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RAYMOND saw his ex-wife twice—both times by accident—in the first few months after she went into hiding. The context in which Raymond first saw Julia after her murder of Peter Neads Fishman was so bizarre to him that he didn’t even realize it was her at first. She was at the Food Emporium on the corner of West 12th Street and Sixth Avenue, where she never ever shopped before, and her shopping cart was stocked with items he knew she didn’t eat.

She even wrote a check, pulling her checkbook from the purple purse—Purple! thought Raymond—and filling out every line while two of the other customers behind her silently fumed. There was a third customer too, a large man of indeterminate ethnicity in whose emptied-out brainpan we rode. We cradled a gallon of skim milk like it was an infant and waited more patiently. Raymond had thought she might have been someone from high school, or maybe even the television, until she smiled at the oblivious cashier and, in response to his clipped “Have a good day,” said what Julia always used to say:

“Yahbye.”

Half acknowledgment, half farewell, that’s what Julia had been like. She had a way of looking at Raymond, at anyone with whom she was speaking, really, that made him (or them, or you, and once even us) feel like the most important person in the world, but only so long as you kept proving it to her every few seconds. By nodding intently when she spoke. By feeding her windups for her punchlines. Raymond might fuss over some story he’d heard on NPR about the Gaza Strip and how one-state solutions to the crisis seemed so unfeasible and she’d say, “Well, you can’t expect the world to give the Palestinians their own land. Look at how they live.” She’d smile a statue’s smile for a second and then burst into laughter at his chagrin. Then she’d move on to some other topic, or, ultimately, some other person or way of life so profoundly challenging to the status quo that we had to step in; we had to bring her from her world into ours.

In a flash, Raymond realized something, just from the twitch and curve of the pen in Julia’s hand. She’d finally stopped using his surname, Hernandez, and was back to Ott. Whatever life she was living now, he was not in it. Raymond started shopping at the Food Emporium every day. He never saw Julia there again, but did frequently run into the man of indeterminate ethnicity. Vaguely Asian, but no. Saami perhaps, Raymond almost decided. He hated his tendency to pigeonhole, despite the fact that he could muster some professional interest in the subject of ethnicity and physical anthropology. He taught at City University of New York’s City College. He’d published articles about the conflation of Gitano, Roma, and Travelers in dominant cultures. He also shared a laugh with Julia whenever she used the name Hernandez, which would sometimes fluster and annoy drug store clerks and the like.

“Julia looks like an icicle,” Raymond’s mother once complained. “An icicle topped with crabgrass hair.” Julia had even gotten a minority scholarship to return to grad school—MBA of all things—since no college would dare question whether or not she was actually Hispanic. A discreet inquiry? No. Genetic testing? Out of the question. Julia left school before graduating anyway. And yet, there Raymond was, struggling with the large man of indeterminate ethnicity.

The man’s ethnicity was indeterminate by design, thanks to careful breeding, the manipulation of both genes and diet, and a large amount of tubiliform silk andchoreography. We live inside his left ear, and in many other places. We kept an eye on Julia, but we also now had to keep an eye on Raymond.

He’d been at the Food Emporium that day because he’d suddenly been caught up in the memory of the texture of Entenmann’s Rich Frosted Donuts. The way the chocolate coating, hard and plasticky, split on his tongue. The meat of the doughnut, thick and spongy like it was made a day old. Objectively, these were not the qualities Raymond enjoyed in doughnuts. But that day he was slain in the spirit of Entenmann’s Rich Frosted Donuts, and Whole Foods doesn’t carry them, so there he was at the Food Emporium.

Raymond thought he’d glimpsed Julia around town several other times before finally deciding to track her down. But he couldn’t be sure it was her. There Raymond was, sitting on the other side of and across from her on a train car on the M line when he had to go to a dentist in his network because his regular dentist was on vacation.

And there Raymond was at Edson Carvalho Brazilian Jujitsu and Judo, staring out the second-story window during his free lesson, panting and drinking his own sweat, when she wandered by, a patch of crabgrass navigating the flesh of the streets below. She was headed east, deep into the Gramercy neighborhood that had previously been too boring for Julia.

Bellevue is out that way, isn’t it? Raymond asked himself. Then he felt a tug on his borrowed judogi and returned to the mat to practice being strangled.

And there Raymond was, at 11:11 p.m. on a Thursday night at Times Square, after just having left a performance of a revival of How To Succeed In Business Without Really Trying with a woman he’d not see again after one tepid kiss and her quick sortie down the steps of the subway station, looking up at the huge digital displays of stock prices and headlines and the president’s giant low-resolution head, noting the time and making a wish as he always did whenever he saw it was 11:11, and there was Julia next to him, chin high, doing the same, as she used to do when they were together. As she taught him to do when they had met ten years ago, on their first date. That was an 11:11 a.m. This time, this 11:11 p.m., he knew it was her.

You might think Raymond turned to say something and Julia was gone. That’s how it goes. And he turned to face her, but she was gone. Raymond stood alone under the throb and thrum of Time Square’s electric cathedral. But no, Julia was still there, and she smiled and put her eyes wide, expectantly, and I was behind them, in my large man of indeterminate ethnicity, ready to push Raymond into traffic, to end him right then and there, but his autonomic nervous system was wiser than his heart and he ran.
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ONE year ago, Julia was stung by Hymenoepimescis sp., a wasp native to Panama that due to lackadaisical Customs procedures had managed to find its way to Long Island, specifically to the basement of the Stony Brook home of Julia’s mother-in-law in a box of old blankets that a relative had sent to the United States as a demonstration of disgust with Julia’s mother-in-law, Lynn. Here, the box of blankets seemed to say, you should be living like this, under these awful, stained blankets, not I!

Further, the basement itself had high radon levels, as sometimes happens on Long Island. The risks associated with living in the home of Lynn Hernandez are the equivalent of smoking ninety-eight packs of cigarettes a day. The Hymenoepimescis sp. colony, nonsmokers all, had mutated significantly over the course of the seven generations they lived in the basement. Normally, such wasps don’t even build nests. We are their nests.

In nature, Hymenoepimescis sp. reproduces by conspiring against the Plesiometa argyra spider. Against us. The wasp attacks and lays its eggs within the spider’s abdomen. The larvae consume the spider’s haemolymph and then excrete a chemical that changes the spider’s behavior. Instead of the web Plesiometa argyra usually builds, the chemical compels the spider to create a box-web design that can support the weight of the pupating wasp. After the web is done, the larvae eat the spider and build a cocoon in the strong web, then pupate.

In this particular sliver of nature, the wasp attacked Julia Hernandez, née Ott, and laid its eggs under Julia’sdermis. The larvae consumed some of Julia’s blood, stuffing themselves to gorging and appearing rather like a blood blister. Julia, after several days of dizziness and a swollen forearm which looked rather frightful, even for a wasp sting, and was treated for the wound by a physician chosen by Julia’s managed care provider for his ability to send patients home after a cursory examination without the slightest pang of professional guilt. He missed the eggs, of course. Julia was also given a course of levofloxacin, an antibiotic so popular amongst physicians that they call it, amongst themselves, “Vitamin L.” The doctor wasn’t expecting Julia to have a bacteriological infection from the sting, but he found that prescription medication helped shut patients up. Plus, they would often call when the course was over and he could then do a phone consultation. Without medication, too many patients went home and just stayed there, feeling intermittently sick from their symptoms.

In this case, however, levofloxacin gave Julia a false sense of security. She was sure that the drugs could handle any negative effects of the wasp sting, but of course antibiotics are not proof against oviposited mutant Hymenoepimescis sp. larvae. So when Julia began feeling peculiar urges, she didn’t think to connect her innovative new ideas about life, society, and her role in it, to her day down in her mother-in-law’s basement, where she was looking for Raymond’s old comic books so that she could sell them on eBay and go to Greece for the summer.

Two months later, Julia, who was working at a Web 3.0 design firm as an executive assistant, read up on programming. She created a little subroutine, one that sliced a few cents off various e-commerce transactions for firms that contracted with her employer. She didn’t steal the money; indeed, she barely kept it. The few cents were held for a day, and put onto the currency markets, and the interest was deposited automatically in an unnamed account in a Cayman Islands bank. This money was not for her. Indeed, it was supposed to be for you. Millions of transactions, billions of dollars, a few cents here and there with twenty-four hours worth of interest. She was a millionaire on paper by the end of the week.

Eleven months ago, Julia decided that she would never ever cross the street with the lights again. She jaywalked constantly, as if the little white man meant stop and the big red hand meant go. She would do this late at night, when there were no cars. She did it while striding across Broadway at the end of banking hours, ignoring the shrieks of the police, the belligerent howls of cabbies, and the calls of “Hey, you dumb bitch! What the fuck!”

When stopped by the police, she’d accept the ticket, go home, and pay it online with her stolen money. Julia jaywalked a lot. She jogged through red lights. Traffic snarls in the Bronx, where the I-95 funnels cars into the city ever-so-slowly in the nigh nonexistent best of circumstances, could be traced back to Julia walking across St. Mark’s Place against traffic, oblivious to everything except for the fried peanut butter and jelly sandwich she bought from the bright pink automat with the first Richard Nixon dollar coins to be issued. Gas prices rose by 1.9 cents on the island of Manhattan due to increased usage by idling traffic.

Then she left Raymond. “Get up,” she said, terse and tapping his shoulder. They were in the midst of an act of physical love. “Get off.” It was 12:34 a.m and Raymond had penetrated her six minutes prior.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” she said, instantly reassuring, her voice half a coo. Then she twisted her lips, as if hiding something. Raymond shifted to the right, bumping her thigh with the back of his hips and let her go. She slipped on a pair of panties and then her T-shirt. She reached back over the bed and retrieved her blue jeans, which had been crumpled up and under one of their pillows.

“Where are you going? What’s the matter?” Raymond said. No coo would sooth him then.

“Oh, I’m leaving you,” Julia said. She had her duffle bag out and was randomly scooping up clothing from her two drawers in their shared dresser.

“What?”

Julia looked at Raymond closely. “I’m not going to give you a reason. I like you like this. I like the idea that your stomach just turned to concrete. That you might be ready to threaten me, maybe even hit me.” Raymond’s fists were balled up, as they often were when he was frustrated, but he hadn’t even thought of punching Julia, of grabbing a fistful of her hair and swinging her head against the side of the doorjamb, until she’d said that.

“Don’t say a fucking word. I have to see how long it will take for me to have another cock inside me. I’m aiming for under an hour.” She reached into her duffle and produced a derringer. It looked chrome-kitschy, like some obscure instrument for applying eye make-up, or like something one might buy at Restoration Hardware to express a desire to be thought of as a person who liked to drink gin and read Hemingway, and she pointed it lazily at Raymond. He thought about trying to snatch it. Derringers fired small bullets, .22s. He knew that from somewhere. It’s hard to kill someone with a .22, unless you shoot them in the eye. That last part he guessed. While Raymond considered leaping onto the gun, Julia kicked her feet into her pumps and stepped backwards out the door of their bedroom, then the kitchen, and left. He heard her walking down the hallway past the thin walls of the apartment, her duffle scraping along the banister.

Raymond decided definitely not to call his mother, though he really wanted to. He could still feel her on the hair of his crotch.

Three weeks after Julia left Raymond, she became incredibly famous.
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WARS, contra the old saying, do not rage. Wars simmer. Small squads happen upon one another and open fire. Jets scream through the skies, launching missiles and dropping bombs, but for most on the ground, in deep tunnels or basements or caves, these sorties are just moments of thunder followed by years of slow and smoldering ruin. Then there are the insurgents, planning their little plans ever so slowly, trading chickens and old silverware for copper wire and car batteries that work, just for a single “improvised” explosive device. Everyone is involved in an insurgency, it’s a war of all against some, but only tangentially. One woman has some powder, a man a clock that that he found in the trashed remains of an apartment building. Another fellow has a will to kill that outstrips his will to live. They work together, through a network of cousins and co-religionists and school chums who remember the good old days when bread was cheap enough to occasionally just let spoil on a countertop. That’s war simmering to a slow boil it can never reach. War is hell, but only if hell is other people and other people are generally speaking both quite boring and extremely—if not necessarily rationally—self-interested.

War, in its simmering, is not a good match for the twenty-four hour news cycle. Reporters do not knock on doors, asking for the skinny on the old lead pipes that used to be rusting in some backyard but that quickly disappeared. None will ask an American GI how many times per week he masturbates, and whether the sand scratches his glans. The end result is that trauma of the vacuum of war, the void in which there are an insufficient number of sympathetic corpses to fill the white gap on the front pages and the grey hum of the screens: the slow news day.

And on a slow news day, Julia made her first public move. She had spent three days in Brooklyn, in a neighborhood with no crisp grid of streets and avenues. There was a different sense of things here, by the Atlantic Yards. History, layered like a sandwich or piles of leaves in a small old wood. Italians aging and dying, living in the homes built by stout WASPs and Germans, funded by the rails stretching past the horizon and to golden California, and beneath that flat farmland and streets stamped solid by foot and hoof. You needed to know your seventeenth-century Dutch history to really intuit your way around Brooklyn, and the stories of the second-rate robber barons that fell off the great island of Manhattan and ended up on the tip of the long island to recoup and build their own mausoleums to the self. Julia had said to herself, “Let’s get lost,” and she, and those Hymenoepimescis sp. itching under her skin, surely did get lost to all but us, and our men of indeterminate ethnicity.

Julia was white, and had a purse full of money, and wasn’t shy. She spent a lot of time in diners, staying far too long into the night, recharging with coffee and pancakes, and reading the free weekly newspapers and pick-up magazines that littered the streets till the seats went up onto the tables, thanks to our arms and backs. Were Julia a character in a movie, perhaps a waiter would have taken her home, or maybe she would be given an apron and a job right on the spot by the burly Greek owner, because she looked so sad yet strong. But Julia was not a character in a movie, and could hardly be said to look sad at all. Her eyes were wild like the streets used to be, before the neighborhood was gutted for the stadium and the high rises.

Julia showered at the Y and bought new clothes at local stores—“what am I bid?” fishnets, and pencil skirts, and T-shirts with rhinestones and winking cats on them.

And tiny boots. She made friends on her second night, thanks to a broad red smear of lipstick and the quivering excitement of thirty hours awake. It was at the Kellogg’s Diner, whose old sign hinted at some ancient relationship with the cereal company, in a ratty booth. A young man and woman, skinny in striped shirts, with Buddy Holly glasses (matching) and haircuts (similar, but not identical) that Julia decided to christen The Institutional as it seemed like the kind of work a state employee with a head shaver and a spastic client might do as part of mental hospital intake. They had a petition, Julia had a smile.

“We oppose the construction of the stadium and the new condos,” the woman explained. Her name was Alysse, she said, and she was worried about rising rents, increased traffic loads, and the decline of working-class neighborhoods and ethnic diversity. The man, her boyfriend surely given the body language and peculiar choose-shirts-from-the-same-pile-on-the-floor wardrobe they were both a-rockin’, nodded in agreement. He was called Davan. Julia told them her name was Julia.

“Are you two lifelong Brooklynites?” Julia asked. “Any kids?”

“No, but I’ve been here a long time,” Davan said. “Three years.”

“Eight months for me,” Alysse said. Julia nodded in a way that compelled a couple to slide into the seat on the other side of her booth.

“Gentrification, eh?” Julia said. Davan spread out flyers, a clipboard, pictures of the proposed stadium and a poor black child holding a toy, and a leaflet with a grotesque caricature of Peter Neads Fishman, his head like a swollen light bulb and nose a frankfurter.

“This neighborhood used to have character,” Davan said, “It still does, really,” said Alysse, with a wave around the diner.

“Isn’t the stadium already a fait accompli?” Julia asked. And indeed, the stadium, at least partially constructed and wrapped in a web of scaffolding and flapping tarpaulin, was clearly visible through the window of the booth in which the three were sitting.

“It’s about consciousness,” Davan said. “Remembering history.”

“Yeah. That’s what it is for me. I mean, I didn’t even know there was a problem after I moved here, and then I met Davan. Why can’t I live in a neighborhood that isn’t been torn up to make way for some decamillionaires to buy condos from a billionaire?” Alysse said. Julia just stared, a forkful of pancake dripping syrup back onto the plate by her mouth. The fork was smeared with red from her lipstick. Then Alysse added, “Well, why can’t I live in this neighborhood without a stadium and the condos?”

“Because the stadium and the condos are already there.”

Davan smiled. “Yeah, well, it’s not like we can blow it up. But we can limit its impact. Payouts to displaced families. The minimum plan for new construction around the stadium. Light rail.”

“I don’t agree with the light rail,” Alysse said. “I’m a traditionalist. I like the grand old subway stations, even if the paint is flaking off the pillars and the tiles are cracked and the public restrooms are closed forever.”

“They stink like pee, the subway stops around here,” Julia said. “I suppose because the restrooms are closed forever. One of those unintended consequences, I suppose.”

Neither Davan nor Alysse quite knew what to say in response, so they laughed, Davan more than Alysse. He liked the idea of an attractive woman speaking about urination while eating pancakes in a greasy spoon. “It felt like a sliver of authenticity in a world of contrivance,” he would later write in a blog read by a handful of his friends, and by Raymond as well.

Julia took the clipboard and signed her name to the petition, then crossed out her maiden surname and wrote Raymond’s name, Hernandez, next to it. She wrote the address of the Kellogg Diner itself as her address, and a phony but plausible-seeming email address for her contact information. “Now what?” she asked, sliding the clipboard back.

“Thanks,” Alysse said, and she moved as if she wanted to slide out of the booth, but Davan was rooted in his seat. “Well, we’re raising consciousness here,” he said. “We have extra petitions, if you want to start collecting signatures. It’s not that we’re going to submit the signatures to Fishman—you can’t change a man’s mind against his own interests, at least not when they’re as rich as Fishman, and have the city council as personal servants—but it’s a way to start conversations.”

“We’re autonomists,” Alysse said, believing that the word explained it all. Julia made a gesture somewhere between a shrug and the anxious wave of one’s hands you might see an impatient shopper do at the supermarket when two carts want the same patch of space in an aisle.

“We don’t believe in telling people what to do,” Alysse said. “I mean, who are we to come into this neighborhood and tell the families here to go out and protest, or to try to lead them?”

“That would make us as bad as Fishman,” Davan said.

Julia nodded, her chin wrinkled in a mimicry of thoughtfulness. “Yes,” she said.

“I mean, it would be great if people around here would just wake up,” Davan said. “And do something. Picket, stop the construction workers from coming onto the site. The project only needs to fall behind a few months for the entire sports season—basketball, hockey, the circus, all sorts of things—to be fouled up. He’ll lose millions, maybe even fail to complete it.”

“It could become a community garden, or a homeless shelter, or something for the people,” Alysse said.

“It could at least stop subsequent investment that doesn’t take into account the community.” Davan said.

Julia nodded. “But you don’t want to tell anyone to do this, or arrange it with anyone?”

Davan leaned back in the booth, the cheap upholstery squeaking under him, and held open his arms. “We’re not Malcolm X here. We can only make suggestions. And ask people to take their own petitions and spread the meme.”

Julia said, “Meme?”

“An idea, in people’s heads. They’re like genes, they propagate themselves. A ‘do something’ meme. If we talk to one hundred people, and ten of them take the meme and it evolves into ten new ideas—”

“Descendents of the original, primordial idea,” Alysse said, interrupting.

“And that means ten modes of attack on the development process, ten modes which likely cannot be predicted—” Davan continued.

“Or stopped.” The couple smiled together, like they practiced it often, or lived in an apartment so small that their habits and expressions could not help but be mixed together, like their CD collections.

“Well, what are you going to do about memes like ‘I can walk to a Nets game and not have to pay for parking,’ or ‘Working-class families are boorish and gauche and some expensive condos will bring in a bunch of nice white kids with money to spend on pancakes and photocopies’?” Julia asked. She winked too, and the tip of her tongue darted out to catch a drop of syrup on her lip.

“Yeah, or ‘Who are these two particular white kids who haven’t even lived here very long pretending to be outraged by gentrification?’ right?” asked Alysse in return.

Julia said “Just so,” and Davan huffed, sitting up very straight. Julia leaned in close and said, conspiratorially, “Have we just infected you with our memes, David?”

“Davan,” said Davan. Julia glanced over at Alysse, who appeared bemused.

“Davan,” Julia said, “I’ll be right back.” And she got up and left the diner. Alysse noticed for the first time that Julia didn’t have a purse or even a coat, and the night was fairly chilly. “Bye!” Alysse called out, ready to say something else, to intervene somehow, but Julia only said, “Yahbye!” and trotted through the exit.

After three minutes, when the check came and Julia had not yet returned, Davan figured something out as well. Alysse paid the bill, because it wasn’t fair to the waitress if the diner was stiffed, and because Davan’s freelance job as a graphic designer is generally either feast or famine, and this month was all famine.
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JULIA went to the Y, where her stash of cash was kept in a locker, and removed seventy-five dollars. From there she stopped at several bodegas and dollar stores, buying cheap white soap—Ivory mostly, but various off-brand soaps as well, some with names and lists of ingredients presented in Spanish. At one, she even bought a two-wheeled wagon in which to carry the soap.

By 1 a.m., Julia had reached the stadium. Scaffolding is hard to climb, she found out quickly enough. Julia could never do a pull-up. But, in the maze of barriers that sealed off the sidewalk on both sides, Julia found an opening and in that opening stood a Dumpster, its flaps closed. Julia emptied her two-wheeled wagon of the bags of soap bars and placed them atop the Dumpster, then scrambled onto it herself. From there, she was able to reach the first of several catwalks with relative ease. First she hefted the bags of soap up, as she had done on the Dumpster, and followed them to the next level.

On the catwalk, Julia teetered, unsure of the planks under her feet and the sight of lampposts at eye level. The cars already began to look smaller, like toys. But still she climbed, tossing the soap up first, nine bags of stuff swung high and then pushed, and then with a sharp intake of breath she reached up and pulled herself up still higher, past the first layer of tarp and to the second.

High enough, she thought, she hoped. It was windy and cold, probably, and Julia was never a broad woman. The weather cut through her bones, even as her heart and lungs boiled in her chest from the exertions of the night, the excitement of the moment. She opened the first bag and unwrapped four bars of soap. She put the wrappers back in the plastic bag and, grabbing two bars in each hand, reached out and scraped the soap against the exterior wall of the stadium, right on the curve facing the intersection.

It took a long time and the whole of the bars to form the first letter. Julia’s arms tired quickly, but she persevered. There was plenty of time till the sunrise, and she could work even through the dawn thanks to the curtain of tarps hanging behind her. After carving out the I and the J and the U, she had the thought, it seemed, that construction may begin before dawn. Isn’t that everyone’s complaint, after all, that jackhammers growl to life and pound the sidewalks at 7 a.m., and that morning commutes are forever being snarled by backhoes and trucks full of sewer pipe? She redoubled her efforts as best she could, sweating and dirty through the sooty night, except for her hands and arms, which were covered in the slippery scents and bubbles of soap and sweat.

Julia dreaded the possibility of making a typo—maybe she thought the word Soap-o because that is the sort of person she was—and wiped her eyes with the back of her arm, but only succeeded in making them sting. Soap. Her blouse, drenched, was no better. Then she tried a tarp, and the rough weave of fiberglass scratched her face, but did finally clear her eyes. She stepped back carefully, but still felt her stomach swirl up her spine like a snake on a branch. The world turned upside-down for a moment, and Julia reached out wildly for a handhold. Julia’s hands were slippery and her knees buckled from the realization, and the phantom taste of a face full of concrete, but she managed to hug the lattice of metal piping, hooking the bars on the curves of her elbows. She felt a sting on her tongue, bile and vomit from the fear. It fell viscously from her mouth.

Finally, Julia turned back to her work, more careful than before, her arms taffy from the scraping of the soap to form those thick, wide letters. Every soap wrapper, each little cardboard box, was placed back into one of the plastic bags from the convenience stores. Y was triumphant, a cheerleader with arms splayed, holding pom-poms. The Us were easy, almost soothing, though they required extensive kneeling. Sadly, Julia had to make the O as a U with a little half-oval on top. The round joviality of O was beyond the medium of concrete and soap, at least given the work that had come before.

When Julia was done with the message, she turned and tried to pull the tarps from the scaffolding, but her hands were still slippery and her fingers weak and stiff from all the grasping. She tugged hard and nearly stomped her foot. Julia had to swallow that urge, just to avoid falling from the scaffold and hitting the two paths on the way down to the sidewalk. Still determined, she lowered herself down, one level at a time, like an infant scooting down a flight of steps on legs and butt, till she hit the Dumpster with a satisfying thud. She opened the flap that she wasn’t standing atop, and instantly found a shark-finned shard of cement. After a quick rinse of her hands in puddle water, and drying them against her blouse, it was back up the scaffolding, and the slicing went easy.

Julia collected the bags, put the cement shard in one, and looping her arms through the handles, gingerly made her way down to the ground level, awkward as if trying to play violin with a pair of bat wings for arms. The sun was muscling its way up the river by the time she was done. Julia hopped on a bus, she didn’t know which one, bags and all, and didn’t get off till she was back in Manhattan.

That morning the side of the stadium, which didn’t have a name yet as the rights hadn’t been sold, though both Costco and the Harriman family were said to be interested, had a message for Brooklyn.

I JUST WANT YOUR HALF

Police were called, and two patrolmen dutifully appeared to write things down on their little pads. Neither knew what song it was from, though one of the construction workers, an apprentice carpenter had it stuck in his head because he drove past the old World Fair’s ground in Queens that past weekend. The foreman called for the sandblaster and by 10 a.m. the morning crew had managed to permanently engrave the message into the wall. It had only been soap, after all. It rained that afternoon.
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OVERHEARD in New York – Two Construction Guys, with hardhats and thick arms, the whole bit, standing across the street from that stupid stadium (aka the Fishbowl):




	Construction Guy #1:
	“I just want your half.”



	Construction Guy #2:
	(bagel in hands) “No way.”



	Construction Guy #1:
	(pointing to the Fishbowl) “No, yeah, really.”



	Construction Guy #2:
	“Well you ain’t getting any. Both halves are mine!”






PHOTOS of the words from that old song were captured by cell phone camera and propagated to the blogosphere just moments after the sun rose the next morning. Conspiracy, apropos, a sell-out, a prank or détournement. In the neighborhood, or at least in the connect-the-dots psychography of the used bookstore, the bar that opens at noon and serves savory crepes along with Pabst Blue Ribbon, the third-generation dot com firm full of sniveling technical writers who spend their days writing instructions for wireless applications that will never exist, the newsstand where one can buy the French Vogue three days after it hits the streets of Paris, the diner with the blueberry pecan pancakes, the L train and the F train that pull out of their stations in plus-or-minus five minutes of 8:34 and 8:22 respectively thus allowing for a quick hustle in clicking heels across a marbled lobby at 9:02 and an at-desk bagel and Orangina at 9:07 so long as the boss isn’t late too and waiting by the elevator banks with a sour look on her stretched face, I JUST WANT YOUR HALF was big news.

Amongst the newspaper readers and the pre-work dog-walkers and the breakfast burrito eaters and screeching school children and those worried about the school system and property tax evaluations and the $120 barrel of oil, Julia’s vandalism may as well not have occurred.

Williamsburgist.com put up the best photo of I JUST WANT YOUR HALF, and in the comments section to that morning’s blog entry, an idea was offered up by a user posting under the name Snarly Temple:

“I Just Want Your Half”? Sounds like the slogan Fishman lives by already. Well, it works for him anyway. (I wonder if the band will sue and try to reclaim their half.) Why not for the rest of us? Let’s get on the chans and start arranging something.

Snarly Temple’s comment was later credited with beginning the movement with no name, but it must be said that, like jokes, social movements often emerge in many places at once. Williamsburgist.com, the blog, was run by one Brian Bernstein, who, as a child, witnessed the space shuttle Challenger blowing up on television. He had the day off from school for some reason—he never could recall why—and an episode of All In The Family on syndication was interrupted by a news bulletin detailing the explosion. Bernstein, a nerd since 1977 when Star Wars came out, spent the day in a funk, yet riveted to the news. The next morning, in eighth grade homeroom—he was bussed to Coney Island each morning, to a magnet school then called Mark Twain Junior High—he was looking at the newspaper his homeroom teacher had laid across the desk, and through some spasm of perversion, was the first person in the world to coin this joke:

Q: What were the last words spoken aboard the space shuttle Challenger?

A: What’s this button do?

[image: ]

ACROSS the world, there were many other such spontaneous manifestations of gallows humor, but Bernstein’s was the first.

And so too, the movement that followed in the wake of Julia’s graffiti emerged from many precincts and quarters, cutting across land and time zone, but oriented toward that peculiar intersection of Generations X, Y, and Z. Largely white, surprisingly impoverished in their own eyes, people from whom the irony has never escaped, but who themselves cannot escape irony. The sort of people who might read a novel by Don DeLillo and decide that the term “child of Godard and Coca-Cola” applies to them, despite the fact that such clever-sounding untruths apply to nobody. Julia was already becoming incorrectly famous, though she never took credit for the graffiti.

Here is how the movement started. Five friends living in Brooklyn, put a video on the Internet. It was mostly text: white on a black background.


HELLO

WE THINK PETER NEADS FISHMAN, REAL ESTATE DEVELOPER, IS THE DEVIL

WE ARE GOING TO EXORCISE HIM BUT WE NEED YOUR HELP

WE JUST WANT YOUR HALF



THEN a woman appeared. Alysse, actually, outside near the stadium—with the letters A, L, and F prominent behind her—spoke. “Half the money in your pockets right now. Half the rides on your MetroCard.”

Cut to Davan, sitting in a small apartment’s small kitchen, an elbow on a Formica-topped table. “Half the time you were going to spend masturbating this week. Half the drama you generate just by existing.” Then he mugged for the camera and whimpered in a falsetto, “So lonely.”

Brian Bernstein, with a neat haircut and thick shoulders. A football player gone to seed, except he never could catch a ball. “Half the time you spend being queer and here. I’ve already committed half the time I’ve previously spent getting used to it.”

Another woman. Jorie Torres. Earrings like satellite dishes. “Half the time you spend compiling annoying pop culture references.” She raised a fist and shook it lightly. “Autobots, roll out!”

A man in a mask. It smiles, features pointed brows and a sharp beard. Depicting Guy Fawkes, the mask was featured in a film popular a few years ago. “Half the efforts you put into making life better for yourself while increasing entropy and in some small way sending us all hurtling that much faster toward the heat death of the universe.” His voice was distant-sounded and muffled by the stiff plastic of the mask, and the tiny slit that made do as a mouth hole.

Then back to black, and title cards:


WE’RE NOT TELLING YOU WHAT TO DO

WE’RE JUST TELLING YOU TO DO SOMETHING



Julia, living as she was out of a new construction condo unit in a building that had just opened to buyers, was unaware of the video. The condo had electricity but no appliances save a stainless steel refrigerator/freezer that made four kinds of ice and warned its owner when the milk was about to go bad. As remarkable as the device was, it did not have Internet access. Julia’s cellular phone did have Internet access, but she didn’t think to use it to check for videos featuring her slogan or Fishman. She spent the days laying on the carpeted floor, sure that passers-by would see her in the window if she walked across the empty rooms, and just as sure that she’d feel the vibrations of the hustle and blather of a thick-accented realtor coming up the steps. The wasp larvae in her blood and muscles twitched and burned, demanding action.

Graffiti covered the brick walls of the neighborhood, stencils the sidewalks. Except for the chains and franchises—McDonald’s, Blimpie, Starbucks—those with the resources to pay for constant repainting of walls (no one dared sandblast anymore) Police lexica of graffiti tags and gang symbols needed daily updating. What the fuck, it was being asked frequently, did I CAN HAZ NAYBURHOOD and GENTRIFICATION CAT IS GENTRIFIED mean?

And not even its author knew what to make of INVISIBLE HEGEMONIC POSTMODERN URBANIST GEOGRAPHIES, which was sprayed across the anchorage of the Williamsburg Bridge in a glow-in-the-dark color not easily identifiable.

There were the performances—fifty people standing still as statues in the sidewalks and in the streets during morning rush, stealing moments of attention, grinding the flow of traffic to a halt. “The fishbowl makes me sick!” screamed a fifteen-year-old boy before he forced himself to vomit on Fishman at the Aleph Zadik Aleph dinner. Eight of his confederates, strategically positioned in tables all over the Great Neck catering hall joined the puke-in at that moment, splattering their suits with partially digested potatoes dyed red, white, and blue.

The Daily News ran an article covering a press conference held by Fishman spokesperson Jacques Vamos. Vamos declared that Fishman, “feeling the pain” of the neighborhood he was “attempting to improve” had come up with a “win-win solution”: Fishman, Vamos said, was prepared to offer the cash equivalent to forty acres and a mule (adjusted for inflation since 1865) to any African-American family in the shadow of the Fishbowl who’d be willing to appear on television with Fishman and teach him how to dance. Fishman’s actual press people quickly issued a notice pointing out that there was no Jacques Vamos in their employ.

Four hundred thousand dollars in obviously counterfeit currency—Benjamin Franklin was winking—was circulated to non-union construction employees in white envelopes marked “hush money” in lieu of their weekly paychecks. Police were able to reclaim only seventy-five thousand dollars.

Two adult women and their three children were found by security guards in the unfinished concession arcade two weeks after they set up house in the area. They had deep-fried all their meals and watched the children’s Disney DVDs on the ninety-foot-tall Jumbotron after hours.

A Fishman impersonator jumped the guardrail at a live broadcast of World Wrestling Entertainment’s Monday Night Raw and entered the ring, disrupting a match between underweight “heel” wrestler Jimmy Martini and his opponents, two little people in masks known as The Mexican Jumping Beans. Despite quick work from the technical director to pull the cameras off the Fishman impersonator, several million people still managed to identify him as Fishman as he was tackled by Martini and the referee.

Fishman’s daughter, Judith, in her first year at Bennington, had sex with nine men over the course of seven days, and uploaded webcam footage of the sexual acts to the Internet.

Craig Bostwick, a realtor working for a firm that had an exclusive on several of the buildings Fishman had built in Chelsea in the middle of the decade, produced five leases allowing renters to inhabit the apartments for the sum of twenty-four dollars a month, to be paid in the equivalent amount of beads and thin plates of copper. Bostwick was fired and arrested, but was “misplaced” while being processed at One Police Plaza at the bottom of the city. He was last seen, via photos uploaded to his Myspace.com page, sitting atop a donkey in Marrakech. Tenant court found the leases to be binding, but not renewable.

In a conference room on Central Park South, immediately before a “war room” session of publicists, social psychologists, marketing personnel, and several attorneys brought together to deal with Fishman’s current public relations issues, it was discovered that one bite had been taken out of every doughnut, danish, scone, bagel, bialy, sliced piece of crumb cake, and bear claw that had been set out as the morning spread for the all-day meeting.

Defrocked priest and liberation theologist Manuel Little, with the help of his three wives with whom he lived in a “Solomonic marriage,” exorcized Peter Neads Fishman in a Central Park ceremony that was not attended by Fishman, but was attended by two out of three local members of the Blue Man Group.

Traditional pickets were a daily occurrence on the edges of the Fishbowl, as the stadium was quickly christened. Eager socialists in denim jackets and all-weather scarves practiced their refrain: “Want to check out a copy of Socialist Worker?” while smelly men and women, all bones and knotted hair, beat white plastic bucket drums and prayed for an earthquake. They were opposed, in the spirit of cooperation, by the sharp assistants of local city councilman Duane Goodwin, who was very much against the Fishbowl now that the handwriting was on the wall. Early experiences—the latter were class presidents in fifth grade or the children of not-very-indulgent lawyer parents, the former perhaps even wealthier or at least raised in the embrace of a more hysterical church—separated the groups, but little else.

Friday was, through a variety of simultaneous and independent decisions, the date of the big rally. The first public call was made by Leslie Marcovaldo—Columbia University sophomore and Goodwin intern—in conjunction with “Blue,” the mysterious (to Leslie) man-child of indeterminate ethnicity, a self-identified “so-called anarchist.” It was very easy to set up a decisive rally for the movement.

We simply made it clear to some of Fishman’s handlers that Fishman himself should hold a press conference within the Fishbowl that afternoon. The protestors would be blocked from engaging with Fishman directly thanks to a massive deployment of NYPD personnel, as well as Fishman’s private security. A “free speech zone” two blocks away would be arranged for the penning of the movement. Then, after the useless protest, Marcovaldo and others within our sphere of influence would do their work at the post-protest parties, drinking circles, and planning meetings.

This is how we tame political movements:

We find the activist fringe of the status quo, those who will pour their energy and time into an endeavor, taking personal and organizational responsibility. They have resources, expertise, rhetoric that sounds very compelling. They are success. They speak of meetings in Washington, Albany, Athens, or The Hague. How poor their grandparents, glovemakers and steam laundry workers to a person, were back when the world was scratchy and sepia-toned.

We find the aspirational fringe of the subaltern. The mighty fish of the tiniest puddles. The disaffected golden child, the wired-yet-rumpled intellectual working far beneath his or her potential. Those who will show up at every meeting, take most of the reasonable risks, who will accept payment in newspaper photos and lazy smiles from younger lovers. The men and women who buy books they’ll never have the time to read; who eat fried rice they make themselves because they like it.

When we cannot find them, we make them. Then it’s fairly easy. The members of the status quo with all the resources and social legitimacy make a great rush toward the target—a war, a change in legislation, the change in status of some minority or counter-hegemonic group—and then pull back. Do something else. Vote for a political party. Hold a vigil, candles lighting the night. Select a few capable individuals—the majority always from the status quo faction—and have them form a committee to negotiatea surrender. Remind the world that the movement exists by pointing out the members of the extreme faction and how threatening they are. Remind the movement that the world exists, and that it is full of semi-somnambulant television-watchers who hate all people of color and homosexuals in the name of Jesus. It works nearly always every time.

But this movement, the movement Sans Nom as it was called by Alysse, who always wanted to find a use for her French, was somewhat different. There would be no coalitions, no committees, no media except for the hydra-headed-and-toed Internet, and the movement hardly seemed to care at all whether any of the various actions were effective. But there was going to be Friday. Brilliant, glorious Friday, when all the movement would come together outside the Fishbowl and be reminded of their ultimate insignificance.




End of sample
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