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Mr. Garfield Finds an End
With the up-and-down purr of this electric-blue blanket about to envelop him, sleepy Mr. Arbuckle (the expatriate) feels himself slip: Like a claw retracting naturally back into its meaty sleeve, the memory of his lost mate’s last day in Ur-City (poor Mr. Garfield!) clasps to him:
It’s a little after noon—he’s just woken up—he’s been in a postwar funk—and Mr. Garfield finds himself hefting his gut up the newly repoured steps of the former Babyl International Arms Hotel, running late after being “summoned” by his sometimes-boss Mr. Orson Nermal—after being asked, in his boss’s kind of code, to “come and see about me.” 

And it wasn’t that he’d not made good time—that, despite his ponderous bulk, he’d not deftly and correctly navigated the tripartite city’s newly divided international and autonomous zones (so divided to make it easier to interim-govern, see)—it wasn’t: It was (instead) that the summons filled him full of a chewable dread. Such an invitation, from his “heavy” of a criminal boss, couldn’t be refused: He who was the “black” in this civil-war city’s Tigris-and-Euphrates market, he who cut (while stroking his gray-black chin) penicillin that would end up killing, instead of curing, sickly kids—Mr. G. knew he was anything but pleasant. Even though Nermal had made a name for himself by appearing to be, by staying goodly behind the scenes while others, like a real pack, did his feral deeds. Allowing the prolonged licking of his feet—grooming for power by proxy, by allowing himself to be, by others, so groomed. He was a new-old kind of el presidente-for-life, orchestrating sectarians without violence, mollifying peacekeepers with full compliance, misdirecting foreign interest always long enough to launder his next, big buck.


And here, standing at the mouth of the Hotel is either Uday-or-Uzay—one of two twin brothers who were interchangeably played as Nermal’s righthand man. He barks inarticulate orders at Mr. G. to “hurry up, you scum!,” his mouth open so wide that Uz-or-Ud looks like he’s waving Garfield on with his preternaturally big tongue. Both brothers were long known for that long appendage, for their family’s long-trending toward overgrown and birth-defected sons. It wasn’t that they were (or weren’t, who could really say?) total loads or stupid holes, it was just they usually came off that way, mumbling and stumbling over whatever next, inarticulate thing they failed to say.


As Garfield gets closer, U-or-U calms down a bit, starting to roll a slim, brown cigarette along and into his tongue, a slowly smoldering fig in his taste-budded blanket. He ignores Mr. G., which means, of course, that Big Boss Nermal is going to keep them waiting there on the stoop till he’s “good” and “ready.” So bored—gushing with sweat from his morning punt—hunger pains panging his pumping gut—Mr. G. settles in and tries to forget (licking the back of his hand absently maybe) his shared past with this ingrate mutt. 
The only idea Garfield could come up with on why Nermal, that day, decided to “bring him in” was simply this: 

That G.’s enormous mass had finally been noticed—that his mass consumption of every kind of item in Ur-City’s illegal smuggling trade had gotten too big to be effaced. True, he’d been lauded for such expertise in the early days, his deft girth distinguishing him from the runts of Nermal’s working litter. Everyone agreed it was uncanny his ability to smuggle even the most awkwardly clandestine contraband, the biggest jobs requiring the most real-world, real-time access to bandwidth. And the size and scope of his bite: His bunker-busting girth as he bounded across U-C’s already razed and racked environs, punching holes with his soles and bigger ones. Making like clusters of hernias through which more of the internationally run sex- and guns- and slave-trade could pour, U-C’s abdominal-slash-intestinal-slash-lower-G.I. walls really taking it “on the chin,” the daily result of the sheer scope of Mr. G.’s always dribbling, mewling, chortling whim. 

But it seemed the same had become his rub. That his psycho-somatically insatiable drive to consume, and force others to as well—to ensure that all ill-gotten gains substantially “passed,” in a trickled-down way, always and expandingly through him; this m.o. had finally rubbed Grand Master Nermal the wrong way. This up-and-up—his direct boss and higher up—he who’d come from a long line of men who’d built U-C from the bottoms up—who’d named it before it had a name, before there were names, pulling strings and lining pockets, having leaders either installed or put down depending upon the need—Mr. G. knew there was no beating around the bush now that they’d found him out. That, instead, there would be a kind of biting of the hand that’d been misfeeding.


Now inside the hotel, padding up its strange, ad-hoced, mish-mashed halls—shoddily rebuilt after fatah bombings, yet still gilt in gold and no shame—Mr. G. is on his way to Nermal’s office. Nermal, who bought into the need to narrate one’s own life and work as much as the next free-world leader, had, in a kind of indelible arrogance, renamed the Babyl Arms—after he and his associates’d “repossessed”—“The Absolute End of the World Palace.” Instead of tenants, its 216 rooms had been retrofitted as great storage bins—all the beds and walls and floors and cabinets being made hollow or false or whatnot, their surfaces important only as far as how much “loot” they could effectively, and in secret, store.  

Dog-face Uday (nee Uzay), rounding a once-balustraded corner, pulls out his salmon-colored notebook and scrawls something on it. He turns it so Mr. G. can see: 

“Got to piss.” 

Both brothers often did this—wrote instead of spoke—when they needed to talk but didn’t want to struggle with their tongues. Of course the fact that they rarely worked their hands better than paws or three-fingered stumps didn’t help. 

At the pissior, he motions Mr. G. in after him, handing him the notebook as he heads straight to a cracked urinal shoved diagonally into an exposed rig of pipe.


Mr. G. stands at the sink with his back to Udz. He hears him unzipping. He hears angry clanging vibrating through the bends. U. begins grunting insistently, gutturally braying (and as if in reproach to himself) a single repeated word that Garfield finally recognizes as: “READ!” 

On the sink sits U.’s notebook, and on a folded, luxuriously papered scrap is scrawled (in a more-prehensiled hand than Uday’s own had ever been) a long, pict-filled note. As U.’s big stream finally begins, Garfield reads:


That yesterday, Nermal had had up an Egyptian flim-flam man to see him—a sadr salesman who’d been retained to “regift” as many of the old Ur artifacts (from U-C) as he could. And while Nermal had made him wait—he was the third man in the street that day—he told a story to U. to pass the time:

It seemed the man had just returned from a newly dug-up North African antiquities site, and that the government was trying a new tact to curb the latest surge of grave and relic-robbers: It seemed, the rogue-but-charming Egyptian said, that the government was going into the dig-dug and stealing the relics themselves. That they had, in fact, begun to believe their own hype: That they were honoring the antiquities precisely by stealing them. And so instead of stopping, they ramped it up. They began “stealing” sanctioned, official workers from the site too, having them “disappeared” or ritually killed in order to warn off outside insurgents with examples such as this. 

Which seemed ridiculous to Mr. G. as he read, but the Egyptian had insisted the somewhat-backwards conventional thinking quickly strengthened, that the only way to save the site from looters and pillagers was for the government to first loot and pillage the site itself. Then, they thought, its destruction became a kind of preservative—a prescriptive—a sort of saving grace or cleared slate from which a new and better societas could be built.

This reminded Mr. G. of when he’d first come to Ur and heard about a “Great Wall” being commissioned in a nearby country to keep refugeed and homicide-bombing extremists from returning to the capital city out of which they’d been cast. The then-Senate decided a great and impenetrable wall would be the perfect solution to their border problem—a kind of not-in-our-backyard fence. And it quickly became a great honor for as many of the capital city’s able-bodied inhabitants to go and work the site. This was despite the fact that workers were often interred there for years—like a draft or being pressed into coercive service—despite the fact that their deaths-on-the-job were practically assured. Each day new reports would have to be squelched about how ten or fifteen of them were dying at a time; losing their footing and falling into the brick-concrete-adobe wall mix, or being crushed and ground to dust by falling rigs. It all seemed worth it, as long as it was for the good of this super border fence, or so the conventional wisdom said. And too (was U. still pissing? What enormous bladders Chaldeans must have, Garfield thought), the official line was, what better love could your loved ones yearn for, for you, than on account of your disappearance? Didn’t distance and absence make the heart grow you-know-whatter? Wouldn’t such families simply learn to better appreciate and embellish and embronze every single detail from these now-defunct lives? How could one nurture hope, the government wondered, if the thing hoped for was already and too-easily arrived? (Love not lost but too-easily and cheaply found.) And in their day-to-day, how much more would these circles of friends so mourn—loved ones like storied soldiers on leave, except forever—throwing themselves ever more stalwartly into their work, making more money in order to spend more in order to shore up what they were missing and couldn’t have again. Perpetuating love through lost love, dead children through more children, spent food and fuel rods through new and better of the same, them being assured even as they were rhetorically asked: “How better to honor the life you’ve lost than to continue living what it is—fervently, and certainly—not?” 


Suddenly Mr. G. can smell Udzay standing just behind him at the sink. He turns the page of the notebook and reads:


“Nermal will see you now.”
The door to Nermal’s office is the only one in the Hotel that Garfield has seen wholly on its hinges. Opening it, he feels as if he’s stepping into a kind of auditorium or retrofitted hangar main. It’s made all the more cavernous, maybe, for how small Orson Nermal in person is. Not merely Napoleonic, his little dimensions made some doubt whether he was fully-grown, people mistaking him instead for some malnutritioned or refugee kid. Granted, right now, Mr. G. can’t even see him, hidden behind his thousand-oak desk in his thousand-thread chair; but from the size of the furnishings—miniature-adult at best—one could, you know, guess.


Mr. G. assumes Nermal is looking over his latest delivered artifact, the torso and head of a statue of U-C’s recently deposed Leader-for-Life, deposed by forces who had once, in a different time, practically installed him—the flag of that incurring country still draped backwards and upside-down across his statue’s sanguine pap. Like here was a present, a present for you. Its Italian-crafted bronze had been stolen only to be scheduled for smelting later that afternoon. All 15 feet of it lay with its face planted in the office’s lush, sound-deadening carpet. G. imagined, though he could not see from where he’d slid into a chair, Nermal dragging the back of the bowed-down head with his little-man heels, the molded hair and ears of this effigy his latest shoe scrape. 

When Nermal turns to Garfield, he’s wearing the slightest, crooked glint of a grin:


“So good of you to come, old man. I just absolutely knew you would,” with emphasis, “The Ugh-brothers tried to tell me you’d skip, but I know you better than them.”


Nermal, his hands in gray-black gloves, strokes a kind of medallion or pendant spread lavishly beneath his chin. It seems to catch the little luminance in the room and direct it back at Mr. G., multiplied in a thousand-points-of-light kind of glam. It’s an almost blinding bauble; perhaps Nermal notices Garfield looking:

“Oh, yes—this thing—striking, isn’t it? An old Egyptian rook brought it to me yesterday to fence along with the,” head nodding backwards, “the legless wonder back there. You know, it’s the damnedest thing, the old chap told me the dictator and his son were quite fond of it—that they wore it as a kind of ‘tal-is-man’ and the like. That there was apparently widespread peasant superstition about how it made the chap wearing it invulnerable to attack. Before they were, ah, regime-changed, both the father and his elongest son took turns wearing it during that six-day war a few decades back. The son survived being shot in his limousine 36 times by a marauding group of AK-47ed insurgents just because he was wearing this thing.” Looking down while he stroked, “I rather fancy it really…but,” looking G. suddenly square in the grill, “That’s not why you’ve come.”

Garfield feels a percussive pulse—a jagged, electric jolt—as it riffles through the room and at him. In that many blinks, the room’s diffuse, low light begins to be dialed up. Nermal’s ghoulish, bogey grin seems to be growing more illumed as he speaks:

“We’ve come to an end, old man—you always insisting on ‘getting full to the brim.’ But you’re no island here, okay. And just because you keep plying that ‘same old same’—your stomach and rectum and rumpus—your circuitous, always-digesting track.... It’s really quite incorrigible—it really must be stopped.”


Mr. G. is taken aback—he’s not sure how to play this—with Nermal in his striped suit still stroking the flashy pendant at his neck/chin. Mr. G. thinks this could all be a complicated joke, a hazing ritual or routine before he’s let into the next upper echelon of these illegals. But Nermal’s rather terrible grinning suggests otherwise. And something continues to be done to Mr. G.’s head, he thinks—the lights in the room and the warm wrap everything seems to be under: Along the edges of Nermal’s two-tone suit runs an electric kind of fuzz, a sort of slow dissolve that makes it look like—though it makes no sense—his striped body is evaporating. 

The pendant shines blindlingly upon his face. The amped-up glare reveals Nermal’s cheeks full, his upper and louvered lips—his vented rents—his bulbed nose and kip: Nermal like-liquefying into only a phantasmagoric grin. 

“You seem to want us to carry you no matter how heavy you get-*krak*-old chap. You seem to think we’ve got you slung around our necks, like some large, dead bird that portends nothing more but death. And you think just because it’s bad luck to kill the bird, we won’t. That instead, we’ll let you fill and fill and fill until you’re the only thing left alive on this listless-*sizzle *-ship. And we-the-crew are just bodies breaking down, more and more conforming to the warped wood grain of the decks we decay upon. But enough of—*KRAK*!” 

Nermal’s body recedes more as his head mounts out its Cheshire suit; if it’s possible, he’s becoming more cracked.

Mr. G. sees he has no choice now and tries (though it’s suddenly hard to get his groggy ass out of the chair) to leap at Nermal and across his double-wide desk. But he bumbles it, tripping over his foot that’s fallen asleep, landing on his knees and with his chin splayed across the front of the desk. He manages to unsheathe his snub-nosed revolvers just as he says, rather implausibly: 

“It’s time for me to get.”

Nermal ignores, continues his high-tension hum: 


His grin growing in orders of magnitude, ramped- and ratcheted-up, a mega-watt, million-dollar mile. No more lumen from his gut, no more slate edges on his shale-gray suit, he’s totally “ghosted” and all that’s left is this dazzling, white blind; this shooting over the desk at Garfield like tracer rounds, like old-world fireworks calling in airstrikes from—
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