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     CHAPTER 11: CAYMAN CAVALRY TO THE RESCUE
 
     Fluffy was depressed, miserable, unhappy and wretched.
     He dove into the pool outside the Tunnel of Love in the Happy Fun Time Theme Park and immediately began eating customers.
     The crowd loved it.
     "Hey, look at that!" a little girl shouted. "Is there gonna be a car chase too? Are those real body parts in real blood? Cool! Where's the controller? Can I play, mummy? Huh? Can I? Please?"
     "Not now, dear. Your father and I are getting a divorce."
     "WAHH! I never get to do anything! You won't let me play the slots, I'm not supposed to play the market ever, ever again, and now THIS!"
     Fluffy's despair deepened, which, aside from being unintentional alliteration, only goes to show that fast food never satisfies the underlying angst that drives all epic appetites.
     Nero, for instance, who wasn't known for asceticism around the breakfast table, discovered that one needs more than mere waffles and broccoli if one is to achieve the ninth level of paradise.
     Nero's solution was fiery music.
     Unfortunately, poor Fluffy, who had no use for centurions, or any other sort of ancient Roman, hadn't read any of Nero's books--BURNING ROME FOR DUM DUMS, HOW TO ACHIEVE SUCCESS BY HURTING OTHER PEOPLE, and ASSASSINATION DOESN'T HURT A BIT!
     So he didn't know about the soothing effects of savage music.
     HOW COULD SHE ABANDONE ME! he moaned, weeping cayman tears.
     Gladys, meanwhile, was in dire straits, in case you forgot. She could see the headlight of the approaching train as it flashed along the tracks like the eye of a ravenous toucan.
     Toucans have two eyes, actually, but some toucans are pirates, and wear the obligatory patch.
     Gladys was not afraid to die, but to die like this, to sleep, perchance to dream…. Oh woe!
     Where was her faithful chum, Fluffy? Had he been made into wallets?
     Was he even now enfolding someone's list of important passwords? His collection of alibis? His hopes and lusts?
     And who would care for the rest of the gang? Who would look after all her lovely caymans when she was nothing but rail kill?
     "Ha ha ha ha ha ha!" said Tony Cad. "Struggle some more you wretched wretch! It's no fun when you just lie there like that, brooding."
     "Ooooo hooooo," said the train.
     In that instant, Gladys bethought herself of the special signal she had devised for summoning Fluffy when he was just a cute young fellow in short pants and a bow tie with little yellow ducks on it.
     Short pants, as you know, used to be a rite of passage for little boys. They only got to wear long pants when they'd matured, and learned how to swear at golf clubs.
     Now, of course, it's the mature caymans who wear short pants, while the young fellows wear baggy things with lots of pockets for their music manglers and other electronic devices.
     Anyway, Gladys hadn't used the special whistle in ages! Could she still do it?
     It was a matter of pursing your beak just the right way. Then you gave it a short, hard blast, and you got a sound that most people thought was an alien shrieking in agony as Captain Zap smoked it with a blast of irony from his trusty Smith & Wesson.
     And yet, like an iceberg, the whistle was actually nine-tenths hidden, its full power racing beyond space and time, reaching all of the worlds that actually exist, necessarily and absurdly, in all dimensions.
     That is no mean feat, by the way, because our greatest philosophers have been unable to find out if THIS world NECESSARILY exists, let alone all those others.
     Anybody can just exist! Marmots do it all the time.
     But NECESSARILY existing is special. That means you're here because they couldn't do without you.
     Proving it, however, is a devil of a task.
     At the very most, the philosophers say, by concentrating really hard, we MIGHT be able to prove that something very small necessarily exists--a paper clip, for instance.
     But an entire world, my goodness; NEVER!
     By the way, did you ever wonder how we infer the existence of a thing from mere sensory impressions? It's quite a trick. Remind me to talk about this some time; it involves dental chocolate and an ostrich.
     Anyway, if Gladys whistled at just the right frequency, Fluffy would hear her urgent summons, wherever he was.
     It was a very delicate process; it involved emptying the mind of all but the most savage and blood-thirsty thoughts, as though you were a llama monk arguing with other monks about who was going to be the next abbot after the old one finished dissolving.
     Gladys tried to focus her mind, but it was difficult.
     The train was fast approaching. Tony Cad was leering and gloating and counting his geckos before they hatched.
     At last, Gladys managed to settle her mind. She pursed her beak. She bethought herself of the eight-fold path of the agate-launchers of Shang.
     Then she whistled.
     It was a haunting, eerie sound, like a lone bagpiper in a ruined stock exchange.
     But it wasn't quite right.
     "Oh, good one!" sneered Tony Cad. "Now you sound like the 'Charge of the Haggis Brigade'. Can you play 'St. Louis, the Brave'? Think of Fluffy, folded up in my back pocket, with those little plastic thingies that hold pictures of snotty kids."
     That did it! Gladys pursed her beak again and this time she gave it her all.
     It was a sound unlike any heard on Tockworld before or since.
     Tony Cad's glass eye shattered. His fillings cracked open, revealing all of his secret transmitters.
     And thirty miles away, in the Happy Fun Time Theme Park, Fluffy lifted his head, rudely opening his mouth while he was eating a tax collector, and listened.
     COULD SUCH THINGS BE? WAS IT POSSIBLE?
     He hardly dared hope.
     So he didn't.
     Then it came again, like an alien strapped to a chair, forced to watch thirty car commercials and a pro-am folk concert, screaming in agony as his brain melted into a puddle.
     Yes! It IS Gladys KindHeart; lovely, lovely Gladys!
     But hark! What thrilling note of danger is this? Gladys is in trouble! Lovely Gladys KindHeart is in PERIL!
     Some people think a cayman might have trouble traveling thirty miles in the blink of an eye, because its arms and legs are rather stubby.
     But when those stubby arms and legs are wrapped around the controls of a hot-wired, war surplus F16, watch out!
     Luckily an F16 just happened to be parked in the Happy Fun Time Theme Park free ten-dollar/hour/no in-out privileges/prk at yr own risk not responsible for any damages parking lot.
     It had been left there by a lazy novelist who didn't mind illegal coincidences or bizarre plot twists.
     Stealing a war surplus F16 is not very nice, of course, especially when it has a "Baby on Board" sticker stuck to the cockpit, but this F16 belonged to an especially evil cad who liked to drop nuclear waste into retirement homes and nurseries, and park in spots reserved for the handicapped, and FLUFFY KNEW THIS, or he wouldn't have taken it.
     In a flash, Fluffy was up, up and awaaay, and seconds later, he was over the railway tracks.
     Then, after carefully adjusting the autopilot to steer the F16 back to the livery stables, where it would get a nice rubdown, Fluffy ejected.
     The astonished Tony Cad ducked as the F16 buzzed him.
     Who can say what evil thoughts coursed through his evil mind--perhaps he thought it was the U.S. Cavalry come to rescue Gladys KindHeart just before the train molded her to the rails.
     Then he realized it wasn't John Wayne and the boys in blue, it was only Fluffy.
     In the blink of an eye, he drew his pocket mortar and took deadly aim.
     But Fluffy was too quick for him. Before you could say 'Rumplestiltskin wrathfully wreaked rather wretched wroth, wrongly rapping righteous rapsters right ruthlessly', Fluffy had eaten Tony Cad's pocket mortar, and sliced through the ropes binding the lovely Gladys KindHeart to the tracks.
     Without a moment's hesitation, Gladys leaped to her feet, swept Fluffy into her arms, and jumped from the tracks, just as the Orient Express roared past, bound for Omaha, Nebraska, and other places outside New York.
     Tony Cad, knowing the jig was up--whatever a jig is--dropped to his knees, whimpering and begging.
     "It's not my fault," he wailed. "I was stressed out. There's too much pressure in the modern world. We're all victims here."
     "I forgive you," said Gladys. "You may go now."
     Isn't she amazing! I mean, this despicable Tony Cad wretch nearly killed her, and she FORGAVE him!
     Oh Gladys, how can you waste yourself on a loser like Macklin…um….
     Anyway, Tony Cad sobbed and kissed her feet, embarrassing her.
     Then Fluffy ate him.
     "NO Fluffy! Bad, BAD!" said Gladys.
     Fluffy hung his head. He felt terrible now.
     But Gladys couldn't be angry at him for long.
     That Fluffy is so playful! He didn't mean to eat Tony Cad.
     That Llama's Eve, there were special big stockings over the chimney in the KindHeart household, along with a Feast of the Happy Candles stocking for Fluffy, because he wasn't a llama believer, he worshipped the camel god of the Negev.
     The Feast of the Happy Candles isn't a big deal to those who worship the camels of the Negev. It's not as important to them as Llama's Day is to the Llama worshippers, but Fluffy was a good sport and helped to decorate the llama sticks of joy, and exclaimed over the Llama's Day haggis and the flaming porridge.
     Anyway, you might think a marriage and divorce, and being tied to the railroad tracks were a strike against Gladys in the marriage market.
     This would be true if there really was such a thing as the marriage market, and if Gladys cared about it.
     Actually, marriage hasn't been around all that long; it's still a work in process.
     Oh sure, there were undoubtedly some Neanderthals pairing off in the days before transcontinental railroads. But they didn't go through all this fuss with wedding dresses and bridesmaids and who's-got-the-groom and such.
     All of the parties involved got together with their lawyers in a big cave, carted in trade goods like bear's teeth, scotch whiskey, and Captain Zap comics, and hashed out a prenuptial agreement.
     They signed each other's rune stones, sacrificed a wooly mammoth, and that was that.
     The priests and rabbis jumped up and down seven times, rattling their boxes of bones to show what fine fellows they were, then everybody got drunk on fermented mammoth milk.
     It wasn't called marriage: it was called 'Man, Woman Move Into Same Place, Too Late To Wonder Why'.
     Modern marriage developed during the Franco-Prussian war as a means of thinking about something else.
     Anyway, Gladys's first marriage was not very nice.
     She didn't trust men after that. Whenever a man asked her to share a haggis with him, she examined his shoes, his belt, his wallet and his gloves to make sure they hadn't been caymans in another life.
     Even if there wasn't so much as a whiff of cayman on him, who knew?
     You could set up housekeeping with a mild-mannered Casper Milquetoast, only to find out that on certain nights, when the full moon glimmered over the ruins of the financial district, he ran naked through the streets of Toronto, massacring every cayman he saw.
     Caymans, unlike men, can be trusted.
     That's because caymans don't watch violent television commercials.
     Gladys might have spent the rest of her life alone with her caymans, vaguely melancholy, but actually quite happy.
     If she hadn't met Macklin.
     And Macklin, of course, betrayed her with the slinky Allura. She of the red dress with the famous slit.
     The one who slinked her way into Macklin's apartment and invited him to take a meeting with Vlod.
     Macklin was so innocent! What if that slinky woman in the red dress with the famous slit had victimized him?
     What if she was plotting something?
     Gladys had a bad feeling about this.
     You might be wondering how she met Macklin….
     


     CHAPTER 12: MACKLIN AND GLADYS SMOOCH
 
     This is how Gladys met Macklin.
     It happened during a flashback, a few months before that fateful hour when she approached Macklin's door and heard low voices from within.
     In case you're wondering, flashbacks are tricky things that advance the plot by going backwards.
     Storytellers have been known to get lost in flashbacks. If you ever hear a strange cry for help after you've opened a good book, don't be alarmed; it's just a storyteller trapped in the past.
     This doesn't happen with Ebooks, because storytellers trapped in a computer can escape into another file and read your personal data. If you hear faint, tiny sounds of hysterical laughter the next time you turn your computer on, you'll know a storyteller has discovered your personal files.
     It's nothing to worry about.
     Sometimes storytellers who've gotten lost in flashbacks blunder into completely different stories. You might see Daffy Duck in a Cinderella story, for instance.
     Don't worry about this; the lawyers will straighten it all out. That's why we have the Inquisition and thumbscrews.
     But there won't be any problems in THIS story, because everything I'm telling you actually happened, just as I'm describing it.
     Macklin and Gladys are real ducks, and Fluffy is the famous cayman who ate Tokyo, and did it without any special effects or trademarked latex suits.
     Trademarked Spandex maybe.
     Anyway, back to the flashback.
     It was a dark and stormy night, the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, and the financial analysts and economists were hooting in the treetops in the gothic forest in the heart of Toronto's financial district.
     Lightning hissed across the sky over Gladys's humble cottage, over the cayman stables and the John Deere tractor and the broccoli harvester.
     Thunder cracked and boomed, and Fluffy scooted under his bed.
     Fluffy, by the way, unlike the younger caymans, had his own bedroom, right next to Gladys's.
     It was a very nice room; Fluffy had painted it himself in swamp green and mud brown. There was a desk where he could read romance novels and play Cayman Raider III on his Linux box, and a little fridge where he kept telemarketers, folk singers and amateur mimes, in case he wanted a late night snack.
     There was a boom box, though he hadn't been using it much since he'd started downloading MP3's.
     Fluffy's favorite was "How Much is That Doggie in the Window?", but he also liked Madame Butterfly, and he was a big fan of Rimsky-Korsikov.
     Anyway, Gladys coaxed Fluffy out from under his bed and when he'd climbed in under the covers, she read him a bedtime story.
     In case you're wondering, it was a famous story in which a kind and beautiful cayman princess kisses an ugly little frog.
     No sooner has the princess planted her long lips in a delicate smooch, when froggy boy turns into a handsome cayman prince, and tells her he was actually only a virtual frog, metamorphosed by an evil studio executive into that ghastly form.
     "But I'm baaaack now, baby," he tells her. "And I AM STARVED. Flies just don't do it for me, know what I mean? So let's head out to Cayman Al's for some charbroiled telemarketers and a couple of lime fizzers, and I'll, like, pop the question. Won't mommy be pleased with me!"
     Fluffy always cried when Gladys read this part.
     That Fluffy is such a mass of tender of feelings!
     Anyway, thunder cracked and boomed, and Fluffy scooted under his bed again.
     "Don't be silly!" said Gladys. "That's just thunder."
     "No it isn't!" said Fluffy. "It's the bogeycayman."
     There was no arguing with Fluffy. He'd been afraid of the bogeycayman all his life.
     Gladys could hear a whimpering and moaning downstairs now, which meant the little ones had all rushed in from the cayman stables and were hiding in the pond in the living room.
     Gladys sighed and went downstairs to comfort them, leaving Fluffy under his bed for the time being.
     Seven pairs of eyes stared at her from the rippling water.
     "Listen to me," she sighed. "Go and get back into your beds and tomorrow night I'll take you to the drive-in. Okay?"
     Well they were all excited about that! It was a real treat, heading out in the big broccoli truck, the one with the special cayman quarters in back.
     There was much joy as they all tried to read the movie guide in the Globular Mail over her shoulder, and exclaimed at the pictures.
     They decided on the new James Bond movie, the one in which the caymans save BOND, JAMES BOND, from a wicked woman who wants to smooch him to death.
     Not that Gladys had anything against smooching! She thought it might be fun, in moderation. Or maybe not exactly in moderation.
     But if you paid any attention to the movies, you'd think people did it all the time.
     Honest to Pete, if people did as much smooching in real life as they do in the movies, there'd be no time for office politics or traffic jams or filling out tax forms. Modern civilization as we know it would collapse.
     Fortunately, real people don't bother with all that smooching. They have headaches and fatigue instead.
     Anyway, the very next night, Gladys took all of the caymans--seven little ones and Fluffy--to the drive-in.
     The little ones were terribly excited, jumping up and down in the back like creatures from the black lagoon.
     Fluffy, of course, was much older, and more dignified, and rode in the front beside the lovely Gladys.
     There was a long line to get into the drive-in that night, because it was warm, and of course the new James Bond was playing, and there were a lot of young unmarrieds who wanted a little quiet time to themselves to do crossword puzzles together and discuss Jean-Paul Sartre and his place in the Gothic pantheon.
     When they finally got in and found a place with speakers that worked, someone in an armored personnel carrier parked right in front of them, blocking their view.
     Gladys asked the driver politely to move, but the woman made a rude gesture and told her to go and knit some socks.
     So Fluffy ate her and the little caymans released the handbrake, and the armored car rolled down the slope and blew up, and that was that.
     Except, when Gladys went to the snack bar to get a barrel of popcorn, she discovered the popcorn machine was broken.
     Now if there's one thing caymans really love it's popcorn. The little ones were heart-broken. Everyone in the drive-in could hear their sobbing.
     It was at this point in time that Fate stepped in.
     Some people might say it was just a coincidence. They don't believe in Fate. They laugh at Fate.
     These are the sort of people who play golf in thunder storms, wearing copper socks and chain mail shirts.
     Anyway, that's enough about Fate.
     It so happened that, while the little ones were howling in despair, Macklin, who hated drive-in movies, was parked in the next spot in his beat up old Packard Trilobite, the one with a built-in model railroad as an optional extra--your choice of Santa Fe or Union Pacific.
     That's not much of a choice in my opinion, I mean--what about the Florida East Coast, or Thomas the Tank Engine?
     Anyway, he heard the caymans through his open window, and he got out and said, "I brought my own popcorn maker. Would you like me to make you some popcorn?"
     Gladys turned bright red. She hadn't talked to many young drakes since the episode of the railway track and the rope, and she was a bit nervous.
     But Macklin was a nice looking chap and there was no sign of any cayman wallets or shoes about him. In fact, his shoes looked as though they'd been made out of potatoes.
     And the little ones were desperate for popcorn. She could feel seven pairs of eyes boring into the back of her neck.
     So she said, "That would be very nice, thank you,"  and smiled.
     Her smile dazzled Macklin. It went straight through his shell of incompetence to the deeper incompetence emanating from his heart.
     Strong feelings exploded inside him.
     Unfortunately, Macklin had little experience with strong feelings, and didn't know what they were.
     You have to take special courses on the meaning and significance of feelings if you want to be able to spot them and recognize them. You have to study hard and write exams.
     Macklin hadn't done any of these things, so he thought he'd caught some dreadful disease and was dying, but he did like Gladys's smile.
     Fluffy, who was suspicious of all drakes since the episode of the railway track and the rope and the cayman wallets grunted his approval.
     The young caymans screamed and cheered, "Hooray for the duck with his own popcorn machine who's going to give us all the popcorn we can eat and maybe some licorice sticks too, and some lime fizzers.
     "Children, PLEASE!" said Gladys, embarrassed.
     Then she smiled at Macklin again. "You know how children are when they get excited," she said.
     Macklin smiled to show he knew. He thought the little ones were a bit strange looking, but all children looked strange to him.
     As for Fluffy, who knew?
     Was he Gladys's significant other?
     And why did he have such a long snooter? Was it some sort of new disease, or a fashion statement?
     Macklin decided he was going to have to spend some time reading about popular culture again, though it just went in one ear and out the other, or in one eye and out the other.
     Anyway, he invited everybody into his Packard Trilobite, which easily accommodated them, along with the big corn popper, a stock of food, a diesel generator, a computer, and some model railroad planning software.
     The little ones took turns popping corn.
     Gladys wasn't quite past her All Drakes Are Beasts Phase, but Macklin looked wimpy and unthreatening, and he had a goofy smile and the caymans liked him.
     After her seventh bag of popcorn, she relaxed a little and explained that Fluffy was her friend, but not in THAT sense, and Fluffy swelled up like a toad and hissed to show he was happy.
     The little ones played with Macklin's model of the Union Pacific in Cheyenne, Wyoming, which he had modified slightly to look like the Canadian Pacific in Toronto.
     Everyone ignored the movie now.
     Afterwards they all sang "How Much is that Doggie in the Window?"
     Macklin even made some teeny tiny caymans for his model railroad out of modeling clay, painted them green, and put them in a passenger car.
     The little plastic passengers who had been in the seats mysteriously popped out onto the roof, but Macklin stuffed them back inside.
     There was a tiny burst of screaming after that, but he thought it must be the little ones giggling with delight.
     Like I said, Macklin wasn't great at interpreting feelings.
     So they all got along famously, everybody was happy, and when it was time to go, the little ones begged Macklin to come to their place and tuck them in.
     Gladys laughed nervously. She'd signed off on drakes, but there was something about Macklin that made her feel happy inside.
     She wasn't used to happiness. She thought it might be something in the popcorn.
     Macklin followed her home, and the fun continued when they all got together in the living room.
     Fluffy chased him around the sofa a few times in fun, but Macklin was a good sport about it, only screaming when the pain became unbearable. He stopped once the bandages were all in place and the ointment started to work.
     He lingered after Fluffy went to bed, and Gladys made him a lime-fizzer-and-chocolate-chip-cookie night cap.
     There was something about Gladys that made Macklin want to sing "How Much is That Doggie in the Window?" again.
     At the door, finally, as dawn broke, he thought he should be gallant, like James Bond, take her in his arms and kiss her.
     But she tripped and fell backwards and Macklin's arms closed tightly about his own body, and he found himself whacked in the beak by a flailing web.
     They both laughed about that, after they straightened out Macklin's beak, then they shook hands, and agreed they must get together again.
     Macklin was so exuberant, he surprised himself by saying, "Would you like to come over and operate my model railroad? The caymans can come too."
     Gladys hesitated a moment, because she was shy and still a little uncertain, then she said, "That would be nice. I'll just bring Fluffy, though. The little ones need their sleep, or they get cranky and eat the furniture."
     Macklin walked all the way home in a light-headed mood, hardly aware of the pavement beneath his feet, wondering if this was maybe…not love exactly, but…what? LIKE! That's what it was! Strong LIKE!"
     Then he realized he'd forgotten his car, and had to go back and get it.
     A gang of thieves had found the car and were trying to steal it, but they stopped when Fluffy ate them.
     Macklin shook hands with Fluffy and drove away.
     He had the feeling something good was going to happen.
     He also had the feeling something bad was going to happen, because he always had that feeling, no matter what the circumstances.
     It was a useful feeling, because it made catastrophe less of a surprise.
     


     CHAPTER 13: MORE SMOOCHING
 
     The next evening, Gladys was taking Fluffy for walkies when she just happened to pass Macklin's condominium building. It was a big, pink building, not far from George's Trains, next to a coal dealership and building supply shoppe.
     There was a cemetery across the street, where ghastly economists reclined in the shade of a cypress tree and chatted about the stock market.
     On a whim, Gladys buzzed Macklin.
     He happened to be in that evening, because he was rarely out in the evenings, not being very successful in the Romantic lead department.
     He was a bit shy when he answered the door and spotted her waiting in the hallway, in her rubber boots and coveralls.
     For a moment Macklin just stood in the doorway, his beak hanging open, but Fluffy saved the day by scooting inside and checking out the fridge.
     "Ummm…." said Macklin. Then he turned bright red and fell silent again.
     Gladys turned bright red too.
     "We were just passing by," she said. "On our way to the umm…convenience store. We wondered if you needed anything…."
     Macklin tried to think about this, but he couldn't get his mind past an image of Fluffy picking up a quart of milk and a dozen eggs at Happy Bob's Convenience Store, down the street.
     "Would you like to come in?" he said. "I was just boiling some haggis."
     "Oh, we don't want to disturb."
     "You wouldn't be…."
     There was a clattering noise in the kitchen. They both rushed inside and discovered Fluffy standing at the kitchen counter, wearing a tall engineer's cap, stirring the haggis and adding a pinch of salt.
     "Fluffy!" squawked Gladys. "Where are your manners? This is not our kitchen!"
     Fluffy grinned horribly, showing a bit of spinach stuck between his teeth.
     Or perhaps it was someone's sleeve.
     "Please forgive him," Gladys said. "He loves cooking! He's read dozens of cookbooks. Our kitchen is full of strange herbs and spices."
     "That's okay," said Macklin, relieved to be talking about something, anything at all.
     There is nothing more terrifying to a shy person than a hole in the conversation, or a sudden, unexpected encounter. The frantic searching for a topic, any topic, has to be seen to be believed.
     Now Macklin could play the host, offering lime fizzers and chocolate chip cookies, showing Gladys his vast library of books about trains, his complete collection of MODEL RAILROADER magazines, and at the very end of the tour, his huge model railroad empire.
     Gladys was awestruck.
     She'd never met anybody as strange as Macklin before.
     And yet, she was drawn to him. She could feel herself falling, falling.
     STOP IT! she warned herself. REMEMBER TONY CAD AND THE RAILWAY TRACKS!
     But now that she had seen the real Macklin, seen him at his most vulnerable, in his Thomas the Tank Engine slippers and his T-shirt with the picture of the Little Engine That Could, it wasn't so easy to break away.
     And his condo was just like home! He never put anything away. Shirts and pants lay where he'd dropped them, weeks ago. Drawers yawned open, cupboards revealed every detail of their inner beings, including Arturo Monteverdi's Canned Highland Haggis, boxes of McBowel's Fireproof Porridge, and tins of Dirty Dan's Olde Fashioned Wilde West Beans.
     It was all so…comfy!
     As for Macklin, his heart ached and throbbed with powerful feelings.
     But alas, Macklin had little experience of powerful feelings. He thought he might be coming down with something unpleasant, and made a mental note to have a cup of licorice tea before going to bed.
     "Would you like to stay for supper?" he said.
     "Oh we couldn't!" said Gladys. "I only wanted to…I mean…we…."
     "There's plenty," said Macklin. "There's always way too much haggis in a Monteverdi's can."
     Gladys looked at Fluffy, and Fluffy looked pointedly at the haggis. He was adding other things now, a bit of horseradish, some oregano, a little ground pepper.
     "It's very kind of you," said Gladys. "I can't stay long…the little ones are alone in the house."
     "Will they be okay?" said Macklin.
     "They'll be fine for now. I left them watching cartoons on TV. The doors are open so they can get some fresh air."
     Macklin looked at her in surprise. "Aren't you worried about break-ins?" he said.
     Macklin worried about break-ins all the time. His collection of locks and alarm systems was almost as extensive as his collection of miniature rolling stock.
     You had to worry when you had a complete set of MODEL RAILRAODERS! The city was full of unscrupulous collectors who'd stop at nothing to get their hands on his precious magazines.
     And if a thief ever once glommed his eyes on Macklin's original, Varney Docksider switch locomotive, purchased at Uncle Don's Hobby Shop in 1957, it would disappear in a flash, to be sold off to some evil collector in Switzerland, or Omaha, Nebraska.
     But Gladys was unconcerned.
     "The little ones enjoy break-ins," she said. "It gives them a change of diet."
     Macklin thought Gladys was the strangest duck he'd ever met, but for some reason, he was drawn to her.
     He liked the way she agreed to a quick session with his model trains while Fluffy set the table.
     Even though Gladys had never operated a switch engine before, she took control of the yard at Vulture's Breakfast and picked up a cut of boxcars in no time at all, clearing the main line in plenty of time for Macklin's flagship passenger express, the Floppy Duck.
     Macklin found himself touching Gladys's shoulder as they went into the dining room, then he nervously snatched his hand away.
     Fluffy had done wonders. The Rio Grande silverware gleamed on the Erie Lackawanna tablecloth. The plastic Thomas the Tank Engine glasses had been cleaned, and Fluffy had set out Macklin's best plates, the ones with an image of the famous Great Northern mountain goat.
     There were bottles of lime fizzer, and there was a platter of beautifully done haggis, with raw steak for appetizers.
     It was magnificent!
     Macklin complimented Fluffy. The big cayman turned bright red with embarrassment and shuffled his feet.
     Then he grinned.
     It was a splendid feast.
     Macklin couldn't remember a time when he'd been so happy. He told outrageous jokes, and Gladys laughed and laughed.
     Fluffy told jokes that were actually funny.
     When it was over, Fluffy retired to the balcony, where he ate a box of cigars and admired the potential snacks walking on the sidewalk below.
     Gladys and Macklin sat in the living room and listened to railroad songs.
     It was a big sofa, but somehow, they found themselves sitting close together in the middle.
     Gladys had a fresh, country-girl smell--a bouquet made up of the scent of cayman stables, of Claudine Basher's Antique Farmme-freshe Beautyye Soappe, and of honesty, truth, integrity and purity.
     Macklin looked wonderingly at her, and she looked wonderingly at him.
     Their beaks touched.
     He put a hand on her shoulder.
     Gladys snuggled closer.
     Macklin closed his eyes. She felt so warm, so clean, so scaly….
     HUH?
     His eyes popped open. There was Fluffy, sitting between them, grinning happily.
     "Oh my goodness, look at the time!" said Gladys. "I'm afraid we have to go; we have to check on the little ones. If I don't show up soon, they'll get nervous and start eating the neighbors."
     Macklin got to his feet.
     "Umm…."
     Fluffy went on ahead and waited by the elevator, in case any interesting snacks got off.
     Gladys lingered in the doorway.
     "I really, really enjoyed tonight," she said.
     Once again, their beaks touched; then, impulsively, she threw her arms around him and kissed him.
     At last she broke away.
     Macklin's heart was beating so fast, he thought the haggis had blocked an artery.
     Gladys waved goodbye and went down the hall to join Fluffy, who was holding the elevator.
     Macklin watched in a daze, waving as she disappeared into the elevator. Strange bagpipe music filled his head, and a ghostly choir chanted something about an enchanted evening and a stranger across a crowded room.
     Gladys was troubled, and uncertain. She wondered if she'd been too forward.
     What will he think of me, she worried. He's probably saying to himself, THAT HUSSY! I'LL NEVER LET HER PLAY WITH MY TRAINS AGAIN!"
     This is not how you refer to a session with a model railroad, by the way.
     Model railroads are not toy trains, and you do NOT play with them. You OPERATE them. You have an OPERATING SESSION.
     But the lovely Gladys didn't mean any harm; no one had taken the trouble to explain this to her.
     It was Macklin's job, really, but he flubbed it, like he flubs everything else in his life.
     Anyway, Gladys was nervous and worried, but she also felt light-headed, happy, and carefree.
     It was very confusing.
     When they got home, and had finished tucking in the little ones, she sat up late with Fluffy, drinking lime fizzers and watching the Discovery Channel.
     "You like him, don't you Fluffy!" she said.
     Fluffy thumped his tail and hissed.
     Don't let anyone tell you caymans aren't smart. They know what they like. And they're psychic too.
     There are dozens of stories about caymans whose owners left home and forgot to bring them along, or caymans transported great distances by accident, who've found their way home with nothing more than a cell phone and a charge card to guide them.
     Anyway, Gladys and Macklin saw each other quite a lot after that.
     Macklin still didn't know what his feelings were, or even that they actually were feelings, but his mood always brightened when he saw Gladys, or when he talked to her on the phone.
     Gladys began to dress up a bit more, and she made sure to clean the cayman poop from her boots before she met Macklin.
     Anyway, things were going along nicely until that fateful moment in the ever moving present, when Gladys heard low voices as she was about to knock on Macklin's door.
     But that's not a pleasant way to end our little chapter about enchanted evenings and strangers across crowded rooms, so we'll save it for the next operating session.
     Anyway, Fluffy had a bad feeling about this.
     He knew something that most people don't. Fluffy knew the tendency of an extreme value of a random quantity whose values cluster around an average to be followed by a value closer to the mean.
     In other words, love fades.
     Unless it is true love, which does not alter when it alteration finds, and is therefore, not very good at statistics.
     


     CHAPTER 14: GLADYS MAKES A FATEFUL DECISION
 
     The blossoming relationship between Gladys and Macklin might have ended at the door of Macklin's apartment in a bit of kitchen sink drama, with the lovely Gladys KindHeart turning away, grief-stricken, from the awful sight of her sweetheart in the slinky Allura's clutches.
     What passion! What melodrama!
     Imagine the gaslights flickering as some poor fool in the cheap seats yells, "Don't give 'im the time o' day, Gladys! He ain't worth it."
     Imagine some other poor fool yelling, "Forget about 'IM, Gladys! Take ME! Take ME!"
     These people always calm down after the caymans in the audience eat them, of course.
     Caymans love a good melodrama--they cry and cry, and sniffle and honk like rutabagas. In fact, clever vendors of trademarked Kleenex tissues have always clustered closely around theatre exits when famous melodramas are playing, ready to ply their wares as weeping, snuffling caymans issue forth.
     Everyone needs a trademarked Kleenex after a good cry.
     But...
     Not this time.
     The lovely Gladys had turned away and was on the very point of stepping out of Macklin's life forever, when he fainted. She heard the characteristic thump of falling Macklins, a graceless sound, like a sack of Kapok dropping.
     Gladys whirled around.
     Allura, she of the famous red dress with the slit up the side, grinned slinkily at her.
     "You win the cookie--this time," said Allura, and she leaped out the window, plunging twenty stories to her impatient, snorting Harley-Davidson.
     Gladys shook her head.
     "There's something odd about that duck," she said to herself.
     Fluffy growled irritably because he'd missed out on a very good snack. Somebody had even gone to the trouble of putting a slit in the covering to vent steam, in case anybody wanted to microwave it.
     Fluffy hardly ever used the microwave. He preferred good old fashioned stoves with organic fire.
     The one time Fluffy had tried to heat up a bowl of McBowel's Fireproof Porridge in the microwave, it had exploded. A piece of solidified porridge had blasted straight up through a 747 that had been passing low overhead, and had knocked out a Sigma Chi satellite being used by the CIA to check out two spies sunbathing and smooching on the roof of a Pizza Hut.
     One chap on the 747 had been traumatized when a clotted lump of charred porridge had shot straight up out of the toilet just as he was about to sit down, but it missed him by an inch and vanished through the roof.
     Fortunately the aircraft was extremely low, as the captain was having trouble navigating because the llamas in the cargo hold had broken out of their cages and were rushing about.
     It was only a matter of minutes before the brave captain was able to land safely on a strip of pampas grass in the gothic forest in the heart of Toronto's financial district.
     Polydoor and Vlod were waiting to welcome the dazed passengers with a spot of blood pudding and comfy places where they could lie down and rest.
     So you have to be careful what you cook in a microwave.
     Anyway, back to the melodrama.
     Fluffy rushed to the window, but Allura was already galloping away on her Harley-Davidson. He could hear her alluring voice as she slinkily yodelled, "How much is that doggie in the window...."
     Gladys turned her attention to the comatose Macklin, holding a vial of smelling salts under his nose. A bitter odor of vinegar-fried broccoli wafted from the little tube, bringing tears to her eyes.
     Macklin's eyelids fluttered.
     "Gladys...." he murmured. "Gladys...I...LIKE you...
     At these words, Gladys's heart melted. This is the drake for me, she thought. There's no one else like Macklin!
     At the same time, a grim determination emerged from her box of cliches and took possession of her soul.
     No one is going to take Macklin away from me, she thought grimly. Not ever! A drake not worth fighting for is a drake to be cherished.
     Go figure!
     There was a snuffling sound from the kitchen. Fluffy turned away from the stove, where he was whipping up a quick pasta, and wept openly. "Oh that's so deeply affecting," he sobbed.
     From somewhere else came another sound, a ghostly wailing of bagpipes, and the faint sound of a Pictish choir--"How much is that doggie in the window...."
     Then a harsh voice seemed to come from everywhere at once.
     "Och! Are ye sure you're no related to Giseppe Macklino?" it said. "I think ye are, lassie. There must have been a mistake in the nursery. Someone mixed up a perfectly good Macklino girl child with a nitwit of a boy child. We have much to talk about lassie!"
     The ghostly voice faded, but not before Gladys caught a glimpse of a shimmering form, a tough old drake in a kilt and a tunic.
     He was gone in an instant, but Gladys had the strangest feeling she'd be seeing him again.
     Macklin stirred. At the same time, there was a knock at the door.
     Gladys answered it, and a large duck in a Toronto Maple Leafs goalie outfit wobbled in on his skates, supporting himself with his stick.
     His face was hidden by a goalie's mask that looked like the caterpillar in ALICE IN WONDERLAND.
     "Excuse me, ma'am," he said. "You wouldn't happen to have any spare hockey pucks would you?"
     "Goodness, I don't think so," said Gladys. "Let me check my purse."
     She took a quick look through her purse while the goalie wobbled further into the room, peering at Macklin.
     Fluffy checked his vinyl briefcase for hockey pucks, but all he found were his laptop computer, six tins of corned beef, a can of sardines, twelve boxes of Licorice Allsorts, a box of Digestive Biscuits, Martha Stewart's latest book, an assortment of romance novels, a book on the great chefs of Tuscany, a wad of Italian lira from his tour of the restaurants of Florence, and six boxes of cigars.
     When Gladys looked up from her purse, she saw that the goalie was kneeling beside Macklin, looking very worried.
     "Is he okay?" he asked anxiously.
     "He'll be fine after he's had a spot of tea."
     "Been working too hard on his model railroad, I guess?"
     "Are you a friend of Macklin's?" said Gladys.
     "No. No, I...I'm just lost all my pucks, that's why I'm here, going door to door…."
     "But you knew about his model railroad."
     "Oh that! Everybody has a model railroad. I mean, like, everybody. They're really good for you. I mean, if he's feeling bad, he should work on a new one. Maybe a model of the CP tracks in Calgary, or something. With the Robin Hood Flower Mill. It would be really, really good for him. Guys who don't work on their model railroads, they die young, know what I mean?"
     "They do?" said Gladys.
     "Sure. Model railroads are kind of like a vaccination--you work on them and it keeps the bad guys away. The ones that like to tear people to pieces and step on the remains and jump up and down."
     Suddenly the goalie became aware of Fluffy's fascinated attention. It was the sort of attention a hungry man pays to an attractive bit of pizza hopping around in the fridge.
     The goalie wobbled back to the door.
     "Gotta go," he said nervously. "Have to find some pucks. It's really hard playing hockey without a puck. You can't score any goals, so you just beat up the other players."
     Then he closed the door.
     "My goodness, what a strange man," said Gladys. "I hope he finds some pucks. He certainly was nervous."
     She stroked Fluffy, who purred loudly and went back to the kitchen to check on his pasta.
     Macklin was fully awake now.
     "Must work on model railroad," he murmured.
     "Not before you have a cup of tea," said Gladys.
     Macklin turned to her, remembering.
     "Gladys..." he croaked.
     "Hush," she said, patting his head. "I've already made up my mind about you. No slinky is going to take you away from me."
     She helped him to the dining room table, which Fluffy had set with the good, Union Pacific crystal, and silver candles, and Great Northern napkins.
     Music issued form the stereo--Yo Yo Ma and Dolly Parton doing "How Much is That Doggie in the Window?"
     They had a wonderful dinner, and afterwards, retired to the study, where Fluffy served cappuccinos, and ate a box of cigars.
     Now at last, Macklin unburdened himself, telling Gladys the whole story, leaving out nothing, except the parts that made him look bad.
     Gladys patted him on the head.
     She felt much better now that she'd made her fateful decision. She was a little worried about how they would handle Vlod Dracula, but she'd figure it out.
     Fluffy never worried about handling villains--he just ate them.
     Macklin was sort of happy, though anxious people are never really happy. Happiness worries them too much.
     He had a feeling something bad was going to happen.
     


     CHAPTER 15: THE DANGERS OF HOCKEY
 
     Demento was in a troubled state when he left Macklin's condo.
     This was nothing new for Demento; he was a very troubled man--he didn't like hockey very much.
     You might be wondering about him; you might be asking yourself who this Demento person really is, how he likes his broccoli cooked, and what's a nice goalie like him doing in a life of crime anyway?
     Demento wasn't always a gangster.
     Before joining the likes of Herman and Loopy, Demento had been a philosophy professor at the University of Odd Things, near the Tar Pits of Rosedale, where all the Jurassic telemarketers died, because of the asteroids and the volcanoes.
     Demento had been an illustrious academic.
     His book, SEE NOTHING, based on a year he'd spent living with the deconstructionists, is still the standard work on the subject.
     The deconstructionists are a tribe of nomads who wander across the deserts of North America, from strip mall to strip mall, pitching their tents wherever they find broccoli.
     Demento also wrote BIOGRAPHY OF A BORE, which recounts the life a man who never did anything at all. The Blackwell's edition runs to 1417 pages.
     Volume II is still at the publisher's.
     After several years of teaching, however, Demento suffered a flame-out, and crashed into a barrel of single-malt Pictish whiskey in the Kilt and Dirk, a Rosedale Speakeasy.
     This particular brand of single malt was known as Dead Bolt.
     You don't want to mess with anything the Picts have made, believe me! Treat their beverages with respect, and you'll recover most of your brain the next morning.
     Guzzle indiscriminately as though you were tossing back vegetable juice, and you'll wake up in the afterlife thinking you're a patch of thistle.
     Some people believe the Picts mysteriously abandoned their homeland in olden times and moved to Ireland, where they became Celtic harpists, but that's disinformation put out by the CIA in an attempt to confuse the communists.
     The communists have always wanted to convert the Picts, but they've never been able to find them, and it's too late now, anyway.
     The Picts are actually Scythians who got lost while looking for ancient Romans to pillage.
     Train schedules weren't very accurate in those days.
     Anyway, Demento was in a clinic, having his identity restored by specialists from the National Gallery, when he met Herman, who was having a brain implant after a fight with an enraged armadillo.
     The two invalids hit it off while sharing a temporary personality in the recovery ward, and it was only a matter of time before Demento joined the gang.
     In changing his venue, he changed his tastes and his vocabulary. He no longer sneered at things he took to be middle class, like the opera, where Angelique Angelica was starring as Dee Dee Scotia in the wonderful HOW MUCH IS THAT DOGGIE IN THE WINDOW?
     Now he went to the opera to admire the way Angelica squeezed so much of herself into such flimsy costumes. Gangsters are allowed to do that.
     Actually, Pictish romantic heroines painted themselves blue, wore kilts, and carried iron spears with tetanus germs mounted on the point.
     But that doesn't look very romantic.
     Anyway, Demento liked his new gangster life. He didn't have to go around showing how macho he was by sneering at everything other people liked.
     Now he could chill with the other gangsters, swoon over the lovely Angelique Angelica--we'll get back to her later--and eat plenty of rice wrapped in lotus leaves at the Grand Imperial Chinese Restaurant.
     The Grand Imperial has a new wall, by the way, after that incident with the alien who opened the wrong door, thereby destroying two galaxies and creating Tockworld.
     The wall covers the door, and the mysterious little stars and planets floating behind it.
     Ludovic, the owner, had the wall built when he realized he couldn't get rid of the stars and planets any other way. He'd tried everything--mothballs, a vacuum cleaner, rat poison, even a flame thrower.
     The flame thrower was a bit extreme; it dislodged a sleeping armadillo, which immediately charged him, bellowing like a marmot.
     It was a very near thing; only the fact that  Ludovic was standing next to a colony of red ants saved him. He managed to make his escape when the armadillo went tearing after the ants, chasing them out of the restaurant.
     Unfortunately, Toronto is now plagued by a savage armadillo, which prowls its streets by nights, scaring the accountants and hockey players.
     Vlod Dracula knows all about it, of course. He's made dozens of calls to City Hall, demanding action. But the mayor won't have anything to do with it; the city is still trying to rebuild after the last Pictish invasion, one thousand years ago.
     So Vlod never goes anywhere without his special armadillo-proof vest, which chafes like the devil whenever he stoops over to pierce someone's jugular.
     Let that be a lesson to you!
     Anyway, that's enough about savage armadillos and irritated vampires for now. We'll get back to them later.
     Demento was now a gangster, cured of his flame-out and academic nausea, and deeply in love with the beautiful Angelique Angelica.
     Meanwhile, Angelique was on stage singing the wonderful "Song of the Demented Frog" from the opera, SOME PRINCES JUST WANT TO BE AMPHIBIANS.
     Those of you who are opera lovers will know this is the moment when the handsome prince turns his back on the lovely Angelique, who has traveled a thousand miles through tourist attractions, customs offices and shopping centers to rescue her beloved from the evil Frogs of Doom.
     But the prince is under their spell now, and rejects the splendid Angelique because he wants to marry Princess Thunder Webs.
     Then, as the last echoes of Angelique's heart-rending plea fade away, the Frogs of Doom begin their triumphant chorus.
     Moments later, Gusto, Lord of the Frogs of Doom utters a cruel laugh from his lily pad throne.
     Hush now, as Angelique weeps in despair. The audience weeps with her, except for the deconstructionists, of course, who have tethered their camels in the snack bar and are sneering at the middle-class idiots who believe that what you see ISN'T what you get.
     Demento isn't weeping, because he isn't there. He has much to do.
     For one thing, just after leaving Macklin's apartment, he had tried to call Vlod to let him know what he'd seen.
     You wouldn't believe how hard it is to fumble a cell phone out of your pocket while you're wearing a goalie's gloves.
     When he finally got the cell phone up to his ear, and managed to get through to Vlod, the evil vampire refused to acknowledge him.
     "Demento, you say?" he growled. "I don't know any Dementos. Are you applying for a position as a blood bank?"
     Suddenly Demento remembered he was supposed to use a code phrase, so Vlod would know he was really Demento, and not somebody who looked exactly like him and was PRETENDING to be him.
     But what was the code phrase?
     "Umm...I want broccoli, pepperoni and anchovies on mine--"
     "WRONG!" snarled Vlod. "I'm getting ready to bite somebody."
     "Umm...oh, I know!" Demento took off one of his gloves and squinted at the note he'd written on the back of his hand.
     "The...Toronto...Maple...Leafs...sure... played...a...great...game...last...night," he read.
     "There's...no...hockey...in...the...summer," Vlod intoned.
     "There ISN'T?" said Demento, forgetting about the code phrase. "How come I have to wear this stupid goalie outfit all the time?"
     There was a weary sigh from Vlod's end of the conversation.
     "Why aren't you keeping an eye on Macklin?" he demanded.
     "There's a female with him, boss. Gladys KindHeart."
     "Go back and kill her."
     "Huh?" Demento nearly dropped the cell phone. "Kill GLADYS? I can't do that, boss. She's a nice person."
     "Nice guys die first."
     This time, Demento did drop the phone. A passing boy scout picked it up for him.
     "Thank you," said Demento.
     "You're welcome sir or madam," said the boy scout. "Can I help you across the street?"
     "I don't want to cross the street."
     "Yes you do," said the boy scout, grabbing his arm.
     "No I don't."
     "Sure you do. It won't hurt a bit. I'll look after you."
     "Let go of my arm."
     "There are two kinds of people in this world, my friend. Those who cross the street, and those who get trampled to death by ten elephants."
     Demento sneered. "Oh yeah! You and whose elephants?"
     There was a trumpeting noise behind him. The ground shook.
     Demento uttered a terrified squawk and wobbled out of the way in the nick of time.
     The boy scout levitated.
     The elephants thundered out into the street where they crashed into a truck loaded with performing mice. The mice were bound for the Festival of the Happy Cats at the Temple of Doom, near the Granite Club in North Toronto.
     The Festival of the Happy Cats, by the way, was organized by the Emperor of all the Cats as a consolation for having to live with dogs.
     They spend two days playing violent video games involving dogs and lions, they listen to cat rappers, they stuff themselves on roast broccoli, and drink lots of catnip juice.
     Then they stagger home and sleep for another year, until the next festival.
     Anyway, Demento wobbled into a nearby cafe and hid behind a tall latte.
     An existentialist waved his baguette at him.
     "Anything out there, man?"
     "Just a squashed truck, a lot of mice chasing the elephants, and a boy scout levitating," said Demento.
     "Hey, I dig it man! The essential absurdity of existence manifesting itself in a form anticipated by Jean-Paul Sartre during his early, pre-Mao phase."
     "Actually, it's more derivative of Ionesco," said Demento, momentarily slipping back into his former identity.
     Fortunately he caught himself in time. He shook his head, snapped his fingers, and closed his eyes.
     "Howl!" he said.
     "I dig it, man. Howl!"
     Just then a woman slinked into the shop. She was wearing black net stockings, a miniskirt, and the existentialist's eyeballs, which had flown across the room to attach themselves to her sweater.
     The existentialist rudely pointed his baguette at her.
     "Hey man!" he said.
     Demento, left to his own devices, fumbled  out his cell phone.
     Even before he finished speed dialling, Vlod yelled across the crackling ether--"Have you killed her yet?"
     "Who?" said Demento.
     "GLADYS, you idiot!"
     Demento hunched down behind his latte. It wasn't fair! He'd just been attacked by a herd of ill-mannered elephants, and now he was supposed to go out and kill someone nice.
     He was a gangster, for Pete's sake, not a young, upwardly mobile career person.
     And there was the cayman to think about, too.
     Caymans are a lot like Tiger Tanks. The best thing to do with a Tiger Tank is leave it alone and hope it's out of gas or something.
     Actually, Tiger Tanks don't use gas, but neither do caymans.
     Demento had a feeling something bad was going to happen....
     


     CHAPTER 16: DEMENTO WAS A TROUBLED DUCK
 
     You might want even more data on Demento now, so we'll interrupt this narrative for a little flashback.
     We writers do that from time to time, especially when we're having trouble with a character who seems unsympathetic.
     I mean, how do you make an evil goalie and gangster likeable? Do you show him petting a tarantula? Being kind to his marmots?
     So I might as well tell you the truth about him. It isn't his fault he's bad. It's the milieu.
     And you can't blame him for not trying out for the Toronto Maple Leafs; his upbringing was against it. 
     Raised by a family of Platonic Geometers in a stained glass rhombus, he was taught from an early age that all we see in this life are shadows of perfect forms. 
     The forms are out there, a bunch of little green aliens shimmering just beyond our broccoli patch, if only we could make ourselves worthy of them.
     There was a shrine in the family's living room, of course, complete with a parallelogram and the traditional Geometer's Booke of Doome, in the original hieroglyphics.
     Geometers believe the world is going to end in a fiery cataclysm when Pi, the god of constants, grows weary of our bickering and corruption and withdraws.
     Once Pi has withdrawn, no pizza will ever be round again.
     Only those who have learned how to make a large circular object rotate around their hips will be saved.
     Platonic Geometerism was invented by Richard Fingers, a Chinese mathematician and dentist who became Pharaoh in 2496 B.C. 
     His reign lasted for one day. 
     No one in ancient Egypt liked math homework.
     Geometry was taken over by the priests and renamed Turkish Delight, because they hadn't heard of Plato yet.
     But they were busy anticipating him. 
     In 2495 B.C., an Egyptian mage wrote that a talkative Greek, possibly related to the caymans, would appear in the North one day, and invent a new kind of practical joke. He would invent a famous lost city, and from that day forth, generations of professional lost-city seekers would devote their lives to finding it.
     All of the other ancient Egyptian mages laughed at this silly idea, but guess who was proved right, hundreds of years after his important bits had been placed in canopic jars, and his body had been swaddled in linen.
     Let that be a lesson to you!
     After Plato, there was some debate about whether Geometers should be called Platonic Geometers, or Atlantean Geometers.
     Cleopatra settled that argument when Octavius asked her what sort of a relationship she'd had with Richard Burton.
     Now, of course, the shrinks have taken over. The current head of the church is the Right Angle Marcus Proclivity, a Scythian analyst and tax accountant.
     Platonic Geometers believe in a hierarchy of forms, the lowest being irregular polygons, the highest being the perfect hoop.
     Demento, however, never accepted any of this.
     Even as a child, he'd been rebellious. Who else would tip the sacred hoop on its side and toss little rubber cat toys through it?
     Anyway, such were the seeds of Demento's future life of  gangsterism, and academic adventurism.
     Demento remained under his protractor's thumb until the age of eighteen.
     The Geometers call their fathers protractors, and their mothers compasses, which explains the origins of the famous psalm, "What goes round comes round".
     Eighteen is a dangerous age for Geometers. They get to wear long pants and conical hats with clever little designs on them--pentangles and Cheshire frogs, and sometimes even quadratic cats.
     Anyway, Demento went off to the University of Peculiar Shapes, an institution run by the Society of Primes, a teaching order. Housed in a fluorescent green cube on Avenue Road, at the edge of the Gothic Forest, the university specializes in training new clergy, though it also offers courses in licorice making and topology.
     Next door to the university, however, is a coffee shop frequented by seedy existentialists and deconstructionists. 
     The Primes, in their wisdom, had declared it off limits, and had drawn a magic Octagon of Limitation around it.
     We all know what happens when you tell a curious young student "Don't go there!" We've seen it a thousand times in horror movies. 
     As a matter of fact, horror movies wouldn't exist if everyone simply did what they were told. We might have lots of movies about slaughters, Inquisitions, holy wars and political corruption, but certainly not horror movies.
     Unless of course, you classify movies about dictators, corrupt politicians, and violent extremists as horror movies. 
     Personally, I think of them as documentaries.
     Anyway, ten minutes after registering at the university and finding out none of the prescribed books were in stock or even loaded into ftp sites, Demento was at the door of the forbidden coffee shop.
     It didn't look like much from outside, just a whitewashed block with a bit of brick paving, a couple of live oak trees, and some posters for the bull fights at Toronto's civic center. 
     There was a table outside, and an old man with a beard sat at the table drinking Ratchet, a kind of wine with a miniature plastic bullfighter at the bottom of the bottle.
     He was writing furiously in a notebook. Occasionally he would look up and mutter "Nada," or "Rien," and sometimes he would seem to look right at Demento, but there was no sign of recognition, only the fifty-yard stare of someone who has looked life in the face and has discovered that it HAS no face.
     Demento was fascinated. He, too, wanted to sit outside a coffee shop while Spanish waiters brought him glass after glass of Ratchet. He, too, wanted to write one true sentence after another.
     So he went inside to look for a pencil and paper.
     Geometer students were not allowed pencil and paper; they didn't attend university to learn how to scribble. They were supposed to empty their minds of trivia until the inner ME caught a glimpse of an eternal form.
     You can buy special Inner Me outfits in the university shoppe. Get the kind with the silk lining and the regulation trapezoid logo; it's more expensive than the plain old sweat suit, but it makes you stand out in the crowd while you're busy looking for eternal forms.
     It's important to shop for the right outfit when you're planning on a bit of self-improvement.
     When Geometers were touched by an eternal form, they became prime numbers, divisible only by themselves and someone especially chosen by the order.
     Or they could sing in choirs, if they liked.
     Anyway, the coffee shop was everything Demento had ever hoped for.
     A man in a leather hat at the bar was cracking cockroaches with a whip while he examined a recently unearthed artifact, translating its runic devices from memory as he lovingly caressed it with his free hand.
     A nazi in full dress uniform tried to steal it, but the man in the leather hat severed his head with a single crack of his whip.
     Let that be a lesson to you; don't even think about joining the nazis.
     Nazis, as everybody knows, are a collection of wimps who spend all their time strutting around in uniforms and speaking English in a Teutonic accent.
     They have some pretty good tanks, but they don't know how to point the cannons properly, so they usually miss whatever they're shooting at. 
     The minute anyone in a leather hat cracks a whip or throws a punch, nazis fall down like bowling pins, screaming curses. That's why Allied soldiers had it so easy, and World War II ended so quickly, with almost no loss of life. 
     You can buy good leather hats and whips almost anywhere, by the way, but I recommend Dirty Pete's. No animals are killed in the construction of Dirty Pete's hats and whips. He uses recycled novelists.
     The moment Demento saw the man in the leather hat, he wanted to be just like him. He wanted to caress an artifact, and crack cockroaches with a whip, and make nazis fall down like bowling pins.
     Then he saw the deconstructionists sitting with their camels at a big table in the middle of the room.
     The effect was shattering.
     Some people think deconstructionists are just a shabby tribe of nomads wandering from strip mall to strip mall across the country.
     They couldn't be more wrong.
     Young students are fatally attracted to deconstructionists, who have perfected the art of the sneer. Deconstructionists spend years of their lives practicing this sneer.
     The shrinks controlling this religion, by the way, are known as Sneerks.
     The characteristic sneer and the famous deconstructionist psalm, "Meta, Meta, Meta-Museli!" can be very seductive when all you know is peace and inner harmony.
     Deconstructionists don't have sacred images or holy beer, or anything like that. They have the Universal Solvent.
     Some people think the Universal Solvent is water.
     Water is a pretty good guess, but it's SLOW. It can take years to rust away a piece of railway track, for instance.
     One drop of Deconstructionist Universal Solvent, however, will instantly turn a shakesbeardian tragedy into elevator music. It eats right through sonnets, quadratic equations, gothic cathedrals and romance novels, leaving a kind of symphony of grasshoppers.
     Deconstructionists meditate in used car lots and donut shops, where they depersonalize themselves. After each session, they have readings from Inspector Bucket's case book.
     Sometimes they put on the famous play, "Waiting", which involves an ant and a sand dune.
     Novices wait for hours for something to happen.
     The secret, of course, is that the ant is dead, but you don't learn this until your mind has turned itself inside out from boredom.
     Deconstructionists enjoy telemarketers, mimes, and amateur folk singers.
     Anything boring and tedious suits them.
     So Demento turned his back on his mom and dad, traded his parallelogram for an HB pencil and a Hilroy notepad, and joined the deconstructionists.
     Then he made the long trek out to the crater in Mississauga, where novice deconstructionists are trained in nothing at all.
     But that, of course, is not the end of the story.
     Something turned Demento from his new path, something provoked him to forsake the camels and tents of the deconstructionists and try a life of academics.
     Or was it a SOMEONE.
     A girl in a scarlet dress, for instance, tempting him with a life of committee meetings, learned conferences, and graduate seminars.
     Did some amoral floozy with a Ph.D. lead him astray?
     Perhaps....
     Her name is Sally Popoff, by the way, an action painter.
     She drops things off a cliff, photographs the mess, and displays her photographs at The Gallery of Now, in Yorkville, near the entrance to the Underworld.
     Anyway, Sally was married to a cold, evil piccolo player when she met Demento.
     It happened this way. Demento was pitching his tent on the grounds of the Rosedale Steel and Wire Plant, in Rosedale, when a large quantity of rutabagas fell on him.
     He wiped away the mess and looked up, wondering if the world had deconstructed while he was trying to figure out how to tie a bowline.
     Then he saw Sally's attractive red and green hair, and the pet iguana, hissing and spitting from its perch on her shoulder.
     It was love at first sight.
     He had a bad feeling about this….
     


     CHAPTER 17: HERMAN STARTS A GANG
 
     Meanwhile, Herman, who had been the boss of Demento's gang before Vlod's hostile takeover, and was now merely the vice-president, operations, was in trouble. 
     While pretending to be an existentialist in the Happy Fun Time Being and Nothingness Coffee Shop, he got his baguette stuck in a vending machine. 
     It was the kind of vending machine that dispenses trading cards. Herman had already blown five lunatics on a pack that included two Wittgensteins, a Sartre, a Don Rickles, and an Oscar the Grouch. 
     Lunatics, by the way, are Canadian coins worth one dollar. They got the name Lunatics because they feature pictures of famous finance ministers on one side. 
     Oscar the Grouch is famous among existentialists for his courage in questioning the reality of Mister Clean. 
     Anyway, Herman, having lucked out on the first pack of trading cards, decided to go for a second pack. 
     Greed is quite often the trigger that releases the Hammer of Fate. 
     The second pack got stuck in the chute. 
     Herman went crazy. He shook the machine, he kicked it, he called it a bourgeois umpire. 
     Then he poked his baguette into the chute, trying to dislodge the packet of trading cards. Who knew what valuable cards might be hidden away in the silver foil? John Locke? Eeyore? 
     That was when the baguette got stuck. 
     Herman was desperate now. What is an existentialist without his baguette? 
     Sweat poured down his fevered brow as he tugged at the stubborn thing. A moan escaped his lips. 
     A passing boy scout saw his plight and asked him if he needed any help crossing the street. 
     "WHAT street?" he snarled. 
     "The one outside the shop, sir." 
     "That's not a street; that's a RUE." 
     The boy scout was puzzled for a moment, but boy scouts are nothing if not tenacious in their desire to do good. 
     "Would you like help crossing the Rue, sir, whatever it is?" 
     "It's short for kangaroo," snapped Herman. "Especially young kangaroos who eat lots of strengthening medicine." 
     Kangaroos, as you know, get priority service from boy scouts and government clerks.
     The boy scout rushed out to help the kangaroos, leaving Herman alone to struggle with his baguette. 
     Someone behind him said, "Nada," in a bored voice. Someone else said, "Dear me, I thought this was a laundromat!" 
     Then a woman got up on a chair and read her poem. 
     "This is a poem about death," she said. 
     "DEATH 
     IS 
     NOT 
     LIFE." 
     There was an existential silence. 
     Then someone said, "Very good. I particularly enjoyed the allusion to T.S. Eliot's THE WASTELAND. I presume you were thinking of John Donne's ironic use of 'is' in his 'To Do' list when you wrote the middle part...." 
     "Nnnggghhh!" said Demento. He braced himself, gathering all of the strength in his evil villain's body, gave a last mighty yank, and the baguette popped free. 
     Herman flew backwards, holding the baguette in both hands like a fire hose. 
     At that moment, Demento wobbled into the shop and bellowed, "Anyone seen any stray hockey pucks in here?" 
     And Loopy, the third member of the gang, who had painted his face green to look like an alien, came down the chimney in a Santa Clause suit, with a bag of rutabagas to hand out to the patrons. 
     "Anyone seen any flying saucers around here?" he asked. 
     Herman, who was shooting backwards at terrific speed, struck Demento with the force of a Packard Trilobite at full throttle, and the two of them cannoned into Loopy, knocking him straight into a lady wrestler who was flexing her biceps in an existentialist sort of way. 
     This isn't as strange as it sounds, by the way. Ordinary biceps flexers gaze fondly at their biceps while flexing them, thus revealing their fundamentally bourgeois nature. 
     If you have a bourgeois nature, you can be a water buffalo driver or a financial analyst hooting in the treetops in the gothic forest in downtown Toronto, but you cannot be an existentialist. 
     Existentialist biceps flexers ignore their biceps while flexing them and gaze into nothingness, like Conan facing emptiness after hacking off Thulsa Doom's head with a steel sword. 
     Conan had been taught that you can't trust orators, but you can trust steel. 
     We have a zero-violence policy in this story, by the way, but it's okay to allude to nasty behavior in other people's stories, as long as it promotes a moral. 
     You can usually find a moral if you squinch up your eyes and look sideways at a story. 
     Anyway, the lady wrestler's very tall, extra-wide latte with extra growth hormones was knocked from its perch on top of her head, where she'd been storing it, and went flying out the window into the street, where it scorched a flock of elephants who'd been window shopping outside George's Trains, the world-famous hobby shop. 
     The enraged elephants charged the coffee shop, quacking like telemarketers. 
     Herman had the feeling something very bad was about to happen.... 
     Before we get to the bad part, you might want to know a little more about Herman, who wasn't really BORN a villain; he chose to BECOME a villain after he checked out the alternatives. 
     Actually, his early years were pretty boring. He did what all kids do; he went to school, he set out trap lines in the gothic forest in the heart of Toronto's financial district, he delivered haggis, he watched educational programs on television. 
     Then, in his thirties, he started a gang. 
     There were six members when he first thought of the idea, but three of them were eaten by caymans, and one fell into the big particle accelerator in Omaha, Nebraska, and mutated into a Precambrian life form. 
     Anyway, they all met during breathing practice for pregnant women and their husbands at a clinic in the Hospital for Sick People, on the edge of the gothic forest. 
     By a strange coincidence, all of the men were working as romance novelists at the time. 
     Herman, however, was frustrated, because he had writer's block. 
     "I'm sick of this kind of work," he told the other guys. "I'd rather be a mastodon rancher." 
     Loopy, who was one of the guys at the clinic, said, "I thought mastadons were extinct." 
     "They found one the other day in the pool at a Howard Johnson's," said Herman. "Is anybody else here sick of writing?" 
     "I could use a break," said Loopy. "I'm getting tired of making things up. What have you got in mind?' 
     "I was thinking of taking over the world," said Herman. 
     "Naah! It's been done already." 
     "No it hasn't." 
     "Has too!" said Loopy. "Look at Thomas Crapper. His stuff is EVERYWHERE! No way you can escape one of his applications, unless you do it in the woods." 
     "That's not taking over the world!" said Herman. "That's creating new paradigms." 
     "Well, look at the Men's Hair Club!" said Loopy. "That's not a paradigm! Holy cow; you can't get away from the Men's Hair Club! I mean, everybody needs it...." 
     Loopy broke off, flushing with embarrassment. 
     "Some of us don't like annoying bald spots," he mumbled. "Anyway, taking over the world is too much trouble." 
     "What are you talking about?" growled Herman. "There's nothing to it! First you get an evil villain--" 
     "Where you gonna get one of those?" Loopy demanded. 
     "Any volunteers?" asked Herman,  looking at each of the other men in turn. 
     "Um...I'm busy Tuesdays and Thursdays," said a guy in a yellow sweater with a picture of a marmot on the front. "I have zither practice and ballroom line dancing." 
     "I'm busy Wednesdays," said a man in a purple sweater with a picture of a vole on the front. "I have remedial self-esteem classes." 
     "Guess that puts a crimp in it," said Loopy. 
     "Yeah, can't take over the world if you don't have an evil villain," said marmot man. 
     "Hard to find evil villains these days," said vole man. "Everybody's too busy." 
     "I'll do it," said Herman. 
     "It was a nice idea, though," said vole man. 
     "I'm not so sure," said marmot man. "Taking over the world's not all it's cracked up to be. "The paperwork is a killer. I mean, just to apply for an evil villain license, you have to fill out tons of forms in triplicate! Then you have to stand in line at some government office and go through the whole application with a clerk." 
     "I SAID I'd do it!" Herman growled. 
     "And the clerk always sends you away because you're missing a form," said vole man. 
     "Oh man, doesn't that tick you off!" said Loopy. "I mean, the other day I was planning on a little renovation project, I wanted to turn my garage into a nuclear decontamination facility so I could make a little extra cash on the side. You should see the paperwork! You'd think I was planning a new bedroom or something." 
     "I SAID I'D DO IT!" roared Herman. "I'LL BE THE EVIL VILLAIN. YOU WON'T HAVE TO LIFT A FINGER!" 
     The other guys in the breathing class all looked at him. 
     There was a light shining in his eyes. 
     People who have lights shining in their eyes are dangerous. It usually means they think like Mack Trucks. This is the road, that's where am I'm going, those little lumps are things that got in my way. 
     The reason Herman had lights shining in his eyes was this: he was really, really blocked as a romance writer. 
     But we'll get to that in a minute. 
     The other guys began to listen as he set forth his plans. 
     Loopy had a bad feeling about this.... 
     
     


     CHAPTER 18: THE GANG'S SEEDY BEGINNINGS
 
     Some evil gangs take their origins in suitably noir settings, like smoky candy stores or seedy daycare centers in the backs of pool halls and model railroad clubs.
     Few could top Herman's gang, born at a breathing class for expectant mothers and their husbands and friends.
     It's important to learn how to breathe properly when you're about to experience the agonizing pain of childbirth.
     I myself have no idea how anybody endures such agony, and would much prefer to….
     Anyway, the gang listened while Herman spun out his ideas on what sort of a mission statement they should adopt, and whether they should use clean, white business cards with a black skull and crossbones, or trendy, off-white business cards with a mauve skull and crossbones.
     Image is everything these days.
     Then he got to the nitty gritty.
     "Relax!" he said. "We hire an accountant to do the paperwork. We don't have to think about it. We just think about the neat stuff, like building long ships and staffing them with blood-thirsty ducks, and getting a supply of those really great helmets with horns sticking out of the sides.
     There was a silence while the other members of the gang contemplated this. Try as they might, they couldn't see a downside. It was all looting and sacking, and no boring jail time in between.
     It looked good.
     "I think I can manage Fridays," said the gang member with a picture of a vole on his sweatshirt. "I'm supposed to go to mandolin practice, but I think I can reschedule."
     "Fridays are good for me," said the man with a picture of a marmot on his sweatshirt.  We have to finish taking over the world by 11:30, though. Lu-Anne likes me to give her a back rub before she goes to sleep."
     In case some of you are wondering, these men have names, but I'm not going to mention them here. You don't want to get emotionally attached to men who are about to be eaten by caymans.
     Not Gladys KindHeart's show caymans, by the way. These are caymans from the wrong side of the tracks, who've never had proper counseling and don't know how to deal with their anger.
     Neither do I, for that matter, but I'm the narrator and I can just delete people, so it doesn't matter.
     Anyway, in case you're starting to feel sorry for the expectant mothers married to these men, don't worry. The insurance settlement from the Happy Fun Time Theme Park, where their temporary attachments will be eaten, will make them comfy for the rest of their lives.
     And they didn't like their husbands anyway. They were forced into arranged marriages by their fathers, who were practicing to be medievalists at the University of Strange Thoughts, on the edge of the gothic forest in the heart of Toronto's financial district.
     And the women weren't actually expecting babies; they were just THINKING about expecting babies, so don't start feeling sorry for the potential babies.
     And Herman, by the way, wasn't even married to the woman who had invited him. Her husband, who will later be eaten by eagles, was away on a business trip to Tewksbury, and had asked Herman to stand in for him.
     Herman went along with the idea because he was blocked in his writing, as you know, and would do absolutely anything to get away from the blank screen on his computer. Even the Blue Screen of Death was an improvement over the Blank Screen of Emptiness.
     So that explains everything.
     Anyway, the other guys were getting interested in taking over the world, and wanted more details.
     "So how does it work?" said Loopy, who was a little more on the ball than the two who would soon be eaten by caymans.
     The third man, who would be eaten by Orson Welles, never talked very much. He had a fossil trilobite stuck in his throat.
     You should always be careful when you buy day-old bakery products from a bulk discounter.
     "Okay, here's how it works," said Herman. "First we buy special outfits. You can't take over the world in old sweat shirts and jeans; you have to have spandex."
     The other guys looked down at their unsuspecting torsos. This didn't make them think about super villains in spandex, however; it made them think about pears and penguins.
     "Ummm...." said Vole man.
     "Yeah, I know," sighed Herman. "Bad idea! We need something more voluminous."
     Herman had maintained his boyish figure by starving for awhile, until he managed to sell his first romance novel to an unsuspecting publisher.
     Legitimate romance writers, by the way, look askance at amateurs without any knowledge of or respect for the genre invading their turf.
     And rightly so. 
     I mean, if some amateur tried to invade MY genre without even bothering to learn the basic techniques, I'd....
     But what exactly IS my genre?
     Goodness, look at the time! Where were we? Ah yes, Herman led his gang to Big Aesop's Villainy Shop And Take-out Haggis Joint, in one of the ruined bank towers at the edge of the gothic forest in the heart of Toronto's financial district.
     Those of you who've never darkened the door of Big Aesop's  before are in for a treat. 
     It's quite a large shop, taking up the length of the building on one side. 
     The bankers sharpening their beaks on ledges high up near the lobby ceiling add a certain character, like props in a nineteenth-century horror novel.
     The shop itself is a marvelous clutter of ingenious devices.
     The gang members exclaimed delightedly over the exploding licorice sticks, the trick bran flakes, the 47 different kinds of haggis, the large boxes of McBowel's Fireproof Porridge.
     Then a wolf howled from somewhere within.
     The gang member with the picture of a vole on his pigeon chest screamed and backed towards the door.
     "Down Cecil!" shouted a voice. "Down, I say! Here, bite this sheet metal; it'll keep you going until snackies."
     Then a shadowy figure walked out to greet them.
     He was wearing a villainy brown smock, which made him look like a walrus in a bag. He had mad, staring eyes, a flowing moustache, and a nose that could trumpet the apocalypse.
     Not all religions on Tockworld accept the idea of an apocalypse, by the way. Some people believe the universe will simply deflate, like a leaky bladder.
     Behind walrus man, chewing on the fender of a Packard Trilobite, was a wolf the size of a pickup truck.
     Herman joined his gang in a subtle back-step to the door.
     " I think we opened the wrong door," he said. "Sorry to bother you. We were looking for …um…stethoscopes…in case we wanted to study medicine."
     "Is that a werewolf?" said the man with the picture of a vole.
     "Yes, but he's only a little one," said walrus man. "Don't be afraid of Cecil. He's a SHOW werewolf. I raise them in back. They always do well at the annual Werewolf and Spring Gardening Show at Exhibition Place."
     Exhibition Place is a large collection of buildings and a stadium on sacred ground near Lake Ontario. Early Torontonians used to sacrifice budget committees on a plinth at one end of the stadium, but things have changed now. They sacrifice budget committees on a plinth at the OTHER end of the stadium.
     "The name is Aesop, by the way," said walrus man. "I used to be a psychotic killer, but I took an early retirement package, and now I'm much nicer. What sort of stethoscope were you looking for?"
     "Umm...we changed our minds," said Loopy in a very small voice.
     "WHY, for goodness sakes? You aren't afraid of Cecil, are you? He only gashes and rends people during full moons, and that's two days away. Besides, I'm the one who picks out his victims for him, so you'd better stay on my good side."
     "Yes, of course," said Herman, reaching for the doorknob.
     "Ha ha ha ha ha ha!" said Aesop. "Aren't I funny! It's a joke, of course. I wouldn't dream of sending Cecil out to rend a loyal customer. I reserve him for people who look but don't buy. Now what can I do for you?"
     "Ummm...."
     "Speak loudly and carry a limp stick. That's my advice. People are so busy laughing at the stick, they don't see the exploding rutabaga tucked into your belt. You should read Clausweitz on shopping, I mean WAR. The element of surprise is very important."
     Herman was beginning to like this odd looking shopkeeper. But could he trust him?
     Oh well, what the heck!
     "Umm, what we're really interested are costumes for taking over the world," he said. "Good ones. Not fakes."
     "Goodness gracious me! Why didn't you say so! Did you hear that, Cecil? These ducks want to take over the world!"
     Cecil gulped down a piece of metal and grinned at the nervous gang members, dribbling rusty steel from his amazing jaws.
     Packard Trilobites are excellent cars, by the way. They don't rust unless they're well and truly dead and have been sold by a used car dealer to someone with no money and no chance of ever hiring a lawyer or making an unnecessary fuss about lemons.
     After all, it's a What You See is What You Get World, even if what you see is often open to debate.
     Anyway, Aesop began to show them his special stock.
     "Goodness gracious me!" he muttered to himself. "Silly ducks; should have told me right away, shouldn't they Cecil! Take over the world? Golly! Haven't seen anyone trying that in ages."
     "Really?" said Herman, pleased. He hated being just a number in a crowded field.
     "Last week it was, I think," said Aesop. "There was a telemarketer asking about costumes for that very thing. Oh we didn't like that one, did we Cecil! Very rude, he was. Told us we'd better hop to it and find him something or he'd register our telephone number and e-mail address with 5432 different telemarketers."
     "That's horrible," said Herman, horrified.
     "Something happened to him," Aesop said vaguely. "A rare blood condition. He didn't have any."
     "Um, did he have some when he came into the shop?"
     "Don't know, old fellow. I suppose so. Blood is so hard to hold onto these days, what with insurance and property taxes. Here we go."
     Aesop held up a leather coat.
     "Genuine," he said. "Black leather from the...um....don't pay any attention to these labels. It says made in the New China Chemistry Shop from genuine petroleum products, but that's a trick. I sew these labels in because...." he drew Herman closer and whispered, "I don't want the customs people to know I'm importing coats for people who want to take over the world. They might get suspicious, you know."
     "Of course," said Herman, liking Ergo even more.
     "The thing is, I bought them in the souk in Istanbul, I think they belonged to Attila the Hun's personal guard. You can see the secret rips."
     "Really?"
     "Quite so. Everyone who joined Attila's personal guard had to put rips and stains in their leather coats in a very special way. It was a kind of signature. It let the other guards know they were genuine, and not assassins hired by the...um...Secret Order of the Haggis."
     Herman nodded, though he'd never heard of the Secret Order of Haggis before. There was obviously a lot to learn in this Taking Over The World business. 
     But getting the right uniform was important.
     He picked up the coat.
     "What do you think guys?" he said.
     "Do they always smell like burning rubber?" asked Loopy.
     Cecil growled.
     "Umm…I mean, so they always smell like success in the business of Taking Over The World?"
     Cecil purred and ripped another piece of metal away from the mother lode.
     "We'll take them," said Herman.
     "Good, good, good!" said Aesop, rubbing his hands and gloating. "I can see you'll go far in this business. Oh yes indeed, you ducks have what it takes! Now, let me show you something else….."
     Herman watched as Aesop opened a special display case, the one with the itching powder and the tips on how to hypnotize women and make them overlook your various defects, even a hunchback and cowl.
     Herman was beginning to have a bad feeling about this….
     


     CHAPTER 19: A DUCK AND HIS CAMEL
 
     You might be wondering about Demento and his new girlfriend, and what he did with his camel, Spot, when he abandoned his life of wandering from shopping mall to shopping mall with the deconstructionist nomads and took up a new, seedy life as an academic, seduced by Sally Popoff, the action artist.
     Wheew! That was quite a long sentence, wasn't it!
     It's called recapitulating. We writers are supposed to do it sneakily, so you won't notice.
     I'm going to have to stop revealing all of the tricks of the trade to you, or you might decide to write your own story. It might even have ducks in it. Or fierce armadillos.
     Anyway, the moment Demento saw Sally Popoff tossing rutabagas off a cliff, he knew it was love at first sight.
     And when Sally Popoff saw that she had hit Demento with a basket-load of rutabagas, she knew it was love at first sight too.
     Isn't that romantic!
     Of course, Demento was still in his pre-academic phase, and couldn't actually admit to loving someone, or his brain would melt.
     Action artists who dropped rutabagas off cliffs couldn't admit to love either, or the galleries would toss out of all their photographs of droppings and the critics would laugh at them.
     "This isn't love," Sally told Demento, as she introduced herself and smooched a bit.
     "I know," said Demento, smooching back.
     "It's just a chemical reaction," explained Sally. "The chemicals are restless."
     "Happens all the time," said Demento. "The meta narrative did it."
     "Your place or mine?" said Sally.
     That last question shows you how dangerous the seductive Sally Popoff was. You can never trust an action artist, especially when they double as seedy academics during their off hours.
     What Sally wanted, Sally got. And she wanted Demento in a corner office without any corners or doors.
     Demento never had a chance.
     Not long after that first bout of smooching, while they were still getting acquainted, Sally made her play.
     "Care for the life of a seedy academic?" she asked in a throaty voice. 
     I know, I know. You're asking yourself, What exactly IS a throaty voice anyway? What is THROATY?
     It's an adjective.
     When you buy the Special Secret Writer's Kit from Happy Bob's Fun Time Writing Shop, you get twenty free adjectives, a dozen freshly caught ideas, and six Prussic acid pills.
     Anyway, Sally was very fetching that day in her crinolines and bonnet, with a basket of fresh rutabagas in her arms. She looked like the Sun-Maid Raisins girl.
     "It's a good life," she said, parting her alluring lips to show a bit of spinach stuck between her teeth. "You'll like it: the wind in your sails, the ocean billowing, the victims screaming for mercy."
     Demento was caught off guard. 
     ME, a seedy academic? he thought. ME, attending learning conferences, fighting duels with my colleagues, dipping my sword in the blood of a journal editor?
     Suddenly he was interested. He'd always wanted a life of action. Now was his chance!
     But what of his friends and companions? What of those wonderful nights around the campfire in Holt Renfrew, roasting marshmallows and singing, 'How Much is That Doggie in the Window?'
     "I'd love to become a seedy academic, but I can't abandon my tribe," he said. 
     "You don't have to," Sally said in a much throatier voice than the first time.
     Demento looked at her with sudden hope. "I don't? You mean a person can be an academic and a deconstructionist nomad at the same time?"
     "Of course you can, sweetie," said Sally, touching his lips with a rutabaga.
     "I don't see how," said Demento. "Deconstructionists don't teach anything; they take things apart."
     Sally laughed. "What do you think academics do all day long? Build trademarked Lego sets?
     Demento thought about this. He still had high moral standards, downloaded into him by his parental units, but he felt a strange compulsion to become a seedy academic.
     "What about my camel?" he asked. "I could never abandon Spot! Are academics allowed to ride camels?"
     "Of course they are, silly! They do it all the time! It's called applying for a grant."
     "Where do I put him while I'm being seedy?"
     "No problemo, hot lips. You ask the Supervisor of Perks to reserve a carrel in the library for Spot. He can be bribed with body parts stolen from graves."
     This was a load off Demento's mind. He'd grown very attached to his camel.
     Spot was really quite a good camel, with a backup hump in case one fell off, and a spring-loaded stoop'n'scoop bag.
     Normally Spot used a litter box where he could have a little privacy and read the latest Captain Zap comic, but shopping malls didn't often have one available, so there were sometimes messes in fish and chips shops or computer stores.
     Spot, as you know, was one of the famous camels of the Negev, 
     The camels of the Negev have their own religion headed by a special shrink with a portable analysis altar.
     The camels of the Negev worship facts, which they keep in their humps.
     Never get into a Trivial Pursuit game with a camel of the Negev; it's a humiliating experience.
     Humpy, their revered shrink, likes to quote from their sacred book, The Sacred Cheat Sheet, Chapter nine, Section six, verse eight: 'knowledge is the best defence.'
     The sacred book doesn't say what knowledge is a defense AGAINST, but that's what shrink priests are for--to interpret.
     It is also written in the sacred book that 'Knowledge makes us smart.'
     The camels revere Carson City, the god of Game Shows. 
     By the way, some of you might remember that Fluffy is a member of the camels of the Negev; he's the only cayman in the tribe.
     Normally caymans aren't very good at riding camels.
     Many invaders have tried to take the Negev away from the camels, but none have succeeded.
     Few can stand against a withering volley of small facts fire. 
     Imagine charging across a fiery, sun-blasted desert, blinded by dust and grit, stumbling over scorpions, tarantulas, and enraged armadillos, arriving half crazed with thirst, only to find a disciplined army of camels, each with TWO humps, not just one, lined up against you!
     It's a pitiful thing to see hordes of invaders shrieking in agony, their bones picked clean by enraged armadillos even before their souls pass on to the Underworld, below Yorkville 
     Yorkville is in Toronto, by the way. You can find most things in Toronto, including the entrance to the Underworld, the gothic forest where Vlod Dracula lives, and carnivorous bankers sharpening their beaks on ledges in the ruins of the financial district.
     Anyway, such are the camels of the Negev, pure in heart, noble in deed, strong in their belief in Carson City, and generally well stocked with amazing facts.
     So you can see why Demento didn't want to part with Spot.
     Spot, by the way, was special even among the camels of the Negev. At a very early age, he decided he wanted to see the world.
     This in itself is not so unusual. The camels of the Negev have a deal with the deconstructionists.
     For some reason, most people don't appreciate knowledgeable types who pack around great stores of data. They call them nasty names, like 'smarty pants', or 'nerd', or 'a pain in the part that sticks out on the opposite side of the body from the nose.'
     Deconstructionists, however, admire the camels of the Negev. They enjoy combating great stores of knowledge, because it gives them practice in attributing everything everyone has ever said or done to their jealous god, Meta, the god of nothing.
     These exchanges are always polite, and enjoyed by both sides.
     A typical argument might go like this:
     "The all-knowing god, Carson City, says in the Sacred Cheat Sheet that spiders partially dissolve their prey in acid before munging them."
     "Carson City didn't write that," the deconstructionists will argue. "The god Meta wrote it, using the milieu." 
     "Nevertheless, the god Carson City has revealed to us the manner in which spiders partake of a repast," the camels will say.
     "The concept 'spider' is a fiction invented by the gold Meta, because mortals cannot deal with undifferentiated reality, which looks like marmalade, and has no categories at all," the camels will say. "None whatsoever."
     The scholars among you will remember the famous line in Sartre, when Roquentin, nauseated by existence, says, "I detest that infamous marmalade."
     It sounds better in the original Linear B, of course, but EVERYTHING sounds better in Linear B.
     Anyway, the deconstructionists and the camels of the Negev enjoy this sort of repartee, which is why they get along so well.
     When young camels reach a certain age and wish to go a tour of the world, which is their rite of passage, they join the deconstructionists in their eternal wandering from shopping center to shopping center across the dreary wastelands of North America.
     Spot, however, was no ordinary camel of the Negev.
     Spot was avid for new facts to add to the bundle already stashed in his humps. He knew how to solve quantum equations. He knew the entire cast list of "The Attack of the Fifty Foot Woman". He knew what that little thing hanging down in the back of your throat is.
     No deconstructionist could handle Spot; he was far too dangerous.
     When Nullity, the import-export chap who had organized his trip to the wastelands of North America, realized what sort of a camel Spot was, he grew wrathful indeed.
     "I'm wrathful indeed," he bellowed to his wife, Negative Number. 
     So when Demento joined the deconstructionists as a novice, Nullity chortled merrily and said to Negative Number, "Aha! The god Meta has thrust a waterless fish on me! Behold how I will cheat him."
     "Don't you mean a fish out of water, Nullity?"
     "I meant NOTHING! The meta narrative said it. I am a mere mouth piece for the universe."
     Just then, Demento poked his head into their tent.
     "Have you see any camels?" he said.
     "Have I got a deal for you!" said Nullity. 
     He needn't have bothered.
     Demento immediately spotted Spot, who was sitting in a comfy chair by the fire, reading the stock market reports.
     Demento looked at Spot.
     Spot looked at Demento.
     It was love at first sight.
     Spot leaped out of his chair and embraced Demento.
     Demento embraced Spot.
     "Will you be my friend?" said Demento.
     "Of course," said Spot.
     Nullity was so surprised, he forgot to charge double. He even threw in a special saddle with a quotation from the god Meta: "That which IS is not necessarily that which is NOT not."
     Thus is was that Demento and Spot rode off into the sunset, trailing a caravan of deconstructionists on its way to the fabulous spice fields of Mississauga.
     Hard were the hardships they endured, great was the suffering they suffered, lo, these many years. Adversity, however, only strengthened the bond between them.
     In real life, of course, adversity makes people crabby and difficult, so don't get any ideas about emulating these two.
     Needless to say, Demento was very happy to learn he wouldn't have to abandon Spot when he took up a career as a seedy academic.
     Imagine his surprise when he discovered that camels are not at all unusual in our universities. 
     In short order, Demento got his Ph.D. That was the easy part, of course; ANYONE can get a Ph.D. 
     Then Sally got him a job at the University of Strange Thoughts, where she taught philosophy when she wasn't dropping things off cliffs and balconies, and taking pictures of them for the galleries.
     Soon they were colleagues in the Philosophy department, pretending to be jealous of each other like the other colleagues.
     It wasn't long before they rented a loft together. Spot slept on the couch in the living room and spent his days improving his culinary skills and writing a novel about the fiords of the Negev.
     Demento found himself pulled deeper and deeper into the role of a seedy life of academics.
     Would he ever escape and become a gangster?
     Of course. But at what cost?
     He had a bad feeling about this….
     


     CHAPTER 20: BUSHWHACKED IN A SALOON
 
     Demento was happy with his new life for a couple of minutes. He had a glamorous action-artist girlfriend, he was popular with graduate students who knew that if they didn't bug him too much he wouldn't feed them to the caymans, and he'd written a very successful book on the deconstructionists.
     It was the book that got him into trouble.
     He'd revealed too much. He'd talked about their relationship with the camels of the Negev, about the crater in Mississauga where they learn absolutely nothing at all, and about their secret rituals.
     Anything you want to know about deconstructionists, you can find in Demento's book. 
     Want to know what a deconstructionist really is? What they eat, what they say to their camels, what their smooching techniques are?
     Deconstructionists don't really smooch, of course. Not like you or I do. 
     That's because they believe no one ever does anything at all. 
     The milieu does.
     The nomad deconstructionists believe that we are all characters in a narrative that tells itself. The god, Meta, started it, and it doesn't require optional extras, like people.
     So if you've been feeling kind of blue lately, feeling that you don't really matter and nothing means anything anyway, you might want to join the deconstructionists. They're not very cheery types, but you do learn how to ride a camel, and you get the excitement of pitching tents and then taking them down again and moving on.
     Or you could always go and have a filling replaced--that's a nice way of killing time until you feel better.
     Anyway, Demento's worst crime, in the deconstructionists' eyes was that he told the world what they do at the bottom of the crater in Mississauga
     It's right there in black and white, in chapter fourteen: "The deconstructionists have pitched a tent at the bottom of the crater in Mississauga and have raised a stone altar inside it to Bunny, the goddess of sub-atomic particles, who DOESN'T appear.
     This is the highlight of their ritual.
     Ordinary people can't see the god NOT appearing, but initiates report there's a sort of intensity about the emptiness over the altar.
     This proves they know what they're talking about.
     As you know, the deconstructionists didn't take kindly to a book revealing their secret rituals. 
     At first they denied the goddess did NOT appear. This backfired when thousands of goddess worshippers began descending into the crater with their Fodors guides and their offerings of broccoli incense.
     Then the deconstructionists said, "Okay, she does NOT appear, but only to initiates, and only in the narrative. You have to become part of the narrative if you want to see her NOT appear."
     Someone summoned the ghost of Jean-Paul Sartre to explain this, but he made everyone sick. Then they found out it was really the ghost of Roquentin, Sartre's narrator in 'La Nausee', and everyone grew sore afraid.
     "This is all Demento's fault," they said. 
     Telemarketers were sent out to annoy him to death, but he redirected their calls to tech support and they rotted and died while waiting.
     Mimes were place in strategic places and pretended to be emptiness, but he painted graffiti on them.
     Nothing bothered Demento. 
     He had tenure.
     Then, growing desperate, the deconstructionists hired The Graduate Student With No Name from Omaha, Nebraska.
     Not the good Omaha, which is filled with decent people going about their business. 
     This was the Tockworld Omaha, with its rusting shipyards and abortive canal, meant to go through the Rockies to the Pacific, but abandoned after it had reached the grain elevator on Second Street, where the wild prairie begins and water buffalo and armadillos roam.
     The Graduate Student With No Name was a professional political corrector, the most dangerous of all desperadoes.
     To look at him, you wouldn't know he was dangerous. He was a clean-cut chap, in an unshaven sort of way, with so many designer labels on his professionally casual outfit, he looked like a NASCAR racer.
     There was an entire law library tucked away in his .45 caliber Palm Pilot.
     No advancing Tiger Tank ever inspired as much fear in the heart of a lone G.I. Joe caught out in the open as did The Graduate Student With No Name in the heart of a professor.
     And so it was on that fateful day--a day like all days, with a morning, an evening, and some other highlights in between--that The Graduate Student With No Name arrived at the University of Strange Thoughts with his Palm Pilot low on his hips, his designer forage cap cocked at a rakish angle, his designer labels glittering in the rain and fog.
     He kicked open the batwing doors in the faculty lounge. No one noticed.
     "Play it again, Sam," someone in the back yelled, and the piano player, a cynical cayman from Dodge City, banged out a chorus of 'How Much is That Doggie in the Window?'
     A Doris Day impersonator began singing on stage, and everyone paused to listen.
     This is the hot new trend, by the way. Elvis impersonators hit a slump when Elvis was discovered in a hotel room in Wicked Abilene, writing romance novels for the Jane's series of military handbooks.
     Doris Day is a little harder to do for some of these people, but they'll catch on eventually.
     Anyway, Demento was sitting in a corner with his back to the wall, keeping a wary eye on the batwing doors in case any graduate students tried to bushwhack him with thesis topics, or questions about their marks.
     His right hand rested casually near his Handspring Visor, which was loaded with a high-power agenda to show that he had no free time for anything for the next decade.
     On his rickety table was a lime fizzer, shaken, not stirred, and a cinnamon donut.
     Sally Popoff was tossing things off the balcony and photographing the mess for her new exhibition. It was her blue period, and she was using rutabagas heavily laced with acrylic paint.
     The Snakes and Ladders players were gambling for high stakes and threatening each other with hideous deaths.
     "Just as I thought!" one of them yelled. "That die has three extra sides, you miserable, cheating quantum physicist!"
     Shots rang out. Two bottles of lime fizzer exploded into fragments. The cheater bolted out of the saloon, sobbing and wailing, and nearly crashed into The Graduate Student With No Name.
     Everyone fell silent, and began to read the student's labels.
     "You the one they call Demento," he said, looking Demento in the eye.
     Demento sighed wearily. "Who wants to know?" he said in a seedy academic way.
     "How Much is That Doggie in the Window?" sang the Doris Day impersonator, lost in a pleasant little world that vanished eons ago, disappearing over the horizon with Howdy Doody, Bing Crosby, and Cardinal Richelieu.
     "I read your book," said The Graduate Student With No Name. "There are no camels in positions of authority in your book. They're all exploited."
     "Nonsense," said Demento. 
     That's not what he really said, but this is a family narrative, with lots of fun and excitement and no unpleasant words. So we'll PRETEND that's what he said.
     Actually what he said was, "I'm afraid you're mistaken, old chap."
     Innocuous words, you might think, but Demento used an ironic tone of voice.
     Young children should be protected from irony. It puts them off their video games.
     Anyway, the next thing Demento said was, "The camels I wrote about are the camels of the Negev. They live in tents. They have silk sheets in their sleeping bags. They watch all the 'I Love Lucy' seminars they want, they eat the same food as the deconstructionist nomads, and their litter boxes are cleaned out once a day by Platonists looking for eternal forms."
     It was a good explanation, filled with truth, wisdom, compassion, etc., but it was wasted on The Graduate Student With No Name.
     Some people are so tightly wound up in the winding sheets of their obsessions, they can't hear a word you say.
     "Camels have as much right to run for President as anyone else!" shouted The Graduate Student With No Name. "Your book is anti-camel."
     "Are you callin' me out, son?" said Demento wearily. 
     As you know, all great gunfighter heroes have to assume a weary voice when responding to young hotheads who want a shooting contest. It shows their essential humanity; they kill people only when the script demands it of them.
     It's a good idea to reach down and pet a cat, too, when you're a gunfighter hero; this makes people like you even more.
     Anyway, The Graduate Student With No Name was getting nervous. He wasn't used to people who didn't show any fear. He wondered what he'd left out. 
     Maybe he should have threatened a class action suit because there were no armadillos in Demento's book.
     The trouble was, he'd already skated onto thin ice with this anti-camel business. It was true that Demento had written a book in which camels were excluded from higher office, but that was the way it was among the deconstructionists.
     The deconstructionists wouldn't appreciate having their peccadilloes paraded in front of a lot of  potential class action law suit initiators.
     My goodness, that wasn't a very good paragraph, was it! I'm pretty sure a gang of critics will be waiting for me when I leave the office tonight.
     Fortunately I work at home, so they'll have a long wait.
     Anyway, The Graduate Student With No Name moved further into the room.
     "I'm callin' you out, camel-hater," he said.
     Demento got to his feet with a weary sigh. These young hotheads were always challenging him. It was the worst thing about being a famous seedy gunfighter academic. He'd bagged too many graduate students in his time. There was celebrity value in knocking him off now. It would bring fame, a death sentence, book contracts, Hollywood actors who wanted to play you in the movie, etc.
     He felt like the priest of Nemi waiting for a rival to sneak into the sanctuary and kill him.
     Nemi, as you know, is where Sir James George Frazer, author of THE GOLDEN BOUGH, is worshipped. You can buy Frazer burgers at Diana's Pizza Shoppe and Fertility Rites, in the town of La Riccia, three miles way as the toucan flies.
     Anyway, The Graduate Student With No Name stood in the middle of the room, his right hand close to his Palm Pilot, his fingers twitching. 
     Drops of sweat formed on his brow, irritating him.
     He stared at Demento.
     Demento stared back at him.
     "I do Hope That Doggie's For Sale," the Doris Day impersonator sang.
     Then a big hook pulled her off the stage and someone whispered, "You're not supposed to sing during a climax. You're supposed to play a little music box. When the music box stops, the gunfighters have at each other."
     "But I don't have a music box! I've got an MP3 player. Will that do?"
     There was a thump and a little squeal, and then silence.
     The Graduate Student With No Name squinted. His hand edged towards his Palm Pilot.
     Demento squinted too.
     All at once a load of blue-painted rutabagas fell off the balcony and splatted all over The Graduate Student With No Name.
     "Aaargh!" he said.
     Then a flash popped from somewhere overhead and The Graduate Student With No Name screamed and went tearing out of the saloon, which was really the faculty lounge, leaped onto his armadillo, and raced away in the rain and fog, never to be seen again.
     But don't start feeling sorry for him.
     After he hadn't been seen again for awhile, he signed up for an apprenticeship program with the Froodians in Very Hot Water, California, and did very well.
     When he complete his training, he was certified to analyze mild mood disorders and fix leaky pipes, and was given a small church in Wicked Abilene, a suburb of Omaha, Nebraska.
     As for Demento, who had been saved by none other than Sally Popoff, a great change occurred in his life.
     Sally leaped from the balcony, her trusty camera in its holster, and they smooched a bit, getting rutabaga stains all over each other.
     But neither of them had the heart for this smooching business anymore. Truth to tell, they had discovered they weren't meant for each other.
     Sally was getting interested in a microbiologist with a big digital camera. He'd already shown her his etchings of houseflies magnified one thousand times, and he was planning on showing her his photographs of lice.
     And Demento?
     Demento had found that even the life of a seedy academic gunfighter has its limitations.
     As Osric the Usurper once said, "There comes a time when gold loses its luster."
     Osric also said, "The LIONS ate him?" but I think he was talking about something else.
     Anyway, precisely at this moment, Fate took a hand and gave it to Demento. 
     Actually it wasn't a hand, it was Lydia Lorgnon, an expectant mother, who asked Demento to stand in for her husband at the clinic for expectant mothers, and practice breathing with her.
     "Of course," said Demento.
     "But he had a bad feeling about this….
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