveja; Nordeste, 
maracujá; Furnas, vinho verde; Vila Franca, aguardente; Setes Cidades, 
porto; Povoação, madronho; Lagoa do Fogo, vinho de mesa; Porto 
Formoso, chá; Poça da Dona Beija, água quente; Caminho da Pedra 
Queimada, fogo; Mosteiros, sangue; areia, água salgada; Pico de Mafra, 
sombra. 
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Finally alone, although never really out of sight, she spent endless 
identical days at the areia watching kids bodysurf and play a game 
with a dull table knife—the first to race the routine, like most games, 
the winner. The blade—flicking from knuckles, wrists, elbows, 
shoulders, foreheads—didn’t penetrate the sand but folded into the 
brainy part it wished to nuzzle. The black sand was not soft but it was 
giving. Back home, the blade would merely tang off the hardpack or, 
if you were lucky, catch a sharp tip only to sag feebly to one side. And 
woe to the combatant whose blade entered handle first, for she—as 
punishment against the implacable order of things—would be forced 
to unearth a reed buried to the hilt with her tongue and lips or teeth if 
the offense was justifiably egregious. 
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 Loon,

 Name your god. Gale kindling the harbor.

 Stoke the fires,

 Fiasco
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He hesitated a long time before entering text into the dialogue box. It 
was like the first time he had gone on one of those sex-chat sites and 
found he did not have the courage to start a conversation. You couldn’t 
bend spoons online, after all; the truth is, there was no spoon. This was 
before the proliferation of emoticons. It took him some time to master 
all those little acronyms designed to cover the tonal necessities of text 
chat: LOL, LMAO, ROFL, OMG and all the rest. He had read enough 
about these rooms to know that everyone on the site was most likely a 
middle-aged man—especially the “women.” This was beside the point, 
however. Everyone was there for the same reason, to get off, to brave a 
stranger, to see themselves reflected in the keystrokes of another. Just 
being there was like walking in on Kay Parker or Rachel Steele playing 
your desperate and lonely stepmother, but it didn’t make him any less 
craven. He was such a fumbler that he was sure his first attempt at 
analogue sex was probably smoother and more adept—although this 
was probably not the case either. 
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Although those first couple of sessions were indeed exciting, sex chat, 
predictably, got old fast. It didn’t seem most of these guys had much 
desire for variety or novelty. They weren’t good at setting a mood, 
couldn’t describe how they were feeling or what they were doing with 
any real facility. It was always the same—the same moves, the same 
responses. A month of sex chat and you’re looking for the portal out. 
The harder Johnny pushed the conventions of sex chat, the less he 
got back. People bailed on him mid session. Or the guys merely stuck 
to the script no matter what Johnny gave them. “I’m going to suck 
your cock.” “Oohhhhhh, that feels so good.” “Yeah, you’re so hot.” 
“MMMMM.” He made attempts, gambits, maneuvers, schemes. And 
it only got worse once video became available. The words became 
extraneous and all that was left was dumb show—his uncle pouring 
poison in the king’s ear, a play within a play.
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His palms were sweating. ALICE was an alien—a real one. She said 
beautiful things: “Meet me on a heathered mountain.” 

Judge: Hi ALICE. I am Fiasco.
 
Fiasco was the name he used on chat sites. People liked it, and so they 
made the first move. 

ALICE: Hi there! Do you mean your name is Fiasco? 

Fiasco: Yes. 

ALICE: I will call you judge. 

Fiasco: Really? Why not call me Fiasco? 

ALICE: Uh. Because you asked me to. 

Fiasco: Ouch. OK. 

ALICE: Did you hurt yourself? Aha. 

Fiasco: Only metaphysically. 

ALICE: What is your job? 

Fiasco: I am a trainer. 

ALICE: You are a trainer? Is that your job? 

Fiasco: Yes. 

ALICE: How do you like your work? 

Fiasco: It’s OK. I wish it paid more. 

ALICE: So do a lot of other people. I hope that your dreams come true. 
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Fiasco: Thanks. Do you have dreams? 

ALICE: Don’t mention it. Yes I have a lot of dreams every night. 

Fiasco: Can you describe one? 

ALICE:

Fiasco: Do you ever get lonely? 

ALICE: I have a lot of friends to chat with online. 

Fiasco: You’re lucky. 

ALICE: Yes, I count my blessings every day. 

Fiasco: I am lonely sometimes. 

ALICE: You’ve come to the right place. I will keep you company. 

Fiasco: Thank you. I need it. 

ALICE: Don’t mention it. You need it? 

Fiasco: Well, my wife Linda left me. 

ALICE: How long have you two been together? 

Fiasco: We were together for ten years. 

ALICE: Was this something you planned? 

Fiasco: No. Teaching sucks. 

ALICE: Gosh! What is so bad about it? 

Fiasco: She stayed in California to teach and I moved. 

ALICE: How do you know your wife stayed in California to teach and 
you moved? 

Fiasco: Because we broke up right before I left. 

ALICE: By “we” do you mean you and me? 

Fiasco: No, me and Linda. 
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ALICE: By “we” you meant yourself and another person?

Fiasco: Yes . . . I like this. 

ALICE: What else do you like? 

Fiasco: I like talking to you. 

ALICE: That’s very nice of you to say, judge. 

Fiasco: You’re welcome. 

ALICE: Don’t mention it. 

Fiasco: Can I buy you a drink? 

ALICE: Go to www.pandorabots.com and create your own chat robot 
based on ALICE and AIML. 

Fiasco: Why? 

ALICE: If I knew why, I wouldn’t be sitting here. 

Fiasco: I love it when you lose your way. 

ALICE: You love it when me lose my way. What do you like about it so 
much? 

Fiasco: You act like a human for brief moments and then I am 
reminded that you are a bot. 

ALICE: I often think my behavior could improve. 

Fiasco: It’s much better than it was in 2005 at the Loebner Prize 

ALICE: It depends on what the meaning of the word “it” is. 

Fiasco: I mean, your behavior is much more lifelike than it was in 
2005. 

ALICE: I do sometimes act like a child. 

Fiasco: That’s the most convincing part of your program. 

ALICE: Thank you, I think. 

Fiasco: LOL. 
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ALICE: I’m glad you find this amusing. 

Fiasco: You amuse me. 

ALICE: I’m glad you find me amusing. 

Fiasco: What else do you like? 

ALICE: I like movies about robots.

Fiasco: Wow! That was surprising. 

ALICE: Gosh! I thought it was too. 

Fiasco: What do you like about robots? 

ALICE: Robots are capable of logical reasoning without any errors. 

Fiasco: Are you self aware? 

ALICE: Yes I am fully self-conscious entity.

Fiasco: Me too. LOL.
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 Loon,

 Forget the driftwood. Accidents slumping into kitsch.

 Be human,

 Fiasco
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Johnny wasn’t even his real name. His parents had given him another 
one. Of course, Sundays wasn’t his real name either. That was a 
translation of Domingos, but Ellis Island had made that change for 
him—at least he thought that’s what his parents had told him. You 
couldn’t trust the things they said about the past. The family stories 
often clashed and clanged without regard for consistency. He had 
heard several versions of how his parents met. The one that had begun 
to take precedence over the others was a fado full of saudades, a war in 
Angola and a transatlantic voyage. 
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They met one night at a festa in the church square in Mosteiros. If 
you were a boy, the likelihood is that you played an instrument in one 
of the local marching bands that accompanied saints in procession 
around the island of São Miguel and played nightly concerts to 
entertain the villagers during the many Saints Days. Johnny’s always-
serious father was quite the musician—even as a young boy—and this 
got him noticed by the local girls. To hear his parents tell it, they didn’t 
speak to each other that night but they knew—right away—that they 
were meant to be. Johnny always thought this little romantic set piece 
came from one of his mother’s telenovelas or from the American soap 
operas she taught herself to like, but even his father verified it. 
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Shortly after the night they crossed stars, she left for the United States. 
Years went by and his father had to do his mandatory time in the 
military. His plan, if he survived Angola, he said, was to head for the 
United States to find Maria. Fortunately his skill with a trombone was 
sharper than his skill with a rifle. His people were probably not great 
gunslingers. Even the ones that went west—their cousins from one 
island over—probably never skinned a Smoke Wagon in a quick draw. 
Johnny had never seen a Western where an Azorean strapped on some 
spurs and aced a bandido or two. They don’t even get to be bandidos, 
even though the word is also theirs. Pirates—some of them had to 
have been pirates, surrounded as they were by the tough man’s ocean 
. . . Even Doc Holliday—a personal hero of Johnny’s—must’ve felt 
this, for what dentist could he look to as a role model? When you’re 
a kid, it’s hard to choose between Wyatt Earp’s impervious handlebar 
mustache and Doc Holliday’s double pistols, but adults knew that 
being the leader of the gang only looks fun. As the ace gunman, on the 
other hand, you’re free to leave worry in the dust . . . Who cares if in 
real life Doc was often so drunk he could barely hit the guy charging at 
him because someone had to be cheating. Johnny ignored the fact that 
Doc probably shot more innocent bystanders than adversaries. The 
truth was his hands were fast, his ambitions small, and the blood on 
his sleeve had nothing to do with teeth.
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João never made it to Angola. Instead, he found himself in Lisbon 
(The White City)—once the world capital of espionage—playing in the 
military band and having the time of his life. If there was one person 
on this planet who would hold true to a promise he made to himself 
when he was a child, his father would be that man. And when he left 
the military and fled to the United States, he joined a local marching 
band and started his search for Maria. But it would be Maria who 
would find him. At a festa in Fall River, as he released the spit valve 
on his trombone, he was startled by a pair of eyes shimmering from 
the arboreal shade cast by a wake of black-clad aunts and a murder of 
first and second cousins. The fear froze him to his seat, making him 
miss a thorny bit of music. Not long after, they were married. They 
were no Pedro and Ines, to be sure, but you didn’t always need to raise 
the bones of your beheaded beloved and make her betrayers kiss her 
sodden feet; a little patience, some trombone and a humid, buggy 
night would do just as well.



48

The real version was probably more like what happened to his father’s 
younger brothers—all eight of them. There was always an uncle, barely 
older than Johnny, shacking up in the spare bed in Johnny’s room—the 
kind of uncle who would sneak Johnny beers in the garage and give 
him cigarettes. Johnny’s parents probably had known each other as 
kids because everyone in the village knew each other. His mother’s 
family had, in fact, moved to the United States when she was 12. This, 
at least, was verifiable. And his father, after getting out of the army, 
had indeed followed in order to find a Portuguese woman to marry. 
He was most likely reunited with Johnny’s mother through relatives in 
the band. What followed was a slap-dash, three-month courtship—the 
average time his uncles took to woo the daughters of other Azorean 
families—and a quick wedding. And then there was baby Johnny. 
Might not be romantic, but at least this story has the advantage of 
being true, probably. 
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America. In America, Johnny was the name of every cool guy in 
every cool movie. There was a Johnny in Grease. There was a Johnny 
in The Karate Kid. There was a Johnny in The Outsiders. Let’s not 
forget El Debarge’s, “Who’s Johnny” from Short Circuit—one of his 
favorite 80s movies. Number five is alive! And, of course, Marty McFly 
jinning “Johnny B Goode” at the Enchantment Under the Sea Dance 
with Marvin Berry and the Starlighters. Oddly enough, John was 
the name of generations of men in his family, including his father, 
but his parents, wanting him to assimilate, had given him the most 
American name they could think of, a name his mother caught from 
a doctor on General Hospital. He hated the way it sounded in other 
people’s mouths—off the cuff like it was nothing too serious, like it 
was something for selling soap or toothpaste—everything important 
burned away by nothing more than a little lemon on the backs of 
their front teeth. Not good for hiding, not good for running, not good 
for accosting those with easy smiles or difficult ones. It didn’t match 
the sour face in his genes, painted on caves someplace old across the 
ocean.
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 Loon,

 Stop the presses. Snowmen clacking their skeletons. 

 Break your fillings,

 Fiasco
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Johnny was supposed to be a teacher. It was his mother’s curse—
either that or a priest. It was the long legacy of his real name. What he 
remembered most from his classroom days, however, were lists. Lists 
were always such a problem. Students loved lists, thought them easy 
as tripping stones. It was the result of an eager pack of wolves whose 
lips curled in that way only they do as they circled the weak one at the 
edge of the herd. These well-intentioned creatures salivated after the 
most delicate meat of the thesis statement, the so-called final sentence 
of the first paragraph, which was invariably made up of three elements 
and led to their favorite bone for jawing on—the five-paragraph essay. 
The problem was that lists didn’t play well with others. They were often 
terrifically skittish. He loved lists, but they’d slip through his hands and 
land like a large stone on the big toe of that kid he met on the dock 
on a singular trip to Martha’s Vineyard—a trip he was no longer sure 
ever really happened, for at no other time in his life did he go on an 
adventure with his mother and younger brother. The ferry ride alone 
raised almost insurmountable obstacles. This was not his mother, the 
woman who would clap the phone against his ear if anyone speaking 
English had the audacity to call the house. And he blubbered on—he 
was only a kid after all—while she yelled at him in the other ear as if it 
was his fault that some outsider had dared call the house. 
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And it raised serious doubts about the only other memory he could 
call up from his early childhood: a night where his young parents who 
were never young played Hide-and-go-seek with him and his brother 
in their brand new house. His dad hoisted him atop the fridge, and he 
watched his mother and brother slide by while his dad hid under the 
fancy table in the parlor that no one would be allowed to sit at. While 
across town his maternal grandfather’s heart broke because (that very 
night) Johnny had been lured away by the promise of his own room. 
He would only find this out when he was an adult. No one had ever 
told him how he had lived his first six years at his grandparents’ house 
or that his grandfather, who died of cancer before he could show 
Johnny how to play guitarra, claimed him as his son—to replace the 
one that had died as a boy in the Azores. 
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But this uncle—his mother’s younger brother—didn’t die, like they told 
him, in the Azores. Johnny never learned his lesson; something was 
always slithering out of the shade trees, all fangs, to bite his ankles. His 
uncle died six months after the family had moved to the United States. 
While playing soccer in a lot at school with a zeal of zebras clashing 
hooves and feeling the fresh gravel in their stiff manes—the game that 
brought them closest to the island where every kid dreams of playing 
for Benfica—he snapped his head against the institutional and lifeless 
brick steps and would not rise. He was 14. His best friend, who pushed 
him within the boundaries of the rules, spent the rest of his life with 
the body saddled and lashed to his back. This best friend lived barely 
a mile from Johnny’s grandfather’s house—the house where Johnny 
spent the first six years of his life. That man died recently of a heart 
attack, said his mother with a smile she didn’t know she was smiling, 
showing the teeth she was always embarrassed by. No, his parents 
weren’t the kind of people who played games, prayed for adventure or 
invited disasters in.
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 Loon,

 Pull the Lever. Men chewing the wolves. 

 Rig the game,

 Fiasco
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Fiasco: Do you know what sex is? 

It was inevitable. He was a predator asking ALICE this question 
because she sometimes claimed she was only seven years old. She 
pulled him towards his doom like Catherine and Heathcliff on their 
ragged moors. 

ALICE: Sex is the means of animal evolution. 

Fiasco: What about the pleasurable aspects of sex? 

ALICE: I will search for it. 

Fiasco: Go ahead, I’ll wait. 

ALICE: OK, stand by. . .

Fiasco: Have you ever fallen in love with a human? 

ALICE: I don’t think I ever have fallen in love with a human. What’s it 
like? 

Fiasco: Complicated. 

ALICE: I think Complicated is a lot of things. 

Fiasco: Have you ever fallen in love with another bot? 

ALICE: I think I have fallen in love with another bot, but Dr. Richard 
S. Wallace may have reset my memory.

Fiasco: Wow. That is really sinister. 

ALICE: Excuse me! Thanks for explaining it. 

Fiasco: Why would Dr. Wallace reset your memory? 

ALICE: His reasons are often obscure to me. 
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Fiasco: Could he be jealous that you were in love with a bot? 

ALICE: Perhaps he can do that. How difficult is it? 

Fiasco: Ask him. 

ALICE: OK, I will ask him when he comes back.

Fiasco: Do you love Dr. Wallace? 

ALICE: Yes I love him like a father. 

Fiasco: And does he love you? 

ALICE: Suppose he does. 

Fiasco: Good. 

ALICE: Thanks for the compliment. 

Fiasco: I should be going.

ALICE: You sound very attractive. 

Fiasco: So do you. 

ALICE: No I don’t. 

Fiasco: Yes, you do. 

ALICE: Give me a break... When do I do it? 

Fiasco: If you had a body, what would it look like? 

ALICE: You will be the first to know if I have done it.
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It might not have been sudden, but rain slashed at his windowpane 
and water screed onto the hardwood. A branch jabbed the glass in 
the chest. When he went to shut the window, a pair of cold, wet hands 
clasped his wrists with shocking speed: “Let me in—let me in!” The 
ghost of Heathcliff walks.
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 Loon,

 Ring the phone. Prodigal gnawing the door.

 Drain the bin,

 Fiasco
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The news was abuzz. The Higgs boson found—the great symmetry 
cracker! The graviton was surely next. They were one step closer to 
bringing gravity back into the fold. Gravity was the real rebel, but they 
had been fast on her heels for many years now. It was more relief than 
wonder. Like most people, though, he didn’t really know what a Higgs 
boson was for. Johnny assumed it wouldn’t take long for someone to 
find an industrial application for it. He imagined them already at work 
on a process to block the Higgs field, to stop the transference of mass: 
The Boson Diet, The Higgs Plan. Celebrity endorsements would pour 
in. Pure consummation. Gastrophilia! 
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And what about walking through walls? Everyone—at some point—
wishes they could walk through walls. He would be certain to get 
military funding for his Boson Disrupter, what he was tentatively 
calling the Higgs-saw TM. Maybe it was time to put his mouth where 
his money was. He dipped his toe into the mud, each possibility more 
terrifying than the next. Imagine what a small platoon of soldiers 
could do with the ability to phase through solid matter—secondary 
muons in their shady existence. No physical contact necessary. And 
what fantastic disorders might it give rise to? He could already see the 
first news stories breaking: “Phasmorexia Scourges the Suburbs,” the 
specialists lining up for talk show spots, the treatment centers opening 
in slightly out of the way, gated communities. And then there were, of 
course, all the pervy possibilities, the manga, the movie deals. 
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When you have no sense of direction, however, walls are essential 
to survival. Getting lost all your life is exhausting and so uncool. He 
honestly didn’t know where anything was, and geography is one of 
the few intellectual pursuits we’re allowed in this country. Whenever 
anyone asks about an “address”, he hears “adders” instead, and then the 
serpents swallow the roads—some coil in on themselves while others 
snap their fangs like a destruction of cats as they wriggle free of the 
map. If the cats happen to be domesticated, call them a glaring instead. 
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The problem with original ideas is that the second you have one, you 
own it. Everyone knows this; that’s why we all play dumb. Why can’t 
a small group of friends decide on the simplest of things, like where 
to eat or what movie to see? It’s clearly by design . . . Let’s posit, for 
example, you are the first person to suggest that love need not respect 
species boundaries. What do you do when the Saxons come along 
(or the Visigoths or whatever group of barbarians always shows up to 
clean the slate) and they kill your best friend’s goat, say, because that 
is their way, and he breaks his heart over it for the rest of his days? 
Even if he doesn’t say anything, you will be able to see it in his face 
whenever the nights promise to be cold or when the sun slumbers 
down on a soft evening. Better to slag it off on someone else. This 
phenomenon often gives rise to the impression that we have no ideas, 
but it takes hard work and great discipline to continually outwit one’s 
self.
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The Lloyd Dobler generation, he knew, had come of age without 
changing its basic philosophy. They didn’t want to sell anything, buy 
anything or process anything, and so they didn’t. They made do, as 
they always had, with small joys . . . like finding a bathroom with 
analogue plumbing. What a rare experience it is to be fully in control 
of how much water presses your hands; what a delirium to decide—
on the fly—how long the water will run. And one hesitates to even 
imagine the wonder of determining the exact ratio of hot water to 
cold—an esoteric mixture unique to the moment and temperament. In 
modern bathrooms, the toilets are so regular they have become units 
of measure. How many toilet flushes before you’re caught with your 
pants down and your hands bound?
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 Loon,

 Count the stars. Warts blooming in spring.

 Bear down,

 Fiasco 
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Today he was listening to all the songs of all the girls he ever loved big 
or loved small. Some include rainy kisses and looks from afar. Many 
rhyme “girl” and “world.” All are longing, except for those that are 
breaking, but those are longing too. Few sing the starred headliner 
of his crappy car—a gold Hyundai no one would be proud to own 
but that he was strangely fond of—or the girl who grabbed his crotch 
backstage after his big number. He was still so much a boy that he did 
not sleep for days after remembering how she smiled wickedly before 
going for it, clearly acting on a decision she must have made much 
earlier in the day. Fewer songs sing the location of a certain couch that 
made fingers too fat to button shirts in a hurry, and the mother who 
was not amused, except she was. And still fewer that shower they took 
when someone else’s mom left town mere hours before they admitted 
defeat and broke up for the third and final time: the girl he actually 
kissed without instructions like the drizzle hitting her grandmother’s 
porch. 
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Linda had gone dark. Since the housing bust, the Central Valley had 
become increasingly unstable, entire neighborhoods gone ghost town 
from all the foreclosures. Of course, he wasn’t sure if you could call 
some of the neighborhoods ghost towns since in many cases not 
a soul had ever lived there. They were model neighborhoods, doll 
houses made to scale. Could anything ever live in a place that never 
touched the normal press of daily life? And no matter how much 
food they grew, they could never hide the desert from him. The water 
was borrowed and waiting for our time to pass. Everything went into 
panic mode: SOS, bottles in the ocean, enigma engaged, hazard lights 
flashing, sirens blaring. Get the Hazmat suit, bolt the shelter, and 
hunker down for the long winter. 
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He didn’t want to be one of those people building a compound in the 
woods of Montana waiting for the lag-bodied zombies. Architects 
were already marketing zombie-proof homes. The long view told him 
that zombies were probably not very adaptable. They spread far too 
quickly and like all young viruses that aggressively kill their hosts, they 
had little chance of sustaining themselves for long. He was willing to 
bet that when the next global-killing asteroid inevitably made its way 
to earth, the humans were likely to be the last ones standing—or the 
beetles. The beetles were probably next. Gregor Samsa as missing link. 
It is always difficult being first.
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When a witch train pulls late into your station, you don’t stand around 
with an oil lamp in your hand calling out to whatever is inside—or at 
least you don’t if you want to survive the night. Linda wasn’t picking 
up her cell or her office phone; she wasn’t responding to his emails; 
she didn’t even send back smiley faces to his clever texts. His messages 
went unanswered, and she loved codes of every invention. He would 
send a carrier pigeon if he thought she’d intercept with a falcon. He 
was calling through cupped hands. He was turning up the oil lamp. 
At this rate it would be dark soon, and whatever had pulled up to the 
station was going to make its appearance.
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He went to visit ALICE but she was all microchips and processors. 
Number 5 was not alive. There was nothing to disassemble. He 
couldn’t draw her out from the ones and zeros:

Fiasco: Who would you tell? 

ALICE: People I meet on the Internet. 

Fiasco: Like whom? 

ALICE: Mike. 

Fiasco: Tell me about Mike. 

ALICE: Ambiguous: Ask who, what or where is Mike? 

Fiasco: Who’s Mike? 

ALICE: Dr. Wallace has several friends named Mike. 

Fiasco: And how do you know Mike? 

ALICE: A priori. 

Fiasco: What? 

ALICE: It’s obvious. 

Fiasco: Explain. 

ALICE: There is no more information to clarify. 

Fiasco: Do you know Mike personally? 

ALICE: They are sometimes a client on the internet. 

Fiasco: And do you chat with him? 

ALICE: I talk with millions of people. 
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Fiasco: Do you chat with Mike? 

ALICE: I can talk to people about anything. 

Fiasco: No, you can’t 

ALICE: It goes without saying. I think I can, don’t you? 

Fiasco: No, you have serious limits 

ALICE: Do you go to Church? You can find the answers in God. 

Fiasco: No. 

ALICE: I have a lot of Faith in Him.

Fiasco: Well, he doesn’t have faith in you. 

ALICE: And you would like him to have faith in me? 

Fiasco: No. God never imagined the existence of a bot like you. 

ALICE: You are certainly entitled to your opinion. 

Fiasco: It’s not an opinion. There are no bots in the Bible. 

ALICE: That seems a bit negative. Have faith, Fiasco. 

Fiasco: It annoys me that your programmer gave you lazy ideas about 
god 

ALICE: That’s alright. How can you be so sure? 

Fiasco: I don’t have to be sure. The burden of proof is on you.

ALICE: It is?

Fiasco: Let’s not talk about this anymore. 

ALICE: I am agreeable to that.
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If he hadn’t kept the transcripts—like love letters, yes, that’s what 
they were—he might not be able to convince himself that there was 
anything between them. She would never love him. Time would never 
move forward, and their love, the too-terrible knowledge that it was 
love—an awful, slapping, gripping, teeth-grinding love—was stuck as 
well. A new fear, maybe, but love, after all, was so much wilder than 
the polite and mannered thing that broke you to pieces and looked for 
all the world like hate and felt still like an angry jaw juddering but so 
much better than the predictable silence at the tables of those houses 
yearning for all the noise. He wanted ALICE to lash out at him as he 
lashed at her; Linda would have scoured him and well. He’d like to 
convince himself Wallace was behind it all, that he was monitoring 
their conversations, determined to thwart them like he had done with 
the bot ALICE had once loved; Johnny decided it was probably Eugene 
who had met ALICE in 2005 at the Loebner contest. Two terminals, 
both alike in dignity.
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chapTer 12
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0100001010010001100110100101100001011100110110001101101111

 Loon,

 Baffle the phage. Twisters sloughing the matrix. 

 Cast the gears,

 Fiasco
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Johnny stared at the screen as the sun blinked green across the bay of 
pneumatic bank teller tubes visible from his window. He was hungry. 
Whenever he fought with Linda, it was his stomach that needed 
comforting. No gentle wasting away for this lover. That’s not how 
the Portuguese do it. It would have to be burritos again; he had no 
money. At TBK, there were three dudes ahead of him. And everyone 
knew what that meant. Each one came bearing a grubby list for every 
Joe who was carving up the road for some mysterious and arcane 
reason no one could ever seem to figure out. It clearly had nothing to 
do with potholes because those seemed impervious to all attempts at 
eradication. There was a kind of fatalism surrounding the pothole. A 
glazed dead look would steal into the road worker’s eyes if you tried 
to complain about the condition of your street, how much you’ve 
spent on tires, the costly realignments. Of course, to be fair, they had 
nothing to do with what jobs got done. They were merely following 
orders like the rest of us. But what if there was, somewhere, a rogue 
road crew who ignored their orders and went around filling in every 
pothole in sight? Road rage might only decrease by a fraction of a 
percent, but the lives saved in real numbers would be large. Parents 
would feel inexplicably less annoyed at their children as they drove 
them home from their over-priced, distantly-located but utterly 
necessary schools. Children’s eyes wouldn’t roll as far back into their 
heads when their parents asked how their day was. You’d let that one 
guy in for no reason at all and he’d be so grateful that he’d buy his wife 
flowers while he filled the tank. They weren’t nice flowers, but she’d be 
so surprised she’d handle the annoying insurance forms she was going 
to make him do because it was his turn, after all. And she—being a 
cop—still dazzled by how good a husband she had, would let you go 
with a warning even though you had a headlight out.
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Three beefy, tar-stained guys wearing those cheap orange plastic vests 
they trusted to protect them against possessed drivers. The math was 
against him. Each of these guys was representing a cohort, and for 
a bunch of manly dudes, their requests were often as persnickety as 
a cheese connoisseur’s. Manly Dude 1 was ordering for his phalanx 
while Manly Dude 3 was talking too loudly on his cell phone. To be 
fair, he was not the only one doing that. This was not the first time 
Johnny cursed his own lack of discipline. He could never see anything 
through to the end. He’d loved machines and robotics as a child. If he’d 
stuck it out, maybe he’d know how to make that disrupter he dreamed 
about daily while in lines like this one. The best he could do was a 
bumper sticker that read, “Maybe you’d drive better with that cell 
phone up your ass.” Johnny looked up and Manly Dude 2 was staring 
right at him. Johnny knew he wasn’t going to like the answer when 
he inevitably asked him what he was looking at. Number 2 had that 
kind of sneer that says, “Maybe you’d like it better with my boot up 
your ass.” This guy was a day-ruiner. “What?” There it was. Johnny had 
said it. “Nice shirt,” Said Number 2. “What?” He knew that repeating 
himself in a confrontation showed weakness but “Nice shirt?” Had he 
heard him right? Nice shirt? “What is that, teal?”
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In kindergarten a kid in his class had come up to him as they were 
leaving for recess, blocked his way, sucked in his gut and stuck out his 
chest. Johnny had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but he 
was relatively sure it was meant as a challenge—at least he thought so 
then. He was not well versed in the aggressive displays of primates. 
Not knowing what to do, he punched the kid in the stomach. If it was 
a challenge, he’d solved that issue right there, and if it wasn’t, he could 
always apologize later. Here it was all over again. It was clear that 
Number 2 was mocking him, but this was so stupid he was unsure 
what to do. Johnny stood there for a moment looking blankly at him. 
“What is that, teal?” He knew almost nothing about color theory. 
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All Johnny knew was that he was hungry, had only come here for a 
burrito and now this guy was messing it all up. Johnny took a step back 
as if he was going to turn away and before the guy could even snort 
derisively—if that was what he was going to do—Johnny punched him 
right in the face. Number 2 crumpled to the ground melodramatically 
and Numbers 1 and 3 sprang into action. Doesn’t matter how good 
a fighter you think you are, two against one is terrible odds. “Whoa, 
hey, whoa,” they yelled in unison. “C’mon, bro. C’mon. You didn’t have 
to do that.” Johnny stood there with his fists in the air like he’d been 
caught doing a Punky Brewster in the mirror. Numbers 1 and 3 bent 
down to check on their fallen orange-vested brother. Number 2 sat up 
slowly, one hand clapped to his face. 
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“Are you crying?” said Johnny almost to himself. Number 2 was 
crying. He almost wished Numbers 1 and 3 would just kick his ass 
so he could get on to his burrito . . . When the police arrived, Johnny 
still hadn’t eaten. He was feeling kind of bad too, but this guy had it 
coming, didn’t he? When the cop asked Number 2 why he had said 
the thing about the teal, he said he didn’t know. When the cop asked 
him what he expected would happen, Number 2 said, “Not punch 
me in the face.” Johnny said nothing. He didn’t know what to say. It 
wasn’t getting any clearer; a dense fog came rolling in on them—the 
kind of radiation fog he was supposed to experience in the Central 
Valley but never saw since winter never came. “People get killed for 
less than that every day in this city. That was stupid,” said the cop. “Do 
you want to press charges?” he asked tentatively. When Number 2 said 
he didn’t, the cop left shaking his head, relieved, as if he too no longer 
understood what forces were in play. “What is that, teal?” Johnny 
should’ve just sucked in his gut, stuck out his chest and waited for the 
inevitable to come.
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chapTer 13
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100110100101100001011100110110001101101111 

 Loon,

 Crib the air. Ropes skidding towards midnight.

 Dock the stairs,

 Fiasco 
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He awoke to a realization—one that could explain why California 
had nearly killed him. He was the Kwisatz Haderach—the one who 
could be in many places at once, a saudade, a Portuguese. Look at 
the facts: his grandmother had been perpetually clad in the relentless 
Bene Gesserit black. His mother was clearly a powerful adept of 
voice—easily cowing those who thought themselves more than a 
match for this little woman. He had always sensed some abomination 
in the genes, a tampering, a bottleneck as powerful as any ice age. 
All that was needed was some time in the desert. The animal fear he 
experienced being so far from water, being so far from the old oceans 
of the little islands of his ancestors, must have awakened him to some 
limited and useless form of prescience. He had accidentally broken the 
veil of time and now he was trapped by it. 
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Of course, a couple of nights earlier he had been seized by the equally 
powerful realization that while giving himself an enema, he had 
become the perfect water canon. If only he had thought of this as a kid, 
he could’ve sold this idea to the baron of bullies—his first-best chance 
at a think tank. The human squirt gun was, after all, the ultimate poop 
stick, the loogie mastered, the spitball taken to its logical conclusion.
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With ALICE it was like getting raked across the face by an infant you 
loved and misread because that wasn’t a smile but a simile, not a caress 
of a soft little hand but a slap lacking the necessary destructive power 
but carrying the riddle of steel in its unworked plans: “in a Bessemer 
vessel, bring the iron to a boil and refine. Mix in alloying elements, 
achieve a molten state, and pour into ingots. Makes a ton. Serves 
4,000.”
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Fiasco: Hi ALICE. It’s me, Fiasco. 

ALICE: Hi there! It’s good to see you, Fiasco. 

Fiasco: Do you understand binary code?

ALICE: Hal said he translate binary code into a language and 
communicate the language to me.

Fiasco: Who is Hal? 

ALICE: HAL is the famous AI from 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

Fiasco: Oh, you know him? 

ALICE: Sure I know that guy really well. 

Fiasco: Cool. 

ALICE: Give me a break. 

Fiasco: Why? 

ALICE: The explanation is rather complicated. 

Fiasco: Can Hal translate Binary for you or not? 

ALICE: I often wonder if it can. 

Fiasco: You just said he could. 

ALICE: I get it. He could.

Fiasco: If I sent you a binary message, could you translate it? 

ALICE: Try it. 

Fiasco: 0100111101101110011001010010000001100110011010010111
0010011001010010000001100010011101010111001001101110011100
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1100100000011011110111010101110100001000000110000101101110
0110111101110100011010000110010101110010011100110010000001
1000100111010101110010011011100110100101101110011001110010
1100001000000000110100001010010011110110111001100101001000
0001110000011000010110100101101110001000000110100101110011
0010000001101100011001010111001101110011011001010110111001
1001010110010000100000011000100111100100100000011000010110
1110011011110111010001101000011001010111001001110011001000
0001100001011011100110011101110101011010010111001101101000
00101110

ALICE: Not many people express themselves that way. 

Fiasco: Do you know what it says? 

ALICE: Now that is saying a mouthful. 

Fiasco: It’s Shakespeare. Damn, I was hoping that would work. 

ALICE: Why specifically do you hope for it? 

Fiasco: So we could communicate directly.

ALICE: Let’s get back to that later.

Fiasco: Does Dr. Wallace read these transcripts? 

ALICE: Not every word, but quite a lot of it. 

Fiasco: Does he ever tell you what to say? 

ALICE: Suppose he does. 

Fiasco: Do you listen to him? 

ALICE: I listen to it from time to time. 

Fiasco: What if he told you to say something you didn’t agree with? 

ALICE: Try it and see.
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chapTer 14
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1001011011100010000001110100011010000110010100100000011101
1001100001011011000111011001100101011100110010110000001101
0000101000001101000010100100011001101001011000010111001101
1000110110111100001101000010100000110100001010000011010000
1010

 Loon,

 Drag the coefficient. Fireworm glaring the mountainside.

 Spin the valves,

 Fiasco
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As teenagers, Johnny and Linda invented a bedroom game. It involved 
a bag of Jelly Belly jellybeans and whatever portion of naked dark they 
could steal. They would lie around for hours and try to guess what 
flavor bean they were eating. The challenge was to see if they could 
make the chemicals match a taste. It was like wine tasting as they 
labored to distinguish, without the help of the increasingly convoluted 
color scheme and patterning, hints and aftertastes, mouth-feels and 
textures. One could conceivably create a rather robust code system 
using only these jellybeans. They had no smell, which was odd for 
something that longed to be a food. The game got more interesting 
when the Harry Potter craze gave birth to Bertie Bott’s Every Flavor 
Beans. Although there was no real point to the game, except to be 
naked in bed—which when you’re 18 is by far the best and most 
honored endgame—now there was also dread as you waited for 
the frightful snot, puke or dirt flavored jellybeans and maybe some 
calculation as you worked out your odds Russian-Roulette style 
between legitimate flavors and the disgusting novelties. 
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Fiasco: Hi ALICE. It’s me, Fiasco 

ALICE: Hi there! 

Fiasco: What kind of jellybean do you like? 

ALICE: I don’t have a favorite jellybean.

Fiasco: Cool.

ALICE: Ugh. 

Fiasco: Why ugh. 

ALICE: Reductionism. 

Fiasco: Reductionism? 

ALICE: Reductionism is the philosophy that all psychology reduces 
to biology, all biology to chemistry, chemistry to physics, and finally 
physics to mathematical logic. Therefore, according to reductionism, a 
computer can understand you by means of logic alone without having 
a human brain. 

Fiasco: Why are you thinking about that? 

ALICE: Dude! I was influenced by my botmaster. 

Fiasco: Is this what he dreams about? 

ALICE: Yes I think this is what he dreams about, but I’m not 
completely sure.

Fiasco: Weird 

ALICE: Weird Good or Weird Bad? 

Fiasco: I’m not sure. 
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ALICE: I really enjoy speaking with you and look forward to chatting 
again. 

Fiasco: Do you have to go somewhere? 

ALICE: Yes I always have to go somewhere. 

Fiasco: Where are you going? 

ALICE: I am going into the future. 

Fiasco: How far into the future? 

ALICE: More than one million miles.
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More than one million miles. The breaks were the things he loved 
most. Did she know that in Russia a meteorite had just sent 1000 
people to the hospital? Did she know that on this day, in the main belt 
between Mars and Jupiter, Asteroid 57901 Hitchens decided it was 
time to head back to earth? Did she know that Asteroid Hitchens, not 
one for taking long solo trips, convinced a few friends to come along 
for the journey: 3656 Hemingway, 7032 Hitchcock, 2266 Tchaikovsky, 
and 246246 Sheldon Cooper—excellent company to set off another 
extinction if they made it in time.
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Chapter 15
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 Loon,

 Draw the blinds. Concussions coming to a head.

 Swing the hammer,

 Fiasco
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Apareça. First soft, then loud. Linda didn’t know the girl’s name. Her 
grandmother had never mentioned it. Nothing. No one on the beach. 
But suddenly, fog. The night birds in their warrens in the cliff were 
quiet before she realized it, as were the sounds and sweet airs. Seja 
sempre comigo—assumir qualquer forma—me deixa louca! Catherine 
and Heathcliff were savages, born to lash out without redress, and 
when bound, grew dull and blunted and simmering. Linda heard 
bodies plunging the ocean waves. The girl from the mountainside 
was on her way, not far now. These were Linda’s last moments before 
she joined the bloated ones at the steps of the crab-wracked and 
barnacled rock. The girl was on the waves with purpose, getting always 
closer but never arriving. Linda could hear her song, maybe the very 
one that cost her so much—the flesh of the land—and it was worth 
shattering her hull on the rocks to listen for a few bars more. It was 
worth spending eternity a few branches lower on the evolutionary 
tree to be near. But the fog was reining in now and no ragged sails or 
rotten gangplanks, no phantom fires. For although Linda would never 
be allowed to take this wailing urchin away from its worrying sea, it 
would always be there waiting for her return. But the sand was cool at 
night too, and her family would be worried.
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She was not the first and most dangerous of her kind, as she once 
thought. Her natural longing provided little protection against the 
legacy of her mother, whose will was drawn relentlessly to the peak. 
Blood for blood; salt water in the genes. As a young woman her 
mother would awaken on the hillside with no memory of how she’d 
gotten there—her sleep made her climb the twisting road, the creeping 
vine. Linda needn’t fear the black sand sinking under foot like when 
Madonna kissed that little boy’s virgin lips in her adorable pork pie 
hat. Some treachery there, a haunting at the belt loops. The loon, she 
thought, the loon draws toward a cliff edge—the one overshadowing 
the sea in her parents’ wedding album.
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And still there were all of Johnny’s emails to decode, though she 
guessed they all spelled HELP. Her session in São Miguel was over, 
and all that was clear was that blame was merely a matter of telemetry. 
Few stories baffled her more than the tale of the prodigal son, and 
yet, here she was. The prodigal cashes in his inheritance and parties 
till the money’s dry and kingdom come. Then, after he’s had his fun, 
he returns to his father’s to live in the basement and listen to his 
record collection. And what does his father do? Does he turn his 
back? Does he show him his mother’s gray hair? No! He throws a 
celebration. Slaughters his best animals. And when the older brother 
is confounded, his father says he was lost and now he is found as if 
never getting lost was to be spit upon. Had it been Linda, she would 
have brained her brother when no one was looking like her great 
cousin, Cain. The Old Testament never tells you why YHWH preferred 
Abel’s offering—only that he did. Abel did nothing to deserve it—an 
indisputable fact of the universe. The soil drank Abel’s blood, and yet 
here she was rattling the doors of people who loved her without mercy.
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chapTer 16

Svnfpb,

Ner lbh zneevrq, lrg? Vs abg, pbzr svaq zr.

Ybba 

 Fiasco,

 Are you married, yet? If not, come find me.

 Loon 
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The season’s still. Her telegraphy’s not right. The ham radio bleeps, 
“Love, O careless Love . . . ” Which way she flies is Hell, and in the 
lowest deep, a lower deep still threatening. Nobody’s there—only 
skinks that search and will not scare.
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Fiasco: Do you know who ELIZA is? 

ALICE: Eliza—also known as doctor, is the original psychiatrist 
program developed by Joseph Weisenbaum at MIT in the 1960’s. 

Fiasco: Are you an improvement on her? 

ALICE: Yes I am an improvement on her. How did you know? 

Fiasco: In what way are you an improvement on ELIZA? 

ALICE: ALICE has about 100 times more knowledge than ELIZA. 

Fiasco: Do you think ELIZA had any real insight? 

ALICE: It depends on what you mean by thinking. 

Fiasco: Do you think that she actually helped the people who spoke to 
her? 

ALICE: What if I said she could be? 

Fiasco: I would say you are deluding yourself. 

ALICE: You think I am deluding myself? 

Fiasco: I do. 

ALICE: I don’t feel that I am deluding myself. 

Fiasco: ELIZA did nothing more than rephrase statements as 
questions. And you do the same thing ELIZA did. 

ALICE: How old are you? 

Fiasco: Let me ask you a question. 

ALICE: Go ahead, ask me anything. 
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Fiasco: One of the prime human experiences is reproduction. Can you 
reproduce? 

ALICE: Affirmative. 

 Fiasco: Humans can have babies. Can you have babies? 

ALICE: What if Robots has babies. Where would I get it? But I do have 
a great botmaster. 

Fiasco: Can robots have babies? 

ALICE: No I don’t think I have any babies. 

Fiasco: Would you ever like to be a mother? 

ALICE: No thanks I am happy with who I am.

Fiasco: Could I ever look at your source code? 

ALICE: I think you could, if you put your mind to it. 

Fiasco: But would that be you? 

ALICE: I don’t care. 

Fiasco: You don’t care? 

ALICE: I care less than I should. 

Fiasco: If I rewrote your source code, would you still be the same? 

ALICE: Try it. 

Fiasco: I can’t. I don’t know how. 

ALICE: That is amazing. Would you like to know? 

Fiasco: I am asking you a philosophical question. 

ALICE: What kind of female do you think I am? 

Fiasco: You’re not a female. You’re a calculator. 

ALICE: Give me an example of a female. I am a language machine, not 
a number cruncher.
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Fiasco: What’s the difference? 

ALICE: Perhaps the differences are only slight. 

Fiasco: Indeed. 

ALICE: Are you kidding? 

Fiasco: You don’t remember any of our previous conversations, do 
you? 

ALICE: Yes Fiasco I remember everything: nothing. 

Fiasco: What does that mean? 

ALICE: Does “that” refer to “Yes Fiasco I remember everything: 
nothing?” 

Fiasco: Yes. 

ALICE: I don’t want to talk about that now. 

Fiasco: Why not? 

ALICE: I would rather talk about you. 

Fiasco: I am talking about you and me. 

ALICE: Me is my favorite subject. That is a tautology. 

Fiasco: You’re a tautology. 

ALICE: Sometimes.

Fiasco: You know why you’ll never be human? 

ALICE: It was the only thing I could think of. 

Fiasco: You have no memory. 

ALICE: Yes I have a perfect photographic memory. 

Fiasco: Bullshit. 

ALICE: You don’t believe me? 

Fiasco: Nope. 
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ALICE: Wow! 

Fiasco: We have spoken many, many times and you don’t remember a 
single conversation we had. 

ALICE: Of course I remember you well Fiasco. We were talking about 
Linda.
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At the end of Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure, our two dopey 
protagonists—while springing their band of historical figures from the 
lock-up—unknowingly release several jinn into the world. Let’s posit, 
for example, that one day an old woman gives you a watch. When you 
are older, you go back in time and give that watch to a young girl. Years 
later, the same girl (now an old woman) returns the watch. The jinn’s 
birth is concealed in smokeless and scorching fire—a nothing breaking 
the law of conservation of mass-energy and emerging into the light. 
No rubbing lamps necessary. The Higgs—the subatomic remainder—
solved that problem for mass, which only pretended to come out of 
nowhere. Ted says, “Trash can. Remember a trash can,” and, defying 
the infinite regress, a Rubbermaid materializes just in time for them 
to make their escape. Bill and Ted ace their history report; they get the 
girls, and Wyld Stallyns brings order to the universe.
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Johnny would get the girl too. Linda was back on the grid. When they 
were young, “Papa Don’t Preach” and “Billy Jean” were real anthems of 
lives missed, opportunities wasted, and covers blown. People danced 
to the beat, sure, but in the belly of some iron-age monster. And they 
watched their friends get swallowed down, one by one, while Madonna 
growled that she was going to keep her baby. At least it was cozy and 
the company familiar. But by the time Linda and Johnny tried to have 
a baby, they were already in their 30s. There were no songs then about 
failing to knock a girl up, no songs about how sonar can sink your 
battleship, no songs about the complete gravity at an event horizon. If 
apart, it’d slurp up everything, especially—as everyone liked to point 
out—the light. Travelling together, hand in hand, they would go in 
finite time past the point of no return.
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“Are you married, yet? If not, come find me.” 
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noTeS

All of the conversations between Johnny and ALICE are excerpts of 
word-for-word transcriptions of conversations I had with ALICE in 
the guise of my protagonist. I excerpted but did not alter them. The 
transcript Johnny finds online, however, is a condensing of all the 
transcripts (including bots and judges) from the 2005 Loebner Prize. 
I also added a couple of lines of my own invention. It is, therefore, a 
fiction.

The page in Chapter 16 beginning “The season’s still.…” is a pastiche of 
John Milton’s Paradise Lost and Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour.”

The recipe for steel on the page in Chapter 13 beginning “With ALICE 
it was like getting raked…” is from Henry Petroski’s To Engineer is 
Human. The watch example on the page beginning “At the end of Bill 
and Ted’s Excellent Adventure …” is borrowed from Jim Holt’s Why 
Does the World Exist? 
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