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“It was not by accident that the greatest thinkers of all ages were deeply religious souls.” — Max Planck

	

	“Science investigates; religion interprets. Science gives man knowledge, which is power. Religion gives man wisdom, which is control.” — Martin Luther King, Jr.

	

	“Blind belief in authority is the greatest enemy of truth.” — Albert Einstein

	


Prologue

	

	Greetings, my friends. We are all interested in the future, for that is where you and I are going to spend the rest of our lives. And remember, my friends — future events such as these will affect YOU in the future.

	You are interested in the unknown, the mysterious, the unexplainable. That is why you are here. And now, for the first time, we are bringing to you the full story of what happened on that fateful day. We are giving you all the evidence, based only on the secret testimonies of the miserable souls who survived this terrifying ordeal. The incidents, the places… My friends, we cannot keep this a secret any longer! Let us punish the guilty. Let us reward the innocent.

	My friends, can your heart stand the shocking facts about a monster created in a lab?

	

	
Russian Collusion

	“Sometimes it is necessary to be lonely in order to prove that you are right.” — Vladimir Putin

	

	Alexei was growing more agitated with each passing second. He paced nervously around the tenth floor office where he and a comrade were waiting to meet a spy they had been ordered to brief on a most important mission for the Kremlin.

	“Where is Natalia?” he asked. “She is late!”

	“Don’t worry, she’ll be here,” Viktor responded. “Natalia is very reliable. We have sent her on many missions just like this, and she has never failed.”

	Alexei took a long drag off his cigarette. “She had better be as good as you say,” he said ominously. “The fate of the world, and especially of Mother Russia, hangs in the balance!”

	Just then, the door opened and an unusually attractive woman entered the room. Statuesque and raven-haired, with an hourglass physique, she looked every bit like the beauty pageant champion she had been a few years earlier, before she had been recruited by the KGB.

	“Good evening, comrades,” Natalia said. “Sorry I’m late.”

	“We’ll overlook it,” Alexei replied sternly. “Viktor tells me you’re very good. The two of you have worked together before, yes?”

	A devilish smile swept across Natalia’s face. “Yes, we’ve worked together,” she said, as she flashed Viktor a flirtatious look. Viktor looked away quickly, not wanting to let Alexei see him blush. All three of them had worked this sort of mission before... the “honey pot,” where they used a sexy woman as bait to trap a man. Viktor, who was not quite thirty years old and handsome, tended to bed the spy babes he worked with before they had a chance to use their feminine wiles on their quarry. Alexei — older, fatter, and balder — never had women throwing themselves at him, and so he was a bit jealous of his partner. He had also seen missions go sideways when the people he was working with got distracted. Over the years, he had developed an all-business attitude and was quite intolerant of any hanky-panky except where the job called for it.

	“This assignment is of the utmost importance,” Alexei said. “Here, take these.”

	He handed Natalia a folder full of documents. She took a seat at the head of the room’s long conference table and began looking over the papers, and especially at the candid photos of a 50-something, thin-haired, somewhat heavyset man, as her comrade continued the briefing.

	“This man — Dr. Anthony Hinch — has made a tremendous scientific discovery, the details of which need not concern you. In point of fact, we don’t really know that much about it ourselves. However, our spies assure us that Hinch’s discovery is so monumental that we are to make every effort — and spare no expense — to get our hands on it.”

	“Where do I come in?” Natalia asked.

	“You have a way with men, da?”

	“If you say so.”

	“I do. Well, it just so happens that our Dr. Hinch is a widower… his wife died in an accident about two years ago.”

	“And he’s actively looking for Wife Number Two!” Viktor added.

	“That’s correct,” Alexei continued. “He has gone on several dates lately, but lucky for us, nothing has worked out yet. He is looking forward to meeting you tomorrow night!”

	Natalia’s eyes widened. “You set it up already?”

	“He has been corresponding with one of our agents over the internet,” Viktor informed her.

	She laughed. “I see. You want me to seduce the good doctor and steal the plans for his invention, or whatever it is.”

	Alexei smiled broadly. “Very good,” he said. “We understand each other.”

	

	Later that night, back in the hotel room in which she was staying, Natalia pored over the documents she had been given, memorizing every detail about Dr. Hinch and reviewing the conversations he had had with the agent he thought was her. Except for the fact that she normally had a little more lead time and typically handled the initial contact herself, this was the usual procedure. Tonight she was in Philadelphia; tomorrow she might be in New York or Boston or Cleveland or wherever. Her handlers took care of the travel arrangements; all she had to do was make the target fall in love with her, steal whatever it was the agency wanted, and then liquidate him. No one was ever left alive.

	Sure, it was a rough business, and sometimes she actually felt sorry for her victims, but who has time for questions of morality? Did anyone show her such consideration? Hardly. Obviously, the agency used her, and the men she enticed were little better... they just wanted to get in her pants. So why should she feel bad for them? “Everybody looks out for Number One,” she told herself, and besides, she had her orders. Disobedience was not an option… and so she shoved those nagging doubts and ethical concerns to the side and focused on doing her job.

	She learned the basics... Anthony (Tony, to his friends) was born in Morgantown, West Virginia, on November 1st (All Saints Day), fifty-six years ago. He developed a love for science at an early age and studied biology in college. Later, he moved to Delaware to work with one of the big chemical companies there, examining bacteria and viruses and assorted other microorganisms, testing them to determine if they were safe for the public. He investigated sources of water contamination, tested food products to ensure they were safe to eat, and so on. His work saved lives and brought in big bucks to his employer and their clients in industry, and he was rewarded with a high-level position where he raked in lots of dough. Eventually, he left the corporate world and formed his own research company. This company employed several scientists who were the top men in their fields; they had patented several new inventions and inked lucrative contracts with both government agencies and private sector firms.

	An interesting character, Natalia mused as she put down the file and climbed into bed for the night. But the question remained — what in the world had this guy come up with that was so important to the KGB?

	
The Spy Who Loved Dr. Hinch

	(Or rather pretended to love him.)

	

	The Luxe Gourmet is one of those fancy-schmancy restaurants that doesn’t tolerate hooligans. If you show up wearing shorts, exposed undergarments, sweatpants, or anything along those lines, they’ll kick you right the hell out of there. Tony and his wife used to frequent the joint regularly before her untimely demise.

	(Her name, by the way, was Barbara... She was a Professor of Geology at nearby Temple University. She and Tony had met at a scientific conference a decade or so ago and had been married for nearly three years before tragedy struck. While working late one night, she went to get a snack from one of the university’s vending machines. The bag of chips she purchased became ensnared on one of the machine’s coils, so she slid her hand inside and tried to pull it out. This turned out not to be as easy as she expected. The bag stubbornly refused to come out, so she proceeded to rock the machine back and forth and accidentally tipped it over... trapping her underneath and crushing her to death.)

	Anyway, Tony still dug the place. You can’t go wrong ordering anything on the menu, and for dessert, the cheesecake... it’s superb.

	So on this warm, mid-autumn evening, Tony found himself waiting for Natalia outside the restaurant, when suddenly he noticed a fly buzzing around him annoyingly. He swatted at it, but then heard a voice call out to him, “Hey, watch it now! Don’t hit me!”

	“What the —?” Tony muttered, perplexed.

	The fly stopped buzzing around and hovered a couple of feet in front of his face. Tony looked at it carefully.

	“It’s me! Dr. Jankowski! Remember I told you I was working on a new, miniature drone?”

	Tony recognized the voice. Dr. Jankowski was one of his colleagues down at the Institute. “Oh, yeah!,” he replied. “The little ones that look like bugs!”

	“Yup!” Jankowski said. “We’re gonna sell a million of these to the Defense Department! And now we’ve got ‘em outfitted with nice, new cameras. They broadcast crystal-clear, 6K video over a fifty-mile radius! I can see you right now!”

	“Oh, great... what are you watching me for?”

	“I heard you got a date tonight! I wanna see who shows up!”

	“Me, too!” another voice chimed in.

	“Say ‘hello’ to Dr. Parker!” Jankowski said.

	“¡Ay, caramba!” Tony exclaimed. “Who else is there? Why can’t you grape-heads mind your own business?”

	In his office, Dr. Parker turned to Dr. Jankowski. “Grape-heads?” he asked. “Who’s he talking to?”

	“I think he means you!” Jankowski replied. Then he turned his attention back to the computer monitor where he could see Tony.

	“Dr. Parker says he thinks your date is gonna be one of those ‘transgender’ chicks. I don’t think so, though.”

	“Ooh, you guys are so annoying!” Tony fumed, and then started again to swat the “fly.”

	At that moment, Natalia approached Dr. Hinch. She stopped and watched for a bit as he swatted furiously at the drone/fly.

	“Give me some privacy, you bastards!” Tony yelled. Just then, he noticed her standing there. She looked ravishing in a tight-fitting sleeveless red dress. “Oh, hello,” he stammered.

	“You are Tony, right?” Natalia asked.

	“I am. You must be Natalia.”

	“Yes... the flies here, they’re a problem?”

	“No, not really,” he responded, before taking one last swipe at Jankowski’s drone, knocking it into some nearby bushes. “They’re just a little nosy, that’s all. We’ll be OK inside.”

	Back in Jankowski’s office, he and Dr. Parker watched as their TV screen suddenly went black.

	“Aww, looks like he got ya!” Parker said sadly.

	“A lucky shot! You know, I’m getting really good at maneuvering these things!”

	“Hey, did you happen to get a look at Tony’s date?” Parker asked. “Not bad, eh?”

	“Yeah, pretty sweet. Told ya she’d be a real chick.”

	“Don’t be so sure,” Parker replied. “There are some beautiful men out there.”

	Dr. Jankowski sighed. “I just hope it works out for him. You know, he’s one of those guys that needs to be married. Being single doesn’t suit him.”

	“I know what you mean. The problem with a guy like him is that he’s so naive. Any good lookin’ broad will have him wrapped around her little finger.”

	

	Meanwhile, back at the restaurant, the hostess led Tony and Natalia to their table. “I think science is so interesting,” Natalia said once they had taken their seats. “You must be involved in many fascinating endeavors!”

	“Yeah,” Tony responded, “I’ve been at this whole Research and Development thing for quite a few years now, and... oh, the stories I could tell!”

	“Really? Such as?”

	“Well, for example, there was this time a few years ago when one of my colleagues, Dr. Maxwell, invented a stink ray, and...”

	“A stink ray?” Natalia asked.

	“Yeah,” Tony explained, “it’s a kind of gun where, when you shoot somebody with it, they smell like a skunk — worse than that, actually — for days. Well, Maxwell had manufactured a few of these things, and he passed them around to some of the guys in the office, including me. So we went up onto the roof of the laboratory and, just for kicks, started shooting people at random.”

	Natalia smiled. “So, you and your fellow scientists are a very mature group of men?”

	Suddenly feeling a bit embarrassed, Tony looked down at the table. “Of course, it’s not always like that. Usually, we’re working on more important things. But you’d be surprised... that stink ray, for example, can be very useful at quelling protests and such. Although usually, your protester-types tend to be pretty smelly already.”

	“So, what are you working on now?”

	“Oh, lately I’ve been working on this one project... I can’t really tell you about it, though. Are you familiar with fractal geometry?”

	“Not at all.”

	“Oh, it’s fascinating stuff,” he told her. “You see, a fractal is a never-ending pattern. They’re infinitely complex and self-similar across different scales. You create them by repeating a simple process over and over. Geometrically, they exist in between our familiar dimensions, and yet fractal patterns are extremely familiar, because nature is full of them. Trees, rivers, coastlines, mountains, clouds, seashells... anyway, the project I’ve been working on has something to do with that. Only it’s mixed with some ideas I had about cellular biology.”

	“Do tell.”

	“You see, nothing in nature is what it appears to be,” Tony continued. “We think of matter as being tiny bits of solid stuff; atoms being the smallest particles of material. But the reality is that everything in the universe is just energy. This energy vibrates in a particular manner, forming patterns... and these patterns can be manipulated.”

	He pulled a pen out of the pocket of his jacket and started drawing on his napkin. “To give you a simple example, you can create something called a Koch anti-snowflake by drawing an equilateral triangle, and then dividing each side into three equal segments. Then you draw an inward-pointing triangle on the middle segment. After that, you remove the middle segment and replace it with the two slanted sides of the new inward triangle. Finally, we cut a notch and repeat for every side. After the first iteration, our shape now has twelve sides: each original side has become four smaller segments, one of which has been inverted.
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	If we keep repeating the same process, it gets interesting very quickly. And when you do this sort of thing at the molecular level… well, with a few tweaks you can create pretty much anything you want. But it’s kind of a top secret, hush-hush thing right now.”

	Natalia leaned in toward Tony, reached under the table and put her hand on his right knee. “Maybe if we got to know each other better, you’d tell me more?” she asked.

	

	An hour or so later, Tony and Natalia found themselves walking aimlessly around the city streets, talking about this and that.

	“So what made you become a scientist in the first place?” Natalia inquired. “Were you always interested in such things, even as a child?”

	“Oh, sure,” he answered. “Like a lot of guys my age, I grew up watching things like Star Trek and Star Wars — all that sci-fi stuff. It always seemed to me that there was so much promise — so much potential to make the world a better place. By the time I got to college, I just knew that this was the career field that God would want me to get into.”

	Natalia was visibly startled. This was something she hadn’t seen in the dossier. “God? You believe in God?” she asked.

	“Oh, yeah, absolutely. I know a lot of people think that scientists are much less religious than the general population, but that’s a misconception. A lot of us scientists are religious.”

	“That surprises me. I mean, aren’t science and religion, like, totally incompatible?”

	“I don’t think so,” Tony said. “Here’s the way I see things: I believe in everything that has been proven scientifically... gravity, the Big Bang, even evolution. I’m on board with all that stuff. But there are questions that science can’t answer, like why does the universe exist? What’s the meaning of life? What’s the proper basis for determining what’s moral or immoral? For me, that’s where religion comes in.”

	“OK. Well, that’s very interesting. I’m surprised to hear that coming from a great scientist such as yourself.”

	“Well, I don’t know that I’d say I’m a great scientist... I mean, I’m no Einstein, but you know, I do OK.”

	Natalia smiled and punched him playfully on the arm. “I think you’re pretty terrific. And very handsome, too,” she said sweetly.

	Tony’s face turned crimson. He looked away from her bashfully. No one had called him handsome in years... probably not since his college days, if then. Not even his wife had thought he was particularly good-looking.

	“Aww, shucks!” he gushed. “I’ll tell you what — if you’re interested, you can come over to my place and I’ll show you that thing I’ve been working on.”

	Natalia knew she had him. She was good at this sort of thing, and experienced enough to know when she had a fellow hooked.

	“Is this some sort of pickup line?” she asked. “Like ‘I’ve got some lovely etchings in my apartment?’”

	“Oh, gosh, that’s an old line! You know that one, eh?”

	“Of course. A girl needs to be prepared for things like that. Plus, I watch a lot of old movies. But as for your offer, yes, of course, I’m very interested to see what you’ve come up with.”

	Across the street, Natalia’s comrades were secretly watching and listening to the couple from inside a van.

	“Great success!” Alexei exclaimed, as he and Viktor high-fived each other.

	

	A short time later, Tony’s car pulled to a stop in front of his house. “Welcome to Casa de Hinch!” he told her.

	Natalia could hardly believe her eyes. This was no normal house. In fact, it hardly seemed right to call it a house at all... the enormous building featured stone walls, towering spires, soaring stained glass windows, majestic turrets... it was like something out of a fairy tale... or perhaps a 1930’s horror movie.

	“This is your house?” she said incredulously. “You live in a castle?”

	“Yup! Come on in, I’ll show you around.”

	The castle gates closed behind them, forcing Alexei to pull their van over to the side of the road. They needed to be within approximately five hundred feet of Natalia to be able to hear the signal from the microphones she was wearing (cleverly disguised as earrings.)

	Viktor frantically adjusted the knobs on his audio receiving device, but to no avail. The signal, which had been clear as a bell until now, abruptly turned to static.

	“We've lost her. Natalia is on her own!” Viktor told his comrade. “I hope she’ll be OK."

	Inside the castle, Tony and Natalia entered his enormous living room. The ceiling was nearly fifty feet high, and the room was lit from the candles on a Gothic-style chandelier as well as tapered candles in wrought-iron candlestick holders scattered here and there. Heavy velvet curtains covered the windows, and lovely, ornate oak furniture filled the space. The walls were decorated with medieval art and a huge coat of arms. He poured two glasses of red wine and offered one to her.

	“Thank you,” Natalia said, accepting the glass from him. She looked around the room, wide-eyed. “This house of yours is fabulous!”

	“Why, thank you,” he replied. “This castle was built in 1754. It had fallen into disrepair, but since it’s considered a historic site, I was able to buy it for a very reasonable price. All I had to do was agree to fix it up.”

	“Really? That’s fascinating. So... you were going to show me something? Your latest experiment?”

	Tony hastily downed his wine and set the glass down on a table. “Indeed I was,” he said, “but before I let you see it, I just ask for one indulgence. You’ve got to put this on first.” He fumbled around in a chest of drawers and found a handkerchief, which he handed to her.

	“This is for what?” Natalia asked.

	“This is so I can do sort of an unveiling. I don’t want you to see what I'm about to show you until just the right moment. I’ll lead you down to the basement.”

	Natalia gulped down her wine, set her glass aside, and wrapped the blindfold around her head. Tony helped her to tie it in the back, took her by the hand, and led her out of the room and down a long staircase.

	“You know, ordinarily I would never let a man do this to me on a first date!” Natalia told him as they descended the steps.

	“Oh, superstitious, eh?”

	“It’s only because you have a reputation for being such a great scientist that I’m going along with this.”

	As they continued... and continued... and continued to walk down the steps, Natalia began to wonder if they’d ever reach the bottom. They must have descended eight or nine stories, but it was impossible to tell because they never reached a landing. Rather, the staircase just wound around in giant circles. At last, however, they did reach the bottom. Natalia could sense that she and Tony were in a much smaller room than the one they were in previously. She correctly intuited that this new room had a low ceiling, cement-brick walls, and was dimly lit by one lone light bulb above her head.

	“You’re almost there,” Tony said, as he guided her into position. “Now you stand right there, and I’ll press this button...”

	Tony stepped over to the wall a few feet in front of Natalia. A large steel door was there, and beside it, a panel with two buttons. Tony pressed the top button and the door slid open, revealing iron bars and behind them, an adjoining room. Like the room they were in, this second room was also dimly lit by a lone ceiling light. The silhouette of a large figure could be seen inside, slowly approaching the doorway. Tony then pressed the second button, opening up the bars that had blocked the entrance to the room.

	“There!” Tony said proudly. “Now you can take off your blindfold.”

	Natalia removed the blindfold, but instead of looking forward into the doorway, she looked down, reached into her purse and pulled out a pistol.

	The shadowy figure from the other room crept silently nearer and nearer to her.

	“Surprise!” Tony said.

	“Finally! And now I have a surprise for you, too, Doctor...”

	She looked up and saw a large creature standing in front of her... roughly seven feet tall, human-like in many respects, but covered in dark green fur that looked vaguely like seaweed, and a head that resembled that of a pig, except for its enormous mouth, which was filled with razor-sharp teeth like those of a great white shark. Its fiery red eyes burned in anger and it growled fiercely. Natalia screamed in terror and dropped her gun to the floor.

	Then suddenly, the creature jumped on top of her and ripped her to shreds.

	

	
The Science Company

	“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” — Arthur C. Clarke

	

	The next day, over at the Institute, Dr. Cornelius Parker was busy in his laboratory, writing formulas on a blackboard and checking them against figures in a notebook. “It just might work. It just might work!!” he mused to himself.

	The Institute — or, more formally, the Philadelphia Institute of Scientific Advancement — was a company founded by Dr. Hinch and Dr. Parker several years earlier. Parker, one of Tony’s friends from his days in the corporate world, was into computational biology and chemistry. Like Tony, he had come to love science as a boy, but what got him interested was magic rather than science fiction. He was fascinated by the idea of boggling people’s minds by doing things that seemed impossible, and he dreamed of a world free of crime, disease, poverty, etc. How cool would it be to be the one to solve problems like these?

	Parker’s flair for showmanship made him a hit at school science fairs, and his enthusiasm and work ethic made him a success in business, where he became an expert in quantum mechanics and computing.

	Both he and Tony had become deeply disturbed by the direction science had taken in the early 21st century. It seemed to them that government health agencies, private research companies, and universities had all been going down a dark, destructive path. Rather than working in a spirit of open inquiry and attempting to solve problems for the benefit of mankind, they had all been captured... some via political ideology, others via money.

	Both men had watched in horror and disgust as every institution dedicated to public truth-seeking collapsed and every body of experts failed. They saw that anyone who resisted and attempted to return their institutions to sanity found themselves coerced into submission. If they wouldn’t give in, they found themselves marginalized or forced out.

	It was a fool's paradise: research universities spent huge sums of public money to reach preordained conclusions while professors taught only lessons consistent with the politics of the bureaucrats who funded them, even when those lessons contradicted the foundational principles of their disciplines. The fields of biology and medicine were hit hardest. Doctors mutilated patients in unnecessary surgeries and prescribed barely-tested drugs that were more dangerous than the maladies they were intended to cure or prevent. Patients died and morticians were forced to raise the alarm over patterns missed by medical examiners. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) became an excellent guide to protecting your health, but only for people who realized they should do the opposite of whatever it advised. State and local health departments were no better.

	This war on science, promoted most vociferously by people who put up yard signs proclaiming “Science is real,” drove Hinch and Parker absolutely bonkers, especially as they became affected personally. As the years passed, they were ever more frequently denied funding for their experiments while grant money was diverted to rubbish like underwater treadmills for shrimp, the effect of music on cheese flavor, and so on. On top of that, they were harassed by idiot regulators who knew nothing about the subjects they were in charge of overseeing.

	Science, Tony and Dr. Parker knew, is about making predictions, but it seemed that most people had forgotten that. Certainly the regulators had. They had swapped out prediction-making with the worship of credentials. But bad scientists make bad predictions, even when they’re credentialed out the wazoo. People treated them like weather forecasters or fortune-tellers... no one cared that they were wrong half the time (or more.)

	And yet at the same time, scientists were also treated like gods, and “scientism” had become a religion unto itself. “Trust the experts,” people repeated like a mantra. No, Tony thought — trust God; question the experts. Make them prove whatever claims they made. (Dr. Parker was an atheist, so he didn’t do the “trust God” bit, but otherwise the two men were in perfect agreement.)

	Big corporations were happy to push this pseudo-religion because it enabled them to rake in mega-bucks, and they used a portion of that dough to buy off politicians (of both parties), regulators, and the news business. With pharmaceutical ads comprising much of their revenue, reporters didn’t dare criticize the hand that fed them. All of this led to preposterous, formerly unthinkable outcomes. For example, the fact that Albania came to surpass the United States in terms of higher life expectancy. This, despite the fact that the typical Albanian chain-smokes unfiltered Turkish cigarettes and when they need to see a competent doctor, they have to swim to Italy. The U.S. had the highest annual medical costs in the world, but Albanians were living longer, and for a fraction of the cost.

	Meanwhile, respected scientific journals beclowned themselves by publishing the most ludicrous nonsense, such as “Human Reactions to Rape Culture and Queer Performativity at the Dog Park,” an article proposing that men should be trained like dogs to prevent rape culture.

	The American Psychological Association published a study in which a Columbia researcher interviewed several “nonbinary Black Womxn” about religion and spirituality using “an endarkened Black feminist decolonial paradigm and an Afro-Indigenous eco-womanist cosmological theoretic framework.” The author claimed to find “themes about the Christian religion specifically,” such as “I’m going to do whatever I want because who did whatever they want? Jesus.”

	Not to be outdone, the University of Manchester published “The Sticky Sundew: Plant Carnivory and Queer Erotics,” a peer-reviewed paper claiming that Darwin’s work “makes visible forms of queer relation in which pleasure and pain, desire and disgust, life and death stick together.”

	Some of these studies were hoaxes, but the people in charge couldn’t tell the difference. Bogus academic fields — postcolonial theory, queer theory, critical race theory, intersectionality, fourth-wave feminism, gender studies, fat studies, ableism and others — had sprung up like weeds, and “Social justice” and “applied postmodernism” displaced science entirely. Anyone who called attention to the problem was labeled a heretic and excommunicated from the scientific and academic communities.

	Hinch and Parker knew that if they stood idly by and did nothing, the result would be a new Dark Age — one that would differ from prior dark ages only in the power and sophistication of the coercive instruments wielded by those who would rule society. They had to do something, and trying to change the system from within had begun to seem impossible.

	So they scrimped and saved and raised money from wise philanthropists and eventually purchased an abandoned factory not far from the Center City area. They cleaned it up, outfitted it with the latest gadgets, and hired some of the best minds in the world to get together and test theories and invent things. They also hired a busty secretary for each scientist and a handful of drivers, electricians, and laborers to help out as needed. And last but not least, they hired a janitor. After all, someone had to sweep the floors, empty the waste baskets, and clean the toilets.

	Of everyone on their support staff, Alan Cooper was the favorite of the scientists. He was a terribly nice fellow, always willing to come in early or work late, never complaining about the state of the toilets (not even after the doctors ordered Taco Bell for lunch) and so on. He was also riotously funny. His one-liners and humorous antics kept everyone in stitches. He was so good at making people laugh that he often thought about quitting his janitorial job to become a full-time comedian. But we’ll come back to that later.

	

	As Dr. Parker continued to look over his figures, he heard a knock on the door. “Yes? Who is it?” he asked. The door opened and Alan entered the room, carrying a mop and bucket with him.

	“Hiya, Doc,” Alan said as he entered the laboratory. “Mind if I clean up?”

	“Oh, hello Alan,” Dr. Parker replied. “Certainly, certainly. Come right in.”

	Alan started mopping the floor, while Dr. Parker examined a contraption on a table in front of him. A box made of glass with steel lining sat in the center of the table, on top of a white plastic box with numerous colored lights along the edges. Wires connected to this box ran out in every direction and were draped over the table onto the floor. What they led to, only Dr. Parker knew.

	Parker placed a big red apple into the box and grabbed a control pad. Behind him, Alan banged his mop into another table, accidentally knocking a number of small items onto the floor and making a loud noise.

	“Sorry, Doc! I’ll clean it up!”

	“Don’t worry about it, my boy. Come here for a moment, will you? I want to show you something. You see that apple in there?”

	Alan approached the table and looked at the glass box. “Sure, doc, I see it.”

	“Watch this!”

	Dr. Parker flipped a switch on his control pad. Lights flickered inside the contraption, and the apple glittered, then grew fuzzy, and finally vanished altogether.

	“Say, that’s pretty nifty,” Alan said. “Where’d the apple go?”

	“Oh, it’s still there,” Parker answered, smiling.

	“Well, I don’t mean to cast no aspersions, but maybe you need to get your eyesight checked. That apple just disappeared!”

	“Reach inside,” Parker instructed.

	Alan reached inside and grabbed the apple. He took it out and held it in his hand.

	“They say that seeing is believing, Doc. But I don’t see it, and I don’t believe it, either!”

	“It’s my newest invention — an invisibility device!”

	“It’s pure genius,” Alan told him. “I don’t know how much of a market there is for invisible apples, but it’s pure genius!” He took a bite and nodded his head happily. “Hmm, pretty good!”

	

	
Doctor Hinch’s Confession

	“In failing to confess, Lord, I would only hide You from myself, not myself from You.” — Saint Augustine

	

	Tony took a few days off from work after his unfortunate date with Natalia. Her brutal death had severely shaken him. He hadn’t intended for his creature to murder her. Indeed, it had been as gentle as a kitten ever since he brought it into being a few months earlier. So startled was Tony by the killing, he could hardly even find the strength to move for two days. He had managed to crawl back to his bedroom and climb into the bed, but there he stayed for a good, long while.

	When he finally went back down to the basement to clean up the mess, he found that the creature had eaten Natalia’s body. All that remained were her mangled, bloody clothes, her purse, and her pistol. He was so distraught, he never paused to wonder why it was that she had pointed a gun at him just before the monster killed her.

	After disposing of her effects, Tony headed straight for his local Catholic Church, where he began to confess his sins to Father Norton, a man Tony had known for many years.

	“I did a terrible thing, Father,” he said.

	“What’s that?” the priest asked.

	“I was out on a date last Saturday night. The young lady... she was very beautiful. More so, I think, than any other woman I’ve ever dated, including my late wife, God bless her soul.”

	“More beautiful than Barbara? That’s high praise, Anthony.”

	“Yeah, well, I’m afraid her beauty led me to do something very foolish, and it had horrible consequences.”

	“What happened?”

	“This woman... she was very interested in my work. And I think it was that, as much as her beauty, that captivated me. I mentioned this new project I’ve been working on and she asked to see it. Now, normally I would never do such a thing. It’s against the rules. But she seemed so interested, and she was so lovely. But that’s not it, either... if I had thought there was any danger, I wouldn’t have done it.” Having said that, Tony broke down and started blubbering.

	“Tony, Tony,” Father Norton implored, “calm down. Get control of yourself.”

	With great effort, Tony managed to stop weeping, and the priest continued. “You’ve been a member of the church for a long time,” he said. “I’m sure you know what our teaching is on this matter.”

	“Sure I do. I’m a murderer and I’m going to Hell,” Tony replied.

	“No, no. Now listen... human life is sacred because from its beginning it involves the creative action of God and it remains forever in a special relationship with the Creator, who is its sole end. God alone is the Lord of life from its beginning until its end. No one can, under any circumstance, claim for himself the right to destroy an innocent human being. For that reason, we consider things like abortion, euthanasia, and suicide to be forms of murder for which the murderer shall be made accountable.”

	“That’s me! That’s me!”

	“Shhh... let me finish. There are exceptions. For example, self-defense. Someone who defends his life is not guilty of murder even if he is forced to deal his aggressor a lethal blow. And legitimate defense can be not only a right but a duty for one who is responsible for the lives of others. Let’s imagine you’re in the army — the defense of the common good requires that an unjust aggressor be rendered unable to cause harm. Therefore, you would have the right to use arms to repel aggressors against your country.”

	“But what does that have to do with me? This isn’t a case of self-defense, and I’m not a soldier.”

	“Right. I only mention that stuff to say that, even if you had killed that woman intentionally, there are potentially mitigating factors, so you wouldn’t necessarily be considered guilty of murder in the eyes of God. But in your case, you didn’t intend for her to die, so I think your conscience should be clear. What’s most important is that you keep your faith. Are you familiar with the story of Saint Francis and his sermon to the birds?”

	“Doesn’t ring a bell,” Tony answered.

	“Well, Francis was a very kind and loving man,” Father Norton said. “He cared about all living things. He was always doing nice things for the animals in his neighborhood, like tossing bread crumbs and other food around outdoors to make sure they had something to eat in the winter.

	“So, one day he was walking in the woods and some birds flew down to greet him. He told them ‘Oh, little birds, I love you. You’re my brothers and sisters of the air. But let me tell you something... you should always remember to love God and praise Him. Think about all He has done for you... He has given you feathers to keep you warm and beautiful, and air to fly in, and trees to use as your homes.

	“You don’t grow food and you don’t have to work for a living, and yet food is provided to you. God must really love you, so you should totally be grateful. Having said that, Francis blessed them. And the birds began to fly around, singing joyfully, for they had understood his words.”

	Tony dabbed his tears away with a tissue and said “Birds can be really smart sometimes.” He understood the priest’s words, too, and breathed a sigh of relief. He still felt terrible, but for the first time since Natalia's death, he felt that he could move on.

	

	
The Janitor and the Union Goons

	“No king on earth is as safe in his job as a Trade Union official. There is only one thing that can get him sacked; and that is drink. Not even that, as long as he doesn't actually fall down.” — George Bernard Shaw

	

	Five o’clock — quittin’ time! The alarm on Alan’s smartphone sounded. He put his mop and bucket in the utility closet and hustled out of the building. If he hurried, he could catch the 5:10 bus back to his apartment. If he missed it, he’d have to wait half an hour for the next one. But before he could reach the gate to leave the company’s property, he heard a voice crying out:

	“Alan! Where ya going, buddy?”

	It was Alberto Schmendrick, a lanky, greasy-haired, obnoxious wannabe union organizer, accompanied by two big, burly, low IQ wannabe union goons. All three of these imbeciles worked in the mailroom where, although they made a competitive wage, they were always unsatisfied and angry and felt they deserved more. Schmendrick stoked their grievances constantly and controlled his comrades absolutely.

	Alan stopped, and Schmendrick hurried over and put an arm around his shoulder. “Leaving so soon?” he asked.

	“Yeah, well, you know... it’s five o’clock. My shift’s over, so I’m going home.”

	“No, no... you and me, we’ve gotta talk!”

	“Talk about what?”

	“You know what!” Schmendrick said menacingly. “You didn’t sign the form I sent you the other day. Second time you’ve done this. We’ve discussed this already. We’re gonna organize around here. This place needs a union, and you’re gonna help us get one!”

	“Yeah, so you can be the chief, right?” Alan replied. “Look, my paycheck is small enough already. I don’t want to have to pay union dues every month!”

	Schmendrick’s face turned red. “Look, Alan... are you stupid? Do you not understand how this works? You say your paycheck is too small, right?”

	“Right.”

	“Well, we’ll get you a raise! You’ll make more money, and you can use that money to pay your dues!”

	“OK, but what good does that do me? They give me a dollar and you take the dollar. I see how that’s good for you, but I don’t see how it’s good for me.”

	Schmendrick smiled. “Alan... Alan, baby. You get protection!”

	“Protection from whom?”

	“From whom? Whom?!? Why can’t you talk like a normal person, you lousy fruit? We protect workers from predatory management... even maggots like you who don’t deserve it!”

	“Those guys ain’t never done nothing to hurt me.”

	“Really?” Schmendrick replied. “Well, there are other people who do want to hurt you... like these guys, for instance,” he said, pointing to his goons. “They’re just itching to beat your brains out. But that’s only because they think you’re not on our side. All you’ve gotta do is sign this form, and then they’ll know you’re one of us.”

	“Come on, guys,” Alan said, “I’m a simple man. I clean the offices and the laboratories and the restrooms, I collect my paycheck and I go home. I only want two things in life... to be a stand-up comedian and to get a date with Lisa Miller.”

	Schmendrick and his pals burst out laughing. “Lisa Miller? That brunette up in accounting?”

	“Yeah, she lives in my apartment complex. She’s beautiful!”

	“Yeah, well, she ain’t ever gonna date you. And I hate to break it to you, but you’re not funny, so you’re not ever gonna be a comedian, either. The way I see it, you’ve got one chance to do something with your miserable frickin’ life, and that’s to put your signature on this paper right now and drastically reduce your risk of serious injury!”

	“Nah, that’s not happening. See you later!” Alan started to walk away, but Schmendrick’s buddies grabbed hold of his arms and escorted him around a corner and into a dark alley... a spot where they knew no one — not even the security cameras — would see.

	“Come on, fellas, be reasonable!” Alan protested, but to no avail. He took a helluva beating, but he never gave in.

	

	
The Making of a Schmuck

	“Some cause happiness wherever they go; others, whenever they go.” — Oscar Wilde

	

	Alberto Schmendrick wasn’t born a schmuck, but thanks to the tender, loving guidance (or rather, the almost total lack thereof) of his parents, he soon became one. Temperamentally, he was aggressive... this, he probably inherited from his father, so it’d be fair for him to blame at least some of his problems on poor genetics. Nevertheless, when his aggressive tendencies began to manifest themselves while he was still a little tyke, his parents should have intervened. Studies show that if that sort of thing isn’t curbed by the age of two, the child is very likely to become sociopathic in adulthood. But little Alberto’s parents were narcissistic and neglectful people of low morals, so they let his problems fester unaddressed. They spent their days drinking, smoking weed, and carousing, while leaving their son in the care of strangers.

	He bullied his fellow inmates in the daycare facility in which he spent much of his early childhood, and soon found that many of those children refused to play with him. His rambunctious, uncontrolled behavior also resulted in most of the adults he encountered not liking him. The more time passed, the more he became bitter, resentful, and suspicious of everyone around him.

	Here, it might be worth recounting the details of his conception. (Well, not all of the details... wink, wink.)

	Nine months or so before Alberto was born, a night-shift stock clerk named Melvin was courting a stripper named Cheryl-Ann. Melvin Schmendrick worked at a supermarket in South Jersey; Cheryl-Ann at a strip club a few miles away. He didn’t like his job, but honestly, no fair-minded person could fault him for that. His manager was an oafish, elderly yutz who was constantly hassling young Melvin for no good reason. Once, while stocking the shelves in the wee hours of the morning, Melvin made a mistake — inadvertently putting the canned pineapple in water where the pineapple in syrup should’ve gone, and vice versa. The cans looked exactly the same except for the words “in water” and “in syrup” printed in minuscule 4-point type. This minor error enraged the manager, who spent ten minutes screaming about it before letting young Melvin go home at the end of his shift at 7:00 AM.

	On the other hand, Cheryl-Ann loved her job. She liked getting naked in front of strangers, and besides it was easy money. Melvin used to come to the club with his drinking buddies before heading off to his job at the supermarket. He was a big tipper and she had big boobs. In their minds, they were a perfect match.

	Anyway, one day Melvin took Cheryl-Ann down to the Jersey Shore with him. He brought sandwiches and a box of wine with the idea of getting her drunk and seducing her. The plan worked wonderfully, and Alberto was conceived. Afterwards, the couple was sharing a joint and relaxing together on a sandy hilltop overlooking the ocean when Cheryl-Ann thought she heard a voice.

	“I could swear I hear someone,” she told Melvin. “Sounds like someone’s calling for help!”

	Melvin thought he heard someone crying for help, too, but pretended he didn’t. He was comfortable lying there on a beach towel, and he was also a little drunk, a lot stoned, and absolutely didn’t want to be bothered. The weather was starting to turn; the winds were kicking up and the ocean water was becoming ever more turbulent. Melvin was a good swimmer, but he doubted his ability to get far in such choppy water, and there was a good chance that, even if he could reach the person, both of them might drown. It would probably take two minutes for him to get from the hilltop down to the water’s edge, by which time it might be too late. Besides, he wasn’t totally sure he had heard anyone at all. On two earlier occasions, he thought he had heard the same thing and turned out to be mistaken. He wondered if he should wait a bit and listen to hear the call again; but of course that might mean a fatal delay.

	As it happened, neither Melvin nor Cheryl-Ann moved from their cozy towel. Later, as they left for home, they saw a crowd gathering around the lifeless body of a man who had washed ashore. “Jesus!” Cheryl-Ann exclaimed. “I wonder if that’s who we heard crying for help?”

	“Nah,” Melvin responded. “Besides,” he added, “I think I recognize that guy. Saw him on TV. He’s a confessed murderer who escaped from prison the other night.”

	Cheryl-Ann suspected that Melvin made up that story to calm her down. But she didn’t want to be bothered any more than he did, so she went along with it. If all it took was a little lie to ease her conscience, that was A-OK with her. She was happy to believe whatever was convenient. In that way, she and Melvin really were a perfect match.

	A few years later, Cheryl-Ann finally got bored with Melvin and rightly decided that he was a loser who was going nowhere fast. So she found another guy, and then another, and another. Alberto could never be sure who’d be the “man of the house” on any given day. His mother got bored with these men quickly, too, and frankly, who could blame her? None of them were any good.

	

	In elementary school, Alberto had a friend named Garrry (yup, three “r’s”) whose family had emigrated to America from New Guinea. They were members of the Dobu tribe, who believe in black magic and have an interesting take on ethical questions.

	One day, Alberto caught Garrry stealing a cupcake from his lunchbox. He confronted the boy. “Hey, stop that!” he yelled. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	Garrry shook his head sadly, disappointed that he had gotten caught. “In my country,” he explained, “we think it’s honorable to grow our own crops, but even more honorable to steal those of our neighbors.”

	“That’s crazy!” Alberto retorted.

	“No, it’s not. It’s my culture. Why shouldn’t I steal your food? What are you going to do about it?”

	Garrry was a fairly big, strong boy, and so although Alberto was angry, he had no desire to fight him. But if he wasn’t going to punch Garrry’s lights out, then what was the answer to his question? Why shouldn’t he steal? Alberto could only think of one response.

	“You shouldn’t steal because God will punish you if you do,” he said.

	Garrry laughed.

	“It’s true,” Alberto insisted. “That’s how God rolls. If you do good things, He rewards you and you go to Heaven when you die. But if you do bad things, He gets even with you. You may get away with stuff here on Earth, but when you die, He’ll send you to Hell.”

	“First of all, your god doesn’t exist,” Garrry replied. “But even if He did... is that why you do things? To get rewarded? To avoid punishment? How selfish are you?”

	Alberto was astonished. The kid who he had just caught stealing his cupcake was calling him selfish! Later, though, Alberto found himself continuing to think about their conversation. He wondered... was there any good reason why anyone should obey God’s commands other than fear of His power? Might it not be better and more courageous to choose to ignore the commands and be willing to risk the punishment? He asked himself... what evidence do I have that a being who would issue commands, without giving reasons but threatening punishment all the same for not obeying them, is good? Isn’t that what dictators do?”

	Whatever meager semblance of religious belief Alberto had vanished on that day.

	By the time Alberto got to high school, he had become an awful bully, but his situation wasn’t entirely negative. His terminal hyper-aggressiveness was mistaken as strength by the girls, and so even though he wasn’t classically handsome (with his somewhat fat face, short chin, crooked teeth and oversized nose), he rarely had trouble getting a date on a Saturday night.

	He wasn’t an entirely bad person, either. Although he was self-centered, egotistical, and mistrustful, there was a sense in which he actually did care about other people. However, he tended to see people as members of a class rather than as individuals. This manifested itself as an almost obsessive concern with money… who had it and who didn’t? He was envious of anyone who had more than he did, and as someone once remarked, envy is the one deadly sin which gives the sinner not even a single moment of pleasure.

	In his teen years, he fell in with the wrong crowd; vapid, pompous poseurs looking for a way to relieve the boredom of their lives. They found that “helping” others was a great way to make themselves feel important. After high school, the women he dated were frequently political activists; they had an inflated sense of their own intelligence, and although they were hostile to traditional religion, they had a holier-than-thou attitude that not even the silliest shouting, dancing Southern Baptist preacher could match. They were the kind of girls who liked to take their tops off and march down city streets chanting “Hey hey, ho ho! (Fill in the blank) has got to go!” It was the mating call of the loser.

	Alberto spent a lot of time in his late teens and early twenties driving these girls to their protest marches, or to museums where they would do things like splatter tomato soup on priceless works of art or glue themselves to the floor... and then sneak off with one or two of them for a little adult action in a public park or a secluded alley.

	The lifestyle he was leading had both a positive and a negative side. The bad part was that he was perpetually angry. Forever irritated, he was always snapping at people, blaming them for troubles that either (a) he had caused himself, or (b) were figments of his imagination. This made long-term relationships basically impossible. The good part was that he was never to blame for anything, and he could be as nasty as he liked to anyone because his anger was always righteous.

	He got a job with the Post Office, where he became a banner-waving Friedrich Engels and worked as little as possible for eleven years. Everything was just groovy until a new manager by the name of Hugo Garcia came on board. Garcia was a native of Ecuador; a naturalized citizen who took his job seriously. He was ambitious and hard-working, and took an instant dislike to Alberto.

	“Whatcha doin’ there, Schmendrick?” Garcia asked him one day upon finding Alberto asleep in a storage room when he was supposed to be sorting the mail.

	“I’m taking a siesta. You want to make something of it?”

	“Hey, what’s your problem, man?” Garcia demanded.

	Perhaps if Schmendrick had gotten a little more sleep... perhaps if he hadn’t been awakened so suddenly… jolted into consciousness by a boss who was five years younger than him, not even a native-born American, and yet bringing home more money than he did… maybe he wouldn’t have reacted so violently. As it happened, he got into Garcia’s face and screamed “YOU’RE my problem, amigo!”

	Garcia shook his head sadly. “I don’t want to have to do this,” he said, “but you’re leaving me no choice. I’m going to have to discipline you.”

	Figuratively, Schmendrick hit the roof. Literally, he hit Garcia in the nose with his fist.

	And with that, Schmendrick’s Post Office career came to an abrupt end. His excuses — “The punch was an act of reform!” and “I was liberating myself from his tyranny!” — didn’t get him very far. When at last it became clear to him that he had crossed the line and wouldn’t be able to save himself, he resigned, and with a little help from his Postal Union pals, managed to sweep this incident under the rug and move on to the Institute, where he would prove that he hadn’t yet learned any lessons.

	

	
Mind Games

	“If the brain were so simple we could understand it, we would be so simple we couldn't.” — Lyall Watson

	

	Doctor Timothy Warrington was the head of the Institute’s Department of Psychiatry. He was a specialist in all matters related to the brain, both in humans and non-humans. He had studied its evolution from its humble origins in fish and reptiles and had conducted many fascinating experiments to push the brain to its absolute limits. His innovations included everything from electrical implants to drugs to hypnotherapy, and as a psychiatrist he had cured dozens of patients with serious mental conditions.

	A few years earlier, he had done revolutionary work concerning the science of communicating with animals. Decades had passed since chimpanzees had first been taught to use sign language and even, to a limited degree, to read and write using computers. From such communication, scientists learned that chimps prefer jazz to rock & roll and that they prefer movies featuring their fellow creatures to ones featuring humans, among other insights.

	Unfortunately, despite the continued efforts of the scientific community, the chimpanzee vocabulary seemed to have stalled out at around four hundred words — about forty percent of what’s considered to be basic English. It was generally agreed that brain mass — or at least the ratio of brain to body mass — was determinative of a given animal’s intelligence.

	Warrington, however, had taken a somewhat different tack from other researchers when it came to teaching human language to animals. His contention was that even animals a good deal less intelligent than chimps were perfectly capable of learning much more than previously thought. Rather than blaming deficient brains, he insisted that the difficulties in teaching animals lay in the methods used by scientists to motivate them to learn. As he explained in a magazine article (which Dr. Parker happened to read while waiting to see a dentist, bringing Warrington to the attention of the gang at the Institute):

	

	“People underestimate how intelligent animals are. They know that monkeys and dolphins and whales are relatively intelligent, but lots of other animals are smart, too. Raccoons, for example, are smart enough to pick locks. And of course, dogs and cats are incredibly bright. Try asking a dog if he wants to go for a walk. He gets excited, right? Because dogs know what you’re saying! My last dog understood quite a few human words and phrases, but I’m sure that he understood a lot more than he let on. (My wife is the same. English is her third language, so when she doesn't want to discuss a particular topic, she often complains ‘Me no speaky English!’ even though she does.) Cats are famous for ignoring humans, yet they often seem to understand much of what we tell them, too. They just have a different agenda from us.

	“Dogs and cats and most other animals are only interested in a few things: food, family, territory, play time, and massages. You can talk to them all day long, and they understand more than we know, but they just don't care. They're bored with all our petty human issues. They don't care how the stock market is doing or whether their local sports team will make the playoffs. Ask them if they'd like to go for a car ride, though, and you've got their attention.

	“Humans are the same way. I've known many people who are quite intelligent, who have advanced degrees, good jobs, etc., etc. Yet, some of these same people have difficulty balancing their checkbook or locating Canada on a map. There are many highly intelligent people who are at this moment working as trash collectors, convenience store clerks, drug dealers. Lots of smart people are sitting in jail right now.

	Why? I contend it's because they, like dogs, are simply not interested in things that they ought to be. Therefore, the solution to crime reduction and many other problems lies in applied psychology and hypnotherapy. These methods can literally re-wire the brain. Physically, nothing is changed, but the neural pathways are altered, and in so doing, we can unlock hitherto untapped potential. In the future, so-called ‘dumb’ animals will be as smart as the humans of today, and among humans, the dunces of the future will be like the geniuses of today.

	“This is the next step in the evolution of science. For a century or so, doctors have used hypnosis to anesthetize patients during surgery. And hypnosis can be accomplished in a variety of ways. People are often hypnotized by the media (both traditional and social.) They’re programmed to believe things they’d never believe in a normal waking, thinking state. Any creature with a brain can be hypnotized, and their psychology can be changed in useful ways.

	“A dog has no interest in money, but takes a great interest in dog food. Obviously, he should be interested in money, because money can be used to buy dog food. Similarly, an inner city gang member may take little interest in his education, but he has a great interest in fancy cars, big houses, and beautiful women. Getting a good education can help him get those things — therefore, he should take an interest in them. You can explain this to him. He will understand the words, yet he will likely respond by simply sitting there, staring at you blankly.

	“Motivation is the key. We’ve seen examples of inner city schools where everyone has given up on the kids, and then someone comes in and finds a way to fire them up; to get them interested in the things that will help them. Jaime Escalante teaching kids calculus in L.A., Joe Clark revitalizing his high school in New Jersey, to give just two examples.”

	

	The “inner city gang member” line got Warrington fired from his job as a professor at a venerable east coast university. (One might’ve thought his biggest trouble would have been the scandal that resulted when a German Shepherd escaped from his lab, opened a bank account with J.P. Morgan and proceeded to commit thousands of dollars worth of credit fraud, all to buy crates of dog food. But no, it was that line.)

	For Tony and Dr. Parker, however, his misfortune was their opportunity. They could use a free-thinker like him on their team. Not only might he be able to come up with some profitable invention or procedure, but he could also prove valuable in terms of inspiring the staff.

	

	Inside Warrington’s office, the good doctor began his latest psychiatric experiment by spinning a pinwheel. A pretty young coed from a nearby college (who was being paid a modest sum for her participation) sat in a chair in the darkened room and stared at the spinning pattern.

	“You’re getting sleepy... sleepy...” Warrington told her. “Now I’m going to count backwards from ten to one and then I’m going to tell you to go to sleep, and when I say that, you’re going to fall into a deep sleep, the deepest, most relaxing sleep you’ve ever had, OK?”

	The girl nodded. “OK,” she said.

	“All right then. 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, sleep!”

	The girl promptly fell asleep.

	“Now, when I snap my fingers, you’re going to feel as light as a feather. In fact, you’re going to be so light, you’ll float right off of this chair!”

	“Seriously?” she asked, without opening her eyes.

	“Yes, seriously,” he assured her. And then Warrington snapped his fingers, and the young lady began to levitate. She had risen about a foot off the chair when Alan Cooper entered the room, carrying his mop and bucket with him. As he started mopping the floor, he looked on in astonishment. The girl kept floating higher and higher. Slowly and steadily, she rose one foot, then two, then three and four feet above the chair upon which she had been sitting. After a minute or so, her head was almost touching the ceiling.

	“Holy frijoles!” Alan blurted out, thoroughly amazed.

	“Shhh! Don’t break the spell!” Dr. Warrington whispered.

	“Ooh, sorry!”

	The girl continued to rise higher until at last her head finally touched the ceiling.

	“Now, you’re going to start feeling heavier,” Warrington told her, “and you’re slowly, slowly going to descend back down into your seat.”

	By now, Alan had wandered over underneath her. “Hubba hubba!” he exclaimed.

	The girl’s eyes suddenly opened and she plummeted to the floor, knocking over the chair as she fell. She landed awkwardly, but was thankfully unhurt. “What happened?” she asked, as she awakened in a daze.

	“Alan!” Warrington shouted.

	“I could see up her skirt!” Alan explained.

	Warrington rushed to the girl’s aid. “Dear me, I’m so sorry, miss! Are you OK?”

	“Yes, yes, I’m fine, thanks,” she told him.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes, I’m all right.”

	“I’m dreadfully sorry,” Warrington said. “I’ll tell you what — take the rest of the day off. You’ve been very helpful, and I’ll see you again tomorrow. How’s that?”

	The girl accepted his offer, thanked him, and went on her merry way. As she left the office, Warrington turned his attention to the janitor. “Alan, Alan my boy,” he said, “you really must be more careful!”

	“Sorry, doc,” Alan said. “It was unavoidable! I mean, did you get a load of that chick? What a cutie pie!”

	“I understand, but still... you’ve got to have some self control.”

	“Yeah, I know,” Alan said sheepishly as he looked down at the floor. “It’s women, doc. I just don’t have a good way with women.”

	It was impossible to stay upset with Alan for long. Dr. Warrington’s exasperation gave way to a desire to help him. “Your problem is that you’re too shy, my boy. Which reminds me, did you hear that they’ve just found the gene that’s responsible for shyness?”

	“No kidding? Really?” Alan asked.

	“Indeed! They would have found it earlier, but it was hiding behind two other genes.”

	“Oh, I get it,” Alan groaned. “Scientist humor.”

	Dr. Warrington cleared his throat and continued. “Hmm, yes,” he grumbled. “I hear you want to get into the humor business. Is that right?”

	“Yeah, that’s another problem I’ve got... I’m sure I could be a great comedian. I have killer material. I’ve been working on it for years. The problem is, when I go up to one of the local comedy clubs and get on stage, my mind goes blank. I can’t... what’s the word? It’s the opposite of ‘forget.’”

	“Remember?” Warrington suggested.

	“That’s it! Remember! I can’t remember my jokes! It’s killing my career! I’m telling you, I could be big! I could have my own sitcom just like that lame wad — what’s his name? — Jerry Steinfeld — if I could only remember my jokes!” And just then, Alan got an idea. “Hey, I wonder,” he asked, “is there maybe anything you could do to help me?”

	Warrington thought for a moment. “Well, I’ve had cases similar to yours in the past,” he said. “Strange cases, difficult cases... I once had a patient who was convinced she was a chihuahua. As it turned out, not only was she, in fact, a chihuahua, but she was also the mayor of San Francisco!”

	“Yeah, but what can you do for me?” Alan asked. “I was thinking maybe you could hypnotize me — you know — sort of implant the jokes into my brain somehow.”

	Warrington wondered. It was an interesting idea. “Let me give it some thought. Perhaps there’s something I can do.”

	These were the first words of encouragement anyone had given Alan in a long time, and he left work that day with a spring in his step. If Dr. Warrington could help him, maybe his years of fruitless struggle would finally start paying dividends. But that night, as he sat alone in his apartment writing, the usual nagging doubts came back to him.

	“Why did the chicken cross the road?” he scribbled into his notebook before immediately becoming dissatisfied and scratching out the line. Too cliché, he told himself.

	After a moment of thought, he was writing again. “What’s the deal with hamburgers? They’re not chopped ham; they’re chopped steak!”

	“No, that’s no good,” he thought as he scratched out that line, too. “It’s not even original. It’s an old advertising slogan.”

	He looked around the room, desperately picking up various items and asking himself what was funny about each one. At length, his eyes alighted upon a photo of Lisa that sat on a side table in his dining room near the little desk where he did most of his writing. Months earlier, he had clipped it out of a company newsletter and framed it. The photo was useful there, he thought, because he could always glance over at it while working on his routine and receive inspiration from it. Once he hit it big, she’d respect him... and maybe even learn to love him.

	“Oh, Lisa, why won’t you be my girlfriend?” he asked her picture. But as he looked around his tiny, filthy apartment, with dust on all the furniture, unwashed glasses and flatware on every table, candy wrappers and empty water bottles littering the floor, it was obvious. “Who am I kidding?” he asked himself. “A hot babe like her can have anybody she wants. She’ll probably end up marrying a millionaire. No woman wants to be with a poor loser like me!”

	Alan sighed sadly and went back to writing. “What’s the deal with Japanese people?”

	
The End

	“I couldn't commit suicide if my life depended on it.” — George Carlin

	

	Depression had gripped Tony again. He decided that there was only one thing for him to do... end it all. This creation of his — this monster — had killed a woman, brutally murdering her and then devouring her body, bones and all.

	It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Tony had interacted with the creature for months, ever since he brought it to life. He had even shown it to a few of his interns, and it had always behaved beautifully, like a cute puppy. Tony simply hadn’t seen this coming, and it was proof that, despite his many accomplishments in the past, he was a bad scientist. If, as he had always said, science is fundamentally about the ability to make predictions, then how could he excuse himself for what had happened? He had failed to foresee the savage violence of his creature and it had resulted in the death of an innocent woman. The only honorable thing to do was for him to end his own life. “An eye for an eye,” as the Good Book says.

	True, his priest had told him otherwise. “The Church has always considered suicide to be a grave offense,” he said when Tony floated the idea to him. “As the Catechism of the Church states, ‘It is God who remains the sovereign master of life... we are stewards, not owners, of the life God has entrusted to us. It’s not ours to dispose of.”

	“But it’s not a mortal sin, is it?” Tony asked. He wasn’t afraid of dying, but he was terribly concerned about the fate of his soul. But maybe Natalia’s murder had already sealed that for him?

	“It depends,” the priest answered. “There are other factors to consider, like whether a person has given the matter sufficient reflection, for example. The church has a nuanced approach with regard to someone who takes his own life. Years ago, the church normally didn’t permit a funeral Mass or burial in a Catholic cemetery for someone who had taken his own life. But it’s not like that anymore. Pope John Paul II said that serious psychological disturbances, anguish or grave fear of hardship, suffering or torture can diminish the responsibility of the one committing suicide. He said we shouldn’t despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have taken their own lives.”

	Tony was glad to hear this, since by this time he was leaning heavily toward the idea of blowing his brains out.

	“As a rule, nowadays the Church gives the benefit of the doubt to a suicide victim and grants a Catholic funeral and burial. The Church makes the pastoral judgment that there may have been mitigating circumstances and therefore the person — due to severe depression or mental illness — may not have been capable of making that decision with full freedom. But having said that,” the priest added, “don’t do it. You’re too good a person and have too much to add to the world.”

	

	Anyway, there he was, late at night in the dining room of his castle, sitting at the long oak table with a gun to his head. He started to squeeze the trigger, but at the last instant, he stopped.

	“No, no, not like this,” he muttered. “It’s too messy!”

	He got up and went over to a cabinet where he kept various odds and ends, and soon found a bottle with a skull and crossbones on it — cyanide. “Why the heck have I been keeping this stuff in the dining room?” he wondered. There must’ve been some reason.

	No matter, though. It’ll do the trick, he thought. He poured some into a glass and started to drink, but just before the noxious stuff entered his mouth, he paused again.

	Cyanide’s an awful way to die, he thought. It was likely to take anywhere between five and twenty minutes. First, he could expect his entire body to go into convulsions. Then his mouth would fill with a mixture of saliva, blood and vomit. Finally, he would pass out and die as his body would be completely deprived of oxygen.

	He put the bottle away, sat back down and began to ponder the situation. The best option, he decided, would be to go down to the Institute and get some helium. For sure they had some around there somewhere. Then he could simply tie a bag around his head, pump the gas in, and let nature take its course. Helium is great because it can cause painless asphyxia. This is why they frequently use it in euthanasia procedures. Unlike simple asphyxiation, with helium, victims don’t feel the urge to breathe.

	The breathing reflex, Tony knew, is not triggered by oxygen deficiency but by carbon dioxide excess, and that doesn’t happen in the case of helium intoxication.

	Yes, Tony thought, this was the way to go. It was true that he must die to atone for his sin of creating a monster and letting it kill poor Natalia, but he needn’t suffer in the process. God would understand and would tell him so when he got to the Pearly Gates.

	So he hurried off into the living room, grabbed a jacket from the closet there, and went to turn off the TV, which had been running unwatched for who-knows-how-many hours. Tony had been letting a lot of things slide since the incident.

	Just then, though, he heard a TV news reporter...

	

	“Arrested yesterday were Russian nationals Viktor Kasparov and Alexei Andropov. They’ve been accused of spying for the Russian government. Specifically, they were trying to gain access to top secret scientific research in order to weaken American national security.”

	

	Tony stopped cold. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. He watched in stunned amazement as he saw news footage showing the Russian spies being arrested… and Natalia’s picture appear on the screen. The reporter continued:

	

	“Wanted in connection with this spy plot is a 28-year-old woman known only as Natalia. She was working with the men arrested in this case, but her whereabouts are unknown at this time. If you happen to recognize her, be advised, she is considered armed and very dangerous.”

	

	Tony turned off the TV and hung his jacket back in the closet. Relief swept across his countenance. “So she was a spy all along!” he chuckled, as he collapsed on the sofa and promptly fell into a deep sleep.

	
Another Woman

	“Here's to woman! Would that we could fall into her arms without falling into her hands.” — Ambrose Bierce

	

	Emily Robinson was a stunningly gorgeous blonde who hailed from the Milwaukee area but had moved east a few years earlier to take advantage of modeling gigs in Manhattan. Now she was living in New Jersey, about halfway between New York and Philly and thinking about giving up modeling for teaching. She would like to teach kindergarten, she told Tony. She had had a husband a while back, too, but he had met a tragic end much like Tony’s wife. In her husband’s case, only a few weeks after their wedding, he fell off the balcony of the ninth floor apartment he and Emily had shared. He had been drinking heavily that night, she explained. Their shared tragedy was one of the reasons Tony decided to contact her after seeing her profile on a dating site. He figured that having something like that in common might be helpful somehow.

	Anyway, there they were, eating dinner at the aforementioned Luxe Gourmet when Tony described how things had gone on his previous date. Emily nearly choked to death on her meal right then and there.

	“Can you believe that?” Tony asked, as both he and Emily convulsed with laughter. “Is that bad luck or what?”

	“I should say so!” she agreed. “Your last date was a Russian spy?!? I’ve had some bad dates myself over the years, but nothing quite that bad! So, what happened to her?”

	“Natalia? Oh... I don’t know,” Tony said nervously. “Last I heard, she was still on the lam. Anyway, if you start asking for secrets from the laboratory I work at, just be forewarned, I can’t give you anything. I can’t talk about that stuff at all, except maybe in the vaguest of terms.”

	“That’s OK,” Emily replied, “I’m not really scientifically inclined anyway. You could talk about that stuff all day long and I wouldn’t know what you’re talking about, and I’d probably be bored, too.”

	“Great,” Tony said. “That’s perfect.”

	Emily went back to work on her food, wolfing down her Aged New York Strip steak au Poivre with Courvoisier Cream. “You must make a lot of money doing the kind of work you do, right?” she inquired between bites. “I mean, since you’re one of the top scientists in the country.”

	“Well, yeah, I do all right,” he answered. “You know I live in a castle, right?”

	“I do, yes.” She had seen the photos of Tony’s place in his dating profile.

	“I mean, it’s not as impressive as it sounds,” he said, hoping not to appear too proud of his success. In situations like this, the dynamic can be tricky. Absent the fact that he lived in a castle, it’s highly unlikely Emily would’ve agreed to meet him. Of course, if Emily’s face and/or figure had been something other than fantastic, he might well have passed her over as well. On this evening, both players knew the score.

	“I’d love to check it out,” Emily said.

	At this point, Tony was feeling lucky. The girl was personable, he thought, and he found talking to her easy. So he invited her up to the castle.

	

	At about ten o’clock, Tony and Emily were sipping some vintage wine in his living room. “I’ve gotta admit,” Emily said, “this place is pretty cool. Any woman you bring here would have to be very impressed.”

	“Yeah, I haven’t had a lot of women here. My wife... the second anniversary of her death is next week. I didn’t even get started dating until a few months ago. Even then, I felt guilty about it, like maybe I should wait until more time had gone by.”

	“Did you bring that spy girl here?”

	“Mm-hmm.”

	“I wonder, what exactly happened then? Did you sense that something was wrong with her and kick her out? Or shouldn’t I ask?”

	“It’s OK,” Tony said. “No, I didn’t guess that anything was wrong with her. But a friend of mine did.”

	“A friend?”

	“Yeah, you see, we... she and I, that is... we went...”

	Just then, both Tony and Emily heard a low, rumbling sound followed by a muffled roar. Tony’s blood ran cold, because he knew that the sound was coming from the monster in the dungeon below.

	“What on earth was that?” Emily asked.

	Thinking fast, Tony answered “Oh, that was probably just the house settling. It makes noises like that sometimes.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah,” Tony replied. He was getting more nervous with each passing second. He couldn’t take a chance of the monster attacking Emily. She was so kind, so sweet, so beautiful. “You know,” Tony said, “maybe we should get out of here for now. You’re a really terrific girl... nothing at all like Natalia, I’m sure. Maybe we could go over to your place?”

	“Umm, OK,” Emily said, a bit baffled.

	Just then, they heard another roar along with some loud banging noises. Moving quickly, Tony hustled Emily out of the castle and into his car. As the roars and banging sounds grew ever louder, Tony hit the gas in his burnt orange Lamborghini and raced away.

	

	Tony was surprised to learn that Emily lived in a large, white, six bedroom Queen Anne style house that sat deep in the woods, far away from any other houses. It was a fancy place, featuring an asymmetrical design and detailed exterior features such as decorative arches, turrets, and balustrades. Emily must’ve been loaded, Tony thought. He guessed that her husband — a lawyer for one of the big Wall Street firms — must’ve left her some dough.

	At any rate, Emily gave Tony a quick tour of the place before pausing in a parlor room on the third floor. There, Tony’s attention was caught by a chess table with hand-painted pieces.

	“Oh, this is nice,” Tony said, admiring the pieces. “You play chess?”

	“A little, yes,” Emily said. “Mostly I just think it looks nice, though. A good chess set makes any room look classier.”

	“Agreed,” he replied. The set looked to be a French versus Russian theme. The black king was Napoleon.

	“Well, Tony...” Emily started.

	“Yes?”

	“Would you like some coffee, tea... or me?” She wrapped herself around him and started kissing his neck.

	“Well, I uh...” Tony stammered.

	Emily took a step back and her skimpy silk dress suddenly dropped to the floor. Tony stood before her, his mouth agape. Things were coming along faster than he had anticipated. She moved in close to him again and they embraced. She kissed him and then stepped backward, pulling him with her toward the liquor cabinet where, next to a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon was a large kitchen knife. As they continued kissing, Emily reached behind her with her right hand and clutched the knife. She raised it up and was just about to plunge it into Tony's back... but at precisely that moment, the monster's face appeared in the window. It was much bigger than before... like, King Kong-size now... as big as Emily’s house.

	She saw it and froze instantly. She and the monster locked eyes on each other. Without thinking, she took a step back away from Tony, thoughtlessly dropped the knife and screamed. The monster reached inside the window, shattering the glass and destroying the frame with its mighty hand. It nudged Tony aside and grabbed Emily, picking her up and removing her from the house. Tony spun around and, seeing what was happening, called out to the monster, pleading with it to stop, but the creature paid him no mind. Emily continued screaming, but her desperate cries grew ever fainter as the monster lumbered off into the woods and disappeared with her.

	

	
The Tears of a Clown

	“Tragedy is if I’ll cut a finger, I go to Mount Sinai, get an X‐ray, have to change bandages. Comedy is if you walk into an open sewer and die.” — Mel Brooks

	

	Calvin Coolidge once said “Nothing in this world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not: nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent… Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.” And Alan Cooper was nothing if not persistent. But was he talented?

	Years earlier, Alan had gone out to the movies with one of his old high school buddies. They went to see Jack and Jill, starring Adam Sandler and Katie Holmes. As they left the theater, his pal asked him what he thought of it.

	“I was disappointed,” Alan said. “I thought the story had potential. I mean, Adam Sandler playing a dual role... the main character and also his annoying twin sister? That’s gold, baby. But the execution was off. In my opinion, it just wasn’t very funny.”

	Alan’s friend, who loved the film, was irritated by this response.

	“I suppose you think you could do better?” he asked.

	“Yeah, I do,” Alan responded.

	“Oh, sure,” the friend scoffed. “Listen, Alan, I know you think you’re good at comedy and you know what’s funny, but you’re forty years old now. If you were going to make it in the comedy business, you would’ve made it already.”

	It was an argument Alan had heard before and actually sympathized with, to a degree. When he was younger, he thought the road to the top would be quick and easy, but as it turned out, it was really extremely difficult. Both his writing and his delivery needed work. His early efforts to craft a routine were often embarrassingly poor. Sometimes doubt crept into his mind. Maybe he wasn’t good enough, he thought. Maybe the naysayers were right all along.

	But what choice did he have? He loved comedy and didn’t have any aptitude for anything else, so there really wasn’t anything left for him to do but to keep writing and keep practicing in front of the mirror. He had faith that it would work out in the end.

	

	And now, at long last, Alan was getting his big break. For the first time in what seemed like forever, a local comedy club had agreed to let him perform for one of their weeknight audiences. He had spent many months writing and practicing and he was confident in his material. The only question would be whether he could remember it under the pressure of facing a live crowd. The club’s talent scout had let him audition online, and Alan had taken advantage of the opportunity to keep cue cards just out of frame. He had asked about using cue cards during his live performance but had been told in no uncertain terms that he could not.

	The material was good, though... even the scout had agreed on that. And so Alan had been able to keep his confidence level high, right up until a minute or so before he was slated to go out on stage. Suddenly, as he stood behind the curtains while the preceding comic wrapped up his routine, Alan became quite nervous. His heart pounded and he started sweating profusely. “Uh oh,” he thought.

	“Put your hands together, everybody,” the emcee told the assembled crowd, “for the comedy stylings of Alaaaan Cooooooper!”

	The audience applauded and Alan sprinted out from behind the curtains and grabbed the microphone at center stage.

	“Hey, how ya doin' everybody?” he asked. “You're a great lookin' crowd. And that reminds me... speaking of crowds, did you hear the one about the farmer who walked onto a crowded cornfield?”

	What the heck was he babbling?!? This wasn’t his act at all! The carefully honed routine he had spent months on had completely vanished from his mind. All that was left was the dangerously elevated heart rate, the sweat pouring down his face, the blinding lights shining in his eyes, and the terror of failure. To flop like this in front of a crowd of strangers — to not be able to get laughs — was nearly as bad as asking a hot chick for a date and being rejected. But he would need a miracle now. His material was long gone and he was desperately ad-libbing.

	“See, there were these lawyers, and... uh, wait a minute, that's not right. It wasn't lawyers, it was pigs. And the pigs were all standing around, see, and uh... uh... OK, forget that one.”

	On and on it went. He kept trying — and kept failing — to deliver his jokes. The audience grew restless, and after a short time began booing him. And hard as it may be to believe, someone in the audience had actually brought a tomato with him and threw it at Alan, nailing him in the chest. It was the only laugh he got.

	

	Afterward, Alan exited the back door of the club and shuffled slowly over toward the bus stop. He was alone, or so it seemed until someone called to him from a dark alley...

	“Ha ha ha! That’s what you wanted to hear in there, right? The sound of laughter?”

	Alan looked and saw Schmendrick and his goons walking toward him from out of the shadows. “Yeah,” he replied sadly.

	“Well, ha ha ha!” Schmendrick chortled. “Only I ain’t laughing with you. I’m laughing right at you! You were terrible tonight! And you think you’re gonna be a comedian?!? It’s like I told you… you’re not funny. You’re never gonna be a show business star. You’re gonna be a janitor for the rest of your life. You’re gonna clean dirty, stinking, filthy toilets for the rest of your dirty, stinking, filthy life. And you’re gonna do it in a union shop!”

	Schmendrick held out the union contract and a pen. “Now be a good boy and sign this paper!”

	One of the goons approached Alan and hunched over to let him use his back as a desk... Alan took the pen and started to sign the paper, but before he could finish his first name, he stopped. His face reddened and he glared angrily at Schmendrick. Tears poured from his eyes and he shook with rage. He stabbed the goon in the back with the pen, crumpled up the paper and threw it in Schmendrick’s face.

	“No, I won’t do it. I won’t do it!” he shouted as the goon cried out in pain. “I’m gonna be back here again next month, and I’m gonna knock ‘em dead! I’m gonna slay that audience! You’ll see!”

	Schmendrick sighed and motioned for the goons to grab Alan and shove him into the trunk of Schmendrick’s black Lincoln Continental, which they proceeded to do. And off they drove into the night, back to union headquarters, where Alan endured yet another beating.

	
Help is on the Way

	“The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can do him absolutely no good.” — Samuel Johnson

	

	The next morning, Tony was driving to work but his mind was elsewhere. After Emily’s abduction the previous night, he returned home, fully expecting the police to arrive and arrest him. And he deserved it. His creature had now killed two women. Granted, one of them was a sleazy Russian spy, but the second one was innocent. The monster was an indiscriminate killer that Tony had created but failed to contain. He paced and fretted all through the night, but the cops never came. Maybe no one saw him? Emily’s house was remote, after all.

	But that didn’t matter. If the police didn’t come to him, he would have to go to them. Turning himself in was a moral obligation, and that was the end of everything. His reputation, his business, everything he had spent years working on... it was all ruined.

	And then... what was that over on the side of the road? Tony hit the brakes and pulled over. He got out of his car and walked over to a ditch that ran parallel to the road. There, he found Alan Cooper lying face down, conscious but dazed, battered, and bruised. Tony rolled him over.

	“Alan! What in the world are you doing here?” he asked.

	“Oh, hi Doctor Hinch,” Alan replied with a cheerfulness that was astonishing under the circumstances. “How’s it going?”

	“What happened to you?”

	“Oh, nothing much. Just a little union business.”

	Tony shook his head in disbelief. “Are those guys hassling you again? Jeez Louise!” He was going to have to fire those clowns. He wondered, in fact, why he hadn’t done so already. He knew they were nothing but trouble.

	“Yeah,” Alan said as he sat up, “the only way they’ll ever leave me alone is if I quit or sign that petition. I can’t quit; I need the money. But I’m not gonna sign that petition, either. If they were nice guys, I probably would’ve done it a long time ago. But those guys are no good. I won’t help them!”

	Tony’s eyes welled up with tears for the umpteenth time in recent days, but these were tears of inspiration rather than fear. The thoughts of turning himself into the police vanished.

	“You’re a man of genuine courage, Alan. Genuine courage! I’m proud of you! And I’m gonna do what I can to help.”

	“Yeah, about that, doc,” Alan said, “I’ve been thinking, you and the other scientists at the lab... sometimes you guys work on some pretty cool things... things that might come in handy if I had access to ‘em.”

	“What do you have in mind?”

	“I was thinking about that stink ray, or maybe that invisibility thing that Dr. Parker was working on. Don’t you guys have a death ray, too?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, Alan. I don’t think I can help you in that way. It would be dangerous and unethical.”

	“OK, I understand. I’ll find some other way to beat those guys.”

	Tony helped Alan to his feet and into his car. And then — over Alan’s objections — he drove Alan over to a nearby hospital to have him checked out. In the waiting room, he began thinking again about calling the police, this time to turn in those awful union bastards.

	But, he thought, maybe Alan had a point after all. Maybe there was something he and his fellow scientists could do to help him. They had lots of gadgets, after all. If he was going to help, though, he couldn’t very well go to jail. And so after Alan was released with a clean bill of health, Tony dropped him off at the Institute and then hurried back to Emily’s house to wipe his fingerprints off of everything he had touched the previous night.

	Not long afterward — a few days, maybe — Tony and his fellow scientists got together after work for dinner and drinks at a little tavern a couple of blocks away from the Institute.

	“So, Tony, how’s your love life?” Dr. Jankowski asked. “Meet any hot guys lately?”

	“Well, I’ll tell ya,” Tony replied, “a hot guy might almost be an improvement over the chicks I’ve been meeting!”

	“That bad, eh?” Dr. Parker asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“Everybody’s going transgender these days,” Dr. Jankowski said. “You know, I’m no biologist, but this whole ‘men can be women and women can be men’ idea strikes me as a wee bit unscientific!”

	On that point, all the doctors agreed.

	“So, what’s happening, Tony?” Dr. Warrington asked. “What’s so terrible about these women you’ve been dating?”

	Tony sighed. “Well, OK, I guess it’s confession time. You guys know that experiment I’ve been working on?”

	“The one where you grow little creatures in petri dishes?” Dr. Parker asked.

	“Yeah,” Tony replied, “only this one creature isn’t so little anymore. At this point, he’s about fifty feet tall!”

	“Say whaaat?!?” the assembled doctors exclaimed in unison.

	“He’s been growing fast, too. A few weeks ago he was still only about six feet tall. That’s when I had a date with that Russian spy you heard about on the news!”

	“You had a date with... ohhh!” Dr. Parker said as he turned to Dr. Jankowski. “Remember, we saw her that night! I knew she looked familiar when I saw her on TV!”

	“Holy moley, that’s right!” Jankowski said. “What happened?”

	“That spy... she was coming on to me big time. And so, dummy me, I agreed to show her my creation! Just what she wanted! I took her back to my place, we had a few drinks, and then the creature… well, it killed her and ate her!”

	To Tony’s great surprise, his fellow scientists burst into laughter.

	“I’m not joking!” Tony insisted.

	“So that’s why the feds can’t find her, eh?” Dr. Warrington said. “They caught her friends, but they can’t find her because she’s in your monster’s tummy, eh?”

	Tony shrugged his shoulders. “That’s what happened!”

	“Serves her right!” Dr. Jankowski said emphatically.

	“Yup!” Dr. Parker added. “Spies keep coming into my department, too. Security nabbed one just the other day... a North Korean or Iranian or something. I wish I had a monster to eat ‘em!”

	“Yeah, well...” Tony went on, “so last weekend I’m out with this other broad... we go over to her place, and she’s just starting to get naked, when what happens? My monster shows up, reaches in the window, grabs her, and eats her, too!”

	“Uh oh,” Dr. Warrington said. “Was she a spy, too? I hope!”

	“Not a spy,” Tony said, “a serial killer! The day after the monster took her away, I went back to her place and noticed she had all these doctored-up photos of me with her... wedding pictures! She had a fake marriage certificate and everything! And then I remembered she had a knife in her hand when my monster grabbed her! She was planning to kill me and then tell the police we were married and take my estate! I looked into it, and it turns out she’s done this kind of thing before. She’s what they call a ‘black widow!’”

	“Wow,” Dr. Jankowski said, “you weren’t kidding when you said your love life wasn’t going so well!”

	“Hey, I’m just getting warmed up! I’m tempted to say the women of this country have all gone crazy, but I’m starting to think that everybody in this country has gone crazy!”

	“What do you mean?” Jankowski asked.

	“You know our boy Alan?”

	“Alan the janitor?”

	“Right. Have you heard about how the mailroom guys have been hassling him?”

	“You’re talking about those filthy commies who’ve been trying to start a union, right?” Dr. Parker asked. “Yeah, I’ve heard. We should really do something to help. Alan’s a good dude. He doesn’t deserve that kind of trouble.”

	“I agree,” Dr. Jankowski said. “I’ve been thinking about loaning him one or two of the gadgets I’ve been working on. Just a little something, you know, to help him protect himself and maybe settle a score or two with those creeps.”

	“I’ve thought about that, too,” Tony said. “He actually asked me about it. But don’t you worry about the ethical implications? Or whether he can be trusted to use our equipment safely?”

	“Ethical impli-what?” Dr. Parker asked, mockingly. “Come on, man, don’t be so uptight! He’ll be OK.”

	“Yeah, seriously,” Dr. Jankowski agreed. “So, how about it, fellas? Are we all together on this? We’re all gonna help Alan, right?” Without hesitation, they all responded “Yes!” except for Dr. Warrington.

	“How about you, Tim?” Dr. Jankowski asked him. “Are you in?”

	“Oh yeah,” Dr. Warrington said, taking a drag on his pipe and flashing the group a wry smile. “I’m way ahead of you!”

	

	
Three Kidnappings

	“Instead of working for the survival of the fittest, we should be working for the survival of the wittiest; then we can all die laughing.” — Lily Tomlin

	

	Greg Murphy got up from his easy chair, pointed at his son-in-law and shouted “Now you listen to me, and you listen good... I don’t want that guy in my neighborhood, and I don’t care what you think about it, Onion-head!”

	Murphy, a short, stocky, dark-haired man of about forty, was the star of a sitcom called Murph, now in its second season. He had been a successful standup comedian for a decade or so, and the show was loosely based on his comic persona — an abrasive, know-it-all loudmouth — but in practical terms, the series was essentially a remake of the old show All in the Family, updated for a modern audience.

	The lack of originality amongst Murph’s writers was so complete that they took to brazenly ripping off one plotline after another from the earlier show. For example, in a 1971 episode entitled “Lionel Moves Into the Neighborhood,” Archie Bunker complains about a black family (the Jeffersons) moving in next door.

	Meanwhile, in the very first episode of his show, Greg Murphy complains about a Muslim family moving in. While Murphy frets about his new neighbors possibly plotting to bomb the bar he frequents and grumbles about the burkas worn by the women in that household, his supposedly egregious racism and ethnocentrism are ridiculed by his goofy-but-wise son-in-law (Meat-head in the original; Onion-head here), who wins the argument and delivers a not-so-subtle moral message to the audience.

	

	In the wee hours of the morning after meeting with his colleagues wherein they all pledged to help Alan the janitor, Dr. Warrington drove up to a little town called Short Hills, New Jersey.

	Located not far from New York City, it’s home to a lot of very wealthy folks, including Greg Murphy, Saul Simpson, and Larry Lawson... three of the top comedians in the country. Warrington learned that Murphy had recently returned home from Hollywood, and the doctor intended to pay him and the other men a visit and get them to come down to Philly to assist Alan.

	Now, if you’re thinking that Dr. Warrington planned to use his skills in communication or psychology or possibly hypnosis to convince these men to go along with him, you would be mistaken. There’s a time and a place for those sorts of clever methods, but there are also times when brute force is the way to go. And this was one of those times.

	Decked out in a black sweatshirt and sweatpants, along with a black ski mask, gloves, and sneakers, Warrington carefully scaled the fence at Murphy’s house, tiptoed around to the back door, picked the lock and crept inside. As stealthily as a jungle cat, he made his way upstairs and into Murphy’s bedroom. There, Warrington saw him sleeping soundly beside his wife, a famous Broadway actress named Brenda Something-or-Other.

	

	[image: Image]

	Slowly and carefully, Warrington approached Brenda’s side of the bed and konked her over the head with a rubber mallet. She groaned softly, rousing Murphy to consciousness — but not for long, as Warrington pulled a chloroform-soaked rag from a plastic container hooked to his belt, jumped onto the bed and covered Murphy's face with it until he was subdued. Warrington then dragged him out of the bed, down the stairs, and out to his car.

	The same basic scene was repeated twice more that night, as Dr. Warrington visited the other comedians and brought them all back to his office. These guys were the best in the business, the doctor told himself.

	Nothing but the best would do for his buddy Alan!

	
Yet Another Woman

	“A woman worries about the future until she gets a husband, while a man never worries about the future until he gets a wife.” — Charles Schwab

	

	After another fine meal at the Luxe Gourmet, Tony took a stroll around town with a 32-year-old, never-married, auburn-haired cutie named Maria. Tall and thin, but with ample curves in all the right places, Maria was a lawyer who spent her time helping indigent clients. She earned a good deal less money than she could by joining a big firm and aiding clients with deep pockets, but, she explained, she was happier with this sort of work.

	“To live life in an ethical manner is super important to me,” she told him. “The way I see it, you only live once, and so you’ve got to make this life count. And so when I see an injustice being done, I want to do what I can to stop it.”

	“What sort of injustice do you see?” he asked.

	“Oh, all sorts of things... people get accused of crimes they didn’t commit, they get away with crimes they do commit, they get pushed around by people in government and sometimes by big corporations. It seems that people love to push each other around. Must be part of the human condition, I guess. Some people, when they get authority, they just can’t resist throwing their weight around and making the less powerful grovel before them. You’ve heard about the Stanford Prison Experiment, right?”

	“Sounds familiar, but...”

	“That’s where researchers invited a group of college students into a prison and divided them into two groups. They told the first group they’d act out the part of the guards, and then told the second group that they’d pretend to be prisoners. Pretty soon, they discovered that the ‘guards’ were mistreating the so-called ‘prisoners’ for no other reason than that they had the power to do so. And of course, you know about the Milgram Experiment?”

	“I don’t think so. This is the problem with being a specialist, you see. I’m an expert in my field, but I’m sorry to say that I’m often terribly ignorant of anything outside my specialty.”

	“Well, in this instance, they brought in subjects and had a phony doctor tell them to give electric shocks to other people. The subjects didn’t know that the doctor was a fake, or that the machine they were operating didn’t actually shock anyone, or that the people they thought they were electrocuting were actually actors in league with the experimenter. They believed they were harming innocent people, and even though they sometimes felt guilty about it, they did it anyway because they thought obedience to authority mattered more than anything else.”

	“Seems like a problem we sometimes see in society, doesn’t it? Blind obedience to authority? Misplaced trust in so-called experts?”

	“It sure does. But the thing that really infuriates me is when the people doing the harm affect this air of moral superiority. They hurt you and then act like they’re doing you a favor. I’ve seen police officers file bogus charges and fabricate evidence (and judges side with them), government officials censor truthful information, corporations cover up issues with defective products… They tell us that they’re being tough on crime, or that they want to prevent ‘misinformation,’ or that the products that are harming people are ‘safe and effective,’ and therefore all evidence of harm is to be disregarded. They do all this stuff to ‘protect’ us, you see. Well, I don’t buy it. Sometimes people are just evil, and they’ll use any excuse they can think of to defend their behavior, no matter how pathetic.”

	“I assume you’re religious,” Tony said.

	“No, I wouldn’t say that,” Maria replied.

	“Well then, how do you determine what’s good or evil?” he asked.

	“Ethics is tough,” she answered. “A lot of times, there are no easy answers. When I was in college, I became a vegetarian because I wanted to help prevent animal suffering. But then, after some years had gone by, I thought more about it and wondered if that was the right way to think. What if some meat was necessary for my health? I wouldn’t blame a lion for eating meat, so why blame myself? My diet now isn’t based on ethics so much as it is on practicality. I do what’s best for me, and I trust that if I do what’s best for me, then I’ll be able to go out and do what’s best in the world, and so what starts out as pure self-interest comes around and supports my ethical concerns.”

	“But what are your ethical concerns?” Tony asked. “As a Christian, my ethical beliefs come from God. It seems to me that atheists think they can simply determine good and evil on their own. It’s as if they’re trying to play God themselves.”

	“A few years ago,” Maria replied, “I was dating this guy, a Peruvian, and one day he convinced me to try this stuff called ayahuasca... have you heard of that?”

	Tony nodded. “It’s one of those hallucinogenic drugs, isn't it?”

	“Yeah. Natives in South America have used it for centuries. Anyway, I took some and had this incredible experience... it was like I was floating and looking down on myself. Time and space disappeared and I saw this being — call it God if you want — split Himself up and became everyone and everything. God was me and you and this table and our food and the floor and... well, everything. I found out later that this is how the Hindus look at things. They say that all creatures are the masks of God. It’s as if life is a play where God plays all the parts.

	“Well, I had this experience and then I fell asleep, and a few hours later, my alarm went off and I woke up and realized that I had to go to work and attend to a thousand other matters... mundane stuff like taking a shower and eating breakfast and feeding the cat... there was no good way of getting around those things. They say that it’s possible — through drugs like ayahuasca, or even simply through meditation — to see the world from the perspective of a god. In that way, one achieves perfect equanimity and becomes untouchable, even by terrible tragedies. But I’m not at that point yet, and I’m not sure that I ever will be.”

	“I’m still not sure I know how you determine your ethical beliefs,” Tony said. “For example, you say you need to feed the cat. And my question is, why? Why not let the cat starve? And as for your job, why bother defending people who are getting pushed around? What if you could make more money by joining the other side? Wouldn’t that be in your self-interest? I mean, you’re willing to have animals killed because you’ve decided a little meat is good for your health. Why not let some people suffer, too?”

	Maria thought for a long moment, and Tony started to worry that maybe he was pushing this stuff too hard. She was a hot babe, and he was probably scaring her off with all this philosophical talk.

	At length, she answered. “In the end, ethics is always up to the individual, isn’t it?”

	“How’s that?”

	“Well, first of all, if one is going to be religious, one has to choose which religion to follow. You’ve chosen Catholicism. I suppose you were raised in a Catholic family.”

	“That’s right.”

	“So, you were born into it, but you’re aware of other faiths and you’ve chosen to stick with the one you were raised with. But if we believe that we each have an immortal soul and that our souls are at stake, we’re obliged to be very careful and try to pick the right religion. Otherwise, we could find ourselves paying for eternity for making the wrong choice. In the same way that I wouldn’t trust the government or a doctor or anyone else just because they’re an ‘expert’ or in a position of authority, I also don’t trust the Catholic Church or any other religious leader.”

	“What if that leader is right, though?”

	“That may well be, and I may choose to follow someone, but the choice is ultimately mine.”

	Tony wrinkled his brow. “But the Bible...” he started to say before Maria interrupted him.

	“Let’s say I accept the Bible, though I don't really know why I should. The Catholic Church decided which books are included in it. Why should I trust that they got it right? But aside from that, there’s the issue of interpretation... the Bible says ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ But if you swat a fly or step on a roach, does that mean you’ve violated God’s command? Where does one draw the line? It seems to me that the way people interpret their ‘holy books’ are generally post hoc rationalizations. People believe what they want to believe, and so they typically don’t follow the teachings found in their holy books so much as they find what they want to find in those books. Everyone thinks that God is on their side.

	“But let’s assume that we’ve found the correct religion; the one endorsed by God Himself. There’s another important question: is a given act right because God commands it, or does God command it because it’s right?”

	“Huh?” Tony responded. “It’s both, I’d say.”

	“OK, let’s take it one piece at a time,” Maria continued. “If an act is right simply because God commands it, then whatever He says, goes. For example, if He tells one group of people to kill another group, then killing those people is right, period.”

	“God would never command such things,” Tony interjected. “Not the real God, anyway.”

	“Maybe so, but the point is that if He did command it, it would be right.”

	“Sure, but I wouldn’t accept a religion that had a God who would issue commands like that. I’d look around and find the one that I thought was the most humane, merciful, and noble. It may be a coincidence that I’m a Catholic, but I think my church has those qualities more than any other that I’ve seen.”

	“Fine, but isn’t this line of argument a problem? Aren’t you saying you’d choose your religion based on what you think is moral, rather than on what God says is moral? Aren’t you going ‘round in a circle when you say, first, that you should accept a set of moral rules because God commands them, and then claim that your holy book must contain God’s commands because it contains moral views that match your own? If a thing is right or wrong because God commands it, then you’re obliged to accept whatever commands He issues, aren’t you?”

	Tony was both baffled and bemused. He thought he had considered this sort of thing thoroughly enough before, but now he wasn’t so sure. Maria must be a good lawyer, he thought. She had certainly trapped him.

	“All right, counselor,” he told her, “I’d like to change my answer, if I may.”

	“OK,” she replied.

	“I think God commands things because they are right, rather than the other way around.”

	“Great. Now let’s examine that argument,” she said. “If we say God has a reason for commanding something, then the rightness of a given act is not dependent upon God’s having commanded it. In other words, it would be right even if He had not commanded it, or if there were no God at all. If this is so, then we could do the act directly for that reason and not because God commanded it. And if the will of God doesn’t determine what’s right, but only commands us to do what would be right anyway, then what does determine what’s right?”

	Tony pondered the question. “I don’t know,” he concluded. “How about you tell me?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, either,” Maria said. “Like I said, ethics is a tricky subject. I just muddle along and do the best I can. Actually, I think the Golden Rule — do unto others as you would have them do unto you — is an excellent general rule for the conduct of one's life.”

	Just then, Tony saw a street vendor selling ice cream. “Would you like a little something?” he asked.

	

	A short while later, Maria said “Well, Tony, I’m really glad we met. You sure know how to show a lady a good time!”

	“Don’t I, though?” he replied impishly, and then he asked the question that had been on his mind all evening. “I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, but I’ve gotta ask... how is it that a woman like you has gotten into her thirties and has never been married?”

	Maria pondered the question for a moment. “I’ve often wondered about that myself,” she said. “I suppose I’m not really very pretty, for one thing. And also, I suppose that maybe I’m too serious-minded for most men. I hope you don’t think I was a big bore tonight with all that religious talk.”

	“On the contrary,” Tony replied. “In my opinion, most of the women I meet aren’t serious enough for my tastes. But then again, I’m a scientist, so what else would I say?” He started to add that he was astounded that she worried about not being pretty enough, but decided to keep that thought to himself.

	Maria glanced at her watch. It was nearly midnight. “Well, it’s getting late,” she said. “I should probably be getting home.”

	“Are you sure?” Tony asked. “Would you maybe like to come over to my place for a bit? I’ve got something I’d like to show you!”

	

	Maria accepted his invitation and soon after found herself blindfolded in Tony’s dungeon. He pressed the button to open the door to the monster’s room. By this time, the creature was much too big to squeeze through the door to get to where Tony and Maria stood, so Tony led her by the hand into the much larger chamber where the enormous beast sat.

	“You can take off your blindfold now!” Tony said nervously. He really liked Maria and hoped for the best, but having been burned twice already, he had come to doubt his ability to judge a woman’s character. Sure, Maria seemed great. She gave every appearance of being a highly moral, upstanding citizen. But who could tell? Maybe she’d turn out to be another spy or serial killer or who knows what kind of awful person? It seemed that his monster had better judgment than he did, and so, like the good scientist that he was, he decided to put his theory to the test. If the monster killed Maria and she turned out to be another evil person, then Tony would jump back into the dating pool and try again. If it killed her and Maria turned out to be the good person she appeared to be, then Tony would be obliged to commit suicide. But if the monster liked her...

	Maria took off her blindfold and saw the monster sitting in front of her. The monster gazed down upon her, too.

	Maria’s jaw dropped. “Wowwww... that’s amazing!” she exclaimed in wonder. “You made this?!?”

	“Yup,” Tony answered, and then asked tentatively, “Do you like him?”

	“Of course! How awesome!”

	Maria stroked the green fur of the monster’s legs, and within a few moments, it picked her up and began stroking her about the head and shoulders as well. The monster smiled broadly, showing off its enormous, shark-like teeth, and exhaled a deep sigh, filling the room with the scent of lilac. Tony hadn’t noticed before, but as he considered the situation, it occurred to him that in its previous encounters with his unfortunate dates, the creature’s breath had smelled like rotting fish.

	“I think he likes me, too!” Maria said happily.

	“Yeah,” Tony replied, with tears of joy running down his chubby cheeks. “How about that?”

	
A Comedy Revue

	“Humor is by far the most significant activity of the human brain.” — Edward de Bono

	

	Dr. Warrington looked anxiously out the window of his fourth floor office, waiting for the 7:50 bus to arrive. He knew that this was the bus Alan took, and he wanted to make sure to meet him right away. If he waited, there was no telling where he’d be or how long it would take to track him down. Warrington had spent nearly the entire weekend getting things set up for his newest experiment, which he figured would be of great scientific value while also helping out his buddy.

	The bus arrived right on time, and the doctor rushed downstairs and greeted Alan as he entered the building.

	“Good morning, Alan!”

	“Mornin’, doc!”

	“Alan, I need you to come to my office first thing!”

	“Gee, I’d like to, but I’ve gotta...”

	“This is vitally important!” Warrington said, grabbing Alan by the arm and whisking him into the elevator.

	“Do you know anything about the science of comedy?” the doctor asked as the elevator doors closed.

	“The science of comedy?” Alan responded. “Didn’t know there was such a thing.”

	“Oh, sure,” Warrington told him. “Sigmund Freud had a theory that humor is about tension and release. He thought that repression of sexual thoughts and urges creates a buildup of energy that’s released in the form of laughter.”

	“Boy, everything was about sex to that guy, wasn’t it?”

	“Another theory of comedy is known as incongruity theory. It was developed by Immanuel Kant, though later on it gained adherents like Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard. According to this theory, humor results when our brains perceive two things as coexisting in a manner that does not at first appear to make logical sense, and that laughter or humor is the result of the discomfort caused by this incongruity being resolved in some way.

	“Puns, for instance. We laugh when we discover that a word that initially appears incongruent in one context also has another meaning that makes logical sense in a different context. For example, if I say 'I'm reading a book on anti-gravity. It’s impossible to put down!' there’s a double-meaning that’s funny.”

	“Yeah, that one’s not too bad.”

	“But then there’s also the Superiority Theory of humor. This one goes all the way back to Plato. The idea is that the primary motivator for humor is feeling pleasure over the pain, flaws, or indignities of others. This implies that comedy is inherently negative, since humor requires ridicule or disparaging others. According to this theory, we laugh at something or someone because we see that person as lesser than ourselves. Take the Three Stooges, for example. We laugh at them because they’re morons.”

	As Warrington talked, he and Alan exited the elevator and walked down the hallway to Warrington’s laboratory, where he opened the door and flicked on the lights, revealing the three comedians, each of them tied to a chair with duct tape over their mouths.

	“Ta-da!” Warrington said proudly. “What do you think?”

	“I don’t know,” Alan replied. “What’s going on?”

	“Aww, you don’t recognize these guys?” Warrington walked over behind the men and introduced them one by one. “This here’s Greg Murphy. This is Saul Simpson, and this is Larry Lawson. They’re the three top comedians in America, according to Time magazine. Don’t you watch Murph? It’s a funny show.”

	“Ummm... no.” Alan was still a little groggy since it was early, and was sore from the beating he took a few nights previously. “I’m sorry to say, but I don’t recognize these guys. They’re famous?”

	“They sure are. And I kidnapped them for you.”

	“You what?!? Why?!?”

	Warrington grabbed Alan’s head and moved in so close to him, their foreheads touched. “Get this,” he whispered, “I’ll hypnotize you, and while you’re under, I’ll have these guys deliver their best material to you! Under hypnosis, you’ll imagine the material in your mind more clearly than ever before — so clearly you’ll never forget. It’s like the jokes will be tattooed onto your cerebral cortex!”

	“Oh, but Doc, I only do my own material! I’m kind of a stickler on that point.”

	Alan took off his backpack and pulled out a notebook from it. He gave it to Warrington.

	“Here, these are my jokes,” he said. “Give ‘em these to read.”

	“OK, if you say so,” Warrington sighed. He hoped this unexpected wrinkle wouldn’t queer the deal. “Now here, have a seat, please.”

	Alan sat down in a chair facing the comedians, and Warrington strapped a headband on him. This was connected to a brainwave monitor so the doctor could keep track of what was going on inside Alan’s cerebrum. Then he began the process of hypnotizing Alan. He swung a gold-plated stopwatch in front of him.

	“You're getting sleepy, sleeeepy!” Warrington intoned.

	“I'm getting sleepy!” Alan responded.

	“You are under my power!”

	“I am under your power!”

	“You will remember every joke you hear this morning!”

	“Oh, thank goodness! I don't need another night like last Saturday! That was humiliating!”

	Dr. Warrington smacked Alan on the forehead, put the stopwatch away and grabbed a pinwheel from his desk. He put the wheel in front of Alan’s face and gave it a spin. He then repeated the hypnotization process, and soon Alan was floating in a semi-conscious la-la land.

	Warrington untied Murphy and peeled the duct tape off of his mouth. He pulled a pistol from the pocket of his lab coat and pointed it at Murphy’s chest. “Pick up that notebook and start reading,” he demanded.

	Murphy did as he was told. “Hey, how ya doin’?” he began. “OK, uh, jokes... uh, yeah, here's one... A farmer walks into a lawyer’s office. Says he wants to file for a divorce...”

	And as he continued, Alan imagined he was inside a lawyer’s office. It was a sunny afternoon. On one side of the desk sat a man in a dark brown suit. Across from him sat a man wearing a red flannel shirt and blue overalls, with a red trucker’s cap on his head.

	“How may I help you?” the lawyer asked.

	“Wellll,” the farmer replied slowly and stupidly, “I wanna get me one of them thar dayvorces.”

	“OK, do you have any grounds?”

	“Grounds? Yeah, I got about sixty acres.”

	“No, no, I mean do you have a case?”

	“No, I ain’t got no Case, but I have a John Deere.”

	“No, you don’t understand, I mean do you have a grudge?”

	“Yeah, I got a grudge, that’s where I park my John Deere.”

	“No, look... you don’t understand... I mean, do you have a suit?”

	“Yes sir, I got me a suit. Wear it to church ever Sunday.”

	“Well... does your wife beat you up or anything?”

	“No sir, we both get up about 5 AM.”

	“OK, let me put it this way… Why do you want a divorce, you stupid hayseed?!?”

	“Well, I can never have a meaningful conversation with her!”

	

	(Here, those in attendance heard what’s known as a “rimshot.” Warrington had brought in an intern to assist in the proceedings and had set up a drum kit, too. At the end of each joke, the intern would bang a drum twice rapidly and then hit a cymbal — the “rimshot” — to cap the joke.)

	

	Warrington groaned. “My God, that was awful!” he said. “Alan, this is your material? Ugh!” He pointed the gun at Murphy’s face. “Tell him a funny one!”

	“Oh, uh OK. You didn’t like that one, huh? Gee, tough crowd. Tough crowd! All right then, here’s one: Two beautiful women are walking along together in a park.”

	Alan could see it clearly... Two women walking together; one a blonde, the other a brunette...

	“Suddenly, the brunette stops and says ‘Awww, look at the dead birdie.’ The blonde stops, looks up at the sky, and says, ‘Where?’"

	Dr. Warrington laughed. “That’s better,” he said. “I love blonde jokes!”

	“OK then, you’ll love this one!”

	In Alan’s mind, he saw another pair of breathtaking women sitting together in a cozy living room, watching TV. “A blonde and brunette are watching the five o' clock news together, where they’re showing a man threatening to jump off a bridge. The blonde says ‘I’ll bet you $50 that he doesn't jump.’

	“The brunette says ‘OK, I’ll bet you $50 that he does jump.’

	Sure enough, the man jumps off of the bridge to his death.

	The blonde reaches into her purse, finds a $50 bill and hands it to the brunette.

	“‘Oh, I’m sorry, I can't take your money,’ the brunette tells her.

	“‘Why not?’ asks the blonde.

	“‘Because I watched the twelve o’clock news and he was on then so I knew that he was going to jump.’

	“And the blonde says ‘Well, gee, I watched the twelve o’clock news, too, but I didn't think he would jump again!’”

	

	As before, a rimshot capped the joke. Dr. Warrington’s sides were killing him, he was laughing so much. “That’s great!” he said, wiping away tears of laughter.

	

	A few minutes later, Comedian No. 2 (Saul Simpson) got his shot to deliver a set:

	

	“A guy goes to the supermarket and notices an attractive woman smiling at him. She comes over to him and says ‘hello.’

	“She looks familiar to him, but he can’t quite place where he knows her from. So he asks her, ‘Do you know me?’

	“And she says, ‘I think you’re the father of one of my kids.’

	“Now he gets nervous. He thinks back to the only time he ever cheated on his wife and he says, ‘Oh my God, are you the stripper from my bachelor party? The one I made love to on the pool table with all my buddies watching?’

	“And she says, ‘No, I’m your son’s teacher.’”

	

	(Rimshot.)

	

	And so it continued for nearly two full hours... the three successful comedians kept delivering Alan’s jokes with expert cadence and timing, Alan’s brain kept lighting up Dr. Warrington’s brainwave monitor as he imagined the jokes as if they were really happening in front of him, and Warrington kept laughing hysterically...

	

	“An Englishman, a Scotsman, and an Irishman walk into a pub. Each of them orders a pint of beer. After they’ve been served, all three men notice that there’s a fly in their drinks.

	“Disgusted, the Englishman pushes his beer aside and calls to the bartender ‘I say, my good man, would you be so good as to give me another pint?’

	“The Scotsman isn’t happy either, but he scoops the fly out, tosses it aside and guzzles down the ale.

	“Meanwhile, the Irishman pulls the fly out of the beer, sets it on the counter and screams ‘SPIT IT OUT, YOU BASTARD!’”

	

	Why do women get married in white?

	So they match the kitchen appliances!

	

	Why do women have short feet?

	So they can stand closer to the stove!

	

	Why couldn't Helen Keller drive?

	Because she was a woman!

	

	“I work in a scientific laboratory, and I’ll tell ya, it ain’t easy. Those scientists; they’re a crazy bunch. But they do make interesting discoveries. Did you hear this? This is true. Scientists have discovered a food that diminishes a woman’s sex drive by 98%. It's called wedding cake.

	“And just last week, scientists discovered that beer contains female hormones. You see, they ran an experiment: they gave a hundred men two six-packs of beer and observed that 100% of them gained weight, talked excessively without making sense, became overly emotional, couldn't drive, and refused to admit when they were wrong. No further testing is planned.”

	Larry Lawson wrapped up the morning’s show dressed in traditional Oriental garb. In his most offensive Chinese accent, he belted out a number of one-liners:

	

	“Confucius say:

	

	Man who drop watch in toilet have shitty time.

	

	Man who run in front of car get tired.

	

	Man who run behind car get exhausted.

	

	Man who sit on tack get point!

	

	Crowded elevator smell different to midget.

	

	Confucius say too damn much!”

	


Take Your Girlfriend to Work Day (Part 1)

	“Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.” — Richard Feynman

	

	A few days after the comedy show in Dr. Warrington’s laboratory, Tony brought Maria in for a tour of the Institute. Their first stop was Dr. Parker’s laboratory.

	“Whatcha workin’ on, doc?” Tony asked as he and Maria entered the room. They noticed, however, that no one was there. The room was cluttered with beakers and vials filled with various colorful chemicals, and dozens of odd electronic contraptions blinking lights and humming merrily. But no people.

	Tony walked over to the far end of the room, where there stood a large iron tank. He approached it and banged on the side. “Hey, Cornball!” Tony called. He looked at Maria and said “This is a sensory deprivation chamber. Cornelius likes to hang out in there. Says it helps him to come up with ideas.”

	The lid opened and Dr. Parker clambered out, splashing water all over the floor. Parker was a muscular man (even though he had recently turned 70) with close-cropped gray hair. Clad in a black skin diving suit, he made his way carefully down the ladder and greeted his guests warmly.

	“Ah, hello! Hello! You must be Maria!” he said, clasping her by the hands. “I’ve heard a lot about you!”

	“All good stuff, I hope,” Maria replied.

	“Why, no,” Parker said, peering at her closely. “I heard you were a serial killer.”

	Maria looked shocked.

	“Oh, I’m sorry... that was another one of Tony’s conquests,” Parker said, blushing.

	“Will you shut up?!?” Tony exclaimed. “I brought Maria here to show her around the place. We’re dropping in on all the staff to see what they’re up to.”

	“Ahhh, I see.”

	“So what are you up to?”

	“Ahhh, wouldn’t you like to know?” Parker asked.

	“Yeah, that’s why we’re here, genius.” Tony said. “Look, do I have to start smacking you around, or are you gonna give us some answers?”

	“Oh, all right!” Parker groaned. He looked at Maria while pointing at Tony and said to her “This guy’s a real grouch. You’d better be careful with him.”

	“I’ll do my best,” she answered.

	“So, you want to know what I’m up to, eh?” Parker said. “Have a seat here at this table, both of you.”

	Tony and Maria sat down beside a small, round, white table. Dr. Parker hurried over to the other side of the room and quickly returned, carrying a tray with a pitcher, a container of sugar cubes, and three teacups and plates on it. He placed the plates and cups on the table and poured tea for all three of them. “Ceylon tea,” he said. “Very nutritious. Would you like sugar?” he asked.

	Both Tony and Maria requested one cube, which Parker deposited into their cups. He stared at them intently, wide-eyed and grinning like a fool.

	“Do you see? Do you see?” he asked excitedly.

	“Hmmm, that’s strange,” Maria said. “The tea is swirling around. Why is that?”

	“It’s a self-stirring teacup!” Parker answered. “Imagine you’ve just sat down to drink a cup, and only then realize that you’ve forgotten your spoon! With this cup, you need never worry again!”

	Tony rolled his eyes.

	“I saw that!” Parker exclaimed. “Philistine! This is going to be a big hit! It’ll make us a fortune. The only problem is, right now it doesn’t work with coffee. I’m not sure why that is, but I’ll figure it out!”

	“It’s a very interesting invention,” Maria said.

	“Thank you,” Parker replied. “By the way, has Tony shown you our catalog?”

	“Why, no.”

	“Here, check this out,” Parker said as he ran over to his desk and grabbed a copy. “This is our latest issue. Tony’s always mocking my efforts around this place, but I’ll have you notice that more than half of the items in here are mine.”

	Maria perused the forty-page catalog. A few nifty gadgets stood out to her:

	

	Self-Folding Laundry: Tired of folding socks? Our patented technology uses micro-wormholes to instantly fold, stack, and even put away your laundry... sometimes in a different dimension, but hey, it’s progress!

	

	The Butter-Bot 5000: Tired of manually buttering your toast? This marvel of engineering not only toasts your bread to golden perfection, but also butters it with robotic precision! The Butter-Bot 5000 uses advanced AI to determine your preferred level of butter coverage and delivers it with unparalleled efficiency. Say goodbye to unevenly buttered toast forever!

	

	Edible Smartphones: Are you tired of constantly wondering what to do with your old smart phone when a new model comes out? Well, now there’s a phone you can snack on! Choose from a variety of flavors, from classic cheddar to spicy sriracha. (Note: signal quality may vary depending on the flavor profile).

	

	“This is fascinating,” Maria said.

	“I thought you’d like it,” Parker said. “I could tell right away that you’re a woman of discernment; a high class broad. I just don’t know what you’re doing hanging around with this chump!”

	“Now, you don’t mean that.”

	“You’re right; I’m only kidding. Tony and I started this place together. He’s a prince of a guy, he is, even though he is a bit of a religious nut.”

	Finally, it dawned on Dr. Parker. “Heyyy, wait a minute,” he said. “You’re the dame he was out with recently. You’re the atheist, right?”

	“That’s me.”

	“I knew it. You and me, we’ve got that in common. Tony and I have been going back and forth on religious issues for years! I take the side of reason and he takes the side of superstition. It amazes me to this day that a guy like him can still manage to be a good scientist.”

	“When I got married,” Tony interjected, “I invited this joker to the wedding, naturally. When he got there, I splashed him with some holy water. Remember that, Corny? It was a good thing I did, too, or else he would’ve probably been struck by lightning; he’s such a heathen.”

	“Yeah,” Dr. Parker said as he recalled that incident. “My pal!” Secretly, he had been plotting revenge on Tony for years. “Someday soon,” he told himself, “I’ll splash that guy good!”

	“Corny’s the only atheist on the staff,” Tony informed Maria. “Sometimes he’s a little sensitive on the subject.”

	“Not at all,” Dr. Parker replied. “I’m totally cool with the rest of you guys worshipping your little sky god. You do your jobs and you do them well. It’s just that, for me, I don’t see the point. It’s like that time when Napoleon asked Pierre-Simon Laplace where God fit into his mathematical work, and Laplace answered by saying ‘Sir, I have no need of that hypothesis.’”

	“He and I also disagree as to the significance of that anecdote,” Tony said.

	“I hear you’ve tried ayahuasca,” Parker said.

	“Yeah,” Maria replied.

	“Have you tried psilocybin? That stuff’s fabulous. I’ve tried to get Tony to try some, but he’s always like ‘Nah, man, I don’t do drugs. I’m high on Jesus.’”

	Maria laughed. “You guys crack me up,” she said.

	


Take Your Girlfriend to Work Day (Part 2)

	“The notion that science and spirituality are somehow mutually exclusive does a disservice to both.” — Carl Sagan

	

	Just before lunch, Tony and Maria dropped in on Dr. Jankowski. He shared an office/laboratory with Dr. Maxwell, who was away that week attending a conference of some sort in Pittsburgh. When Tony and Maria entered, what impressed them immediately was the mess. It was as if a tornado had just blown through the place. Random items were scattered all over, and the floor was littered with fast food wrappers and chicken bones. These guys liked to eat, but were too busy to leave the office for lunch and too lazy to clean up after themselves. Tony hoped that Alan would get there soon and restore some semblance of order and/or cleanliness.

	“What’s happening, Dr. J?” Tony called out upon entering.

	Jankowski was a big man with hair that resembled a snow covered bird’s nest and a bushy, ivory beard. He had been peering into a microscope before Tony and Maria arrived. Upon hearing them enter the room, he looked up and bellowed “Hey, hey! Boss Man! And Boss Lady! Nice to meet you!”

	“A pleasure,” Maria responded, as he kissed her cheeks.

	“Paul is Polish, but he thinks he’s French,” Tony said. “At least when he gets a chance to kiss a beautiful woman.”

	“I’d kiss you, too,” Jankowski said, “but your beard makes me itch.”

	Tony informed Jankowski that he was showing Maria around the Institute and wanted her to see what everyone was working on.

	“I’ve been developing something most interesting,” Jankowski said. “I’d be happy to show you. Come, take a look at this.” He led them over to a table upon which sat a large steel box with several small doors and handles on it. “This,” he told them, “is the Mouse Exterminator Deluxe.”

	Tony and Maria watched with interest as Jankowski explained how the device worked. He began by pointing to a small hole in the bottom left portion of the unit.

	“Our unsuspecting mouse, lured by the tantalizing scent of ethically-sourced, fair-trade Swiss, enters through this hole, where he sees a miniature trampoline. Being an energetic and playful animal, the mouse naturally jumps on it. The bouncing movement triggers a miniature turbine powered by static electricity. This turbine activates a series of strategically placed goose feathers designed to tickle the mouse into a state of utter bewilderment.

	“Now thoroughly perplexed, the mouse stumbles forward, inadvertently tripping a laser beam. This unleashes a vibrant explosion of biodegradable confetti, showering the bedazzled rodent in a kaleidoscope of colors. The sheer unexpectedness of the confetti cannon leaves him in a state of utter confusion, and he staggers out the door on the other side to freedom.”

	Tony and Maria looked at each other in astonishment.

	“So, what do you think?” Jankowski asked.

	“Well, it’s very interesting,” Tony said, “but if you set the mouse free, he isn’t exterminated. I thought this was an extermination device.”

	“Oh, it is,” Jankowski explained. “You see, by the time he leaves the unit, the mouse understands that he has been made a fool of, and he therefore goes off to commit suicide.”

	Tony and Maria thanked Dr. J for his hospitality and excused themselves. “Poor guy,” Tony whispered to her. “I think he has been working too hard.”

	

	A large poster adorned the door of Tony’s laboratory. On it was a photo of a cute kitten hanging for dear life onto a tree limb. Also these words, which articulated his personal motto:

	

	Great Faith

	Great Doubt

	Great Effort

	

	Tony opened the door and led Maria inside. “And this is where the real magic happens... my laboratory! The other scientists around here... they may be good, but they’re pikers compared to this guy,” he said, pointing to himself.

	“Oh, I believe it!”

	Tony drew her attention to a book on a table.

	“Take this, for example. You see this book?”

	“Yes.”

	“Try to pick it up.”

	Maria tried to pick up the book, but her fingers went right through it.

	“It’s an optical illusion of some sort.”

	“Exactly. The book isn’t really there. The real book is over here!” he said, showing her another book on the opposite side of the room with a gadget on top. “This little doohickey here is touching the book, and it’s projecting the book’s image over there. The Pentagon is very interested in this one... they want to use it with tanks and airplanes and ships and such-like.”

	“Pretty cool!”

	“Yeah... so, I’ve got a bunch of things around here... ideas I’ve been noodling with.”

	Maria hugged Tony and gave him a peck on the cheek. “There’s nothing sexier than a man with brains!” she told him. Tony blushed, and just then, when they both thought things were about to get physical, they heard a knock on the door. They looked and saw Alan walking in.

	“Hi, Dr. Hinch,” Alan said. “I got a message saying you want to see me.”

	“I do indeed. Alan, I want you to meet Maria.” He turned to Maria and said “Alan here is our resident janitor. In addition to being a fantastic janitor and an all ‘round cool guy, he’s going to be the next big comedy sensation! Isn’t that right?”

	“Well, that’s the plan.”

	“You got a joke for us?” Tony asked.

	“Sure,” Alan answered. “A drug dealer was selling crack on a street corner when he got shot by a rival dealer. One of his friends saw what happened and rushed over to him as he lay bleeding to death on the sidewalk. He bent over the man, who whispered his last words to him: ‘I am dying — yes. Go to Connie. Tell her — I died — with her name — on my lips, that I loved her (gasp!) her alone, always... And Tina — tell Tina — the same thing.’”

	Tony and Maria both laughed.

	“I think you’ve got potential!” she told him.

	“Thanks. Well, I’d really better get to work,” Alan said as he began sweeping the floor.

	“Wait a minute,” Tony interrupted. “Alan, me and some of the guys were talking the other night, and we all decided we’re gonna help you out.”

	“No foolin’?”

	“No foolin’. Here, take this box of stuff. We’ve got some gadgets and things in here that may come in handy for you. Just make sure you read the directions first, and don’t let this box fall into enemy hands... got it?”

	“Got it. Thanks, Doc.”

	

	
The Janitor Strikes Back

	“He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh.” — Psalm 2:4

	

	Down in the mailroom, Schmendrick met with his goons. With each passing minute, he was feeling more desperate. The deadline for union certification was coming up soon, and he still needed one more signature to get the measure over the top. Most of those who hadn’t signed up were people they had no chance of convincing. The only person Schmendrick thought he still might get was Alan... but he’d have to get tough with him one more time and hope that he could finally bully Alan into submission.

	So Schmendrick and the goons went to Alan’s apartment building to pay him a visit. As they arrived in the parking lot, they saw a sight that blew them away... Alan was chatting with Lisa Miller, the hot babe from accounting. Schmendrick had had designs on her himself. She had always been very friendly with him and had even signed the union petition. He had thought about asking her for a date soon, and yet here she was, hanging with that jerk. His left arm was draped over her shoulder, and Lisa was laughing. Schmendrick and his goons marched over to them.

	“Hey, Lisa! What’s going on, baby? Is this loser bothering you?”

	“Oh, hi Alberto,” Lisa replied. “No, Alan and I were having a very nice conversation. You know, he’s got a gig coming up on Saturday night. He’s gonna do his stand-up comedy routine.”

	“Again?!? Man, some people are gluttons for punishment! I saw this guy’s act a couple of weeks ago. He was terrible! Wasn’t he, boys? I mean, not one joke was funny! Not one! He couldn’t even remember most of ‘em! He was all like ‘Duh! Duhhh! I can’t remember my jokes!’”

	Lisa was turned off by Schmendrick’s attitude. “Well, he was just giving me a sample of his stuff, and it was pretty hysterical,” she said coolly. “I’m gonna go see him this weekend.”

	“Well, you can do what you want, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. By the way, Alan, you and I have gotta talk. Step into my office.”

	Schmendrick grabbed Alan by the arm and dragged him a few feet away, to the edge of the parking lot.

	“Alan, you know I’ve been bugging you about that union certification form. The final deadline is coming up soon. I want your signature on that form tonight. This is your last chance!”

	“Oh, piss off, Schmendrick. I’ll never sign that damn form. And besides, it’s irrelevant anyway. I’m quitting my job. I’m gonna turn in my resignation tomorrow.”

	Schmendrick’s jaw dropped. “You what?!?”

	Alan smiled. Victory was at hand, and it was sweet. “That’s right! I’m gonna put in two weeks' notice, and I’ve got two weeks of vacation coming up. So I’m basically already gone.”

	Schmendrick paused to think. Could this be a good thing for his cause? With Alan off the personnel rolls, it changed the number of signatures needed. He ran the numbers in his head, but then a frightful thought occurred to him.

	“Wait a minute,” he said. “You’ll still technically be on the books for those two weeks. And if you don’t sign that form, it still counts against us. Meaning I don’t get my union!”

	“Yeah, well, it sucks to be you, doesn’t it?”

	Schmendrick looked to one of his goons. “Get that form!” he demanded. The goon hurried to pull the form out of the briefcase he was holding.

	“Sign this form right now or I’ll mash your face!”

	“Wait a minute!” Alan said, as he reached into his pocket, pulled out a gadget, and pressed a button on it. “OK, now!”

	Schmendrick started to punch Alan in the stomach, but his fist was repelled — as if Alan was protected by a magnetic force — and at the same time, Schmendrick felt the painful sting of a strong jolt of electricity. The goons tried punching Alan, too, but got the same result. They looked at their fists in disbelief. Schmendrick shook off the pain and went to hit Alan again, but was surprised to see someone else standing in his place... a much older man with a long, gray beard.

	“Hey, where’s that guy that was here?” Schmendrick asked the man.

	“He went that-a-way!” the man answered, pointing away from the building.

	“Thanks!”

	Schmendrick and his goons ran off, outside the parking lot, figuring they’d catch up with Alan out on the street.

	Meanwhile, the old man pressed a button on a device in his hand and suddenly his appearance changed. The beard disappeared and in a moment Alan was back to looking like himself again.

	Startled but delighted, Lisa cried out “That’s amazing! How did you do that?”

	The goons stopped and looked back and saw Alan chatting with Lisa again. They ran back toward them. “We’ll get you, you son of a bitch!” they yelled.

	“Excuse me,” Alan said calmly as they approached. He pulled a fancy-looking red gun out of his pocket and blasted Schmendrick and his gang with a bright blue laser beam. They stopped dead in their tracks, paralyzed.

	“You know, I used to think Alberto was right about you,” Lisa said. “I thought that you were nothing but a big loser. But now I can see I was wrong. You’re really cool!”

	Alan put his hands on her waist and looked into her eyes. “So, how about you and me get together on Friday night? They’re having a fancy party for one of the doctors. You could be my date!”

	“Sure! That sounds great.”

	“Walk you home?”

	“OK.”

	As they walked off, they went past Schmendrick and the goons.

	Alan snapped his fingers in Schmendrick’s face.

	“Don’t worry,” Alan reassured him, “you’re not permanently paralyzed. It’ll wear off in an hour or two. I just hope you don’t have to go to the bathroom!”

	Schmendrick’s eyes bulged with fear as Alan and Lisa walked away.

	
Party Crashers

	“No party is any fun unless seasoned with folly.” — Desiderius Erasmus

	

	For various reasons, Tony arranged a swanky dinner party for the entire staff of the Institute. They had had a very successful year, and Tony wanted to thank everyone and also make a few big announcements. Everyone was encouraged to bring their spouses and/or “significant others,” and overall there were almost a hundred people in attendance. Tony tapped his glass with a spoon, signaling that he was about to make a toast.

	“Thanks for coming, everybody. You all know what I’ve been through the past couple of years, what with my wife’s passing and various personal and professional issues. I’m not gonna rehash all that stuff. You know it all too well. But now, I’m kicking off a new chapter in my life... thank you, Maria.” He kissed her and held up her hand, to the cheers of the assembled crowd. “My bride-to-be, everybody!”

	As the applause died down, he continued. “We’re turning a corner professionally, too. I’m happy to announce, not only my impending nuptials, but also I can now tell you that we’ve just agreed to a new contract with the Defense Department for fifty million dollars, so every one of you here will be getting a raise next year.” The crowd went wild.

	“And one last thing... on a bittersweet note, our beloved janitor Alan Cooper is leaving us for a career in comedy. Here’s to you, Alan. May your career be a great one!”

	“Let’s hear a joke, Alan!” Dr. Jankowski called out.

	“OK, OK,” Alan said, before clearing his throat. “Two scientists walk into a bar. ‘I'll have H2O,’ says the first one.

	“‘I’ll have H2O, too,’ says the second.

	“The bartender gives them both water because he is able to distinguish the boundary tones that dictate the grammatical function of homonyms in coda position, as well as the pragmatic context.”

	Everyone laughed.

	“Ah, excellent, my boy!” Jankowski said. “Excellent! You know your audience!”

	“It’s the first rule of comedy!” Alan replied.

	Maria touched him on the arm. “Hey Alan, where’s your date?” she asked.

	“I don’t know. We agreed that we would meet here at eight o’clock. I can’t imagine what’s holding her up.”

	Just then, the doors to the big banquet hall burst open.

	Schmendrick and his goons — with Lisa in tow — walked in. Schmendrick was clearly very drunk, carrying a bottle of beer in one hand while his other hand was wrapped around Lisa’s waist.

	“Ah, there he is!” Schmendrick thundered. “Just the man I’ve been looking for! The world’s un-funniest man! The idiot who just quit his steady job to chase after some stupid dream of his that’ll never come true! The enemy of the working man, and the pain in my ass! How you doin’, Alan?”

	Ignoring the bellicose fool, Alan turned to Lisa. “Lisa — what’s going on?” he asked.

	“Hi, Alan,” she answered. At some level, she was ashamed of herself. She looked at the floor, unwilling to look Alan in the face.

	“Oh, sure... like I’m not even here!” Schmendrick yelled.

	Alan’s eyes were getting watery. “You’re with him?!?”

	Schmendrick laughed loudly. “That’s right, pal, she’s with me. I figured that, as long as you’re gonna stand in the way of my hopes and dreams, I ought to stand in the way of yours, too! And you know, it wasn’t really that difficult. Because I’m a winner and you’re not. See, no woman wants to date a guy that can’t even afford a house or a car. You live in that crappy apartment and have to ride the bus to work! Not to mention the fact that I’m obviously bigger, stronger, and better looking than you!”

	“Lisa... seriously?”

	“Come on, Alan,” she said softly, “it would’ve never worked out between us. Alberto is right. A leopard doesn’t change its spots, and people are what they are. And let’s face it. You’re a loser. Always have been, always will be!”

	“Wow... and all this time, I really thought you were better than this!”

	“Are you insulting my woman?” Schmendrick bellowed, smashing his beer bottle on the floor.

	“He’s insulting your woman!” the goons chimed in. “Don’t let him get away with it!”

	Schmendrick grabbed Alan by the collar. “Let me tell you something, pal. Never, ever insult my woman!”

	And then, releasing his hold on Alan’s neck, Schmendrick staggered over to the dessert table, picked up a cream pie and threw it at Alan. His aim was poor, though, so he missed Alan and the pie hit Tony instead, square in the face.

	Tony retaliated by storming over to the dessert table, grabbing a pie and chucking it at Schmendrick. He missed, too, though, and hit Lisa by mistake. The goons laughed, so she grabbed a couple of pies and nailed them in their stupid faces. In short order, nearly everyone in attendance was throwing pies.

	Schmendrick and his gang got the worst of it, though, and within a couple of minutes they scurried away in disgrace. But before leaving, Schmendrick stopped and turned and stood in the doorway. “I’ll get even with you for this!” he screamed.

	And then he was hit with one final pie.

	
Revenge of the Goons

	“Revenge is sweet and not fattening.” — Alfred Hitchcock

	

	Alan had to beg for an appointment with the manager of the local comedy club, who had no desire to see him again after the debacle of his previous performance there. But once Alan managed to meet with him and audition in person, he was invited to come back.

	Maria offered to help him pick out a new, sharp outfit. She told him that he was, in a sense, a new man, and so he needed a new set of clothes, too. It was hard to disagree with her logic, and since he enjoyed her company anyway, he decided to go out shopping with her.

	He picked a flamboyant Hawaiian shirt off the rack and tried it on. It was blue with flowers and birds of many colors.

	“What do you think of this?” he asked.

	“Not bad. How about this one?” she answered, handing him something a good deal more tame.

	“Not bad. Gee, this is a tough decision! I’ve gotta look good for my show tonight!”

	“Don’t worry, we’ll find the perfect thing for you!”

	It took nearly the whole morning, but finally they found an outfit they both thought was perfect... a plain white, button-down shirt with blue jeans. It was, like, Dullsville, daddy-o. But since his material was so strong and his delivery so polished, they decided that the best choice in clothing would be the sort of thing that wouldn’t distract from his routine.

	“Thanks for helping me out today, Maria. I feel much more confident now!”

	“No problem. I’m happy to help!”

	“Wanna get lunch?”

	“Sure. Where do you want to go?”

	Just then, Schmendrick’s Lincoln roared around the corner and screeched to a halt. His goons got out and thrust guns into Alan and Maria’s sides.

	“Get in! Get in!” they screamed, grabbing and pushing them into the car. Alan tried to fight back, but one of the goons pistol-whipped him into unconsciousness, and with Schmendrick at the wheel, they sped away. One of the goons checked Alan to make sure he wasn’t carrying any kind of self-defense gadget.

	“Does he have anything on him?” Schmendrick asked.

	“No... not so’s I can tell, anyway.”

	“Good. That stupid SOB is gonna pay!”

	Maria, meanwhile, was quietly texting Tony... until one of the goons sitting beside her happened to notice.

	“Hey, what are you doing?” he said, ripping the phone out of her hands.

	Back at the Institute, Tony was eating lunch when he heard the sound of a text message coming in on his phone. He pulled the phone out of his pocket and saw the aborted message:

	

	“Help! Union”

	

	He knew at once what was happening. “Schmendrick!” he muttered, and at once dashed off to his car and drove away.

	A few miles away, he was pulled over by a policeman.

	“License and registration, please.”

	“Officer, this is an emergency. I think some men have kidnapped my girlfriend!”

	“Do you know how fast you were driving?”

	Tony was frantic. He felt that he absolutely could not waste any more time, so he decided to “throw a Hail Mary” and try to confuse the officer. “I wasn’t speeding,” Tony replied. “I was just accelerating at a faster rate than the surrounding vehicles, resulting in a velocity relatively greater than the posted limits.”

	The officer was neither confused nor amused. “Oh, is that all?” he responded angrily. “Look, pal, don’t try that mumbo jumbo on me! One more crack like that and I’ll run you in!”

	Tony stomped on the accelerator and took off like a bat out of hell, with the cop in hot pursuit. Minutes later, Tony arrived at union headquarters. He hurried over to the front door of the building and rang the bell.

	Schmendrick opened the door just as the cop arrived.

	“This is the man, officer! He’s the one! I’m sure he’s kidnapped my girlfriend!” He turned to face Schmendrick. “You did it, didn’t you, you pestiferous swine?!? She’s in there, isn’t she?”

	“What’s going on, here?” the cop asked.

	“Look, I don’t know what this guy’s talking about. We’re just doing union business here!”

	“Say no more,” the officer said. “That’s all I needed to hear. Come on, you!” He grabbed Tony, handcuffed him, and marched him over to his patrol car in spite of his protests.

	“What are you doing?” Tony screamed. “That guy’s lying! Can’t we at least go in there and check?”

	“Look, pal, didn’t you hear what he said? As long he’s doing union business, it doesn’t matter what he’s up to... everything’s nice and legal. Now if you wanna be cool, I’ll let you go with just a warning. But if you want to cause trouble, I can take you to jail. So what’s it gonna be?”

	
Denouement

	“I hate almost all rich people, but I think I’d be darling at it.” — Dorothy Parker

	

	Tony spent that evening on the phone with his scientist friends. “We’ve gotta do something!” he told them. “All of us, we’ve gotta get together, grab some weapons and go down there and take these guys on.”

	“What about the police? Won’t they do anything?” Dr. Jankowski asked.

	“They won’t lift a finger to help. These guys are their union brothers, so they can’t get involved. Plus, apparently the law actually protects them, which is mind-boggling, but evidently it’s the truth!”

	The discussion went on for an hour or so. Tony and Dr. Warrington favored gathering up some powerful gadgetry, heading down to HQ, and giving the union guys hell, but they were outnumbered by others who favored a more cautious, measured approach.

	“These guys are dangerous,” Dr. Jankowski said, expressing the view of many in the group. “Who knows what they’ll do if you back them into a corner? We’ll need to be very careful. Otherwise, we may end up causing more trouble than we resolve.”

	Tony continued to press for action, reminding the others that they were infinitely more powerful than their adversaries. Brains beat brawn any day, he insisted.

	Just then, he heard a rumbling sound. The castle walls and floor shook violently. Then there was what sounded like an explosion followed by a tremendous roar and all manner of crashes and clanging.

	It was the monster. Its growth had tapered off lately, but still it was slightly taller and beefier than it was when it killed Emily. The creature had broken a hole in a dungeon wall and exited the castle.

	Upstairs, Tony looked out a window and watched it tromping off into the distance.

	“Ummm, guys,” he told his pals. “I have a little update for you.”

	

	The monster walked quickly, gracefully, and silently along the city streets. It was quite late, and a light snow was falling. Incredibly, it managed to move along entirely unseen by anyone.

	

	Inside union HQ, Schmendrick and his goons weren’t sleepy. They kept themselves awake by popping Dexedrine pills and taking turns pummeling Alan.

	Schmendrick turned his attention to Maria, who was bound with strong rope and sobbing on a sofa on the other side of the large room, but had long since stopped pleading for them to stop the beating, since it did no good.

	“How do you like that, eh? This is what a real man looks like! Not some jerky janitor or fancy-pants egghead scientist! Yeah, that’s what you need... you need a real man!”

	He sat down beside Maria and began caressing her, starting with her hair and neck, and methodically working his way down to her chest. He started touching the top button on her blouse, and after a minute or so, unbuttoned it. He then started the same procedure on the next lower button when the monster broke into the building.

	With a mighty smash, the front door and most of the wall were blasted into tiny pieces. Schmendrick and his men dove for cover, grabbed their guns and started shooting wildly at the giant beast, but to no avail. Did the bullets bounce off it, or were they absorbed into its body? It was hard to say, but in any case they had precisely no effect at all.

	The monster swung its enormous fists around, high up into the air and then down again, flattening the bad guys like pancakes, crushing them like bugs.

	As Alan looked on, struggling to see through his blackened eyes, the monster picked Maria up from the sofa and hugged her warmly.

	

	It was a few weeks before Alan was sufficiently healthy enough to get back on stage, but at last, the time came.

	[image: Image]

	“A blonde, a brunette, and a redhead walk into a bar. They start talking to each other… the brunette says ‘I love gold because I can buy cars with it.’

	“The brunette says ‘I prefer platinum. It’s more valuable than gold and can buy you more cars.’

	“The blonde says ‘You should see how many cars you can get with two bags of silicon!’”’

	

	Roars of laughter from the audience.

	

	Later, Alan went backstage to his dressing room, where Tony and Maria joined the club owner to congratulate him. A man in a grey suit slipped in, approached Alan, and shook his hand.

	“You were fantastic!” the man said. “That was a great show.”

	“Thanks.”

	“My name’s Matt Richardson. I’m a talent scout from ABC. The network has been developing a new sitcom, and I think you’d be perfect for the lead role.”

	“Really?”

	“Oh, absolutely. Here, take my card. Let’s talk.”

	Tony touched Alan on the shoulder. “We’ll catch up with you later,” he said, and he and Maria made their way out of the club and back to his car.

	“Everything seems to be working out very well!” he said as they drove away.

	

	The next evening, after another boffo performance, Alan returned home from the club in a new Porsche; a gift from the folks at ABC. He was walking through the parking lot to the apartment building when he noticed Lisa waiting for him by the entrance.

	“Hi Alan! How’s it going? I see you got a new car. Pretty sweet!”

	“Yeah, I signed a contract to star in my own TV series. They gave me the car and a nice advance. I’ll be moving out of here next weekend. Going out to L.A..”

	“That’s awesome. Hey, I just hope you don’t feel too badly about me after those things I said the other night. You know I didn’t really mean any of that stuff, right? I mean, Alberto was a violent guy. He made me say those things!”

	Alan pulled a gadget out of his jacket pocket, pressed a button and froze Lisa in place.

	“Sorry, Lisa. Gotta go!”

	He opened the door and went inside, but a moment later came hurrying back.

	“Hey... you don’t have to go to the bathroom, do ya?”

	“Uhh, yeah, kinda!”

	“Oh. Well, sorry about that! Bye!”

	
A Final Question

	“Everything in the world is gloriously meaningless.” — Alan Watts

	

	A few months later, Tony and Maria were lying in bed together in a hotel in Miami Beach. A “Just Married — Do Not Disturb” sign hung on the door outside their room.

	“Tony, I have a question I’ve gotta ask you,” Maria asked.

	“OK, shoot.”

	“Well... how do you suppose your monster was able to find Alan and me when we were kidnapped? I mean, we were clear across town, and except for that one time, he had never been outside the dungeon in your castle!”

	“I’ve gotta admit, I’ve thought about that quite a bit myself,” Tony answered, “and I don’t know that I have a good answer. I figure he must’ve heard me on the phone talking about what had happened, but beyond that, I just don’t know. My guess is that there’s something going on with him that’s kinda like how dogs and other animals can sense when earthquakes are coming and that sort of thing. I need to ask Dr. Warrington for his opinion on that. The monster seems to have some sort of sixth sense about things that’s really quite amazing. I wonder what became of him.”

	“Me, too. After he killed those guys, he ate their bodies and just walked away. It’s hard to believe no one has seen him since then. I mean, it’s been months since all that happened!”

	“You know, I almost feel sorry for that Schmendrick guy,” Tony said. “Almost, but not quite.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Well, he was basically living in a hell of his own creation. He was never his own man. He never learned to think for himself; to form his own opinions. Instead, he just imbibed the opinions of others and adopted them as his own, uncritically. They say that Jesus went to Hell, and while He was there, He smashed open the gates so that everyone there was free to leave. But instead of being grateful and rushing out, the souls of the damned refused to go. They had created their own punishments, you see, and they chose to continue their wicked ways rather than give themselves over to God.”

	“Hmmm,” Maria responded. “I’ve heard it said that we’re punished by our sins rather than for them. I guess that’s the moral of that story, right?”

	“Exactly. Anyway, if I were a betting man, I’d bet that my monster’s out there somewhere battling other evildoers. Maybe he’s in the Middle East taking on terrorists. Or maybe he’s fighting the Russians or something.”

	“I hope you’re right. The world will owe you a tremendous debt of gratitude. After all, that monster is a great scientific achievement!”

	“Yeah... well, that reminds me of an old saying.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Science is a lot like sex. Sometimes something useful comes out of it, but that's not the reason we're doing it.”

	“Oh, that’s a good one!”

	

	

	THE END.

	


Epilogue

	

	My friends, you have read about this incident based upon sworn testimony. Can you prove that it didn't happen?

	

	Perhaps on your way home you will pass someone in the dark, and you will never know it, for they will be a monster; possibly an invisible one. Many scientists believe that monsters are watching us at this very moment!

	

	We once laughed at the horseless carriage, the aeroplane, the electric light, vitamins, radio, television, computers, and even smart phones! And now some of us laugh at monsters created in a lab!

	

	God help us... in the future.

	

	
Notes

	

	Prologue

	The prologue was adapted from the introduction of the film Plan 9 From Outer Space.

	

	Chapter 3

	The amount of ridiculous “scientific” studies (usually funded by tax dollars) is truly staggering: “Researchers investigated shrimp endurance and physiology by having them walk on tiny underwater treadmills… Swiss researchers exposed cheese wheels to different music genres to see if sound vibrations altered taste or aroma. Hip-hop cheese was reportedly ‘fruitier’.”

	https://sciencesensei.com/15-strange-research-projects-you-wont-believe-got-funded/

	

	The trio of Peter Boghossian, James Lindsay, and Helen Pluckrose proved that many supposedly “scientific” organizations have been captured by ideology. They produced “20 hoax papers over a space of 10 months in parody of what they refer to as grievance studies… Of those 20 papers, seven were accepted, with four since published online. The other three might have seen the light of day as well, given more time. The remaining 13 hoax articles included seven that were still under some sort of review or consideration by the end of the hoax, with two having been resubmitted following a revision.”

	https://www.sciencealert.com/cultural-studies-sokal-squared-hoax-20-fake-papers

	

	The American Psychological Association really did publish a paper called “The nonbinary god: Disaggregating spirituality and Christian religiosity among nonbinary Black womxn (NBBW).”

	[https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2025-74242-001?doi=1]

	

	The University of Manchester actually published that drivel about plants and “queer erotics,” too.

	https://research.manchester.ac.uk/en/publications/the-sticky-sundew-plant-carnivory-and-queer-erotics/

	

	Some of the language in this chapter was borrowed from Dr. Bret Weinstein’s testimony before the U.S. Senate in 2024.

	https://brownstone.org/articles/we-are-being-systemically-blinded/

	 


Chapter 6

	Garrry is one of the most popular boy’s names in Papua New Guinea.

	https://top-names.info/names.php?S=M&P=PNG

	

	“Sociological relativism is simply the view that different groups of people — different tribes, different cultures, different civilizations — have different moral standards for evaluating acts as right or wrong. For example, in our society we believe that it is better to be caught for stealing than to escape capture; but for the Spartan youth who allowed the fox to gnaw at his vital organs rather than be caught for stealing it reflected a popular belief that being caught was bad but stealing was not. The Dobu tribesmen of New Guinea believe that growing your own vegetables is honorable but stealing your neighbor’s vegetables is still more honorable… Some desert tribes… think it a sacred obligation, when one of their number has been killed or captured by an opposing tribe, to capture and kill (by slow torture) a member of that tribe, even if he is not the same man who committed the offense — a perfectly innocent man will do just as well. The Eskimos think it right to kill their parents after the parents have reached a certain age — indeed, the parents expect this — rather than take them along on their hazardous journeys.” [John Hospers, Human Conduct (1961), p. 34]

	 


Chapter 7

	“In addition to (American Sign Language), chimpanzees and other nonhuman primates are being taught a variety of other gestural languages. At the Yerkes Regional Primate Research Center in Atlanta, Georgia, they are learning a specific computer language called (by the humans, not the chimps) “Yerkish.” The computer records all of its subjects’ conversations, even during the night when no humans are in attendance; and from its ministrations we have learned that chimpanzees prefer jazz to rock and movies about chimpanzees to movies about human beings.”

	[Carl Sagan, The Dragons of Eden (1977), p. 112]

	

	Dogs opening bank accounts may seem fanciful, but in China, they’re already driving. “Recently, in Meishan, Sichuan, an incident involving a Labrador driving on a public road has sparked widespread attention.

	Video footage shows a black Labrador sitting in a modified mobility scooter, with its front paws on the steering wheel, slowly driving along a public road while barking loudly as it moves.

	According to the dog’s owner, Mr Chen, the Labrador… has learned various skills such as skateboarding, turning lights on and off, and throwing away rubbish. After just one month of practice, the dog was already able to drive on the road.

	The electric vehicle driven by the dog was converted from an elderly mobility scooter, with the braking system modified to use a power-cut brake. Mr Chen explained that this change was made because the dog cannot use a foot brake.”

	[https://www.newsflare.com/video/800914/labrador-spotted-driving-modified-scooter-in-china-officials-seize-vehicle-while-owner-insists-clever-pet-did-nothing-wrong]

	

	Frida the dog was briefly the mayor of San Francisco in 2014.

	https://www.reuters.com/article/lifestyle/dog-has-its-day-as-mayor-of-san-francisco-idUSKCN0J22E8/

	

	Chapter 13

	“When you march up to attack a city, make its people an offer of peace. If they accept and open their gates, all the people in it shall be subject to forced labor and shall work for you. If they refuse to make peace and they engage you in battle, lay siege to that city. When the Lord your God delivers it into your hand, put to the sword all the men in it. As for the women, the children, the livestock and everything else in the city, you may take these as plunder for yourselves. And you may use the plunder the Lord your God gives you from your enemies. This is how you are to treat all the cities that are at a distance from you and do not belong to the nations nearby.

	However, in the cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave alive anything that breathes. Completely destroy them — the Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites — as the Lord your God has commanded you.” 

	[Deuteronomy 20]

	

	Chapter 14

	Several of the jokes in this and other chapters can be found in numerous variations online. After much research, the author believes they are in the public domain.

	 


Although Helen Keller was likely a poor automobile driver, she was evidently a capable airplane pilot: “In June 1946 an airplane traveled from Rome to Paris, crossing over the Mediterranean Sea. There was nothing unusual about this flight except one thing: for 20 minutes of the plane’s journey, one of its passengers became its pilot. The passenger was Dr. Helen Keller, an American author, educator, and activist who since childhood had been both blind and deaf.”

	https://www.britannica.com/story/how-did-helen-keller-fly-a-plane

	 


Chapter 15

	Some religious apologists take the following view of the famous Laplace/Napoleon exchange: “We may forgive Laplace — he was answering an amateur according to his ignorance, not to say a fool according to his folly. Considered as a serious observation, his remark could scarcely have been more misleading. Laplace and his colleagues had not learned to do without theology; they had merely learned to mind their own business… (S)uppose Napoleon had posed a somewhat different question to Laplace: ‘Why is there a universe at all in which there is matter and gravity and in which projectiles composed of matter moving under gravity describe the orbits encapsulated in your mathematical equations?’ It would be harder to argue that the existence of God was irrelevant to that question. But then, that was not the question that Laplace was asked. So he did not answer it.”

	http://www.hyperphysics.phy-astr.gsu.edu/Nave-html/Faithpathh/Laplace.html

	

	Epilogue

	This was adapted from the epilogue of the film Plan 9 From Outer Space.
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