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The Only Family in This Story

S

In Sunburn City park, Paz found N. Horns washing the tomato juicetfi®lothes in a
public fountain. Paz didn’t know what to do about it.

A teenage boy darted into the park, ran right up to N. Horns atid“¥au little punk.
Better put that out before Mom sees you.” Meaning the cigarette.

“Oh hell,” said N. Horns, flicking the smoke at a trash barredva fieet away. Missed.
“Where is she?”

“Right behind me, dude. Get on the gum.”

N. Horns pulled three sticks of gum from his pocket. He tucked one between his upper lip
and teeth, another in front of his lowers, and gnawed on the third.

“We've been all over for you, dude. Dad’s pissed. Keep your sarlignwhey come
round, man.” The teen punched N. Horns in the arm. “You are weirdienyae out with all
these umbrellas. It's like seventy-five degrees, man. The sun isugpaman. Sometimes | think
that Procedure made you into a moron.”

Two adults entered the park and waved vigorously at N. Horns. “Told you, man,” said the
teen. “They’'ve been, you knoworried about you.”

The woman stormed up to N. Horns and picked him up. “Oh thank goodness. Wsowere
worried about you. Running off by yourself!”

“In the city, no less,” said the father, just catching up. “Thia real city, son, nothing
like Carnersville. Gotta stick close in the city.” The father was sunburned.

N. Horns glanced across the part at Paz and showed his teeth in a way that vgagnot a

The mother set N. Horns down and picked at his pants. “Oh, you've dirtied them.”

Paz had wandered closer without meaning to, and broached the family circle.
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“Oh look,” said the mother. “Our boy made a friend. What's your namend?” She
straightened up, hands on hips. “And where are your parents?”

“They went in there.” Paz pointed at a store across the street.

“Well, say goodbye, Neiderham. We don’'t want to be late for Aury’&ilwedding
rehearsal. She swears this time it will last.”

We're already late.” The father glanced at his watch. “Betwhis running off and your
detour at the dress shop.”

“Do you have to wear that hat, man?” the teen asked N. Horns. Th&tolé@eat. “You
look like a doof. All the city girls gonna thing my bro’s a doof, andbably assume I'm a doof
by, you know, genetics. | ought to boot your ass.” He put the hat ons&venty-five and not
raining, but | want to look like a giant penis anyway!”

The mother covered Neiderham’s ears and said to the teen. “Randy. Language.”

“Give me one good reason | need to miss the boat show tonight justdoygur sister’s
sixth rehearsal dinner? So what if | miss it? She’ll have anatha@in soon. Woman'’s been in
more weddings than that one Elton John song.” He turned to N. Horns. ‘Whald've been
time to go to the boat show, if you hadn’t run off, mister. | am not pleased.”

N. Horns looked at Paz and shrugged. “So | lied. So what. You believed it. Idiot.”

“I knew you weren't old,” said Paz. “I knew it.”

So N. Horns Chesapeake, national felon, terror of the skies, wggedraut of the park

by his mother.
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Inflation Vocation

L

After leaving his photos with her, Paz waited outside her buildingsh#iemerged, and
followed her to City Park. She wore a bright green tuxedo and top hhtawat black belt
around her waist. In the park, next to a playground, she stopped, reachbe inlck belt, and
brought a small latex packet to her lips and blew, her face dautiesl Wwer lips smeared red.
The little green rubber guppy thickened and expanded as she pumpedti@aliegs of her
lungs, into a long, translucent shaft. Her hands, gloved in white cattobled around and
along the shaft. Her motions snappy, she made a variety of loltke lalloon, her hands a
ghostly blur around the squealing latex. When she finished, she hradrargbbit in hand, and
passed it to a waiting child, who dropped a bit of shredded money into Auapaat. A sword
for a miniature musketeer. A butterfly for the young ladysh @n the end of a pole for the little
gent. A fancy hat with grapes for the wee one. And for the men, no charge to tiea tong

Aurora’s sorcerous lungs filed the balloons with a gas lighter &g and her balloon
creations glistened overhead, out of reach, tethered tenuously to tlees fiolgtykes. Her
figurines trolled the sky.

In her purple cummerbund and bowtie, in the flower made from a plildobaginned to
her lapel, she peddled her favors to children in the park’s ropnenter, her tattoos hidden by
clothes and makeup. A balloon apron rode low on her hip. Children tottered arourehthg
playground chasing their floating animals, hugging them down ttessliOccasionally, when
the animals were squeezed too tight or rubbed against the zippgrckegq they'd pop, and the
child would cry. Or a string would come loose and the dog or bunny oevéraivould bob
lazily upward and out of sight.

After dusk, Paz followed her to another quarter, a neon splash, a deoreficker.
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She went into a club and then into a restroom. When she reappearettacPaansumed an
entire beer—the tuxedo was gone, replaced by a latex suit, gaimtin various colors with an
assortment of fine brushes, her breasts partially conceal&itlhyarabesques. The latex traced
the curves of her body, darting here or there to cover this oRadtof the suit was written on
her, blistering crimson latex suggestions. And a partial mask.

The balloons she sold to adults cost four times the price of the gidgthings. Inflated
cocks clung to strings anchored to the tan, svelte arms on theitovay from one of the
qguarter’s countless nightclubs. Aurora made black balloon harnesseslland$a’-nine-tails.
At night, the balloons were mostly pink and black. Handcuffs for the pretty dachyest yoke for
the gentleman, strap-ons for two lovely harpies, a leash for thertjsbaixteen-inch penis for
the little fella. Flesh out any fantasy.

Up and down the streets of the district the people walked, thejpomry genitals
tagging along behind, pointing to the moon, two strangers’ stringssiocilly tangling. Many
balloon penises were marred by lipstick. Occasionally, when fondlezkiadly or rubbed
against a zipper, they’d pop, and eyeliner ran.

At the end of her shift, she stood in a ring of latex scraps frollooba she’d
overstretched. And the children she’d served in the afternoon werscthps of the adult
customers. The adults were the scraps of the children they'd foemerly. And Paz wondered
if Aurora felt she was scraps of breath trapped inside the ¢agatures carted all over the city
by children and adults alike, for each time she heard the flat@mupfta ruptured balloon, she

sighed, and the corners of her mouth turned up.
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Rise and Tread Water

g

Paz woke, or had a similar sensation, on a waterbed, though he $slagh’'tand was
sleeping still. The man with the flock of seagulls hair stood ovantith a strange machine. In
his hand. “Look who's awake! Congratulations, Paz.”

“Yes,” said Paz. “Constamalate. And who might be your name?trigakzto sit up but
was sitting already, so he lay down. Flock-of-seagulls lookechdgwon him, singularly or as
twins.

“Take it easy, Paz. You've been through a very serious Procedure. Rest a while.”

“I don’t want them. A proseizure. I'm in no conduction. Audition. Condiction.”

Flock-of-seagulls pointed a flashlight into Paz’s eyes, and ¢fm throbbed hatefully
inside Paz’s head. “You've already had it. You're in recovery.”

“Don’t want a recovery. Wanna be in Rain City.” Paz plugged thenleahe flashlight
with his finger, but couldn’t because the flashlight was gone, alotigfleck-of-seagulls, and
took his finger with it. No, there it was, finger, on the other handhateto go. Had to find the
Prominent Scientist. Had to throw the rainflares. He could not tHiewainflares because he’d
lost his pockets. He decided to go to the bathroom. No matter how faowed his leg, the
blanket grew and grew to stay on top. Threw back the blanket, his aiob, to find: more
blankets! Some kind of blanket ambush. He decided to go to the bathroamiskéel his legs
over the side of the bed but couldn’t remember if his knees bend out aria.léng time he
struggled with the lip of the bed, the tricky floor moving up and down, sometimes so fahdow
plummeted to his death. He decided to go to the bathroom, but realizeakhe the bathroom
already. But he didn’t know what to do because there were no pantapcand you don’t go to

the bathroom without unzipping your pants. The sink bumped into him, and he stumble
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into the wall. “I'm just here to pee.” But he could not see who’d asked. He found the tihef hi
behind the wall and straddled it but his feet got in the way. ditet had snuck away and left a
waste bin in its place. Paz peed into that until long after fireshed, thanked it, and flushed the
sink. How could he get back now that he'd lost his map? Back to wiAdre/s, Rain City.
“Excuse me,” he said to the woman facing away from him. 1Amthe right direction of Rain
City?”

“Well well look who's up.” His disguise melted off and flock-e#agulls said something
in another language that sounded just like English.

“I think you're too tired.”

“Let’s get you back in bed.” Flock-of-seagulls sometimes wore his lab coat.

“There’s no beds in here,” said Paz, in one, curling on his side agamisow smelling
not quite like a pillow ought. A pillow recycling program, obviously. “I docéire.” Somebody
had turned up the heater.

He remembered his mother was not there and wondered if he shaddhen He'd
forgotten how. He tumbled the word in his mind. Miss. Miss. Mystery.

What had he just been thinking? It was important. The though wastdels a spider
web, and in his searching for it, he rent it to tendrils. “I don’t care.”

So light, the object he did or did not throw. It did or did not land atdbedf the bed, or
even not in the bathroom. He really felt awful. He was not havimgptex emotions. “I don’t
care.”

“Good morning,” said flock-of-seagulls.

“Huh?” Paz rubbed his eyes. “Wasn’t | in a limousine just now?”
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