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Part One

The Original Sheila


The Sheila Bolt

Sheila Goodwin, the “Original Sheila” as she came to be known once she became famous, was struck by a spectacular bolt of lightning as she was trying on a dress in the large communal dressing room of a suburban clothing store named “Vogue.” Moments earlier, she had slipped on a black couturier dress and was pleased by what she saw. She thought, “This has to be the most perfect dress in which to attend a funeral; black, conservative, but revealing my thin figure, not too long, not too short, expensive but not ostentatious.” It didn’t matter to Sheila that there was no particular funeral on the horizon for her to attend. The important thing was to be ready just in case someone passed unexpectedly and she had to make an immediate appearance. This dress, in Sheila’s words, was for an “impromptu funeral.”

Sheila lapsed into a momentary daydream. She was in her perfect dress, walking at the head of a large and impromptu funeral procession with a bevy of celebrities and noted politicians. A second woman, who was also dressed elegantly in an identical dress and waving to an adoring crowd, walked next to Sheila stride for stride. Sheila could not make the woman out, but she seemed very familiar. Paparazzi and others called, “Sheila, Sheila, over here; love your dress.” For reasons neither Sheila, nor anyone else, could remotely imagine her daydream would actually become a reality. And, the most amazing aspect of her dream come true was the identity of the woman who was walking beside her.

Daydreaming about becoming famous was not unusual for Sheila. For most of her adult life and certainly during the waning years of her marriage to her recently estranged husband, Philip (“Goodwin”), one which shifted from a partnership to a contentious competition, Sheila longed to be famous. She believed, however, that celebrity would elude her, mostly because she had never accomplished anything out of the ordinary or had any special talents. That realization did not diminish her desire. If there were a God of Fame, she certainly would have prayed to him or her or it. For a time, Sheila even tried to conjure up an image of the God of Fame, but the best she could do was a gigantic Oscar statuette standing imposingly below the famous Hollywood sign.

As Sheila was wrapped within her celebrity reverie, a low-flying, small black cloud, which to all eyewitnesses, not one exception, resembled a profile of Abraham Lincoln wearing a baseball cap, drifted over Vogue. The cloud stopped and hovered above the store for several minutes. Then, with a clap of thunder, which sounded like a sonic boom, it discharged a single bolt of lightning. The bolt cut a large swath through the roof of the building immediately above Vogue’s communal dressing room and slammed down upon Sheila.

The bolt, however, was not a mere run of the mill, make your hair stand on end, stop your heart, burn your shoes bolt, but according to lightningphiles (there are such things, even a Journal of Lightning Technology, called “JOLT” a “Trade Paper”) the largest, longest, most powerful and ferocious bolt ever recorded. JOLT’s editors were so impressed by the bolt and by the woman it struck that they named it the “Sheila Bolt.” Sheila and her bolt ultimately made it to the Guinness Book of Records:

“History has recorded strikes of extraordinary positive giant lightning bolts, EPG. These bolts, though extremely rare, are thousands of times more powerful than ordinary lightning bolts. One such bolt struck the Central Region of Russia in 1906, destroyed 200,000 acres of a forest and was alleged by some to have caused Lenin, who was hunting for truffles at its outer edge, to develop tinnitus. More recently an EPG occurred in the United States striking a woman named Sheila Goodwin. (See Medical/Physiological Anomalies-Sheila Goodwin Page 364)”

If being struck by lightning was all that had happened to Sheila, there would have been some general scientific interest in the event and possibly two days of news stories. Sheila would have been famous, by Andy Warhol’s calculations, for far less than the 15 minutes allotted to her and the scope of her brief notoriety would have been local at best. In this case, however, the bolt totally encompassed Sheila and was nothing short of mystical. Unlike a true bolt of lightning it did not, to use an observation articulated by most network newscasters who thought they were being clever, “disappear in a flash.” Its light, large and rectangular in shape and about six feet thick, reached from the dressing room’s floor up through the hole in its ceiling. One observer later wrote in her blog that the light was, referencing Kubrick’s 2001, “monolith like.” Her observation spurred hot debates by other bloggers who fancied themselves as film critics. Inexplicably, the “monolith” had a life of its own and remained in place without any known power source for many months.

According to some of the women in the dressing room, Sheila appeared to float up and into the light and remain suspended in it between the floor and the ceiling. After about 30 seconds, she fell unconscious out of the light and onto the floor. When she did so, Sheila was totally enveloped by a self-sustaining, ultra-bright, cocoon of light. Virtually everyone in the room ran to where Sheila was lying to assist her, but not before taking photos of her on their smart phones and transmitting them via Apps all over the globe. Thus, for example, seconds after Sheila hit the ground, Zaya while drinking a Diet Coke in her Yurt on the outskirts of the Gobi desert received Sheila’s photo and patched it over to Nomin who was participating one village over in a FaceTime conference with Max Schnell the licensing agent for her hot new $95-a-jar face cream, “Mongolian Mud.” As soon as she passed the photo on to Schnell, who lived in a garden apartment across the street from Vogue, he made a mental note, which was not a mental note at all, but an App by the same name, to remind him to check up on Sheila to see if her celebrity might create some licensing opportunities. Nomin then replied to Zaya with the Mongolian characters for holy yak shit: “OMG.” Onlookers, clutching their garments tightly against their bodies, formed a circle around Sheila and stared in disbelief. As if on cue they all whispered “OMG.” Stories about one person saying “Holy yak shit,” were never confirmed.

Many of the women in the dressing room (and one voyeur) who looked directly at the light for more than a few seconds were temporarily blinded. Most of them ran out of the dressing room with their eyes closed and their hands in front of them for protection, since they were unable to see, pausing only when they inadvertently touched a garment whose fabric felt good to them.

For several minutes, the monolith of light also emitted an unusual sound. Those who heard the sound fell into two camps: people who said it sounded like “zap” and people over 50 who said it sounded like “aarp.” One woman said it sounded like “crap,” but her account was not deemed credible because she wanted Sheila’s dress and suspected that it might be singed. Whatever its sound, the decibel level of the bolt was enormous, equivalent to that of a significant explosion. Smoke began to rise from the dressing room’s floor and filter quickly into the store. Patrons, dresses in hand, ran in panic for the nearest exits. Vogue reported over $60,000 worth of merchandise gone and never returned.

EMS workers arrived at Vogue within minutes of the lightning strike and were bewildered by what they saw on the floor: an intense cocoon of light in the vague form of a body. Understandably, the EMS workers were reluctant to put their unprotected hands in the cocoon of light, which might have been radioactive, electrically charged or otherwise dangerous. After several frantic hours, with policemen, firemen, and members of both the Environmental Protection Agency and Homeland Security conferring with each other, it was decided that the phenomenon surrounding Sheila was merely light and not dangerous. Nevertheless, this large disaster entourage waited for the arrival of personnel from some unknown federal agency. A large black van appeared. When its doors opened, several men and women dressed in stylish Hazmat suits bearing the initials UFA, for “Unknown Federal Agency,” as well as Ralph Lauren Polo logos, lifted Sheila onto a stretcher, hung her Louis Vuitton purse on one of the stretcher’s handles, and placed her in a waiting ambulance.

Within 24 hours of the Sheila Bolt, news of the strange self-sustaining light that surrounded Sheila together with photographs of her ensconced within her cocoon of light were carried on every television station and social media site in the country. Virtually everyone on Facebook, for example, received an Instagram photo of Sheila from a friend with a notation like “Irving likes a photograph.” A video taken at Vogue and uploaded into YouTube went viral within hours. A film studio issued a press release that it was planning a movie about the event and had several “hot prospects,” for the leading role. Sheila, a woman essentially unknown outside of her suburban locale was about to become famous. And though Goodwin didn’t know it at the time, he was on the cusp of becoming infamous.


The Data Snatcher

In news features about him, Alex Pragat was characterized as a “Data Snatcher.” The term refers to the commercial practice of collecting, organizing and selling the vast amounts of data about individuals that is found on the web or extracted from their computers via software programs often called “spyware.” While Pragat had many competitors, his company, Pragat Corporation, was the largest, most successful and, given its aggressive methodology, most controversial data extraction company in the country.

So sophisticated and powerful were Pragat’s tools that with a few key strokes its researchers could produce a person’s dossier so steeped with personal information that it was likely that anyone who read it would know more about the individual in question than his friends, neighbors, or even his wife. To test the efficacy of and to improve its data snatching software, Pragat’s researchers would, on a daily basis, extract data about and track a specific group of people, all of whom were actually named “John Doe” or “Jane Doe.” Over the years, the researchers learned so much about their various Does that they began to feel a special kinship with them. When one John Doe died of cancer, for example, the staff made an anonymous gift in his name to the American Cancer Society.

Pragat sold the data to a variety of purchasers, mostly advertising and marketing firms and sometimes, though no one at the company could be certain, a front for a government agency. One of the things that attracted purchasers to Pragat Corporation was the highly sophisticated and proprietary software that it used to give a specific numerical value to each piece of personal data it collected in respect of predicting behavior and trends. On a scale from zero to 30, for example, each of the tens of millions of individuals in Pragat’s database could be rated for such things as purchasing preferences, reactions to certain types of advertising and projected behavior. The latter category was of particular interest to the FBI one of the largest of Pragat’s customers, though the interaction between the two was classified.

Despite the continuing success of his company, Pragat had a growing concern about the future of his business. He was beginning to see his company’s market share of the data mining industry erode in the face of competition from companies that seemed to form overnight, get funded immediately, and be run thereafter by men and women less than half his age. Pragat realized that to keep his company profitable and viable he needed to change his business model. His problem was that he had no idea of how to accomplish this goal, nor did the members of his new business team who met weekly to consider the issue. Pragat and his team were stumped.

The solution he was looking for came to Pragat as he was perusing a Zagat’s New York restaurant guide for a place to have a business luncheon in midtown Manhattan. He would later give the moment some gloss by calling it a “financial epiphany.” Halfway down a page containing two interesting seafood restaurants, both passing initial muster with him because they were each rated 26, Pragat stopped, looked at his ceiling and half laughing said in a low, but optimistic voice, “holy, holy, holy, shit!” A moment after his religious/scatological utterance, Pragat summoned his new business committee to his office and proposed that the company launch a web-based guide which rated people much in the same way as Zagat rated restaurants. “So, for example,” he said, “Oprah might be a 29, Madoff a two.”

One team member, who got the concept instantly, asked, “I can understand Oprah as a 29, but why would Madoff even get a two rating?”

Pragat smiled and replied, “I’m assuming that he’ll garner lots of votes from felons, particularly con artists who admire his work and also from members of the Ponzi family.”

Pragat could see from the expressions on their faces that most members of his team were skeptical. “Look,” he continued, “we have the ability to know virtually everything there is about a person from the data we collect. And we already apply values to the data, coincidently using the same zero to 30 rating scale employed by Zagat. Why not simply change the nature of the values we use so collectively they reflect the inherent worth or merit of an individual?”

“Is that possible?” one of the members asked.

“I don’t know, but it certainly is worth a try. Let’s use our John and Jane Does to test out the idea. We pick some categories that might be used to measure the inherent worth of an individual, say morality, personality, and sense of humor. I don’t know if in the end these are even valid categories, but we can use them for now just for testing. Have our software department develop formulas to measure the Does in each of these categories on a scale from zero to 30. Then, have our software folks apply the formulas to the relevant data we have on each of our Does; you know, shopping habits, Facebook entries, and search histories. A John Doe that frequents porn sites, and says salacious things on his Facebook posts, for example, might get a four in the morality category. On the other hand, if he seems to donate a great deal to charity, he might get a boost in that category. Once we have the results of this little pilot study, we’ll send out investigators to where the various Does live, develop some phony pretext to ask their friends and neighbors about them. For a small reward, say $20.00, we’ll have them complete Zagat like questionnaires in which they rate their friends zero to 30 in our test categories.”

Six months later, Pragat and his team had the results of their preliminary investigation. While these were far from perfect, everyone realized that Pragat’s idea might well become a reality. For the next year, under a cloak of extreme secrecy, an army of survey experts, sociologists, historians, a wide range of PHD’s, ethicists, philosophers, clergymen, economists, attorneys, and a bevy of the best software engineers and mathematicians that money could buy, worked in earnest to develop a foolproof personal rating system.

The threshold issue for Pragat’s team was the personal categories to be used for the thirty point rating system. After a great deal of debate, often heated, the team decided that the ratings should be applied to the following categories:

[S] Standing in the Community. This theoretically encompassed accomplishments, wealth, position, power, and general reputation. Standing also included certain essential individual characteristics such as morality, empathy, compassion, spirituality, and kindness.

[L] Likeability. Some people had a high standing in the community, but were not particularly liked.

[P] Personality. This category embraced a person’s interests, optimism, and ability to communicate.

[A] Appearance, factoring in age. Thus, a 60-year old could receive a 28 if he or she looked great for a person of that age.

[H] Sense of Humor. While Sense of Humor could have fallen into the Personality category, the team used to construct the survey believed that Sense of Humor was so important that it required its own category.

The numbers in each category would be tallied and divided by five with the final number being the individual’s Pragat Personal Rating or “PPR.”

In addition to the data mined from the internet, Pragat planned to establish a website that housed questionnaires. These were also modeled after Zagat’s restaurant questionnaires, but utilized the various PPR categories. Anyone who wished to complete a questionnaire was asked to identify the individual who they were reviewing by name and address and other identification criteria and to rate the individual using a zero to 30 rating scale. Respondents were also encouraged to include pithy comments like those found in Zagat’s restaurant guides.

When rumors about Pragat Corporation’s online rating system first circulated over the Internet, members of the press, media, every resident of the blogosphere, as well as most working comedians, took the company to task. Negative tweets outnumbered positive tweets by 1000 to one. Adjectives such as “ludicrous,” “ridiculous,” and “obnoxious” were probably the most commonly used words in editorial comments, followed closely by “ominous,” mostly from those fearful that the assignment of numbers to people would be a precursor to some form of a Brave New World reality or worse. For one group, those with very low ratings, these fears were not too far off the mark.

Alex Pragat and his team, however, were undeterred by the system’s critics. They fully believed in the new survey, its legitimacy as well as the accuracy and reliability of the ratings Pragat would offer. Above all, they expected that the website housing its personal rating survey, www.ppr.com, would have so many visitors that it would be monetized in a way that would make it extremely profitable. Judging from the number of travelers to the site the first day of its launch and thereafter, those expectations were quite realistic.

In its final iteration the look and feel of the ratings as they appeared on the website paralleled those of Zagat, as illustrated by what turned out to be the most notable of Pragat’s ratings.

Philip Goodwin, Age: 54

Married to Sheila Goodwin

No Children

Grace Harbor, New York

CEO: Threads, Inc. New York City

PPR: 28.








	S	L	P	A	H

	28	28	28	27	29








S – Standing in the Community

L – Likeability

P – Personality

A – Appearance

S – Sense of Humor



PRAGAT PERSONAL RATING (PPR) = 28

A gem of a guy. A bon vivant with class. The most honest person we know. A man of vision. What sets Philip off from his peers is his keen sense of humor and rapier wit. President of the Harborside Country Club for eight consecutive years, Philip leads by example and always seeks consensus. Well read, a movie buff and golf enthusiast, Philip is the kind of man people genuinely like and admire.





Given the initial hostility of the media and the skepticism of the public, Pragat realized that unless he turned public opinion around, his venture would be a commercial failure. For almost a year prior to its launch, Pragat Corporation pitched the reliability, accuracy, and science underlying the ratings. Scientists, sociologists, survey experts, former governmental officials and, most importantly, celebrities, all on the payroll of Pragat, appeared on television shows, in advertisements, and infomercials and without reservation sang the praises of the Pragat ratings. The thrust of the Pragat campaign was that its “judgment,” about a person was more reliable than members of the general public. Tag lines like, “Because you don’t know as much about your friends, neighbors, and colleagues as we do” or “What do you really know about your friends and neighbors?” or, somewhat ominously “Everyone has secrets, except from Pragat,” became ubiquitous.

Thousands of focus groups told Pragat what he was hoping for: the campaign was completely effective. Thus, on the eve of the launch of Pragat’s website, the mindset of the American public was that the ratings would truly be reflective of a person’s inherent worth. As the Pragat team would soon learn, the statement by one reporter and a slogan later trademarked by the company, “You are what you rate” would be a truism. One reason for this was that a number was so easy to use. Just as a 28 rating from Zagat’s Restaurant Guide instantly told a diner everything he or she wanted to know about a restaurant, a 28, or a 20, or a 10 immediately defined the person to whom it was applied. A 29 evoked the salt of the Earth, a four the scum of the Earth.

Pragat’s pre-launch party for investors, the press, and A-list celebrities, friends, and relatives was held in the Great Hall of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Midway into the evening, Pragat stood on a small stage, tapped on a champagne glass to gain his guests’ attention, and said: “Thank you for all coming. This effort took years to bring to market and I want to thank all members of my team, our investors, and friends who assured the public of the reliability and accuracy of our ratings.” With a bit of flourish, Pragat held up a cell phone, pushed a speed dial button, and said in a voice loud enough for all in the room to hear, “Now.” A fraction of a second later, the most anticipated, debated, maligned, divisive, and in some quarters, feared, website in history was launched. Traffic was so heavy immediately after the launch that the site had to shut down temporarily. The delay only heightened the frenzy of those anxious to see their long awaited personal ratings.

As people linked into the PPR website and searched for their names, many experienced a mix of high anticipation and dread not unlike that of a student receiving a college acceptance/rejection letter or a young lawyer receiving the results of the bar exam. To those who thought that their ratings were of paramount importance to their futures and many did, the experience was more akin to that of receiving the results of a biopsy. Of course, the next best thing to receiving a high PPR was having people you knew receive low PPRs. If there were a graph that measured national Schadenfreude, it definitely would have spiked at that moment.

The reaction to the site by Pragat’s guests might have been a microcosm for what was happening throughout the country. Fingers that minutes before were wrapped around the slender stems of champagne glasses were now directing Messrs. Blackberry, iPhone, or Android towards the Pragat site and the prompts to personal ratings. Once the ratings were revealed, some of Pragat’s guests laughed and gave high-fives; others cursed or walked out of the party without saying goodbye. Pragat’s former wife slapped him in the face. He savored the pain.

Because the ratings were housed only online, they were not static. New information about people was fed continuously into the PPR system. Thus, if someone did something horrible, his or her PPR would drop. If a person did something wonderful, his or her number would rise. Mimicking the stock market reports, the site had a daily “most active” list, populated more often than not by celebrities. Within months of its launch, a ticker tape showing PPRs began to appear on the screens of television news programs directly below the stock market ticker tape. “Young starlet du jour gets married again +2. Young starlet du jour divorces in ten days -3. Young starlet du jour marries and divorces twelve times in one year in effort to break Guinness Book of Records +6.”

Major declines often made headlines, sometimes in the national press, but more often in regional or local papers if a non-celebrity type was involved in a scandal. In one case, for example, a local New Jersey paper ran the headline: “Rabbi Greenburg arrested for soliciting prostitute, PPR drops by 10 points.” The Rabbi was later dismissed by his congregation, not because of his indiscretion, but because his PPR had fallen to a 14. “We simply can’t have a Rabbi with a reputation equivalent to that of a Denny’s,” one congregant stated.

The PPR survey also paralleled the published Zagat Restaurant Guide since it contained, numerous lists including: “Twenty Five Top Rated People in America,” as well as “Top Twenty Five by Ethnicity” and “Top Rated People by Locale,” for example the Top Twenty Five New Yorkers. The dark side of this, for those at the bottom of the rating totem pole, was that they could also be grouped together. Websites carrying the title “Worst People in America” and others of a similar ilk were soon appearing on the Internet.

“These were pretty heady and dramatic times at my company,” Pragat told a reporter from Wired Magazine who, years later, was writing an article on the Pragat System and its aftermath (Philip Goodwin, The Man America Loved To Hate). “We all realized that we had created something very special. What shocked and delighted us was how quickly the ratings were accepted and relied upon by the public.”

Pragat’s observation was completely accurate. Within months of the website’s launch, an individual’s PPR came to define for one and all the worth of an individual to society, no questions asked and no explanations accepted. Pragat later admitted that when the system was launched neither he, nor any member of his team, could have really anticipated the profound sociological impact of the new survey.

Long-standing and solid social and marital relationships were decimated by incompatible PPRs. In several states, a ground for divorce, in addition to irreconcilable differences, was “irreconcilable PPRs.” Coop boards changed their application forms to include a PPR section, followed by the instruction, “Please include a complete explanation if you do not have a PPR.” Some power restaurants in Manhattan would only allow reservations for people who had PPRs equal to or greater than their own Zagat ratings. Following this business model, the famous New York restaurant, The 21 Club, changed its name to “The 26 Club,” and only admitted diners who received a PPR of 26 or over, though this play backfired when the Zagat Restaurant Guide gave the restaurant an overall 24.

People who received low PPRs often went into depression. Those who received high ratings often flaunted it. Vanity plates such as “IMA26” were not uncommon. High PPRs began to appear on business and personal cards, Facebook and LinkedIn entries, as well as resumes. “Pragat Rated” soon became as common as “Zagat Rated”. “PPR Date” soon competed with “J Date” and virtually all-online dating services had a Pragat Personal Rating section. It was not long before schools, consultants, and slews of books, including, “Pragat Personal Ratings For Dummies,” on how to increase one’s PPR were being marketed. PPR coaches, mostly former life coaches, soon began marketing their wisdom. Not surprisingly, debates began as to the relative value of a rating. Was, for example, a 28 for a resident of San Francisco as good as a 28 for a New Yorker?

The PPR system also modified the behavior of individuals. Since everything a person did on the Internet wended its way into the Pragat rating machinery, people began to be more judicious as to what they posted to social media sites or even the sites they visited. Internet porn sites, for example, took an enormous hit. By contrast, Internet church sites had a spike in attendance as did Internet donations, because many of the donors hoped that such activity might boost their respective ratings. It was as if a benign “Big Brother” was watching everyone.

Not every aspect of the Pragat system, however, was benign. Because everything in the age of the Internet moves at the speed of light, literally, a dark side to the ratings developed very quickly. PPRs soon became a new instrumentality, beyond race, religion, country of origin or sexual orientation to discriminate against a defined class of people: the low PPRs. For no particular reason, people with ratings of 10 and below were identified as a new group to be scorned. Those unfortunate enough to fall into this class soon became known as “Low Lifes,” a term which the Oxford Online Dictionary and others defined as anyone with a rating of 10 or lower. Since “Low Life” also signified a person having low moral character and other odious aspects, the impact of this label was particularly devastating. Anyone within the group was by definition a creep. The consequences of being cast as a Low Life, sometimes the result of a faulty algorithm in the system or a quirky entry on a person’s website, more often than not had dire and life altering consequences. To the frustration and outrage of the Low Lifes, Pragat Corporation had no grievance procedure to correct erroneous ratings.

Since everyone’s numbers were public, Low Lifes were “outed” electronically overnight. All this took was use of some store bought software. Pilot fish websites such as www.PPRbyclass.com, which grouped individuals by their PPRs, soon began to appear on the Internet. Possibly the most damaging website was one that organized Pragat ratings by zip codes. The site also had a special link to “Low Lifes by Address.” Towns with the highest PPRs saw their property values increase, and those with low PPRs had their property values decrease, a factor putting pressure on the “Low Lifes” in a community to move out.

Anybody that was anybody and, for the most part, anybody that was nobody was listed in the survey. Exclusion from the survey, like not being mentioned at least once somewhere on the Internet, was a mark of non-existence. It was not long before these poor folks were called “No Lifes.” Since they had no ratings, the No Lifes were not particularly scorned or selected as an object of prejudice. They were simply viewed as non-entities, as inferior beings, people who were no longer relevant to society.

The PPRs for most people generally moved within a fairly narrow range, for example, up a point or down a point within a year. There were, however, some glaring exceptions, as demonstrated by Goodwin’s PPR issued less than a year after he received his stellar 28.

Philip Goodwin, Age: 55

Separated-Divorce Pending

Present Location-SoLo District NYC

Unemployed       PPR=0








	S	L	P	A	H

	0	0	0	0	0








The only zero PPR in the country. Accurately dubbed by the media as, the “Most Unpopular Man in America,” his precipitous but well deserved fall from a twenty-eight to a zero in under a year reflects a national antipathy for Mr. Goodwin. “America’s national villain.” The lowest of the Low Lifes. Reflective of America’s sentiment about Goodwin are the words of his great Aunt Hilda, “Hilly:” Gluck. “Tu tu tu. I spit when I hear his name.”





To put Goodwin’s fall from rating grace in perspective, if he were a restaurant and was rated in Zagat’s restaurant guide, he would have gone from the likes of Gary Danko, French Laundry, Per Se, or Le Bernadin to the equivalent of the prisoners’ chow line at Abu Ghraib prison.


The Human Cliché

When Goodwin first saw his PPR, published two months prior to the Sheila Bolt, his immediate reaction was to shake his head and laugh. Notwithstanding Pragat’s aggressive marketing campaign and the hoopla surrounding the PPR website, he thought the whole concept was ludicrous. Unlike the vast majority of people who took the system at face value he understood its many fallacies. Most importantly, Goodwin knew that the system did not take into account critical aspects of a person, both positive and negative, that were not revealed in the data mined from the Internet. Goodwin himself illustrated his viewpoint.

From an early age on, he struggled with what he called his “character defect” and attempted to control it, but more often than not it controlled him. Whenever stress and anger reached a certain level in his psyche he would totally lose control over his emotions and do or say things that were well past any levels of rationality. He would later say of his outbursts, “It was as if I was suddenly possessed, not by an evil spirit, more like a feeble spirit, by some form of illiterate moron, a Dybbuk without a high school diploma.” And, then putting a humorous spin on it, “And if I was possessed by an illiterate moron, how would an exorcism be performed? Would a Priest or Rabbi stand over me and chant the lyrics from Cole Porter songs?”

What Goodwin could not know was that on this particular day, his flaw, his loss of control, would manifest itself in a grievous and unexpected way and come back to bite him, not in the usual place, his ass, but given its serious consequences, in his carotid artery.

Goodwin put such little credence in the PPR system that he discouraged his friends from completing questionnaires about him. At the time, his name and reputation did not extend much further than the limited bounds of his social and business communities. That was by design. Privacy for himself and his wife were of paramount importance to Goodwin. To accomplish this goal, he steadfastly followed three rules: keep a low profile, with a sub-rule, never get involved in unpopular public causes, keep the details about your life, such as finances, as secret as possible and never ever air your dirty laundry in public. Those rules worked well for Goodwin and for virtually his entire adult life, he lived exceptionally well in a cocoon of affluent anonymity.

While it was true, as stated in the initial PPR comments for him, that Goodwin was in fact a man of vision, he was not prescient. Thus, there was no way he could have predicted that in less than a year his PPR would be a zero, his dirty laundry would be aired on national television, he would be leading the charge for a very unpopular cause, and the privacy that was so important to him would be a thing of the past.

Unaware of what the future held in store for him, Goodwin’s spirits were up. He was enroute to small birthday luncheon in Manhattan organized for him by his closest friends. As he drove from his house in Grace Harbor, a lovely little enclave for the very rich situated on the North Shore of Long Island, to his rendezvous in Manhattan, he was in a contemplative mood. Notwithstanding his dim view of the whole PPR concept, he had to admit that when he saw his 28 rating he was pleased. If nothing else, the high PPR gave him a platform for some self-effacing, sarcastic, bragging rights at his luncheon, an event that would be more of a roast than a celebration, one filled with good-natured banter heightened in this case by humorous comparisons of each other’s PPRs. That orientation suited Goodwin just fine. The last thing he wanted was a party built on heaps of praise. When he received an Evite to his party with the notation, “Looking forward to ripping you apart…figuratively speaking, of course,” he replied gleefully, “Let the barbs fly.”

He thought about what turning 54 meant to him. While many of his peers longed to be younger and some even took steps via face lifts, Botox, testosterone injections, hair plugs, or capped teeth to give themselves the patina of youth or even worse, had Viagra-supplemented affairs with women half their age to convince themselves that they were in fact actually young, Goodwin had no difficulty marching towards senior status. He believed that his developing facial cragginess and the beginnings of an ever so slight paunch, which he could not get rid of no matter how many daily core exercises he did, came with the territory. “All of these folks,” he thought, “suppressed the reality that their genetic life-expectancy clocks continued to tick,” though he sometimes joked that it would be more accurate to say “life expectancy clocks continued to hum” because most clocks were now digital, and that gravity was still tugging at them.

Fit and very healthy, he actually liked reaching this plateau in life. His daily struggles to achieve financial success were behind him and his ultimate struggle, playing golf with the Grim Reaper, his particular euphemism for facing and attempting to delay death, was a very long way off, at least according to his gene pool.

He asked himself, “If Pragat rated my life, I wonder what kind of a number I would have?” Above all, Goodwin was a realist and brutally honest with himself. Twelve out of 30 seemed about right, perhaps lower. True, he and Sheila were attractive, well educated, had tons of money, so many friends that Goodwin had joked that he had a new friends waiting list, and a measure of prestige at least within the confines of his country club. All of this, coupled with his now public high PPR, created an illusion of a rosy life. The converse, however, was the case. Goodwin suffered from the absence of a happy marriage. At this point in his life, he had actually given up any hope of regaining a happy marriage and would have settled for a decent marriage or even a mediocre marriage, but given his abysmal relationship with Sheila these options seemed out of reach.

Traffic on the Long Island Expressway, his route to Manhattan, had come to complete halt. In the distance off to the side of the road, there was the crumpled remains of what was once a luxurious car, one that was probably pointed to with pride by its owner. As he edged towards the car, it occurred to him that what he saw might have been a metaphor for what his marriage had become. By outward appearances, they were a perfect couple, polite to each other, respectful and harmonious. This was the public persona of their marriage, however. Like the car, however, their marriage had “crumpled.” In fact, they were seeing a marriage counselor. They dined with friends as often as possible because when they ate at home alone they hardly spoke. They no longer made love and stopped making excuses.

Goodwin was parallel to the car wreck. EMS workers carried a limp body from the smashed and smoldering car. “Was the man dead? Was our marriage dead?” Goodwin wondered.

Goodwin could not really recall just how long ago it had been, but he did remember, and vividly, the very last time they made love, although the term “making love” was a misnomer. “Imitating people making love,” or as he confessed to his closest friend years later, “robot fucking,” was more accurate. They were going through the motions of intercourse simply because they felt they should; sex as a way of validating their marriage. As he thrust inside of Sheila, he suddenly thought of the word that he couldn’t get on the Times Crossword puzzle, four letters for “45 Player,” answer “HIFI.” Diverted from his memory for an instant he thought, “Say ‘HIFI” to kids today and they probably would think it was WIFI on a plane.” He remembered that at the time he thought it was incredible that he could maintain an erection and simultaneously consider entries in a crossword puzzle. It was, he thought, the ultimate example of multi-tasking.

It probably would not have come as a surprise to Goodwin that during that particular sexual episode, not only was Sheila faking an orgasm, she was also working to solve a puzzle of her own, namely why she was pushing her golf shots to the right. When she gave off a deep and throaty “ah,” it was not as Goodwin had thought that she had reached her climax. Sheila simply realized that her grip was wrong. “Ah” was the precursor to a silent “ha.”

Over the last few years, their arguments had increased in intensity and hurtfulness. Goodwin was living with the real possibility that their marriage would implode and that he would leave Sheila or she would leave him or in their final act of marital unanimity, they would say to each other simultaneously, “We should divorce.” There was, he thought, justification on both sides. Goodwin held on, however, and coped as best he could with their unpleasant, behind-closed-doors partnership, because he liked his suburban lifestyle whose central locus was, Harborside, his country club, and did not want to change it. Though Sheila never told him so, he suspected that she stayed in the marriage for the same reason. “Inertia,” he thought, “is what’s saving our marriage.”

Goodwin had actually left Sheila once, but it was only for a nanosecond. His very brief departure was an outgrowth of an argument that occurred on a busy street corner near Lincoln Center. Generally very buttoned up in public, adhering to his privacy protocol of keeping a low profile, Goodwin took pains not to do anything that would call unwanted public attention to himself. This time, however, the taunting by Sheila caused him to raise his voice to the point where passersby took notice. In response to his elevated decibel level, Sheila rebuked him with, “You think you can speak any louder?” Without regard for his environment, Goodwin began screaming as loudly as he could.

Goodwin was so upset that Sheila could provoke such a total loss of control that he considered that their marriage was over. He left her standing on the corner, hailed a cab with the intent of going home, packing his bags and moving out until he realized halfway across Manhattan that his knee-jerk reaction and his thoughts of leaving Sheila were out of hand. When the cab returned to the place of the argument, Sheila was waiting for him as if she knew he would return. She shook her head in disappointed resignation. Though he wasn’t sure, he thought she whispered to the air, “You are such a prick.”

The incident that led them to see a marriage counselor began at Harborside’s New Year’s Eve fete and ended in their kitchen. Sheila, Goodwin, and a coterie of their friends sat at a large round table in the club’s dining room. Everyone was dressed in elegant attire, except for his or her cheesy paper New Year’s Eve hat. The sole exception to this manner of dress was a woman named Eugenia Downy, known at the club as a “fashion auteur.” Eugenia wore a silk New Year’s Eve hat that she had purchased from Les Canotiers du Marais, located in the hip Marais section of Paris. The following New Year’s Eve, all women at the club wore hats made in Paris. The sole exception again was Eugenia who had proclaimed, as was her prerogative as an auteur, that cheesy paper hats were now fashionable for New Year’s Eve.

The mood at the table and throughout the Club’s dining room was upbeat and celebratory. Good natured joking and banter with Goodwin as the fulcrum for the group’s exchanges was in high gear at their table. The only one who did not participate in these festivities was Sheila. She sat silent and stone faced. At one point, one of his friends said, “Tell them about playing golf with Death.”

This was Goodwin’s spin on an old Ingmar Bergman movie, “The Seventh Seal,” in which one of the principal characters attempts to fend off the inevitable by beating Death in a game of chess. Golf was substituted for chess in his version because he could conjure up a great little comedic routine for his friends. Over the years, he had developed an inventory of amusing and original comedic presentations that became well known at Harborside. When the PPRs were published a few months later, Goodwin suspected that his playing golf with Death routine and the many other little comedy shticks he did for his friends were probably contributing factors for him receiving a 29 in the Humor section of the Pragat survey.

Goodwin, more than happy to accommodate the request, stood and recited a story involving Maurice Sullivan’s encounter and golf match with Death. With the exception of perhaps one little joke, his routine was mildly clever, though to his alcohol plied country club audience he seemed spectacularly funny. The one joke in his routine that might have passed muster at a comedy club involved Death asking Sullivan how long he wants to live. Sullivan says, “30 years,” and Death replies, “The best I can offer you is until December 21, 2021. According to the Mayan calendar the world ends on that day, just before the evening news.” Maurice is surprised. He says, “But the Mayan calendar said the world would end on December 21, 2012 and in fact nothing happened.”

“Yes, I know. But, the fact is the Mayan who developed the calendar was one of the most brilliant men in history and his prediction about the end of the world is true, except he was dyslectic. He actually meant to chisel in 2021 on the stone calendar that predicted the end, but because he was dyslectic, it came out as 2012.”

Goodwin was finishing his routine. “Maurice is ready to depart. ‘So, how do I go to heaven? Chariots of Fire? A burning boat? On the Wings of Angels?’ Death replies, ‘Car service. Here’s a voucher.’”

Goodwin’s narrative provoked an array of laughs and, at its end, applause. In jest and with an exaggerated mock bow he said, “Thank you, my public.”

The only one who was not laughing or applauding was Sheila. Expressionless, she stood up and said in a flat voice just above a whisper, “Excuse me.” After about 40 minutes, as midnight approached, Goodwin began to look for her and was told by the parking lot attendant that she had taken their car and gone home. Several phone calls, made as he trudged through a light coating of snow to their house less than a quarter of a mile away went unanswered despite a variety of messages left by Goodwin, ranging from worry, (“Are you okay?”) to anger on the final message (“What the hell is going on?”).

He found Sheila in their kitchen. Still in her New Year’s Eve garb, down to the hat, Sheila sat drinking hot coffee at their kitchen table. She did not look up or acknowledge Goodwin when he entered the room, though she knew he was there. In a surly tone he said, “Sheila, what the hell’s wrong with you?” Sheila did not respond. Raising his voice to a decibel level just below a shout, Goodwin said, “Damn it, Sheila, do not ignore me.”

Midnight arrived. It was a time when balloons and confetti were falling from the ceiling of the club, when revelers were blowing horns, when fireworks were exploding over the grounds of the club, and when couples, in love or not, were kissing. Their unified singing of Auld Lang Sine was loud enough to filter into the Goodwin’s kitchen. With that muffled lovely melody as background music for the scene that would play out in their kitchen, Sheila rose, walked towards Goodwin, flung the hot coffee into his face, and in the most hateful tone he had in fact heard from anyone said, “Screw you and screw your stupid routines and your sense of humor.” That night he slept in their den. The following morning, subdued, saddened, and even shaken by the coffee episode, for which Sheila apologized, they decided that they had better see a marriage counselor.

He thought of that moment as he parked his car and made his way to meet his friends, but decided that at least for now, he would put it out of his head. Why spoil his luncheon party? Maybe, he thought with a false sense of optimism, things would work out, though he knew that this would never be the case.

The venue for Goodwin’s birthday luncheon was the Park Avenue Club, a very private sanctuary for the privileged. For the past decade, he and three of his closest friends, Charlie Graves, an investment banker, Donald Ricques, a man in the business of purchasing companies in trouble, fixing them and selling them at a significant profit, and Peter Kass, a real estate developer, met once a quarter for lunch and to discuss politics, their investment strategies, life and local gossip. While the club’s cuisine, like many private clubs in Manhattan, did not quite measure up to the City’s high-end restaurants, it was a wonderful place to linger over a slow lunch served by respectful, white jacketed, waiters of long standing (“old school” Goodwin would often call them) who knew and addressed all of the members only by their last names and whom the members all knew and addressed only by their first names. It was the kind of place where the only ambient noise was a combination of an occasional shuffling of plates and muted conversation.

Goodwin had particularly looked forward to lunch this day because he knew it would be a minor celebration for him, one mixed with good natured ribbing about getting older. And he was prepared: “What’s it like to turn 54?” His answer: “You virtually always have pain in some part of your body. When you don’t have pain it merely means that it’s traveling to a new location. What’s it like to be 54? Well, your vocabulary starts to change. When you say “up and in,” more often than not it does not refer to sex, but to a great shot from a sand trap. And you start playing a game with yourself called ‘What’s that spot?’ You know, when you see a spot on your arm that may or may not have been there before.”

Actually, Goodwin always thought that the best line about getting older came from a senior club member, an eighty five year old energetic man with a sharp and ironic sense of humor, who asked Goodwin, “Do you know why seniors get all sorts of discounts and other minor breaks.” Goodwin replied that he didn’t know the answer.

The man smiled and said, “Its God’s rebate on our suffering.” Goodwin thought he might borrow that line for his luncheon.

As he entered the club’s stately and enormous paneled dining room, Goodwin was smiling to himself and thinking with pleasure of how to broach his lofty PPR. From the club’s entry, he saw that his friends were engaged deeply in some animated conversation. He had assumed that this was in preparation for his little birthday roast and he laughed slightly. But, as he approached his friends and as they caught sight of him, their mood changed and became quite somber. The pall over the group was palpable.

“What’s the matter guys? You look like you just realized that you still have Zentavia Stock.” Zentavia was a drug company whose stock most of the members of Harborside had invested heavily in and which collapsed from 150 to zero overnight when it was learned its cancer cure had a side effect of causing a significantly worse form of cancer. Though he was joking, Goodwin already felt a ripple of uneasiness.

Charlie Graves, possibly his oldest and best friend said, “Look Philip, we just want to let you know how sorry we are about you and Sheila.”

The tone of the line reflected that it was not made in jest. Nevertheless, though concerned, Goodwin still attempted to lighten the somewhat heavy atmosphere, but found that his tinge of anxiety was growing into a wave. “Hey, what can I say? I’m a prince.” This did not evoke any response. Peter Kass simply looked away. Donald Ricques stared past him.

“Okay, guys, what’s going on?” he stammered. Kass, slightly surprised by the question, replied: “Your split with Sheila; your separation from Sheila and your ultimate divorce.”

It was now abundantly clear to Goodwin that this was not a joke. His wave of anxiety had just become a tsunami. The setting was ripe for Goodwin to lose control. He knew the symptoms: muscles tensing, heart pounding, acid refluxing like a Mount Vesuvius eruption, and palms sweating. Like an epileptic sensing a seizure coming on he knew self control was leaving him and there was nothing he could do about it. Goodwin was entering the land of irrationality. In a voice loud enough to turn heads even at the most distant of tables he yelled, “What the fuck are you talking about?”

The somewhat public and loud use of this word by Goodwin underscored his level of distress. “Fuck” was rarely part of his lexicon and only used publicly when he lost control or when he intended to use it effectively to make a point. In this case, it was the former.

Very upset at the premature exposure of news of which Goodwin was obviously unaware, Ricques said, “You mean you don’t know? That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

Kass interjected, “We thought you knew and was just putting up a pretty brave front and didn’t want to talk about it.” Then, Ricques, Graves, and Kass, sounding like a Greek Chorus in Agamemnon wailed in unison, “You don’t know. Oh, God! Everyone knows. She’s leaving you for her secret lover, Sydney Maxine, your marriage counselor.”

For an instant, Goodwin thought he had hallucinated because it seemed to him that everyone in the dining room, members, guests, waiters, and even the old codgers who were theretofore curled semi-comatose (except one who turned out to actually be comatose) into massive leather chairs while drooling in their sleep said, “Yes, it’s true. You’re a living failed marriage cliché, the last to know.”

Goodwin, without thinking, responded by using the F word so rapidly and so many times in succession that he sounded like a cursing machine gun.

Graves: “We just thought you knew. We’re really sorry, Philip.”

Goodwin’s testosterone/macho-man/high school senior persona, which he was positive had been long exorcized by maturity, (though in men this persona is never eliminated, just dormant like herpes waiting to be summoned) surfaced and took hold. ‘Sydney Maxine,” he thought, “I am being ‘beaten out,’ (a typical expression conjured up from his high school memory bank) by a little faggot.” Many years later he confessed to a friend, “I don’t know where the hell ‘little faggot’ came from. I hadn’t used or even thought of that word in over 40 years.”

Before Goodwin could vocalize his consternation, Kass, sensing his distress and in an effort to comfort him, said, “He’s just a little girlie man!” His friends who had also now slipped into their empathetic testosterone/macho-man/high school senior personas shook their heads in agreement and muttered “girlie man.”

Ironically, Goodwin had always found the term “girlie man” to be offensive. The term went into slight disuse, but then resurfaced when a post-gubernatorial Arnold appeared in the final Terminator motion picture, Terminator IV, Rise of the Hermaphrodites, which took place solely within the confines of an assisted living facility and featured a new evil Hermaphrodite robot, who was virtually invincible because she self- propagated new robots (“Baby Terminators,” later a spin-off sit- com as well as a toy line from Mattel) whenever close to destruction, but who was ultimately destroyed through a large injection of estrogen and testosterone. And as she was melting, a la the Wicked Witch of The West in the Wizard of Oz, Arnold intoned, “You are such a girlie-man.” Caught up in the moment, Goodwin thought “Girlie Man” was an accurate way to describe Maxine.

The term evoked a memory of the first session he and Sheila had with Maxine. Goodwin’s initial impression of Maxine was that he was effeminate, a conclusion that was confirmed when Maxine had proudly showed them his extensive collection of glass unicorns, a collection inspired, he said, by the Glass Menagerie, and more particularly the character in the play, Laura Wingfield, someone with whom he “completely identified.” Maxine then turned to Sheila and said, “Love your Manolo Blahniks. He’s my favorite shoe designer. I especially like his platforms.”

“Jeeze,” Goodwin thought at the time, “how many men even know about Manolo Blahnik? And platforms?” When Goodwin first heard Maxine mention “platforms,” he thought Blahnik had a political agenda. “Ask any guy, “who is Manolo Blahnik?’ he thought at the time, “and he’ll immediately start thinking players’ rosters on baseball or football teams.”

“You know,” Goodwin said, “Maxine is even a fan of Manolo Blahnik.”

Graves, “Doesn’t he play for the Mets?”

Goodwin, “He even mentioned Blahnik’s platforms.

Graves, “I’m a Republican.”

As he was preparing to make a quick exit, Kass sought to confirm the quartet’s collective judgment of Sydney Maxine’s girlie man status and volunteered in an effort to demean Maxine in abstentia, “He even hits from the ladies’ tees.”

In virtually every civilized golf course in America, these tees are not genderized, but simply called the “forward tees.” In the dopey world of macho men’s golf, however, the act by a man of hitting from the forward tees, unless he’s had a recent stroke or back operation, was only a small step away from being a transvestite. Ironically, years later Kass admitted to being a transvestite, though he continued to hit from the back tees despite losing some distance because he couldn’t swing as well while wearing his tight fitting Manolo Blahnik golf shoes.


Comedic Incompatability

Goodwin was speeding past the mansions of Grace Harbor en route to his own grand maison. Adrenalin percolating through his body caused him to alternate between fits of rage and bouts of blabbering to himself like some deranged homeless person. Crazed, Goodwin began excoriating an absent Sheila, “You are the most despicable, dishonest person I know. You were the person who continually accused me of cheating, when I never did. All the while you are screwing around with our marriage counselor.”

Goodwin’s statement about his fidelity was true at the time, but there would be one minor footnote added later. The little asterisk next to his protestation related to what television shows sometimes euphemistically call an “intimate moment” or a “sexual situation.” Goodwin’s intimate moment, however, came after Sheila had left him. Post-partum sex in Goodwin’s view did not equal infidelity, not that temptations didn’t exist along the way. But these were always sublimated to fantasies, most of which focused on several women in his country club whom Goodwin would assess from a discrete distance as they plied their skills on the club’s putting green. He looked, fantasized, but never touched, or for that matter even flirted.

Goodwin actually preferred these fantasies to the real thing. While not nearly as satisfying as “in vivo sex,” a term coined by one of his doctor friends, these mental dalliances were totally risk free. He reasoned that when he had these little sexual fantasies, performance anxiety was never an issue, unless that was part of the fantasy. He never had to wear a condom unless he was extremely serious about safe sex. Best of all, fantasies were much easier to break off. His last reason, however, was not universally true.

A close friend of his, for example, confessed to having a sexual fantasy about the same woman at the club for about five years. By pure coincidence, one day he and the woman were teamed up in a golf tournament, which meant they rode together in a golf cart. “I couldn’t believe my luck,” his friend said. “Not only did I have great new material for my future fantasies, but I was also winning the golf tournament.”

In fact, he never played so well in his life. The man later attributed his skillful play to the fact that he was so deeply immersed in his sexual fantasy that he did not focus on his golf swing, a practice that inevitably improves one’s game. By the time he reached the 18th hole, he and the woman were ahead by two strokes and his golf ball rested only two feet from the hole. As he and his partner walked onto the green, she suggested an actual affair. He was so rattled by the suggestion that he began to shake. “After all,” the man said, “I was a happily married man and was totally faithful to my wife.”

“Except intellectually,” Goodwin thought at the time.

The trembling of the man’s hands caused him to miss his putts, and lose the tournament. He declined the woman’s offer immediately and promptly ended her role as the star of his sexual fantasies, or so he thought. The problem was that every time he fantasized about a new woman his old fantasy flame, now described by him as a “fantasy crasher,” made an uninvited guest appearance and dispatched his new fantasy-woman with a Cuisinart whose blade was whirling. It was suburbia’s version of the Texas Chain Saw Massacre.

When Goodwin sometimes replays the day that Sheila left him, he takes note of the fact that his sole emotion was anger, sometimes heightened to fury. He was angry because Sheila left him for someone he thought was inferior, angry because he would now become the object of pity as opposed to admiration, angry because the demise of his marriage would interfere with the country-club, couples only, structure of his life, and most of all, angry because she left him before he left her. He was not sad, however. That absence of sadness, he would later say, spoke volumes about their relationship.

Armed with rehearsed recriminations and ready to do battle, Goodwin entered their house, but Sheila was gone. He knew, as he walked from room to room and inspected Sheila’s empty closets, took a mental inventory of what was taken and what remained, that her departure was irrevocable. While many objects were taken, one was placed conspicuously on their kitchen table. It was a shoebox with the smithereens remains of his remote control, which Goodwin had fondly named, “Mr. Remotee.” Apparently, before Sheila left she had taken the remote control and committed a violent act of “technocide” by smashing Mr. Remotee into several hundred pieces. “His” remains were placed into a wood-grained shoebox (undoubtedly a symbolic coffin) to which she stapled an index card intended by her to function as a headstone. Mr. Remotee’s epitaph was simply: “RIP.” He realized that RIP was not meant as a joke. For quite some time, Goodwin assumed Sheila meant “Rest In Peace” or “Remote In Pieces.” Sheila later told one of her friends that neither interpretation was correct. It simply was a short instruction to tear up the card, RIP.

There was a short message printed on small-personalized SG notepaper. In happier times, he had given Sheila the notepaper as a present and wrote on the gift card, “Use these to send me love notes.” Her final “love note” placed on top of the shoebox read: “I killed the remote control. This was not an act against you, but against it, since I felt you always liked it better than me.”

Sheila’s observation of her relative standing with respect to Mr. Remotee was actually true. In the final years of their marriage, the remote control was certainly more responsive to Goodwin then Sheila. At least he knew how to push its buttons, not that he didn’t try to push Sheila’s buttons. It seemed, however, that every one of Sheila’s buttons appeared to be in the off mode. Sheila, if asked about his observation, would no doubt have agreed.

At the bottom of the card there were two post-scripts. “PS. Since it’s over between us, you might as well know that it wasn’t because I couldn’t conceive that we didn’t have children. I just didn’t want any.” Goodwin was stunned by this revelation. Sheila had told him that after many failed attempts to conceive she had seen her gynecologist who “sadly” (her word) told her she could never have children. Goodwin’s suggestions that they adopt were always rebuffed. The PS finished with, “I really never liked children. And, as for becoming pregnant, why ruin a perfectly good figure?” He knew that she was not joking.

The second PS read, “Philip, if you want to learn all the reasons that led me to leave you, go to our website: www.whyIleftPhilip.com.” With a substantial degree of apprehension, Goodwin turned on his computer and accessed the site only to find a photo of Sheila and Maxine sitting on the couch in Goodwin’s den. Sheila had her legs crossed. She was wearing bright red Manolo Blahniks, the same ones she wore when they first visited Maxine. Directly under the photo there was the notation: “Under Construction,” and “We’d love to have your thoughts. Please email us at SheilaandSydney@gmail.com

For the second time that day, Goodwin lost control, but this time the illiterate Dybbuk, who in this instance was probably on acid, was guiding Goodwin’s fingers over his keyboard, with the resultant email: “FUCK YOU, FUCK YOU, FUCK YOU AND YOUR FUCKING FUCKING LITTLE GIRLIE MAN LOVER. I PRAY THAT YOU GET STRUCK BY LIGHTNING AND THAT SYDNEY MAXINE HAS THE LIFE SUCKED OUT OF HIM.”

The email was a bit of a catharsis for him, one augmented by a large scotch that in turn was augmented by a second and a third scotch and a handful of Valium, prescribed at one time to enable Goodwin to handle a bad case of the “worries.” Sedated, but not calmed, he paced. As he did so, he tried to think of the things he might have done differently to save his marriage. Nothing much came to mind. He returned to the couch only to realize that it was the one used by Sheila and Maxine for their website photograph. Overcome by a feeling of revulsion and driven by an uncontrollable frenzy, evidenced in part by the foam that oozed slightly from the corner of his mouth, Goodwin propelled himself several feet in the air and landed by his desk. He took a Magic Marker from his desk draw and, without having any sense of what he was going to do next, ran outside to his perfectly manicured front lawn.

They intended their house to not only reflect good and expensive taste, but a perfect, harmonious marriage and life. The day that they moved into their house, they named it “Harmony House,” and placed a small plaque bearing this bit of false advertising on their front gate. It was a convention of their friends and neighbors who aspired to impress and who had regal houses to give them names. Some of these names were suggestive of the owners’ interests, “Casa Del Sol,” for example, by a couple who loved to lie in the sun, despite medical advice to the contrary and who later could have changed the name to “Casa Del Melanoma.” Others were acerbic, “Ginger’s Divorce Settlement,” and some simply ostentatious, “Gelt,” (Yiddish for money). More than one house had “IPO.”

Grinding his teeth as he did it, Goodwin grabbed the HARMONY HOUSE sign and crossed out the “ony” from the word “harmony” to produce HARM HOUSE. He walked back towards the house, got halfway there, and returned to the sign. At the very foot of the sign he printed: SHEILA IS NOT WORTH SAVING!! Then, in a fit of rage, he took a ballpoint pen out of his pocket and stabbed the word SHEILA. He had intended to say: THIS MARRIAGE IS NOT WORTH SAVING, but in a Freudian slip way interjected the word “Sheila” instead of “this marriage.” As Goodwin began to enter the house, he realized his mistake, but merely waved his arm down in disgust and said to himself, “fuck it.”

Goodwin’s problem at that moment was that he couldn’t bring himself to enter the house. Somehow, the photograph of Sheila and Sydney Maxine on their website seemed to give them an actual presence in the house. Even in a symbolic sense, Goodwin could not bear to be near them. He sat on his patio overlooking his lovely garden that in happier times was the site of dinner parties, luncheons, and easy Sunday morning breakfasts where he and Sheila would parse through the New York Times. Those days, he knew, were long over.

He thought about their interaction with Sydney Maxine and what led up to the demise of his marriage. Maxine had impeccable credentials and was credited to salvaging the marriages of quite a few couples at their club. Typical of many couples in their position, Goodwin and Sheila began their first session as a couple, venting their frustrations and placing blame on each other, not only for the untenable status of their marriage, but for other failures along the way. After hearing them out, Maxine opined that their difficulty stemmed from the fact that they were “comedically incompatible.” Though they had not heard of that term before, both Goodwin and Sheila thought it was apt. If there were a sense of humor spectrum, he and Sheila would be at its opposite ends.

To a degree, Goodwin’s 29 in Pragat’s sense of humor category was well deserved. He was the kind of person who possessed the unique ability to joke at will. Someone would make a remark and then, at the speed of light or as Goodwin would sometimes describe it, “the speed of lightheartedness,” he would blurt out a clever line or repartee. He sometimes felt that his quips were like involuntary reflexes, created by him without any conscious thought. On more than one occasion when sallying forth with a blast of humor, he would wonder, “Where did that come from?” Sheila by contrast had no sense of humor whatsoever.

When they were first married, Sheila had a decent sense of humor. While she rarely created jokes or issued amusing lines or responses, she certainly appreciated and understood humor in all its forms. Over a period of about 15 years, however, her sense of humor inexplicably diminished bit by bit to the point where it seemed to have evaporated. According to Goodwin, “She just didn’t get it. It was as if she had humor dementia.”

They were watching an old Woody Allen movie, Love and Death, when Goodwin concluded that Sheila had no sense of humor whatsoever. The movie was filled to the brim with great lines and the audience, Goodwin included, was laughing almost continuously. Sheila, by contrast, did not laugh once or even smile. When they left the theatre, Sheila critiqued the movie as “very odd” and “historically inaccurate.” In the right context her observations would have been quite funny, but Sheila was serious. Once home, Goodwin broached the subject as tactfully as he could and suggested that she might want to explore the basis for what appeared to be a humorless condition. To his surprise, the suggestion was met with an explosive rebuff.

“Don’t you think I know about my condition? I have been seeing doctors and psychologists for a couple of years. The upshot is that I’ve been diagnosed as being “Hypo-Humoresque. My HQ, humor quotient, is zero.”

“Hypo what?”

“Hypo-Humoresque. It’s like extreme hypoglycemia except instead of having no sugar those afflicted have no sense of humor. Once the condition attaches itself to a person, he or she has no ability to recognize, understand or process humor in any form whatsoever. HH people or the Comedically Challenged, that’s what people who are Hypo-Humoresque are called, are never funny, never joke, and no longer understand humor in any form. They are incapable of making jokes. More importantly they don’t see humor in anything, jokes, movies or comedies. Telling a person who is HH a joke is like saying to a blind person, ‘Isn’t that sunset beautiful?’”

“That’s crazy.”

Her anger mounted and she raised her voice by several octaves. “If I said I had cancer or diabetes, you wouldn’t say it was crazy. This is some form of pathology. It’s anything but crazy. Believe me, I know. And I’ve taken all of tests.”

He was incredulous and mouthed, “Tests to see if you have a sense of humor?”

“Wait here.” Several moments later Sheila returned with a blue booklet that looked like the kind he used in college for final exams. Its cover said HQ –Humor Quotient Test, Copyright Humor Testing Institute. Goodwin, in disbelief, mouthed the words Humor Testing Institute as if it were a concept that couldn’t possibly exist. Below that was the word HQ and presumably Sheila’s score, in this case zero. As he perused the book, Goodwin saw, that it contained a number of humor testing sections including jokes, puns, quips, routines, punch lines and “for extra credit,” humorous limericks (“Finish this limerick, “There once was a Rabbi named Sydney, Who had a pain is his kidney. He said with a moan, If I could just pass this stone...”) There was also the odd notation, “Knock Knock Jokes are tested separately.” He looked at one of the questions in the punch line-puns section:

“Four high ranking officials of the Vatican were exploring the Amazon Rain forest, when a tribe of cannibals captured them, stripped them naked, and threw them into a deep caldron. As the water began to simmer, one of the officials, in a desperate effort to save his life screamed, “In the name of God and Dr. Oz, don’t you know anything about cholesterol? We’re much too fatty.”

The Chief responded with a scoff, “No problem, we’re the Atkins tribe.”

Another Official screamed, “We’re WASPS!”

The Chief responded again, “No problem, we like our meat basted with alcohol.”

The third official screamed, “Wait. We’re not WASPS; we’re Jewish.”

The Chief responded again, “Shalom Lantzman!”

Finally, out of desperation the fourth official screamed, “We’re all perverts!”

The Chief runs up and pulls all of the men out of the cauldron. Happy and bewildered one of the officials asks, “Why did you spare us?”

At this point Sheila was asked to choose the right punch line.

The Chief replies:

(a) We forgot that it was Passover;

(b) Catholics always make us feel guilty when we eat them;

(c) When we cook, we never use ‘odd official’ (pronounced artificial) ingredients;

(d) None of the above. Write your own line.”

Sheila chose none of the above and wrote, “He realized that eating other human beings was immoral, unless your plane crashes in the snow covered Andes.”

Goodwin said immediately, “Its ‘c’ because of the joke equates perverts and “odd’ and the phonetic similarity, albeit by a slight stretch, of “odd/official” to artificial.” Though he was correct Sheila became annoyed and said rather testily, “I now know that’s the answer and think it’s simply dumb.” Then, playing the sympathy card with her eyes tearing up, said, “Now you have a wife who can’t have children or a sense of humor.”

Her tone was flat. “In any event, the diagnosis is that I’m HH. My HQ is zero. There is no cure for HH. No one even knows what causes it, but I do not really care. I can live without a sense of humor. Having it doesn’t seem particularly important to me at this point.” Sheila never pursued a cure after that.

Over time, Goodwin’s penchant for humor and Sheila’s lack of it began to erode their relationship and their marriage began to deteriorate, the result of comedic incompatibility. To his continuing disappointment, all those jokes, wisecracks or even puns, which he conjured up spontaneously or created with great care, no longer impacted Sheila in the intended way. She treated his humorous efforts as pure statements of fact and would often respond to them with a curious look as if he were crazy. With a tone implying that Goodwin was loony, she would say, “I don’t understand.” If she did sense he was joking, Sheila would admonish sternly, “Philip, for the thousandth time, please do not joke. I mean, what part of that request don’t you understand?”

“It’s as if I have a damn gag order in my own house,” Goodwin once complained to one of his friends. Then, thinking about his use of “gag order,” followed up with “no pun intended.”

To underscore her antipathy for his humorous attempts, Sheila began to wear a little lapel pin which said “Thank You For Not Joking” and placed pillows artfully embroidered with the same request at discrete places in their house. At one point she put up signs around the house that said: “This is a no joking zone,” but he made her take them down after they had a furious fight. Sheila soon found HH support groups and began attending HH sessions where people sat in small groups and told of their HH related troubles but, of course, never joked. Whenever Sheila brought home a fellow HH person she befriended Goodwin found that person insufferably dull. When the group met at their house, he could sense that they viewed him as a pariah.

While Sheila said she actually didn’t care about being HH, deep down and hidden from all to see and what Goodwin didn’t know was that it was one of the biggest disappointments of her life. Sheila longed to have a sense of humor and, more than that, of being very funny. Her greatest wish, however, one born from a mix of anger, jealousy, and resentment, was to become substantially funnier than Goodwin and, in a public and humiliating way, show him up in the humor department. When her wish actually came true, it played out on national television to one of the widest audiences in television history.

Because Goodwin was entertaining and very glib, he often held court for friends where banter would be the sport of the moment. Though not intending to achieve it, over time he became the star of the twosome, the one sought out by their friends. Although Goodwin never encouraged favoritism, Sheila blamed him for the obvious disparity of their respective positions in the club. Her resentment, never overtly expressed, festered and erupted occasionally through what Goodwin perceived was an irrational outburst.

Over time, their comedic incompatibility acted as a wedge that not only pushed them further apart from each other, but also acted as a stimulus for mutual antagonism. Sheila would frequently be furious if Goodwin joked too much at the club or at a dinner party and Goodwin would be resentful of her objections. In his favor, Goodwin took special care to never tell jokes at Sheila’s expense and would take to task in a severe manner anyone who attempted to do so. While everyone at the club was aware of Sheila’s condition, they politely ignored it, just as they ignored a member’s alcoholism, bi-polar disorder, or indictment. In all other respects, Sheila was normal and sought out by her friends for advice and companionship.

The final blow for Sheila came on Goodwin’s birthday, the day after the PPR site was launched. She had expected and hoped for a rating equal to or above Goodwin’s rating. But when she looked, Sheila found that she was not included in Pragat’s rating system. In a panic, Sheila attempted to call the company. A recorded message stated that all “advisors” were busy, but if she would hold on someone would be with her in the near future. “In the meantime,” the electronic voice suggested, “you may find answers to your questions in the frequently asked questions section of our site.”

After holding onto the receiver and having to endure periodic “all advisors are presently with customers, but your call is important to us, so please stay on the line,” she spoke to an advisor who claimed to be “John,” who she was certain was not a John, but a Patel and most likely located in Mumbai or New Delhi. John advised her that anyone who had a zero in any category, hers being humor, did not qualify for inclusion in Pragat’s survey. “This rule,” John said, “is immutable.” The rule was later changed so that Pragat could keep Goodwin in the Survey, since he was a big draw to the site, even though he ultimately had all zeros.

Sheila regarded her exclusion as a personal disaster. More than most, she fully understood the importance that the Pragat rating system would ultimately hold for society and was acutely aware of the social consequences of her exclusion. Men and women to whom she had always felt superior now possessed something she would never have, a PPR. An instant before the PPR survey went public these people had looked up to, admired and in a number of cases envied Sheila. Now, as if by some type of social fiat, she would be regarded by these people as inferior. For all intents and purposes, many of her peers would now view her as a nobody, a non-entity, the “Unrated of Grace Harbor.” While the term had not been coined yet, she would soon fall into a group called “No Lifes.”

Sheila was in tears. When Goodwin sought to comfort her just before leaving for his birthday luncheon and offered to forego his luncheon, she swiped away the sympathetic hand he had placed on her shoulder and said gruffly as if touched by a leper, “Don’t touch me!” Then, possibly to make Goodwin feel guilty and in tone underscoring that she didn’t really mean it, she said, “Have fun.”

“In many ways,” Maxine opined at the end of their first session, one populated by articulations of frustration on both sides, “you are similar. You come from similar middle class backgrounds, have solid middle class values, grew up in similar environments, and appear to have many similar interests and philosophies. You are both college graduates, hold post-graduate degrees, (Goodwin’s from Harvard’s Business School; Sheila’s from the London School of Economics.) It’s the humorless condition of Sheila that I see as the central problem.”

“I know,” Goodwin said feeling a bit of vindication.

“No, no. That’s the wrong attitude. HH is not a bad thing. It’s simply an inherent part of Sheila’s persona. I could have just as easily said that it’s your highly developed sense of humor that’s the problem. Your pathology Philip, for lack of a better word, is that you are afflicted, again for lack of a better word, with a case of irrepressible humor.” He was about to quip, “I guess having a case of irrepressible humor, is no laughing matter,” when he fully understood what Maxine meant by the term irrepressible humor.

“The quandary you both face is that HH is incurable just as having a sense of humor is, in a manner of speaking, incurable. It’s essentially an element of your being. Unlike some of the couples I see, where one or both adjust by making changes, neither of you can change these aspects of your personality.”

“What is important here is that humor is vital to any relationship. It’s essential to coping with life. It helps smooth some of a couple’s rough patches and, let’s face it, considering the spate of all of the bad news, it’s almost critical for survival. That you don’t have a sense of humor, Sheila, makes life very hard for you.” She shook her head in agreement and wiped away a slight rivulet of tears.

“And Philip, the fact that you are virtually prohibited from spontaneously joking or laughing in the presence of Sheila, has to be incredibly frustrating, perhaps impossible.” Goodwin shook his head in agreement. “But if you are both willing to try I’d be happy to help. While conventional counseling involves working with you as a couple, in your situation I think it best that we go one on one at this point.”

Despite his anger, when Goodwin recalled Maxine’s exact words, “one on one” he began to laugh in a bitter way. He muttered to himself, “One on one. I guess I should have realized that Maxine intended the term “one on one” to relate to his physical relationship with Sheila.” Nor was Goodwin suspicious when Maxine said to him, “I’m making great progress on Sheila.” “On” was not interpreted in the sense of juxtaposed bodies.

Relating the story later to friends, Goodwin observed, “Dumb fool that I am, no red flags were raised for me when Sheila returned from one of her one on one sessions and said that Maxine recommended that she take a ‘sexual furlough’ from me. This struck me as ironic since she had been sexually AWOL for quite some time. Not surprisingly, our relationship, rather than improve, deteriorated, though Sheila did not seem to mind.”

Two weeks after Sheila’s departure, as Goodwin was walking to his office and for no particular reason, he stopped, and without really thinking about it, pressed the speed dial on his cell phone to get Sheila.

She picked up on the first ring, “This is Sheila.”

He didn’t announce himself. Rather, he said, “You know Sheila, I have lots to say to you, but for now, I have one question. Sydney Maxine, why of all people, him? I’m smarter, richer, taller, more athletic, more popular, and better looking. So what’s the attraction? For Christ’s sake! I’m a God damn 28.”

Her answer made absolute sense. She said, “He has no sense of humor, Philip. He’s HH just like me.”

At that moment Goodwin realized that as hard as it was for him to live with her, it was equally as hard for her to live with him. All of his rage dissipated at that point. He felt a large sense of guilt for his email message to Sheila and if he could have taken it back he would have. So, he attempted to do the next best thing and apologize on the phone for his insane email, but Sheila had already hung up.


Part Two

Love In The Time Of Apps


The Best Revenge

The anger, shock, and stress arising from Sheila’s departure earlier in the day had exhausted him. By day’s end, Goodwin longed for sleep, but none was forthcoming. The usual tricks used to coax himself to sleep, drinking warm milk or watching a really dull television program, failed. Goodwin even attempted to count sheep, but became agitated when the sheep he envisioned all seemed to be wearing little Manolo Blahnik shoes. The answer to his temporary insomnia, he realized, would be via the ingestion of copious amounts of scotch and Ambien. The potent mix had the desired effect and he dropped off immediately. His last words before crossing the border from consciousness to the land of Nod were a pouty/whiney/slurred, “stupid girlie man.”

Sweating, with his stomach churning and heart pounding, Goodwin woke with a start. He had the sense that it was nearly morning and that he had slept at least six hours. The little red digital clock light on his cable box, however, told him otherwise. It was 11:45 pm. His sleep had lasted for less than 40 minutes and he was now very wide-awake. The rush of anger and adrenalin that absorbed Goodwin throughout the day overtook him again like a fever.

“What the hell am I going to do now?”

He paced, watched television, paced some more, stood in the middle of his living room and, as loudly as he could, cursed Sheila, then cursed Sydney Maxine, and then just cursed. His primal screams were actually cathartic in a way, and each time he repeated the exercise he felt slightly better. He was on his fourth round of cursing and midway into “mother- fu..,” when he abruptly stopped, turned, walked into his den, and turned on his computer.

Within the narrow horizontal search rectangle provided by Google, Goodwin typed “revenge,” deleted that and entered, “sweet revenge,” deleted that and settled for “best revenge.” This entry brought up over one million hits, but Goodwin found what he was looking for in a matter of minutes: “Living Well is the Best Revenge.” When he linked into the site of the same name, Goodwin was surprised to learn that the oft-quoted phrase was not of modem vintage, (many had credited it to the fashion designer, Bill Blass) but was first coined by the English clergyman and metaphysical poet named George Herbert, (The Temple: Sacred Poems – 1633)

Goodwin thought it unlikely that Mr. Herbert would have guessed that almost half a millennium later his little observation would become the buzz words for those poor unsuspecting saps like himself who, via a friend, voice mail, email, posted note, hand delivered complaint for divorce or in some rare instances via a personal face to face announcement, suddenly discovered that they had been deported from the state of matrimony by a spouse who had chosen to leave for greener pastures. Mr. Herbert’s advice, Goodwin decided, was actually quite good. It was inspirational in fact, but needed to be tweaked ever so slightly to fit his situation. “Fucking well is the best revenge” worked perfectly.

It was the first time since learning about Sheila’s departure that he smiled. Thinking that he was indeed a clever lad by conjuring this phrase, he typed the notation into the Google search engine only to find that there were already 5000 entries for it. The search result confirmed what Goodwin already knew: any ideas that he thought were original were thought of before by many other people.

The next few nights Goodwin began to scour clubs and bars in midtown Manhattan in search of someone who might be his revenge partner. He soon found, however, that he had no luck or enthusiasm for his project. While he was quick witted and charming with women at his club, women whom he had known for many years, women married to his friends, women having no amorous interest in him, safe women, within the confines of an unfamiliar and overcrowded bar where his ultimate goal was a sexual liaison, whenever he attempted to make initial small talk with women whom he did not know he was tentative and not very confident. Goodwin attributed part of this to the fact that all of the women he met were at least a decade and a half younger than he was and all, it seemed, spoke about rock groups or entertainers whose names Goodwin had never heard of before.

The inability to recognize the names of certain celebrities they mentioned was consistent with a formula Goodwin had devised in jest for his friends over 50. He called the formula the “People’s Magazine Theorem.” His formula: Percentage of Celebrities You Know in a particular People Magazine (or InStyle, Star Magazine, US Weekly, or OK Magazine) equals the number of pages in the magazine divided by your age. Given his current encounters and his meager recognition factor, he decided that the numerator in his equation should actually be his age plus 10 years.

For the first three nights of his quest he found himself not between the sheets with a young and sexy glam-puss, but on the hard plastic seat of the 11 pm Long Island Railroad. His sense of disappointment on these evenings was magnified because each night the train seemed to be filled with bubbly suburban couples that had attended the opera, Broadway shows, or some other typical New York event. It wasn’t that he really missed Sheila or mourned her loss; he didn’t. Goodwin missed the life they led as a couple, a life he knew was no longer possible. Like a number of couples he knew their marriage had evolved only to a marriage of convenience. Now, the convenience was gone.

On each of his rides home, Goodwin recognized a few of the couples on the train, but they seemed to avert their eyes when he looked at them. “Just as well,” he thought. He didn’t want to rehash Sheila’s departure either. After four days on what he called his “sexual liaison trail,” he gave up.

Goodwin’s decision was not only prompted by his inability to interact with the women he encountered. He simply couldn’t keep up with their drinking. He was amazed by the amount of alcohol many of them consumed. Goodwin would get heady after one martini. He didn’t even like martinis, but that’s what every one of these women were drinking. More often than not the drinks were exotically flavored martinis. “What?” a young woman said to him incredulously, “You’ve never had a bacotini?” which she explained was bacon favored martini. He joked that he was Kosher, but she took the remark at face value and simply replied with a muted “Oh.”

Upon reflection, Goodwin realized that he really was not truly interested in a sexual dalliance with a woman to whom he had been exposed to for no more than the length of time it took for her to consume a few martinis. What he was really looking for was a woman with whom he could talk, possibly entertain with his wit and perhaps be entertained by her wit; in short a woman to whom he could relate. Thus, when he entered the bar section of the Gramercy Tavern restaurant in Manhattan several weeks later, his interest was social, not sexual, intercourse.

Goodwin scanned the busy and festive bar in the restaurant’s front room for a place between two people with whom he might share some easy conversation and spotted a woman whose appearance almost knocked him off his feet. She was seated upon a high, tufted, bar stool. Her long and tanned legs were crossed and exposed well above her knees. He pegged her at about 45. Had she been younger and less athletically built, she could have been a high fashion model.

As soon as he saw her, Goodwin felt a strange sensation in his loins. Goodwin knew that strange sensations in a man’s loins when he was 50 or older could relate to an incipient kidney stone, an enlarged prostate, lust, or a combination of all of the above. He reviewed these options, decided it was merely lust, and walked over to her. He later said of this meeting, “It’s hard to fully articulate how her looks drew me in. There was just a certain strong allure about her, a magnetism that immediately took hold of me in a very powerful way. Until I saw her, I never believed the cliché ‘love at first sight.’ I don’t think I was there yet, though I might have been. All I know is that when I saw her my whole psyche went ‘Wow!’ I might have even shuddered. I think I heard some music and saw a spotlight shining down on her, but looking back I really don’t know if this was simply a hallucination or romanticized a recollection.”

For an instant Goodwin’s amorous enthusiasm was tempered by his recollection of a warning from Kass, who had been married three times, fallen in love on the rebound with virtually the first woman that paid some attention to him, only to have a disastrous and failed relationship. “Look, buddy boy,” Kass advised, “take it from one who knows. When you are on the rebound, and I’ve been there enough times to know, don’t fall in the love with the first woman that flutters her eyelids at you or shows you a little thigh. It will only lead to disaster. Believe me. You’re not in love. You just have a case of rebounditis.” The problem with Kass’ sage advice was that it was incomplete. Kass forgot to warn Goodwin that those infected by rebounditis never know they have it until it’s too late. Goodwin walked up to the conveniently vacated seat next to her, “Is anyone seated here?”

The woman touched his arm and smiled as if something amusing had just occurred to her or as if she was about to make mischief. “Well,” she said, “I was waiting for someone special and here you are.”

Goodwin felt a small surge of warmth wash over him like a sudden fever, in this case a very nice fever. She laughed, “You’re blushing.” Goodwin noted with a degree of pleasant satisfaction that her hand was still on his arm.

“Where is glibness when you really need it,” he replied.

She smiled, “I’m sorry. I’ve always been extremely forward. And, my hand on your arm isn’t polite of me. It’s just that I’m a very tactile person.”

“So am I. And I find your tactile nature very touching.”

She smiled, “Very good, a hint of glibness. But you don’t mind that I’m very forward do you?”

“Absolutely not.” This spec of conversation and transient physical contact was enough for Goodwin to conclude that they had already connected.

“My name is Sophie D’Amour.”

Goodwin noticed that her voice was different than most of the women he knew. It was deep and throaty, sexy. He was close enough to Sophie to receive the full embrace of her perfume and was struck by its potency, a wonderful mixture of aromas, like Vogue Magazine’s December Christmas issue filled to the brim with lots of scented perfume ads. He wasn’t used to its deep, intoxicating aroma because Sheila had taken to wearing only light perfume. “Perfume spritzers” he would call them. Sheila disavowed heavy perfume because she thought it might adversely affect her weight.

Goodwin noticed that she had been on her iPhone. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

“Oh, that’s no problem at all. I just got this a few hours ago. It’s the latest version of the iPhone 10 GS. I heard that with the next version you will be able to get an App to communicate with your dead uncle, and conference in God.

Though he knew she was joking, Goodwin said reflexively, “Seriously?”

She began to laugh. “No, of course not. I’m just kidding. Oh, my. I made you blush again. It is truly an amazing piece of equipment, but it sometimes tends to isolate you.”

“Isolate?”

“Sure, look around. Every single person in this restaurant who is by himself is not looking around or talking to his neighbors. He is totally engrossed in his electronic, virtual life, not in the life around him; me included, until you came along.”

He liked the way she said that last phrase. It had the underlying tone of “I’m glad you are here.” As he looked around the bar and the restaurant, he realized that she was absolutely right. Without exception, everyone who was alone, and many couples who were together, were emailing, texting or connected to some App and not with each other. “Wow. I see what you mean.”

“It’s incredible. There are now tens of millions of applications for the iPhone and some for the oddest things. I was loading some normal Apps on my phone, for example for the New York Times and Fandango and then I stumbled upon one called, ‘PEP.’”

“For more energy?”

She became hysterical and was laughing so hard that she put her hand on his thigh for support. He felt the sensation in his loins growing. Recovering her composure she said, “That’s what I thought. And, I suppose in a tangential way, a very tangential way, it relates to energy. But PEP means, in this case, “Premature Ejaculation Preventer.” Before Goodwin could say, “You’re kidding,” which was forming on his lips she continued, “I know it sounds crazy, but I’m not kidding. They have an App for everything else, so why not this. Here see for yourself.”

Goodwin read: “If you believe your lover is about to have a premature ejaculation and you wanted to prevent this, click on any one of the images and show it to him immediately. These images have been tested thoroughly at the PEP Institute and found to be 100 percent effective in preventing this malady.”

Goodwin pressed the first one and saw a photograph of Mother Theresa crying. Amazingly he immediately noticed a diminution of the strange but pleasant feeling in his groin.

“What are the others?”

“I haven’t checked all of them, but I have a friend who used the one of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir singing Ave Maria successfully on several occasions,” she replied nonchalantly. “Unfortunately,” she continued, “one of my friend’s dates had a strong choir fetish and, well, you can imagine. It was a real mess.” He wasn’t sure if she was serious or kidding, but from her slight smile he assumed she was joking.

The final notation of the App was rather startling. “If none of these images work, go to our other App called ‘Electronic Cattle Prod.’”

After laughing and some light banter, Goodwin said: “So tell me, Sophie, what you do?”

“Well, I am an attorney. I went to Harvard Law School, was third in my class, editor of the law review, clerked for a Supreme Court justice, and then became a hardcore litigator in a large prestigious law firm. I loved the work, billed 3000 hours a year and somehow became the firm’s in house expert on trial procedure and evidence. The only downside is that as an associate your life is entirely devoted to the firm. Your life outside the firm is pretty insignificant and this often impacts on getting involved in a long-term relationship. So, after 10 years of high paid slavery, I was on the cusp of being made a partner, literally minutes away. But it never happened and now I work for a small firm helping abused women and children and the shelters in which they live.”

For the first time since they met, Sophie’s mood changed. She was quite serious and somewhat emotional. “These women and their children are often victimized in unspeakable ways by their husbands or boyfriends and the system set up to protect them often doesn’t work at all. They are people who simply fall through the cracks, with no family or support system, government or otherwise. I do whatever I can for them; sometimes even give them my own money.”

“That’s pretty noble of you. I suppose you took a hit on salary.”

“From $250,000 to $50,000. But the hours are normal and I feel that I’m really helping these people.”

“I get the sense that you’re saying this a bit wistfully, that you miss the big firm life.”

“In a way I do. Sometimes I read about a big case one of my colleagues is now handling and wonder what would have happened if I stayed. But, I couldn’t.”

From time to time, particularly when he watched movies or plays, Goodwin heard the expression that someone could see the sadness in another person’s eyes. He never had this actual experience until this moment. The sadness in Sophie’s eyes was striking.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

“Sure. I’m told it’s good for me to talk about it, but not at the bar. Let’s find a table in a quiet spot inside.”

They moved from the bar to an out of the way table. Sophie began. “My firm was downtown, on lower Broadway a block from Wall Street. We had the top three floors and a magnificent 360 degree view of the city. As usual, I arrived at 6:30 in the morning. Normal working hours do not apply when you are an aspiring associate in a large firm, particularly if you are involved in litigation. I was surprised to find an email from the managing partner in the firm asking, no not asking, inviting, me and three other senior associates for coffee with the firm’s executive committee in the West conference room. When you get this type of invitation it only means one thing. You are going to be invited to become a partner. It’s an invitation that no one turns down. If, on the other hand, you were going to be laid off, you’d simply get a call from your practice group leader.”

“I arrived at 8:30 am sharp in the conference room. The other associates had phoned in that they would be there a bit late, but it was business related lateness, so the partners did not seem to mind. The other associates never came. I was checking my watch when we heard the first explosion.”

It didn’t take any great intellect for Goodwin to realize exactly what Sophie was talking about and Goodwin said with genuine pain in his voice, “Oh, no.”

“We watched in horror as the second plane hit the South Tower. We didn’t know what to do. One of the secretaries ran into the conference room. The other associates were at a breakfast meeting in Windows on the World, which was on the top floor of the Tower. I later learned that they all died. We watched everything including the collapse of the Towers. I stayed until late in the evening and when I left the building I walked east away from the Towers until I was by the East River. But even there, the air already had the stench of fire and I guess of death. Where were you?”

“In a way I was lucky. I was in Australia at the time. From that vantage point and seeing it on television the whole thing seemed surreal. The realty hit later that day when I learned that several members of my country club lost sons and daughters. I was stuck in Sydney and didn’t get back for 10 days.”

“So, you missed the weather right after 9/11.”

“The weather?”

“Yes. I had always felt that there was an irony with the weather in the days that followed in that it was lovely every day. It was a rare stretch of weather for which New Yorkers yearn. But, few of us noticed. I walked around like a lost soul and spent many hours sitting on a bench in Central Park either staring into space or weeping. In different times, people might have taken notice of my behavior, but that week a person crying in public was pretty common. Life, as they say, goes on and two weeks later the firm re-opened. I just couldn’t go back down there. I could not bring myself to return to that area. Frankly, at that point I had no desire to really work. I quit. The partners tried for a time to get me to come back, but my decision was irrevocable.”

“After about a year of being in a total funk, more than likely being clinically depressed, I took a job with this pro bono law firm. And I guess helping other people has helped me a lot. So, that’s my story.”

Her eyes were slightly moist. Goodwin didn’t quite know what to make of the overwhelming emotion that he was experiencing at that moment. It was so strong that it had a physical presence within him. Empathy? Sadness? Love? All three? Whatever it was, the emotion was powerful enough to cause him do something totally uncharacteristic. He leaned over and kissed Sophie gently on the cheek, as if to comfort her and said, “I’m so sorry.” She kissed him back, on the lips, not sexually, but more as a gesture of thanks. He was surprised at his behavior, but delighted by her parry back. And, he noticed that her mood lightened considerably.

Hoping to bring the mood up further he asked, “Husband? Boyfriend? Significant other?”

“None of the above. I had a few relationships, but nothing serious.”

“Why’s that? You are a beautiful, intelligent, and actually, a very funny woman. You have an amazing sense of humor.”

She smiled slightly and said with a strong tone of sarcasm, “So true. There are so few of us left. It’s what I call Sophie’s law. It’s like Murphy’s Law, but for relationships for people over 40. When you meet someone who is single and over 40, the odds are that he or she has as much baggage as a loaded 747 or is a functioning psychotic. The odds have simply been against me until now I think.”

“You’re a good judge of character, Sophie. So do I have to worry about your baggage?”

“Just a couple of small purses.”

“Well, now that our lips have met, maybe I should introduce myself. I’m Philip Goodwin.”

With the speed of a typing champion, Sophie entered his name into the PPR App on her iPhone and instantly linked into Pragat, but instead of being impressed, she appeared a bit crestfallen: “Oh, I see you’re married.”

“Separated, trending towards divorce.”

“Good…I mean good for me, hopefully not to painful for you. So…” she said smiling, “I see you are Pragat Rated and a 28. I’m a mere 20, just an average Jane.”

“You’re anything but average Sophie.”

She turned serious, “You know this PPR thing seems to be taking root and it’s a bit scary. Can you imagine if this becomes the actual standard for judging people?”

“Ah, that will never happen.”

“That’s what they said in Nazi Germany.”

“So what do you think the criteria should be?”

“There shouldn’t be any. People are so totally different from each other. Poor homely people can in essence be better than rich attractive people, but that will never be reflected in these ratings.”

“It’s nonsense, I know. These ratings don’t tell anything about what a person is really like.”

“You mean do they have a soul? Do they cry at movies? Love to walk along the Seine? Eat French fries with mayonnaise? Love libraries? Pray for the Yankees? Thank God for Woody Allen, Bruce Springsteen, British Actors, Broadway shows, kosher delis, and the Isle of Manhattan?”

“God, Sophie, you’ve just described me.”

“Funny. I was describing myself,” Without thinking about it, Goodwin put his hand on hers.

“So Philip, if you had to use criteria what qualities would you choose?”

It was an interesting question and one that Goodwin had not thought of before. “I don’t know for sure. Do you have any criteria?”

She held up her iPhone and showed Goodwin an App icon of a heart with a ruler across its center. It was called True Measure. “This is the anti-Pragat ratings App. It lists one hundred criteria to truly measure a person’s worth. These are intrinsic characteristics, such as kindness and spirituality. It has some of Pragat’s criteria, but many others. Do you have an iPhone?”

Goodwin took out his iPhone and in a matter of seconds downloaded the App.

“Okay, let’s just pick seven that we each think are important and let’s list them in order of importance.”

Goodwin chose: Empathy, Kindness, Honesty, Optimism, Humbleness, Spirituality, and Sense of Humor.

“I’m ready. Philip, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” They exchanged iPhones. Their selections and the selections’ order of importance were identical. Goodwin said, “Something important is going on here and I’m not sure what it is.”

“Maybe we’re soul-mates,” she replied. Though he always thought the notion of soul mates was absolute nonsense, Goodwin found himself thinking that she might be right.

Sophie, would you like something to eat?”

“Sure.”

“What will you have?”

“I’ll start with the warm fois gras, followed by the Caesar salad, followed by the king-sized prime rib with the mashed potatoes, extra butter, and lots of sour cream. And garlic bread. Yes, let’s have garlic bread. Oh, and let’s order a double creamed spinach. How about closing with a full cheese course with a glass of Chateau Yquem and a soufflé? What do you think?”

Goodwin was in a state of exhilarated shock. This was something completely new for him, a dining companion that did not ask, no require, him to share an appetizer. Like a wounded puppy, he asked, “You don’t want to share an appetizer?”

Sophie laughed at the idea, her only response being an incredulous, “Why?”

Sheila and every woman at his club, which comprised most of the women he knew, always worried about their weight. Goodwin could not remember a time when Sheila ate a complete meal. If she ordered a sandwich, she would eat only half. If she ordered a minute steak she would try to eat 30 seconds worth. If they were at an affair and the host was serving pigs in blankets, she would eat either the pigs or the blankets, but never both. Virtually all of her friends appeared to have similar eating habits. Thus, when Sheila went out with them, they shared everything. Over a period of time, however, the half portions, a half of a sandwich for example, became the norm. It was not long before they began to split the half portions into quarters. This trend continued with each dish being split into smaller and smaller portions. It reached its logical conclusion when Sheila and three of her friends sat at a booth in a local diner and responded to the “What will you have?” question by answering, “Can the chef divide our order?”

“Certainly,” the waitress responded.

“Good, bring us four empty plates. And we’ll take separate checks.”

“Philip, let me buy the wine. May I suggest the 2002 Jean-Marc Bouley, from Baume Les Reversees? It’s very full, sweet with ripe cherry, blackberry, and spice aromas. Very well structured and 2002 was a good year. At $40 a bottle, it’s a bargain. There’s virtually no mark up. Or we can get the 2002 Chateau Lafite Rothschild. It received a 95 in Wine Spectator. Goodwin was duly impressed. Like most of his friends, he only pretended to know something about wine and chose from a wine list intuitively by price and general wine type. When he later related this specific experience with Sophie to his friend Ricques, a man who took every opportunity to take a swipe at his own wife, Ricques replied: “My wife rates wine, too, by calorie count.” And in a falsetto voice: “Oh let’s get the Sauvignon Blanc, its only 120 calories.”

“Philip, can I ask you a personal question?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you leave your wife?”

“I didn’t. She left me for our marriage counselor.”

“Ouch! I just assumed. Frankly, and my initial impressions are virtually always correct, it’s hard to see why anyone would leave you, or in fact, that you would be the cause of the end of your marriage.”

“Thanks. But, it’s a pretty long story.”

“I have all evening,” with that she pushed the icon for another App on her iPhone and an hourglass came up. She winked and said, “Actually, I don’t have all evening, just until 11 pm. So we have two hours.”

“What happens at 11 pm?”

“We go to a special place.”

“A special place?”

“You’ll see and it’s not back to my place, even though that’s what you’re hoping. In the meantime the sand is slipping through the hourglass, so fire away.”

For the remainder of their exquisite dinner, Goodwin related the story of his marriage to Sheila, her Hypo-Humoresque condition and the end of their marriage. Sophie moved closer to Goodwin so that their hips were almost touching. She took his hand, lifted it, and kissed it. “Are you okay?”

Feeling a shiver of delight at that moment, he answered, “I’m absolutely fine.”

“Great. Want coffee, tea? Then we’ll get the check and go to that special place I mentioned.”

“Where?”

“There’s this great dance hall in the Village.”

“I’m a horrible dancer. I can’t do any of these dances. I look totally spastic.”

“Trust me, Philip. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I do trust you, Sophie, absolutely.”

Goodwin was an inveterate tea drinker as was Sophie. Sophie took two different tea bags, one for a black tea and one for a green tea and placed them simultaneously into her cup.

He was hysterical and seemingly shocked at the same time. “I don’t believe it. Two tea bags?”

Sophie blushed slightly. “I know, it’s a bit crazy. It’s an old habit.”

“No. No. It’s not that. I thought I was the only one in the world who did that.”

“Soul mates,” she responded.

“Maybe so.”


Romance In The Forties

They were in a cab, en route to Greenwich Village. Goodwin was speaking rapidly. Midstream into a tale about a man at his club who cheated so much when he played golf that the members dubbed him the “golfing sociopath,” Sophie moved abruptly towards Goodwin and rolled half on top of him. Their first kiss, deep and sexual, lasted for a good half mile. The cab ride and their embrace ended simultaneously. Goodwin’s erection was so hard that he feared it would not go down. He began to empathize with a number of individuals who really needed the PEP application and momentarily tried to conjure the image of Mother Theresa as a palliative for his condition. Sophie was not at all fazed by the obvious bulge in his pants and said, laughing as she did so, “Don’t make me use the cattle prod App!” He went soft immediately.

They entered a large hanger-like building whose exterior bore a large old-fashioned neon sign that blinked, “The Forties.” The cavernous interior of the place replicated a 1940’s nightclub. At its far end there was a bandstand occupied by musicians dressed in forties styled white dinner jackets. Most of the men in the club wore WWII military uniforms. The women wore vintage forties dresses. While he was not alive in the forties, Goodwin had always loved the decade and went out of his way to see the old black and white movies made in this decade whenever he could. Like many others, Goodwin felt that this might have been the best decade for America. It was, in his view, certainly the most romantic time for the country.

“You’ll love it, Philip. They only play slow music from the forties or before. You can dance a fox-trot can’t you?”

“My specialty.”

“Perfect. Now change into your uniform.”

“My uniform?”

“Sure, don’t you see that everyone is dressed in forties style clothing. Just go over to the door over there where it says ‘Men’s Barracks,’ and they’ll set you up. I’m going to the Women’s Barracks, and we’ll meet back here in a couple of minutes.”

Goodwin chose a vintage WWII Air Force captain’s uniform. The choice was an enormous and sentimental kick for him because when he was still in grade school he had seen the televised movie Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo, with Van Johnson, and had fantasized about being a bomber pilot.

Sophie was waiting for him in a beautiful old fashioned dress. Her hair was up in a bob, a style that was popular during the period. He was struck by how lovely she was in this new, old-fashioned, garb. She smiled and with a mock salute said, “Captain Goodwin, I presume.” In the semi-darkness of the club, with a large ballroom light spinning slowly above, a woman who looked and sounded exactly like Billy Holliday, began to sing “Blue Moon.”

“May I have this dance, Sophie?”

“This and every other one.”

When Goodwin heard the song, it evoked a memory of when he first met Sheila at a corporate Christmas party and of his first dance with her. He couldn’t deny that she was extremely attractive. His feelings then were quite different from what he was experiencing with Sophie. Then, he had a strong sense of sexual excitement, an anticipation of a possible sexual liaison. Now, he was overwhelmed by a sense of romance. Part of this was attributable to Sophie herself and part was due to where he found himself at that moment. It was as if they had actually stepped back in time to the forties. The WWII types and their dates, dancing to a beautifully rendered love song, surrounded them. How could he not feel romantic?

Not that any sexual stimuli were missing. If they had danced any closer they would have broken some ribs. Bodies touching, they kissed periodically and moved their hands tenderly along each other’s backs. Several dances later, a male singer, whose appearance was strikingly similar to a young Frank Sinatra, with a voice to match, began to sing “Fools Rush in Where Angels Fear to Tread.” When Goodwin heard the lyrics, he wondered for a moment if he was the fool who was rushing in, but didn’t particularly care. He wondered if he was actually falling in love with Sophie.

Sophie whispered to him in an earnest tone, “Philip, I know that we’ve only known each other for a few hours, but I’m really tumbling for you. No. That’s not quite right. I’ve totally tumbled for you.” At that moment, any doubts he may have had about his feelings for Sophie, totally evaporated and he replied, “And I’ve totally tumbled for you, Sophie.” Realizing what each had said to the other, he pulled back for a second and started to laugh as he said it, “My God, Sophie, tumbling for each other? We’re actually talking like it is the forties. But it’s true I’ve tumbled for you, and just to use the lingo of the time, ‘hook, line, and sinker.’”

Goodwin smiled, but shook his head subconsciously. “What’s wrong, Philip?” she asked.

“Nothing. Everything is perfect. It’s just that my blurting out my love for you, particularly within the space of a couple of hours, is just so unlike me.”

“Don’t change.”

“I won’t. I’m too happy to change. You know I always thought that the forties was a much better era than the time of Apps.”

“The time of what?”

“The time of Apps. That’s what I call the era we are living in where virtually everything we do is somehow impacted by a computer, or a smart phone, or the Internet and, of course, Apps and where the Internet has virtually destroyed our privacy.

“So if I wrote a book about us, should I call it Love In The Time of Apps?”

Without hesitating he said, “Absolutely.”

“Though the title is a bit derivative of Gabriel García Márquez’ Love In the Time of Cholera.”

“True, but there’s no way I’m waiting over fifty-one years for the woman I love.”

“Glad you like instant gratification. I don’t know how alluring I’ll be at 94.”

For a second, Goodwin tried to imagine Sophie as nonagenarian, but couldn’t. Yet, the idea of growing old with her seemed very attractive. Standing directly below the revolving ballroom light, they embraced as other couples danced around them. It might have been the most romantic experience of Goodwin’s life. He was at that moment a WWII pilot and she was, to use an expression he later used to describe the evening, his “gal.”

Just before closing, Sophie took him to a small photography kiosk in the back of the club. The kiosk had various sepia toned large photographs, which were actually taken in the forties and now used as backdrops for the photographs taken in the kiosk. The sepia tones and the backdrops were intended to lend a forties authenticity to the photographs. They choose as their backdrop the Natural History Building, a beaux art styled structure in Los Angeles with beautiful gardens and palm trees in front.

As the photograph was about to be taken, Sophie said, “Wait,” rushed to a bench nearby, opened up a small prop box, and pulled out a slim paste-on mustache. “Put this on. It will give you an Errol Flynn look.” To give the photograph realism the photographer did not use a digital camera, but an ancient reflex camera with film. After the photograph was developed, the photographer applied a chemical that had the effect of aging it.

The photograph was remarkable in that it was indistinguishable in its character from those old real photographs found in scrapbooks sold in flea markets. “You really do look like Errol Flynn,” Sophie said. “Wait, I want to inscribe it.” She took an old fountain pen that the photographer had for inscriptions and wrote “My Dearest Philip a/k/a Errol, I’ll be waiting for you when the war is over. All my love, Sophie.”

It was nearly morning when they exited The Forties and walked up Eighth Avenue. In a way he felt as if he was in a romantic movie. He was walking with his jacket over his shoulder, shop keepers were just opening up their stores, and the rising sun gave everything a beautiful orange cast. All he needed was background music. Goodwin said, “No sense in me going home, I’ll just shower in my office after I drop you off.”

“No need, I’m further uptown. I’ll drop you off, but on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“That I see you again tonight. Maybe we could just eat in at my place. I’ll fix us a gourmet meal and then I’d like you to sample some Carnal Knowledge Pour Homme. Here’s my card Sophie D’Amour, 1000 3rd Avenue, 6th Floor.”

“Here, Sophie, take my card; just in case.”

“Just in case what?”

“You know, you can’t make it; there is an act of war, a safe falls on your head.”

Sophie leaned towards Goodwin and kissed him very tenderly, not quite a sexual kiss, but not a perfunctory kiss either. It was, however, a kiss on the lips. When he exited the cab that they were in, Goodwin looked at the sky and without knowing who or even what he was addressing said a heartfelt, “thank-you.”


Sophie’s Choice

Goodwin was certain that he was in love. He was so pumped up and excited that he made a copy of the back and front of his photo with Sophie and sent it as an attachment to an email to Kass even though he knew that Kass had not yet arrived at his office. “Peter, meet Sophie. That’s me in my uniform. I think, no I know, I’m in love. I know it’s not the typical reasoned, reserved, behavior for me, but my feelings for Sophie are genuine.”

One thing that Goodwin always liked about Kass was that for the most part Kass had usually strong optimistic streak. Goodwin would describe him as a man who always saw the “glass three-quarters filled, and generally with expensive champagne.” Kass didn’t call back, but later that morning sent an email: “Philip, I’ll call you later. I hope you are okay and not losing your grip. This looks like a photo of some woman with Errol Flynn, taken 70 years or so ago. Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I am concerned. Take it slow and GET YOUR ARMS AROUND YOUR EMOTIONS. For your own sake, lower your expectations, for now at least, and don’t be a Pollyanna about this. You need to take a deep breath and take stock of what you’re doing. I’m telling you, buddy, you sound like you have a classic case of rebounditis. Been there, done that and it’s not pretty. PS: THOSE AFFLICTED WITH THIS MALADY DON’T KNOW THEY HAVE IT.”

Kass, troubled by his friend’s highly unusual email and his possible mental state, had copied Goodwin’s message and forwarded his reply to Ricques and Graves. Ricques counseled: “Just saw your email to Peter. A word of caution Philip, you need to understand that the most important law of dating when you are over 40 is Murphy’s Law.”

Graves emailed, “Bear this in mind, 95 percent of the people you meet nowadays who are single and over 40 are functioning psychotics. I know. I married one.” Goodwin laughed when he saw the words “functioning psychotics,” recalling Sophie’s use of the same words the night before.

Disregarding the collective wisdom of his friends he replied to all: “Gentlemen. Thanks for your advice and concern, but I’m perfectly fine.”

For the remainder of the day, Goodwin attempted with only moderate success to focus on his work. He was in the quintessential champing at the bit mode. It seemed to Goodwin, however, that time was passing about as slowly as the passage of time when he used to arrive at a movie a half an hour before it started at the insistence of Sheila who wanted to assure seats that were perfectly in the middle. He would then be obligated to watch previews of previews and advertisements that touted upcoming television shows, movies as well as popcorn and soda in containers suitable only for giants. What he found unfathomable in these situations was that at the end of these presentations there was a brief recap of all he had seen. He sometimes said to Sheila, “Glad we got the recap, just in case they test us.” She never laughed. Goodwin and some of his friends called these times “sitting in the land of ennui.”

Despite the drag of the day, Goodwin showed admirable restraint and left by cab at a time that would assure a timely arrival at Sophie’s place. He was so absorbed by his thoughts of her that he didn’t even realize that he had arrived at his destination until the taxi driver said. “Here we are, sir.”

When Goodwin looked out of the cab’s window at his destination, he said with some alarm: “Wait, there must be some mistake. I want 1000 3rd Avenue.”

“This is it, old chap,” the blue eyed, blond haired, nattily dressed and well-spoken driver replied. Goodwin could still not get used to the latest phenomenon in the taxi industry of having WASPS, high WASPS, as taxi drivers. Members of every race, country and ethnic group had worked in the taxi industry and the cycle had come back to the original group of drivers. Thus, while several years earlier his driver might have been someone called “Abdul,” the present driver was “Monty,” actually Monty Graves of Darien Conneticut.

“But this is the back of Bloomingdales.”

“Correct. Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, Armani.”

“Goodwin started to protest: “There must be some mistake. I’m supposed to meet a woman at 1000 3rd Avenue.”

“I have a phone book. You can look up her address.”

“Thank you very much.”

“Don’t mention it, old boy; my pleasure. By the way, want a martini? I make a pretty mean bacotini. Anyway, the meter keeps running until you exit the cab. As far as I’m concerned you can sit back there and read The Rise and Fall of Western Civilization.”

There were no Amours and only two people whose last name were D’Amour, a “Melody” and a counselor on dyslexia named Lorothy D’Amour. Sensing Goodwin’s distress, Monty offered to look at the card Sophie had given Goodwin the night before. “Oh, that’s a Bloomies employee’s card. My Aunt Muffie used to have one just like it till she moved to Israel to work on a shopping kibbutz.” Goodwin examined the card again and noticed the font was similar to that used by Bloomingdales. He entered the store and took the escalator to the sixth floor. Sophie was waiting for him.

They embraced lightly. “You don’t know how happy l am to see you Sophie. I thought l had the wrong address.”

Sophie led him to the back of the floor and said, “Wait here. We’re closing for the night. I’ll be right back.” At this point, however, he was thoroughly confused and just a bit concerned. He thought, “Didn’t she say she was a lawyer?”

By the time Sophie returned, several minutes later, the floor was virtually empty. Except for the dim light thrown off by a few lamps, the floor was dark. Sophie was holding a bottle of champagne and two very elegant Baccarat champagne glasses, which she had borrowed from the crystal department on the floor below. They entered the section of the floor devoted to model rooms and walked into a gorgeous kitchen. Sophie popped the cork on a Cristal champagne bottle, poured and said, “To you, Philip. I’m so utterly happy we met.”

He was going to ask her about her apparent job in Bloomingdales and her position as an attorney, but thought that it might be better to discuss that question over dinner. Goodwin kissed her on the cheek and said: “I am, too, Sophie. I find you nothing short of wonderful.” Noticing that the store was virtually deserted Goodwin, a tad apprehensive, said, “Now, where do you want to eat?”

“You’re so sweet, Philip. But, I told you I was going to fix you a gourmet meal and I’m keeping my promise. I wouldn’t think of having you spend your hard-earned money on going to a restaurant. You’re going to have a home cooked meal at my place and then for desert you can try some Carnal Knowledge, the perfume, and the real thing.” Saying this she gave him a sly smile.

Goodwin could only describe what he felt at that moment as a great sense of euphoria. He thought, “Sometimes life can be so perfect.”

“Great!” Goodwin said. “Can we walk or should we take a cab? Where is your place?”

Sophie began to laugh hysterically. “Why, Philip, my place is right here in the model rooms.”

Goodwin felt his muscles tense ever so slightly. He had the feeling that Sophie was not joking, but nevertheless said, “Seriously, Sophie.”

“No. Really, I live here. The model room over there is my bedroom. You were already in my kitchen, and we are standing in my living room and my bathroom is down the hall. Actually, it’s the employees’ bathroom and locker room. I’ve been here so often that I have business cards and a key. The night watchman believes I’m the evening supervisor. And sometimes I pitch in and work. I’ve even drafted memos on building security.”

There were times in Goodwin’s life when he knew that when someone was telling him something that sounded totally incredible that it was nevertheless true. Something in the timber and pace of Sophie’s voice made him realize that this was one of those times.

“Sophie, this means that you actually have no residence of your own. God, you are a homeless person.”

“Yes, in a way, but a homeless person with one of the best addresses and furnished rooms in Manhattan.”

She took Goodwin’s hand, led him to the model dining room and said: “Now, I hope you like my menu. We have salmon quenelles with crème fraiche, beef Wellington, made with fois gras and truffles as the forcemeat, and a crème brûlée for dessert.”

He finished his champagne quickly having concluded that it would be prudent to leave immediately, to run for his life, but Goodwin appeared glued to the situation by the thought of sex with Sophie. She had put on a designer apron with a cute artistic rendering of a homeless person and the words: “I’d Rather Be Cooking in My Own Home.” His eyes were diverted from her apron and focused on the two large dishes held by Sophie, each bearing soft heaping mounds of a greenish-grey color. All Goodwin could think of was the early 70s science fiction movie entitled Soylent Green.

“What is this, Sophie?”

“It’s what I told you: salmon quenelles, beef Wellington, roasted potatoes, red cabbage, and crème brûlée. Oh, I forgot to tell you, all of the food was used for Cuisinart demonstrations in housewares. It’s all there. Try it, you’ll like it.”

The best that Goodwin could do was to smile weakly and say, “Very piquant.”

After throwing all the excess food, dishes, silverware, and glasses into a Bloomingdales dumpster, Sophie said, “No dirty dishes here. Bloomingdales wouldn’t stand for it.”

She led him by the hand into a furnished bedroom. The furniture in the room was oriental in its orientation and in, a way, evocative of that of a brothel. “This is a replica of Heidi Fleiss’ bedroom,” Sophie said proudly. “Bloomingdales,” she explained, “had exhausted theme ideas for the model rooms and decided to have a contest. Heidi’s room won hands down. Bloomingdales even put up a small plaque on the wall next to her bed to explain that Heidi was a famed madam in the nineties.”

“Sophie, I must tell you that I’m more than a little nervous about this. Technically, we are trespassers.”

“Don’t be nervous,” Sophie responded unbuttoning her blouse. “The floor is entirely empty and the night watchman doesn’t come up for a couple of hours. The dogs won’t be let loose for another hour and they like me. I feed them designer dog food. These Dobermans just go crazy for Chanel doggie biscuits. Here, a present, Calvin Klein silk pajamas, on sale 30 percent off until next Monday. I’ll wear the bottom and you wear the top or vice versa.”

Goodwin realized that the common sense thing to do at that point would have been to head for the exit, but as everyone knows that with all men, no exceptions, lust trumps rationality every time. Thus, while Goodwin was more than a tad apprehensive, he slipped between the silk sheets of a sexy looking art deco styled bed.

Making love to Sophie was an experience beyond his comprehension. Its nature was not only different in its degree of intensity from his experiences with Sheila, but also different in kind. Goodwin felt no need during this interlude for the PEP application. If anything, his road to orgasm was not going to be premature, but mature due to a combination of Goodwin’s age and, more importantly, his fear when he saw low shadows moving about briskly, presumably the Dobermans left to wander the floors of Bloomingdales to assure security. At the crescendo of his first of many orgasms he thought he heard the dogs baying at the moon, only to realize later when he was alone and replayed the episode that the sound emanated from him. Actually, the dogs were baying, too.

Sophie woke Goodwin about five am, gave him a Norelco razor from the appliance department, a Ralph Lauren shirt, socks, tie, and underwear and a note from the stationary department, “Thanks for a wonderful evening. I love you with all my heart.”

He replied with a perfunctory “Me, you,” but began to doubt if he really meant it.

Under ordinary circumstances, Goodwin would have been elated, but he was despondent. Sophie’s living arrangements troubled him greatly. There was little doubt that she was quite wonderful, but she was clearly short changed in the rationality department. His friends were absolutely right. His perception of her must have suffered under a cloud of rebounditis. It was clear to him in a very depressing way that his lovely soul mate was one of those single over 40 adults that Graves counted as a functioning psychotic. While the evening was extraordinary, it was also quite dangerous. Future involvement with Sophie would end in disaster. Goodwin knew that he had to cut the relationship off before his emotional connection to Sophie passed the fail-safe point and there was no turning back regardless of the consequences. Sophie, he told himself sadly and resolutely, had to be history. Bloomingdales could no longer be on his itinerary.

That good and prudent conclusion lasted until Sophie appeared within the frame of his office door several hours later. He hadn’t seen her at first. He was looking at the photograph taken the night before. Despite his conclusion about the instant demise of their relationship he was smiling fondly at it.

“Hi there, soldier. Want to go skating?”

“Sophie, what are you doing here?”

“It’s too nice to work. Sky is a perfect blue. The temperature is in the low 50s and I have two employee passes from Bloomies for Walman Rink.”

“But, what about your law firm? What you told me about you being a lawyer was true wasn’t it? He was praying for a yes.”

She laughed. “Absolutely. I just took today off. Bloomingdales is a place I just hang out in at night. It’s not a very long story. Come skating with me and I’ll explain.”

She was wearing a short red skating skirt, dark tights, and a white long-sleeved tee-shirt that accentuated her beautiful body. The thoughts that troubled him evaporated, at least for the moment. He replied: “But, I haven’t skated in years and besides I have nothing to wear and plenty to do today.”

“You mean that important velvet inventory in your Edison, New Jersey, plant. I read your appointment schedule, told your receptionist that I was affiliated with Bloomingdales, which is true in a very loose way, and she rearranged that exciting appointment for tomorrow. Here’s a matching Ralph Lauren outfit.”

“Did you shoplift these?”

“Borrowed. I just throw them into the return bin; they’re cleaned and resold. Not to worry. As for your not skating for many years, it’s just like making love. Once you do it, you never forget, except you don’t moan as much, unless skating turns you on or more realistically you twist your ankle.”

Despite a shaky start and wobbly ankles, Goodwin felt a sense of great exhilaration. And, why not? He was with an extraordinarily beautiful, funny, and bright woman with whom he was beginning to feel inexorably connected. His concerns about her, for the moment at least, were pushed aside. And, he was starting to skate rather well. His outwardly bound ankles and wobbly legs corrected themselves after two rotations around the rink. Sophie skated backwards, effortlessly, urging him on. She skated around him as he moved forward and on occasion did a little pirouette.

He was sweating when they sat on a bench and drank some hot chocolate. “You’re such a good skate!” she laughed. “You deserve a reward.” Sophie grabbed the back of his head, pulled him towards her, and kissed him passionately. It was the type of spontaneous public kiss he had seen other couples do, generally younger, and which he always envied. He thought, “It’s so nice to be in love.”

“Sophie, I know this is crazy. I’m a guy who always has his arms around his emotions most of the time, a guy totally in control most of the time, and a guy who is measured in all things. Then I meet you and 24 hours later I’m seriously considering the possibility that I may be falling in love with you.”

“Too many qualifiers, Philip; take out the ‘may.’ Commit to it.”

“Okay, Sophie, no qualifiers. When it comes to you I’m ruled by total emotion and not one scintilla of rational thought at this point. I love you. And it’s been less than 24 hours. Does this make any sense to you?”

“Of course, silly boy. And it’s not crazy. Sometimes you just know. I know.”

“But this living in Bloomingdales, its nuts and it’s dangerous. It makes no sense. I know you’re not crazy, maybe just a little. You can live with me.” He paused and said surprising himself, “For the rest of your life.”

“I know, but I can’t, not just yet. I have to work it out.”

“Work what out? You’re a homeless person. Just move in with me. No strings.”

“I don’t mind strings if they’re strings that bind us. But, I’m not homeless. I have a home, in Bloomingdales. So, I can’t be homeless. What I am is a trespasser. Worse, I’m a habitual and compulsive trespasser. I know it sounds weird, but think of other compulsions, for example, a compulsive gambler, or a compulsive eater. Mine is just to trespass, somewhere. I can afford to live on my own. In fact, I actually have a small studio apartment, and I usually go there in the morning to shower and change my clothes. That sounds strange, I know. Up to a year ago, I had never even heard of a trespassing compulsion, let alone being controlled by it. But then, several associates where I worked bet me that I couldn’t hide in a department store and spend the night there. I took the bet, my $100 versus their $2000. So, I planned my stay quite carefully. I chose Bloomingdales, because the model rooms would be a perfect place to hide. I selected a Thursday evening to begin my stay, since the store closed late and there was less time for me to spend in hiding. Just before closing time, as the sales help was getting ready to leave, when they were all focusing upon themselves and not any customers, I stepped into a large armoire until everyone had left the store. I was alone in Bloomingdales except for the guards and Dobermans. Through some rather circuitous means, I learned the inspection routine of the guards. Interestingly, Dobermans can’t detect a human scent heavily doused with Chanel No 5.” She stopped and laughed slightly. “Remember that the next time you date a Doberman.”

“It was a terrifying experience, but it was also exhilarating. I actually provoked my friends to dare me to do it again, this time for a week. I thought that if they dared me I could believe that what I was doing was normal and that I was merely responding to a dare. Even then, however, I knew that the strange compulsion was overtaking me. The bet was double or nothing. They took the bet and I went back the following night and then the next night, and the night after that. Each night was more exciting than the previous one. It was a wonderful game. For the first time, I could really understand the nature of compulsions. I started spending evening after evening as a trespasser in Bloomingdales.”

“One night, when all of the security guards were on their break, I turned on a fabulous stereo in Bloomies newly created “Spanish Hideaway” room, a section of the store devoted to products from Spain. A slow Spanish waltz came on. I closed my eyes and began to dance. I was immersed in the music. I twirled two or three times. Suddenly I realized that I was not alone. Others, maybe six couples, were dancing next to me. It was an odd and rag-tag group. I was shocked and was tempted to scream, but an older woman, dressed like a flamenco dancer, twirled by put her hands to her lips, smiled and said softly: ‘Shh!”

“Up to that point, I thought I was the only one who had this compulsion. There were others just like me. I joined their group and we’ve been hiding out in spots ever since. Last week, we spent the evening on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera House. I know you can catalog all of the reasons that I should quit, and I want to. But the compulsion or obsession is almost overwhelming. And, if you haven’t been there, it’s impossible to comprehend.”

“Look, Sophie, I’ll get you the best psychiatrists money can buy. I love you. But I can’t have a relationship with someone who lives in Bloomingdales’ furnished rooms.”

“How about Ethan Allan’s,” she responded trying to lighten the mood. “I’ll try, but have to do something with my group tonight; sort of the ultimate challenge for our group. You don’t want to know. I’ll call you first thing in the morning.”

“I don’t want to spend even one night without you.”

“I know. Just tonight. Then we’ll spend every night together. And if you see me in Bloomingdales’ furnished rooms it will only be as a customer.”

“You’ve made me a very happy camper.”

“Me, too.”

The following morning Goodwin saw Sophie, but not in the way he had hoped. She and several others, characterized by one police officer as “sick kooks,” were the subject of major news stories. Police found Sophie and her cronies occupying several of the bedrooms of Gracie Mansion, the Mayor’s residence. She might have not been caught had the Mayor not returned unexpectedly from a vacation.

A few days later Goodwin read that Sophie was released on her own recognizance, but she never contacted him. Despite his misgivings he returned to Bloomingdales several nights later, but Sophie could not be found. The area theretofore devoted to the model rooms had been walled off after it was reported that these rooms were “home base” for the trespassers. Bloomingdales posted a large sign on the wall that read, “Closed For Renovations.”

At Gramercy Tavern, he was told by the bartender that no one at the restaurant had seen Sophie since the night she was with him. The nightclub in Greenwich Village had closed down to make way for a 21st century post-modern glass apartment house designed by a famous architect who promised that it would be “iconic.” The receptionist at her law firm said that Sophie resigned, even though the Judge before whom she appeared only gave her a reprimand. She heard that Sophie was so ashamed by what had happened to her that she left the country. The woman had no idea if Sophie would ever return.

As he went through his daily routine at work, every time the phone rang or the door of his office opened unexpectedly Goodwin half expected and hoped it was Sophie, only to be disappointed, but not surprised, that the caller or entrant was someone else. His only tangible reminder of Sophie was the photograph from the Forties.

For weeks following Sophie’s disappearance, Goodwin was a bundle of nerves. He couldn’t sleep, didn’t care about eating, and often just stared out into space. For a short while, he saw a therapist who did in fact help and told Goodwin that he was suffering from PTRSS, “Post Traumatic Romance Stress Syndrome.”

At his lowest point, he wondered if he was going to be like Florentino Ariza in Marquez’ great novel and would have to wait a half a century before reuniting with Sophie. That thought provoked a disturbing scenario: He is now over 100 years old and Sophie is 94. He is ready to give up when he sees her photo on Facebook with the notation “one mutual friend who is still alive.” They meet. He is shocked to learn that for the last ten years Sophie has been living in the same independent living facility as he and just one floor above him. This tragic failure to meet, he learns, is due to their different meal schedules. Once alone, they make love. He says, “Was it as good for you as me? She replies “Was what good?” and he says, “I can’t remember.”

After a number of months, Goodwin appeared to gain control of his emotions. He and his three cronies were having lunch on the large outdoor dining patio of their country club. It was one of those perfect days: deep blue sky, virtually no humidity, low 70s, and just a wisp of cool wind.

Goodwin called these kinds of days “optimistic days.” He had developed a whole repertoire of names for days. Thus, if the day were overcast with high humidity, he would call it a “pessimistic day.” A day where the weather changed drastically was “a schizophrenic day.” A day filled with fog was “a dementia day” because you’re always in a fog. The typecasting of days into different psychological states became very popular at the club. People would often ask Goodwin “What kind of day today?” hoping to provoke a clever response.

On this optimistic day, the mood of the foursome was subdued, but upbeat. Goodwin was regaling them with his tale of Sophie, a story which provoked shaking heads, smiles, observations and some laughter, even from Goodwin, a sure sign that he appeared to be coming out of his loss of Sophie funk.

“So tell me, Philip,” Kass asked, “what did you learn from your little adventure with Sophie?

“I guess that over time bad experiences sometimes become good experiences if you learn from them.” Goodwin, who was both introspective and sensible, had actually thought about this question and had sought to take something positive away from his brief episode with Sophie.

He added, “Well, one good thing is that I realize that there are probably many wonderful single and hopefully sane women with whom I could have a serious relationship. The inconvenience caused by Sheila’s departure, is just that, an inconvenience and nothing more. Long term I know I would be far better off and happier without her. In fairness, Sheila is better off without me.”

“Anything else?” Graves asked.

“I guess it’s this: living well might not the best revenge for me, but choosing well just might be.” Then, holding up the photo of him and Sophie, he said, “And, at least I have a memento of me and Sophie.” Still disbelieving that this was indeed Goodwin, his trio of friends said in unison and sarcastically, “Yeah. Right.”

In that mellow moment, Goodwin couldn’t imagine that the next time he saw Sophie, months later, it would be on a talk show where she would reveal the existence of a video, secured from Bloomingdales’ security camera, of their passionate encounter in Heidi Fleiss’ bedroom.


Part Three

The Host-Pital
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host·pital

n. A facility that provides entertainment, lodging, meals, and other guest services (“host”) as well as medical, surgical, or psychiatric care (“pital”) Synonym: Meditainment Center






The Fashionable Policeman

Five months had passed since Sheila had left Goodwin. For the most part, his life had normalized. He returned to Harborside, played golf with friends, and even went on a date with a woman who his friends assured him had the necessary three s’ for a “man in his position.” She was sensible, sane, and safe and, Goodwin added, though he never called her a second time, a lovely woman.

In the days immediately following Sheila’s departure, there were the usual rounds of condolence calls from friends and from a few desperate divorcees whom he did not know and all of whom began the conversation with, “You don’t know me but…” There was also a rash of solicitations via email from a flock of dating services. “How do they know these things?” Goodwin wondered. (The answer to his question was that they were all Pragat’s customers) Goodwin also experienced his first awkward and what he thought strange encounter with Sheila.

“How’s Sydney?”

“Not too well thanks to you” she replied icily. “Thanks to you he’s developed an extreme case of agoraphobia. He won’t step out of the house.”

“Thanks to me? Why thanks to me? I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

“So educate me.”

“Your email wish that he die a horrible death. I’ve sent it to all of our friends and they agree that it was an awful, evil, act.”

Before Goodwin could reply or ask a cause and effect question, the conversation ended with Sheila turning her back on him and driving off on her golf cart. Dumbfounded, he found himself saying as she pulled away, “As if I care.” As soon as she was gone, however, he checked his PPR via an App that Pragat sold for two dollars. It had dropped a half a point. “That damn email,” he thought.

In ways Goodwin actually liked living alone. Above all, he enjoyed his newly found freedom to do anything he wanted. First on his emancipation agenda was the purchase of a Super RX Digital Remote Control to assuage his grief over Mr. Remotee’s untimely passing at the hands of Sheila and aptly named it “Mr. Remotee Two.” It wasn’t that Sheila could exercise veto power on this type of purchase. It was just that whenever he made a purchase without her prior approval there followed a critical editorial harangue when he brought the item in question home. He could now purchase, eat, and see (movies and shows, especially comedies) whatever he wanted.

Exercising his newly found freedom, Goodwin sat on a recently purchased maroon, faux leather, Barker Lounge recliner. It was a piece of furniture he had always wanted, but because Sheila erroneously equated Barker Lounge with déclassé and vehemently objected to any suggestion that this item of furniture enter their house, it remained a purchase he never made. Now he was part of a happy trio: Mr. Goodwin, Mr. Barker, and Mr. Remotee who, in Goodwin’s hands, was changing channels at the speed of light. Given the severe storm that raged outside, Goodwin thought that hunkering down in front of his new fifty inch television set was a perfect course of action.

At the same time, Sheila was “hunkering up.” Less than a half a mile from her former home, she was driving to Vogue, a local shopping Mecca for the fashion conscious of Grace Harbor, to attend an event booked as the “Sale of the Year,” even though the sale occurred twice a year. Despite weather advisories of extremely severe thunderstorms, confirmed by ominous grey to black skies, significant wind gusts, large hailstones pummeling her car, the loud rumbling of thunder with an occasional distant flash, and warnings by local officials that those living on the North Shore of Long Island should stay in their houses, Sheila braved the elements. The more she drove, however, the greater her apprehension. Fallen branches littered her route causing her to swerve from left to right. At one point she swerved so hard that the passenger side of the car lifted from the ground. A huge bolt of lightning slammed down no more than 20 yards in front of her. It was at that moment that Sheila did a quick risk-benefit evaluation. Does she continue this perilous journey and risk potential injury or even death or does she turn around and miss the sale of the year? The answer was easy. She pushed on.

When Sheila arrived at Vogue it was filled to capacity with active and aggressive shoppers. Whenever lightning crashed close by with an accompanying boom of thunder, the shoppers, like startled meerkats, huddled together, fell silent for a moment, looked around quickly and then resumed their shopping chatter. Within seconds, Sheila saw the perfect dress she was looking for and simultaneously spied a woman who eyed the same garment. It was no contest, however. With the speed and agility of a cheetah, Sheila arrived at her fashion prey; grabbed it, entered Vogue’s large communal dressing room and moments later had her rendezvous with the Sheila Bolt.

There was no way that Goodwin could have known that the loud crash of thunder that temporarily jostled him out of his light, television induced, sleep and the subsequent wail of sirens had anything to do with Sheila. His primary interest was to drift off again. Goodwin closed his eyes and was bathing in the semi-conscious moments one has just before falling asleep, where the mind knows that sleep is coming, but is still capable of coherent, pleasant, thought. In this happy and secure state, he was having an erotic remembrance about his one night with Sophie.

His thoughts, light years from Sheila, were occupied by Sophie’s sensuous breasts, supple and perfect skin, the delectable taste of Sophie’s erogenous zones, the texture of her pubic hair, the aroma of her heady perfume, and the sound of a duet of heavy panting. His one night of making love to Sophie was so extraordinary and different than anything he had experienced with Sheila that midst heaves and sighs Goodwin had gasped: “So this is what sex is!” He didn’t intend it as a joke.

At the crescendo of his reverie, the imagery was so real and indelible that it didn’t feel like a recollection at all, but more like the reliving or witnessing of an actual event. They had just finished making love and he was positioned slightly above her. Both were breathless, as if they had just dashed up several flights of stairs. Sophie’s skin glistened. She had the look of someone intoxicated by a sensation of pure ecstasy. Goodwin’s total focus was on her. The universe outside of their bed did not exist for him. She reached up and placed her hand behind Goodwin’s neck, pulled down, kissed him open-mouthed and moaned in a throaty whisper, “Again.” Goodwin said to her, and meant it, “I love you.” Later, when he reflected on the moment, Goodwin noted that it was the only time in his life that he experienced complete and unequivocal rapture.

He wanted to hold on to his moment with Sophie, but it kept getting punctuated by the persistent ringing of his doorbell, programmed to chime the theme from the Bridge on the River Kwai. Though he attempted to shut out the unrelenting “dada, da da da da da da” and to press back into his remembrance, he was unsuccessful. Sophie’s faced morphed into that of Alec Guinness, the star of the movie, beads of sweat on his face, a slightly deranged look in his eyes, exhorting his fellow imprisoned soldiers with “Be happy in your work.” Goodwin blinked back to reality.

The man at his door looked like an advertisement for GQ Magazine. He was dressed elegantly in a Zegna sport jacket and slacks, Yves St. Laurent shirt and tie, and very expensive Ferragamo suede loafers. His lapel sported a small gold pin comprised of intertwining “GHP,” letters that stood for “Grace Harbor Police.”

While the manner of dress of the police officer might seem a bit unconventional, sartorial splendor was the norm for law enforcement personnel in Grace Harbor. Once thousands of acres of potato fields, the town was first settled by a small group of Manhattan fashionistas whose children could not get into any private schools in Manhattan. Looking to live near their own kind, other fashion types, that is, designers, clothiers, and those in the textile business, soon took up residence in Grace Harbor. Given the make-up of the citizens of the town, fashion was taken very seriously.

Pound for pound, Grace Harbor has more people involved in the fashion industry than any other place in the country. Its public park, one that is graced by statues of Coco Channel, Donna Karen and Calvin Klein, evidences the town’s unique and total commitment to fashion. Fashionpedia points out that Grace Harbor is the place where the trend of using designer headstones began. It was not long before headstones with LV, Gucci and Polo logos, as well as other designers’ logos, began to populate local cemeteries. Unfortunately, because of the great recession of 2007 many citizens of Grace Harbor had to cut back, which accounts for the appearance of Wal-Mart and Target logo headstones.

Had the lightning event occurred 10 years earlier, Goodwin would have been greeted by a gruff, “Are you Mr. Philip Goodwin, the husband of the woman just struck by lightning and in a coma at Mercy Hospital?” By the time of the Sheila Bolt, however, the town’s police force had taken extensive training at the Dale Carnegie Institute For Interpersonal Skills. Due to criticism levied at members of the force for aloofness and bad curbside manner, the single most important goal of the course was to have all members of the force “convey warmth.” The officer addressing Goodwin might have been the star student of the course, possibly an instructor.

“Philip, hi!” he said across the threshold of Goodwin’s half opened door. “I’m police officer Ronald Durksen, but please call me Ronnie.” With that Durksen held up his police credentials that included his name, the police logo, his badge number, rank, and “PPR 24.”

“Can I call you Phil, Philip? Great! I see you are looking at my creds. You probably see that I am a 24.”

Goodwin didn’t know why he answered the way he did, but it just seemed at the time to be the right thing to say, “I’m a 28.”

“Yes, I know. Actually you’re a 27.5. We checked you out in advance, very impressive. We’re so happy you live in Grace Harbor.”

“You always check out PPRs when you go to someone’s house?”

“Absolutely. I mean, suppose you were rated, say, a 9. We’d have to come with our tasers set to stun. You never know.”

“And if I were say a 4?”

“Set to kill, I guess.” Goodwin apparently looked like he was hit while the taser was in stun mode. “I know it’s kind of strange, but the PPRs have changed everything. We actually had to let a bunch of the people go because their ratings fell below 17. The chief told us that next year everyone on the force must have a PPR of 20 or over and an ideal body mass index. The national law enforcement PPR study is coming out at the end of the year and he insists we rank in the top 10 percent.”

“Anyway, Phil, I’m not here to talk about PPRs. I’d like to explain our job just to give you some context here. Context is so important nowadays. Don’t you agree? Okay, Phil? Love your place.” Noticing Goodwin’s Super RX Digital Remote Control, Durksen observed without waiting for Goodwin’s response, “I see you have the Super RX Digital Remote. Great product I just got the RX2.”

“What? I just bought this last week. It was supposed to be state of the art.”

“Well, last week it was state of the art.”

Goodwin wanted to ask Durksen what he wanted, but Durksen was clearly an Olympic gold medalist in speed talking. “Well, Phil, people don’t realize just how multi-faceted our job is and how we deal with everything from crime prevention to crowd control. As you probably know Phil, we also are trained to handle medical emergencies of all types. Well, this morning, I was in Vogue arresting a woman for shoplifting last year’s clothing. Can you imagine? Stealing last year’s clothing! I told the woman to plead insanity and explained that she might be released from prison early if she agreed to stay at a halfway house of fashion or at least do volunteer work at Saks Fifth Avenue. Then I asked her for her PPR and she responded that she was a 10. ‘Well,’ I said to myself, ‘that explains everything.’ At that point I put on my Burberry latex gloves; didn’t want to actually touch a 10. A bunch of us on the force are pushing for legislation which says anyone with a PPR of 10 or under is presumed guilty until proved innocent, but that damn ACLU is kicking up such a fuss. Well, Phil,” Durksen continued, “just as I was reading the shoplifter her fashion rights”

“Fashion rights?” Goodwin managed to interject edgewise, not having the foggiest idea of why Durksen was babbling on in his living room.

“Yes, you know. You have the right to remain sleeveless. You have the right to a fashion adviser and if you don’t have one on an annual retainer and therefore should be ashamed of yourself, one will be appointed for you. And, every fashion faux pas, for example wearing pantyhose with sandals, wearing a dress that is two sizes to small, wearing a fur hat, wearing Birkenstocks under all circumstances unless you are wearing them in Birkenstock, Germany, as is required by their local law, will be held against you. If you don’t know all fashion faux pas for this area, lists are posted at our public library, post office and the Grace Harbor Fashion Museum.”

“By the way, Phil, you should really get over to the museum. Anyone with a PPR of 25 or over is admitted free. They are having a retrospective on Project Runway and very cleverly are using two talking heads of Heidi Klum. At the entrance one head says “One day you’re in,” and at the exit one head says “And one day you’re out.” Finally, under Fashion Ordinance number 725, serious fashion faux pas are subject to appropriate fines and unfashionable recidivists are subject to house arrest and mandatory fashion reprogramming.”

Goodwin wanted to ask about fashion reprogramming, but didn’t have the chance.

“Anyway Phil, just as I was about to put the Paloma Picasso bracelets on her, something really exciting happened. An enormous bolt of lightning struck a woman in the store. It could have been one of the biggest bolts of the century, maybe of the millennium. Not surprisingly, everyone goes crazy and the shoppers start running for their lives. But, let’s get back to the woman in question. Well Phil, you’ll be happy to know that we saved her life. Isn’t that great, Phil?”

“Yes,” Goodwin responded thinking that perhaps Durksen might be insane. “Do you want me to make a donation?”

“That would be fabulous, Phil. Could you see your way towards giving the department $100?”

“I guess.”

“Thanks, Phil, we really appreciate it. Your donation will help us augment our rather meager clothing budget. You just don’t know how tough things are for the force since our budget cuts. We were supposed to get Armani police blazers and now there are these horrible rumors that the force will be issuing generic blazers imported from North Korea. You know, the ones with fabric that shines and with one shoulder is generally higher than the other. If that happens, many of us will go on strike. Next, they’ll probably cut our subscriptions to GQ. Oh, one more thing lest I forget. The woman in question was your wife, Sheila. But, I’ve got great news for you, really great news. Your wife is still alive. Just call Dr. Kildare at 516-705-2525.”

Goodwin, incredulous, started to laugh. “The hospital actually has a Doctor Kildare, like from the old television series?”

“Absolutely; actually there are three Doctor Kildares, two Adison Greys, from Grey’s Anatomy, four Doctor Phils and three Doctor Oz.’ Goodwin’s irrepressible humor kicked in and without thinking he asked, “Are they wizards?”

Durksen apparently didn’t get it and answered as if it were a serious question. “Only one and he’s in alternative medicine. The Host-Pital even has a Dr. Zhivago primarily for its Russian clientele. Apparently patients respond better to doctors with famous names. So give Dr. Kildare, his full name is Richard Chamberlain Kildare, a call. He’s the head of electrostatic medicine at the Marriott Host…Pital. Amazing how everything is a specialty nowadays.”

Goodwin was pretty sure he heard the words correctly, the word “host” then a mini pause and then the word “pital.” Nevertheless, his mind merged the words. “You mean Marriott Hospital, right?

“No, no. Its host, like the movie, The Host. You know that Korean thriller about a monster that emerges from the sea. Surely you’ve seen it.” Without bothering to wait for a response, he continued, “and Pital, like Manohar Pitale, but with a silent e, from the 1981 movie Gandhi. I assume you remember him. I thought his small but incisive role as Shukla was brilliant. Didn’t you? No, in fact Marriott’s Host-Pital is the largest Meditainment facility on Long Island. We also call it a “Meditainment Center,” because it combines medicine, hence “medi,” with entertainment, hence “tainment.”

“Is this a joke?”

“Afraid not, Phil. We’re not up to joking yet. That training comes next year along with our touchy-feely seminar. In any event Phil, we checked your wife’s driver’s license and it says Sheila Goodwin, 1512 Harbor View Road, Grace Harbor. So, I suppose the woman is your wife. Call the good doctor. Got to run, but best of luck to you and remember that check. By the way, if you wait until tomorrow the RX3 is coming out.” With that last comment, Durksen made his exit.

When Goodwin fully realized what had happened to Sheila, that she was actually struck by lightning, a chill came over him. He raised his hand to cover his mouth, but not before whispering, “My email to Sheila; the “I hope you get struck by lightning” email. If that ever gets out, my name won’t be mud, it will be shit.”

Goodwin knew that he was going to have to act defensively, to thwart an avalanche of criticism that would flow from the publication of his email, assuming it was published. He was now trapped into playing the role of the concerned husband, even though Sheila had jilted him, and forced to stay by her bedside at a place called a “Host-Pital.” At least in that role, Goodwin reasoned, he had a chance of explaining away his electronic message to Sheila. As he began to phone the doctor, Goodwin had one final thought, “Of all of the wishes I’ve ever made, why the Hell did that one have to come true?”


Sheila’s Avatar

Were it not for the surging and impossible to manage health care costs prevailing in the country, Meditainment Centers would never have existed. So fearful were the politicians that these ever surging expenses would bankrupt the country or even worse, cost them their jobs, that they put their political differences aside and worked together at cost containment. As a first step, a widespread and highly effective campaign was launched to have citizens become proactive when it came to their health. There was so much political unanimity on this endeavor that even the Tea Party backed it. In fact, the Tea Party took it one step further and developed a program of encouraging the drinking of tea instead of sugar ladened soft drinks. “Have a Tea Party,” was considered by all to be a brilliant piece of political marketing. This program was followed by a national preventative medicine program sponsored by federal and state governments. The results of this program were astounding. For every dollar invested in preventive medicine, there was a $20 savings in medical costs. The only question John and Jane Q Public had was, “Why didn’t they think of this before?”

While these steps decimated the fast food industry, big tobacco, and many soft-drink companies, they actually had the desired effect. Over time, far fewer people were getting sick. Occupancy rates and profits of hospitals plummeted with many coming dangerously close to bankruptcy. Seeing an opportunity for synergies between the health care and the hospitality industries and aware of rock bottom prices for hospital facilities, Marriott and other hotel chains began to purchase hospitals throughout the country and convert them into Meditainment Centers. Between people that were ill and travelers in need of a room, Marriott’s centers and the centers run by its competitors soon had a 100 percent occupancy rate.

The voice Goodwin heard when he called the Host-Pital was recorded: “Hello, this is Patricia, the Meditainment Center’s electronic facilitator. Thank you for calling Marriott’s Host-Pital. Si usted desea continuar en español, por favor, pulse uno. If you are calling to make a non-medical, reservations press two. If you wish to make a medical reservation, press three. If you want a special combination vacation and medical package, for example if you wish to have an operation on your tennis elbow followed by our four day tennis clinic, press four. Please note that you may now make reservations for most surgical procedures through www.opensurgicaltable.com.

Goodwin had heard about this remarkable service, which was a line extension of the successful OpenTable.com. Following the same basic format as OpenTable’s restaurant reservation system, potential patients could choose a particular hospital or other medical facility and reserve surgical rooms, operations, doctors and even the type of room they wanted to be in after the surgery. Like OpenTable.com, patients were awarded points redeemable for various types of procedures and treatments.

Goodwin was shocked by Patricia’s next comment, “Please note that we are not accepting patients with ratings of 10 or below. If you are an 11 or above, please press zero.

When he did this, Patricia advised that “All human operators are tied up. “By electronic operators in revolt?” Goodwin asked himself. “The next electronic operator that is free” Patricia continued, “will be pleased to assist you. Your call may be monitored for quality assurance.”

Goodwin had always wondered when he heard messages about quality assurance monitoring if any calls were ever really monitored for quality assurance and, if so, who would be responsible for the actual monitoring. Would this be a person who listened in and graded the phone call? Would the person have a quality checklist: tone of voice, modulation, clarity, and accuracy? And what would be the criteria for evaluating quality of a voice on a phone sex line? Sensuousness? Sexiness of voice? Panting ability?

The message interrupted his speculation: “While you wait you can listen to the same music our surgeons listen to when they operate, and in real time. For your listening pleasure, we are pleased to offer four different channel selections. You are also invited to try our premium service for a slight charge to your credit card. This fee is waived if you sign up for our hospital room time-share presentation. Through our premium service, you can listen to our Great Moments In Operations, starting with Sean O’Hara’s hip replacement. Alternatively, you can enter one of our medical chat rooms and talk about your symptoms.”

Goodwin was about to opt for O’Hara, but before he could do so heard: “Hello, Patricia here again. If your call relates to a medical guest, say medical guest, followed by our guest’s first name and last name. Through computerized verbal voice recognition I will be happy (her voiced seemed to brighten ever so slightly when she said “happy”) to process your call.” Goodwin was now heeding the commands of a digital voice named “Patricia.” He speculated as to how Patricia, the electronic operator, could be made really “happy.” Perhaps moving to a fast forward mode turned her on. If “she” were really excited, what would Patricia say? “Ooh, I really like a guy with a big digital?” Following Patricia’s instructions, Goodwin spoke into the phone: “Medical guest, Sheila Goodwin.”

There was a slight pause followed by another message in a pleasant voice, one virtually identical to Sheila’s voice, “Hello, this is Sheila Goodwin’s Host-Pital avatar” Just as Goodwin was thinking “A what?” the voice continued: “For those of you unfamiliar with hospital avatars go to www.host-pitalavitar/sheilagoodwin.com to see the latest innovation in Meditainment technology. My human counterpart, Sheila, is unavailable to come to the phone right now because she’s beyond REM.”

Goodwin asked aloud “Beyond REM? What the hell is that?” There was no one to explain the meaning of this odd term. The avatar’s message continued, “But your call is important to us.”

“Us? Sheila and her avatar?” Goodwin said aloud to the phone.

“Yes, us,” the avatar mystically continued, “so please leave a message after the beep or call her physician.” There was a beep and Goodwin started to leave a message. “This is Philip,” he said stiffly and then stopped. “What kind of message does one leave in this situation?” he wondered. “Hi! Heard you were hit by lightning. That must have been quite a shock for you. Ha! Ha1” He realized that even if Sheila were conscious she obviously would not get it. He did not know what else to say and merely stayed on the line until Patricia returned. “Thank you for calling Sheila Goodwin. You may edit your message or leave another message or press one for further options.”

He pressed one. “There are no further options. You may edit your message, or leave another message or press one for further options.” Just for the hell of it, even though he knew there were no other options, Goodwin pressed one again and heard Patricia say with what he thought was a degree of annoyance in her voice, say, “We are not amused.” Goodwin responded, as if he were speaking to a real person, “Chill!”

As he continued to hold for Doctor Kildare, Goodwin turned on his computer and brought up the link for Sheila’s avatar. The screen revealed an animated, Pixar style, but nevertheless truly life like, hospital room. A woman was wearing a hospital robe and had her back to the screen. She appeared to be looking out of a window. Goodwin wondered, since she was computer generated if she saw a scene at all or just number strings, for example, 001100111001. She turned to face the screen and to Goodwin’s shock looked remarkably like Sheila, though unlike Sheila she was smiling. The avatar walked forward with a strange loopy gate. It was as if she had little weights in her shoes and had to lift her legs a bit higher on every stride, similar to a dancing pony in a horse show.

When he saw this, Goodwin wondered whether or not avatars could have diseases similar to their human counterparts. He imagined an avatar doctor saying with alarm, “Her pixels are fading at an alarming rate. There’s a good chance that she will be erased.” Goodwin liked the “erased” part.

What surprised him was the uncanny resemblance of the avatar’s voice to Sheila’s voice. He learned later, when linking into “The Making of Sheila’s Avatar,” a pay for view site, that the Host-Pital obtained an old recording of Sheila’s voice mail from, coincidentally, Pragat Corporation and utilized it to recreate her avatar’s voice. Some months later, the Host-Pital began the practice of purchasing the dossiers on all its patients from various data mining companies and re-billing the patients at significantly uplifted priced with the charges described as “Avatarial Research & Development,”

The image of the avatar froze momentarily and a small box appeared on the screen with the instructions “Please type in your name and your PPR and choose the reason you are visiting me.” The drop down list had such things as friend, husband, wife, child, lover, priest, lawyer, and just curious.

Goodwin completed the on-line form, but out of curiosity typed in PPR 6. This prompted the avatar to say, “Please make sure your PPR is correct as we are not permitted to speak with anyone whose PPR is below 10.” Saying, “holy shit” to himself, Goodwin typed in the correct PPR. Instantly the avatar said: “Hello, Philip, my husband.”

“This is getting creepy,” Goodwin thought.

Sheila’s avatar continued “Well, as you can see, I’m in the Host-Pital and I’m in very good hands. Say hello to Dr. Kildare.” A second avatar dressed a white doctor’s style coat and looking remarkably like a young Richard Chamberlain said, “Hello, Philip. If this is your first visit to our avatar’s website, please look at the list of options on the right side of your screen.” With that a dialog box with a list of links appeared on the screen:





	Updates on Sheila’s Progress	Free

	Opinions and Theories	Free

	Send Sheila or Sheila’s Avatar an email	Charges Apply

	Send Flowers	Charges Apply

	Visit our On-line Host-Pital Gift Shop	Charges Apply to Purchases Visit is Free

	Talk With Sheila’s Avatar	Charges Apply Unless you are a family member, then the first three minutes are free.

	Sign up for a Time Share Presentation with Our Real Estate Avatar, Max Re	Free

	See The Making of Sheila’s Avatar	Charges Apply

	Talk to Avatars of Celebrities	Significant Charges Apply

	Order Sheila Avatar Dolls	Charges Apply





Goodwin had two thoughts when he saw this. He wished the options included one more category, “Tell Jokes to Sheila’s Avatar.” Contemplating this, Goodwin imagined the avatar bent over with laughter after he told a snappy joke about “Hal” from 2001. If that happened, he wondered if he could leave Sheila in the Host-Pital and take her avatar home, but then he thought of those two words, “charges apply.”


Host-Pital Speak

Goodwin was about to hang-up when he heard, “Doctor Richard Chamberlain Kildare speaking.”

“A miracle,” Goodwin shouted into the phone, “a human voice. Doctor, this is Philip Goodwin, I’m calling about my wife, Sheila Goodwin.”

“Ah, Mr. Goodwin,” he replied in a genuinely warm and friendly way. “Well, as you probably know by now, your wife was struck by an unbelievably powerful bolt of lightning and is beyond REM.”

“Excuse me, Doctor, what exactly does beyond REM mean?”

“Oh, it’s just a little phrase used at our Host-Pital to replace the word coma. It is a much more pleasant term, one evocative of deep sleep and not of profound unconsciousness and possible death. Two years ago the Board of Governors of the American Host-Pital association, essentially all corporate hotel chains, decided that medical terminology makes people much too uncomfortable. We needed to replace all objectionable terms with more soothing words to make everyone’s stay very pleasant. The Board mandated that the lingo doctors used to use, that no one really understood in any event, even most doctors, like ‘I see you have bilateral hemothorax,” or “Hmm you seem to have a severe case of claudication’ or ‘Non interrogabit te si non medicinae assecurationis’ be replaced.

“Non what?”

“It is Latin for I can’t examine you without insurance coverage. All Host-Pitals and most hospitals are requiring word replacements. I’m actually an editor for the new industry wide Corporate Host-pital Speak dictionary.”

Goodwin had absolutely no idea whatsoever of where his next question came from, “So, if Sheila’s condition were critical?

“We’d say her condition is ‘sporting’ but, you didn’t call to discuss medical linguistics. You want to know about your wife. Well, all of her vital signs are good. Pulse, heart rate, blood pressure, and brain waves appear normal. Amazingly, she is not burnt at all. Judging from the size of the bolt, I would have expected that she would have been burnt to a crisp. It’s a good thing she had put on her rubber-soled shopping sneakers.” Goodwin knew that Sheila always wore special, custom made, rubber-soled sneakers when shopping at Vogue “to get a jump on the competition.”

“She appears to be fine, except that Mrs. Goodwin is surrounded by a cocoon of ultra bright light. It is about five times as bright as a flashbulb, the kind that gives you spots before your eyes, but a flashbulb that does not go out. Anyway, the light was so intense that at first we had great difficulty seeing your wife through it, though we knew she was on the stretcher when she was admitted. Then, we had a great idea. We had one of the nurses run over to our 3-D Medical Movie Multiplex to get our dark 3-D glasses. Since they were thickly tinted, we could see Mrs. Goodwin through the bright light, though not well.”

“You should really get over there. Our movie house is the latest in 3D IMAX technology. It’s showing a wonderful family feature called ‘Shrek’s Colostomy Bag.’ By the way, I was instructed to tell you that these glasses only cost a dollar apiece in the movie house, since they are used there strictly for entertainment. In here, however, they are going to cost you $44 each, because in here (the emphasis on these two words was not lost on Goodwin) they are medical devices.”

“We really don’t know what to make of the cocoon of light. At first, we assumed that it was some form of radiation, but it wasn’t that. Then, we speculated that somehow there were certain elements in the lightning, like phosphorus, but it wasn’t that; nor was it dye from the dress that disbursed into the air around your wife. Remarkably, it is plain old light and there is no explanation for its source. Nor can we explain how the cocoon of light is sustaining itself. At the end of the day, the best we can do is to call it a natural anomaly.”

Goodwin had always thought that the use of the word “anomaly” by so called experts both entertaining and fraudulent. In his view, scientists and others used the term as a euphemism for “we don’t have a clue.” He often ranted about this to amuse his friends: “After all, an expert interviewed on television when asked a question about an event or a phenomenon that really defies any rational explanation can’t simply look down on the floor, shuffle his feet and say ‘Gosh, I don’t know. Do you?’ Who would respect him after an answer like that? An expert has to impress, to explain even the unexplainable. Why does a man explode after eating a pepperoni pizza? It’s a ‘physiological anomaly.’ How come elephants at the Central Park Zoo begin dancing Swan Lake? It’s a ‘zoological anomaly.’ Why does that politician always tell the truth, no matter what the consequences? He’s a ‘political anomaly.’ And why does a beautiful woman go in for a face-lift and have her nose placed on her forehead, her ears on her chin and her lips on her right cheek? An anomaly? No. She’s into Feng Shui.”

“Yes, yes,” the doctor continued, “everyone one agrees that it is truly an anomaly. The big question is what kind of anomaly? A medical anomaly? A physical anomaly? Or, is it simply an anomalous anomaly?”

“I’m sorry doctor. I’m not fully up on my anomalies. What exactly is an anomalous anomaly?”

“An anomalous anomaly? Oh, that’s something that has a simple straightforward explanation. In any event, there is intense interest in this medical, physical, and possibly metaphysical phenomenon and we have put your wife in the Med-TV Room. It converts over to a Court-TV Room for medical malpractice cases. We have already received a rather hefty license fee, of which your wife gets 10 percent, for television rights to your wife’s continuing story and a five percent bonus if her story goes into syndication. GE is also attempting to buy exclusive advertising rights for the television coverage, a perfect setting, they say, for promoting their new long lasting light bulbs.”

“Considering the sporting state of your wife’s health, however, our Board of Directors concluded that accepting GE’s offer would be rather tacky, unless it came up with another $250,000. I must say Mr. Goodwin your wife is very lucky to get on the Concierge Floor. While it is considerably more expensive then our regular floors, your wife receives a free continental breakfast and complimentary use of our health club.”

Goodwin reminded the doctor that none of these amenities were particularly relevant. He was about to say since she is in a coma, but caught himself and said, “Since she is beyond REM.”

“Sorry, no credits,” the doctor said rather flatly and then added almost as an afterthought, “Oh yes, I am required to advise you that your complimentary phone inquiry time is up and that you will be charged for any further phone time. It is all part of our corporate maximize profits program. If I were you I’d opt for hanging up and coming right over to see your wife, or I should say, look at your wife. Go to the Concierge Desk when you arrive, ask for Miss. Smithers, tell her that you are here to see me and someone will escort you to the Med-TV Room.” Goodwin took the doctor’s advice and hung-up.

A guard wearing a nifty uniform with a Marriott logo on his red jacket’s pocket greeted Goodwin as he drove up to the Host-Pital’s massive parking lot.

Good evening, sir. How may I help you?”

“I’m here to see Sheila Goodwin. She’s a patient here. Came in earlier today; into the emergency room, I guess.”

“Sir, at Marriot we no longer say ‘patient’ or ‘emergency room.’ Now we say ‘Medical Guest’ and ‘Express Service Center.’ Doesn’t that sound better?”

The guard punched up a hand held computer, which had a small built-in digital monitor, and said: “Yes, Sheila Goodwin is in our Med-TV Room. Just follow Esophagus Boulevard to Pancreas Street, take a right at Aorta Road, make a left on Inner Ear, and park your car.”

He handed Goodwin a brochure that had, at its center, an illustrated map showing medical and entertainment facilities. The guard continued: “I suggest that you check in immediately with our financial administrator and loan department to discuss how best to handle the amazing amount of money this is going to cost you. You should also give some thought to your parking costs. If you ask me, the final phase of treatment plan is the best.”

“The what?

Those untutored in the way to speak at a Marriott would call that the ‘terminal illness plan.’ In any event, you pay $1500 and you get the space for as long as our medical guest is with us. And it also covers parking at our comfort zone.”

“The what?”

“In the old days you’d call it a hospice. And here’s something special, if you are a 24 or above you can purchase a parking space and then resell or just use it for as long as you want. The Host-Pital also has a very generous parking space management program. We also have a sporting plus plan.”

“For very serious illnesses”

“Very good. You are getting it. That plan is excellent. It’s $900 for the first 60 days and $4 a day for every day thereafter. And, this is the best part; it converts to a final phase of treatment plan, once you hit $1500. You can also go a la carte, $15 per day. Unfortunately, our regulations require that I charge you $15 for today, but the good news is that if you present the parking receipt at the cafeteria you get a $15 credit.”

As Goodwin drove into the parking lot and towards the Host-Pital, he saw a huge electronic plasma television billboard, possibly 30 by 40 feet. It was devoid of any picture, but contained a large interior computer-generated message: “NEXT FEATURE FROM MED-TV ROOM-SHEILA GOODWIN.” Directly below that message was a rapidly changing dollar amount, like the number on some electronic national debt signs: “Medical Costs for Sheila Goodwin” It was already up to $30,000 and rising continuously.

The Host-Pital was an enormous glass building, approximating the size of the Venetian in Las Vegas. At one end of the facility, there was a large heated pool, tennis courts, putting greens, and various other resort amenities. As Goodwin walked from the parking lot to the Host-Pital building he passed a series of billboards with photographs of other Marriott Host-Pitals, including Marriott’s newest and proudest venture, the S.S. Lady Marriott, the world’s only floating Host-Pital. Its principal focus was on seasickness.

A glass enclosed directory with a speaker button stood immediately outside the entrance to the Host-Pital. When Goodwin pushed the button, it actuated a voice identical to that of the electronic operator, Patricia. Goodwin wondered if she had sisters or siblings and if so it there was sibling rivalry. “Mom, she’s imitating my voice again.”

“Welcome to Marriott’s Palace of Meditainment. If you are here to see a medical guest on the Concierge Floor please see Miss. Smithers at desk one. If you are here to be a medical guest or would like information on becoming a medical guest, please ask for Mr. Gross at desk number two and don’t forget to ask for our weekend package plan including a free glass of champagne for every new patient, except those visiting for languid liver, a term which Goodwin guessed correctly was used in place of sclerosis.

“If you would like to see a live operation, operating room one features micro surgery on Mrs. Harrison’s knee cap, rated G. Operating room two will show the removal of some nasty hemorrhoids from Mr. Cohen, rated PG-13, and in operating room three, there will be a breast augmentation, rated R. Next week and for the foreseeable future our special medical guest in the Med-TV Room will be Sheila Goodwin, a woman struck by lightning and now surrounded by a mysterious cocoon of bright light. Admission to the Med-TV Room is $21 for a three-day pass. Attendees are advised to bring strong sunglasses or purchase our Sheila brand 3-D glasses at the gift shop.”

Goodwin let out a slight “Whaaat?” followed by “Sheila brand 3-D sunglasses?”

The voice continued, “Please make reservations early for the Med TV room. Tickets are going quickly because most of the 2000 seats in the Med-TV Room will be taken up by reporters who are flying in from all over the world to cover the remarkable story of Sheila Goodwin’s courageous fight for life.” When he heard these final words, Goodwin felt the hair on the back of his neck rise ever so slightly caused no doubt by the realization that Sheila, who he had wished to be struck by lightning, was slipping into a heroine mode and gaining a degree of notoriety.

“If you want to know more about Sheila Goodwin, press the green button.” Following the voice’s instructions, Goodwin pressed the button and was stupefied by what he saw. The screen cleared followed by:

Medical Guest: Sheila Goodwin

Health Status: Beyond REM

SHEILA GOODWIN’S PPR= 23.2

Married to Philip Goodwin

Grace Harbor, New York

Owner Threads Inc. New York City

Separated and Planning to Divorce.
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We don’t know you, but saw you on the news and think you’re great. Please get well and to cheer you up we voted for you.” “Go Sheila,” editors and staff of Jolt Magazine; “Sheila is the kindest, most wonderful woman alive,” members of the HH Society.





Goodwin had some difficulty processing what he was reading. The Host-Pital was now using PPRs to communicate information about patients. More shocking to him was that the last time he looked, Sheila had not been rated. People who didn’t even know her were now completing Pragat questionnaires based solely on impressions made by her avatar. This was reflected in her “Sense of Humor” category. He felt like shouting, “Folks, the woman has no sense of humor. Zero. She can’t be rated!” Then he saw the little asterisk next to the “H” in the ratings and the corresponding footnote from Pragat, “Complimentary Rating.”

The electronic voice advised, “If you would like to speak with Sheila’s avatar or any other of our avatars, please swipe your credit card and say the avatar’s name after your credit is approved. Please note that your discussions with avatars will be monitored for quality assurance.

Goodwin’s sense of total bewilderment was dislodged when two teenage girls, wearing “I (heart) Sheila T-shirts’ with an artistic rendering of her cocoon of light, asked him (“excuse me old man”) if he was finished looking at the directory because they needed desperately to get advice from Babaloo Constantine’s (the newest teen singing sensation that Goodwin never heard of) avatar. Had Goodwin waited to see what kind of advice this avatar would dispense, he could have witnessed the disappointment registered on the two girls’ faces when they were told that “Babaloo’s avatar is unavailable as he is presently getting advice himself from Dr. Phil’s avatar.”

The design of the Host-Pital building was architecturally consistent with many of the larger Marriott hotels, except that at its enormous entrance there were Disneyesque life-like statues of happy looking adults, children, and doctors. As Goodwin entered the building a young woman handed him a flyer promoting an “early bird special,” for certain types of operations performed before 7:30 AM. She was wearing a promotional button with the words, “Ask about our layaway plan.” While Goodwin wanted to ask if that related to finances or hospitalization, he decided to press on.

A 20-story interior atrium surrounded by ascending floors whose open corridors permitted guests to look down into the courtyard below or inwardly towards floor to ceiling windows of operating rooms formed the core of the building. The ground floor was open, spacious and housed several restaurants, registration desks, gift shops, and bookstores. Goodwin counted an equal number of medical personnel, patients and guests, strolling leisurely on the open floors or leaning over the railings and looking down at the ground floor of the building.

He learned later that all of the operating rooms contained television monitors that carried images of the viewers on the outside to the patient undergoing surgery. Members of this exterior audience were permitted to ask questions as the operation progressed. Hoping to gain a speck of television airtime, many of these viewers actually crammed in front of the television cameras outside of the operating rooms in a manner reminiscent of people outside of the Today Show studio at Rockefeller Center. Some even came with signs like “Estelle from Omaha.” Being on television, Goodwin theorized, was always special, even if the “audience” was a single patient who, more often than not, was unconscious.

When he arrived at a desk marked “Concierge Floor,” a rather severe looking, fortyish, woman dressed in a dark tailored suit acknowledged him in a polite, but rather perfunctory manner and said, “Welcome to Marriott’s Host-Pital. How may I help you?” He noted a rectangular Marriott Badge with the notation, “Miriam Smithers – PPR 21.”

“My name is Philip Goodwin. My wife is a…” Goodwin was about to say “patient,” but caught himself and said, “medical Guest of yours and is being treated by Dr. Kildare. He told me to ask for Miss Smithers at check-in and I see that is you.” Miss Smithers was no longer looking at him. Her focus was on her computer’s keyboard, which she started punching up with as much flourish as Liberace playing the piano for a handsome young stud.

“It is Ms., not Miss. Miss, as everyone knows is an acronym for Me I’m So Single, and even if that is true, I don’t care for its implication. Now, Mr. Goodwin, you should know that we do not say ‘treated’ anymore, too much of a negative connotation. We say ‘being facilitated to wellness.’ Doesn’t that sound much nicer?’ Here is a little booklet entitled How to Speak in a Marriott Host-Pital. We are up to 500 appropriate words and phrases to make everyone’s stay an enjoyable experience. And it has such a nice tag line, ‘Speak Well, Feel Well.’ You know,” Smithers continued in a manner evidencing pride, “our program is so successful that the federal government has started a pilot vocabulary program for our citizens. Soon everyone will be much happier.”

The best that Goodwin could do at this point was, “Huh?”

“Oh, yes. We haven’t received any details yet, but heard that the term ‘poverty line’ will now be referred to by the government as ‘south of success.’” She paused for a moment and then satisfied with what appeared on the monitor said: “Why yes, Mrs. Goodwin is resting comfortably upstairs in the Med TV Room.”

“What do you mean comfortably?”

“She’s beyond REM.”

Goodwin couldn’t help himself, “You mean in a coma.”

“Were her eyes actually turning red?” Goodwin wondered. Smithers looked agitated at the mention of the word ‘coma’ and said with more than a slight tone of aggression in her voice, “No, not a coma, beyond REM. Look at the brochure I gave you.” And then she added the kicker, “To be perfectly candid, Mr. Goodwin, I would expect more from someone who is a 26.5”

“I’m a 27.5’

“Nope. Check the monitor. Minus one.”

“Fuck!” thought Goodwin. The PPR ratings that he had dismissed as a frivolous exercise when launched were now becoming more important to him. For the first time, he began to fret about his ratings.

Smithers resumed pounding on her computer’s keyboard and, without looking up, continued: “As I think you know Mr. Goodwin, your wife is in the Med-TV Room on the Concierge Floor and when she comes out of her beyond REM stage, she’s going to be extremely happy. We were not certain as to her preferences for the intravenous treatment; you know, whether she would prefer regular, high-vitamin, kosher, fat-free, or spa, so we put her on the Spa IV. It has the lowest calorie and fat content of all of our intravenous mixtures.

“It was such a difficult decision that we called in our specialist in IV Culinary Arts, a woman who trained under Julia Child and Dr. DeBakey. She surveyed the situation and noted that your wife had a Louis Vuitton purse, albeit a counterfeit, tch tch, hanging on her stretcher when she arrived, had a rather sinewy body, had zero body fat, and was struck by lightning while she was in Vogue trying on a couturier dress that will set you back $2500. Based on these observations, our intravenous specialist concluded that Mrs. Goodwin was a woman of fashion and one that probably always worried about gaining weight. Under these circumstances, she decided to give her our SPA IV, our most expensive intravenous mixture, containing fortified truffle juice and no fats. (An item on Sheila’s medical bill was “Consultation as to appropriate IV- $1800.”) I can assure you, however, that the fact that the specialist gets a percentage of all intravenous mixtures prescribed had nothing to do with her decision. In fact, she actually makes more money on the pork rind IV our number one seller for people on Atkins. By the way, did you know that all Atkins diet patients now carry ‘Do Not Carbohydrate’ cards?’”

Goodwin began to laugh at this last remark, but quickly realized from the scowl on Ms. Smithers’ face that she was not joking. He wondered if she was HH, but was afraid to ask.

“Our expert’s rationale,” she continued, “was that your wife might as well lose some weight while she’s our guest, so her experience with us would be a positive one. You know, one woman here was beyond REM and lost 30 pounds. She was so pleased when she awoke that she asked to be put back to sleep to lose another 20 pounds, but our lawyers wouldn’t let us do it unless she signed a release and acknowledged that we were not liable if she did not lose weight. We took your wife’s American Express card to register her. I hope that’s okay?”

“That’s fine, but I really would like to see my wife.”

“I understand. Just one question: Do you really want to put everything on your wife’s American Express Card? We checked your financial background thoroughly through our computers. In any event, based on your joint income as taken from last year’s tax returns, your wife qualifies for the Marriott’s special Meditainment Platinum Plus, Plus, Plus Card.”

Goodwin interrupted. “Can I ask you a question, suppose I was destitute?”

“You mean living south of success?

“Yes. What would happen if I wandered in here for help?”

“Well, if you were a 22 or better, we would send you to our free clinic. If you were an 11 to a 21 you would be sent to our business center and if the computers were not taken up by paying guests, they have priority unless you were bleeding, you would get free advice on line through Doctor Siri, the medical equivalent to Siri on iPhone. Below that, I’m afraid you are out of luck.”

Goodwin was dumfounded. “You mean you make medical decisions on the basis of PPRs.”

“Of course. We use PPRs for many administrative matters. The system enabled us to eliminate our entire human resources department. We save hundreds of thousands of dollars. Now, we rely solely on our employees’ PPRs in terms of promotions, raises, and bonuses. Thank you, Pragat!”

Goodwin’s thought, “This PPR thing is getting insane,” was kept to himself.

“In any event, I strongly recommend that you go platinum for Mrs. Goodwin, because it’s about the best deal in town. Not only does your wife get traditional Marriot points for every dollar she spends, but she also gets dollar-for-dollar credit, up to $30,000 for elective surgery. So, if she wants something like a tummy tuck, it is virtually free. With what this is going to cost, I estimate that your wife will be able to improve many of her body parts.”

Smithers rang a small bell. In a matter of seconds a young man dressed in a uniform that blended elements from the Center’s medical and entertainment sides, namely a typical bellman’s jacket, combined with green scrub pants, nurses’ shoes, and a stethoscope, speckled with Hermes’ H logos, appeared at the desk. His identification badge read: “Andre-Bellman/Orderly, PPR 18. Andre told Goodwin en route to the Med-TV Room that he hated being called the reverse, an “Orderly/Bellman,” because it sounded too anal-retentive.

“I heard you are a 26.5, but was once a 28, awesome. Maybe you could make a big donation to charity to buck up your rating. My uncle Fred can help you in this connection. He used to be a life coach but switched over to being a PPR coach. He says the first step to a better life is a better PPR.”

The elevator that they entered had a single button, “Concierge Floor.” As it ascended, Andre was busy laying the groundwork for a tip: “Look, Mr. Goodwin, if you need anything: liquor, extra towels, additional mints on the bed, Amoxicillin, hot nurses, oxygen, just call me. Just between you and me, don’t let them sell you on the turn down service. Even though the maid leaves mints, it won’t do your wife any good until she’s out of her coma.”

“You mean beyond REM.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

The elevator opened into a large lounge, a room reminiscent in look and feel to a first class lounge of an airport. Virtually all patients and guests were on their smart phones. “What ever happened to reading magazines in waiting rooms,” thought Goodwin. He had noticed a pay phone on a nearby wall. At that moment, a boy who was about six, accompanied by his mother, pointed to the pay phone and asked, “Mommy, what’s that?”


MED-TV

Two burly security guards, each of whom wore darkly tinted 3-D sunglasses, secured the entrance to the MED-TV room. “Boys,” Andre said, acknowledging the guards. “Mr. Goodwin, I’d like you to meet our two security guards, Lefty and Righty. We also have a third security guard named ‘Ambi,’ who sometimes guards both doors by himself.”

“Is that because he’s ambidextrous?”

“No. He works nights.”

Lefty and Righty raised their appropriate hands in a gesture that appeared to be a greeting and then, in unison said, “Hello.”

Righty handed Goodwin a pair of darkly tinted 3D sunglasses and warned him not to look directly at Sheila. Before he entered the room, Goodwin noticed an ultra-bright light straining to escape through a small crack below the doors.

“Wait until your eyes are adjusted to the light,” Andre warned.

Andre’s admonition notwithstanding, Goodwin was not prepared for the environment he had just entered. He was engulfed immediately by a powerful white light that was projected from the cocoon of light surrounding Sheila. At first, he could see nothing but shadows, but as his eyes adjusted to the intense light, Goodwin began to perceive silhouettes of people. Gradually, he could make out that most of the shadows were doctors, nurses, and technicians. Everyone in the room was wearing dark 3-D glasses and white hospital coats.

While the floor upon which Goodwin and the medical staff were standing had all of the trappings of a typical hospital room, it was set in an amphitheater that housed 50 ascending stadium-like circular rows. Sheila, within her cocoon of light, was lying on a raised bed situated in the middle of the floor.

A large section of the room was roped off and marked “Press.” At least 10 television cameras aimed downwardly at Sheila. Some of the cameras were from the major networks CNN, ABC, NBC, CBS, and FOX. Others represented the more specialized channels, for example, the All Medical News Channel as well as MED-TV. A month later cameras from the All Sheila Channel and The Mysterious White Light Channel were also in place. Hundreds of reporters, all wearing dark 3-D glasses, were entering the rows and setting up for what they assumed would be an important news story. The remainder of the theater was marked “public,” with a handful of seats available for those lucky enough to be able to buy tickets, which were already being scalped. As the news story about Sheila began to build, several large corporations purchased corporate boxes for their executives and key customers.

“I think it’s safe to turn and look at your wife now, Mr. Goodwin. You should cover your eyes with this extra piece of colored glass, even though you are wearing tinted 3-D glasses.”

With the firm touch of a skating instructor teaching a pirouette, Andre guided Goodwin’s slow rotation towards Sheila. While she was difficult to discern, even through the 3D glasses and the small additional hand-held filter, Sheila did not appear to be injured or burned. There was no sign of singed hair or eyebrows. Except for her slightly puffy face she looked remarkably well. The IV bag whose tube was presumably infused into her arm, but whose end disappeared into the cocoon of light, had the word “SPA” written across it.

For several minutes, Goodwin simply observed and attempted to absorb what was happening in the room. A woman who functioned both as a doctor and tour director, accompanied by a group of young interns as well as a large group of tourists from Japan on an American Meditainment tour, entered the first row of the amphitheater. She looked down and past Goodwin as if he was simply part of the hospital decor and addressed the group in English while a second woman provided a simultaneous translation via headsets provided at each seat: “This is quite an unusual case of a woman being hit by a very large bolt of lightning. She arrived in a beyond REM state and, except for some slight swelling of the face and limbs and the curious intense light around her body, appears fine. We expect that she will be out of her beyond REM state soon and be able to resume her normal daily activity.”

The woman walked from the first row to the floor of the room, took a hospital sheet, and threw it over the cocoon of light. The sheet simply disappeared into the light. “You will notice,” she said, “nothing absorbs or eliminates the light.” The little demonstration evoked a spontaneous “Godzilla” from the group who, as if on cue, started taking photographs on their smart phones at a furious rate. Many of the photographs appeared moments later on www.godzilla.com a Tokyo based site for unusual photographs.

As the tourists exited, Goodwin noticed that Dr. Kildare, whom he recognized from Sheila’s avatar’s web page, had entered the room. Goodwin thought to himself that the avatar devoid of any facial imperfections looked considerably better than Kildare in real life. Kildare extended his hand and said, “Glad to meet you, Mr. Goodwin.” Goodwin noticed that the pin attached his scrub suit said, “PPR 26.” Before Goodwin could reciprocate, Kildare turned to the chief resident on the case, “So, what’s the prognosis? Any fluid?”

“No fluid, we tested for that. No unusual substances in the body or abnormalities. No masses. Fact is we have no idea whatsoever, not a clue, not a theory, not a guess, not even a combination of any of the foregoing. We’ve conducted a computer search and a literature search relating to the light and have no historical precedents or any information on it.

Smiling broadly Kildare announced, “And that, doctors and husband, is a lesson to be learned. We have no idea of what profound effects lightning has on the human body. In this case the lightning was so strong and long-lasting that no one has been able to predict the outcome for this patient, though Mrs. Goodwin appears to be doing as well as can be expected for now.”

“Excuse me doctor, I have a question.”

“Yes, Mr. Goodwin.”

“What is the baseline criterion for she’s doing as well as can be expected for now?”

“She’s alive.”

“Well, what do you think I should do, doctor?”

“Nothing much you can do. Call your friends and family and advise them of the situation. Do all of those logistical things one does when a loved one is in a beyond REM state. If you are still in a quandary, our bookstore offers a DVD entitled 100 Exciting Things To Do While Your Loved One Is Beyond REM for only $19. I should warn you, however, that the DVD was produced by the travel mogul, Mario Perillo, and I don’t recommend going to Florence until after your wife wakes up, though the trip does look quite exciting.”

“Just be patient. As for the glow, I assume it will dissipate. We are going to take Sheila for an EKG followed by a CAT scan followed by an MRl followed by a GI series. Do not worry; everything will be fine. Why don’t you go home, make those phone calls, and check with me tomorrow? If there are any changes we will call you.”

“Well, I just want to stick around for a little while and collect my thoughts.”

“You should go to the lounge and have some tea. It will calm you down. If anything happens, I’ll come get you.”

“I guess you are right.”

Goodwin did not realize how stressful the last few hours had been until he entered the calm atmosphere of the Concierge Lounge. The Host-Pital had worked quite hard to create an environment in the lounge that was conducive to lowering stress levels. The soft nondescript music began to relax Goodwin as did the choice of television program transmitted to the lounge. The administration of the Host-Pital had wisely decided not to permit normal programming, such as CNN News. Instead, it opted to present the single most calming program on television. After extensive research, the administration concluded that the only programs to be viewed in the lounge would be reruns of Martha Stewart’s Living. Her attractive looks and elegant style combined with her calm confident voice and the great ease with which she executed her tasks, from baking a lemon meringue pie to constructing a harpsichord out of dental floss, upon which she immediately played Chopin’s Polonaise in C Minor, (and without sheet music!) seemed to keep even the highest levels of stress in check.

This user-friendly environment worked well and Goodwin began to relax as he sipped herbal tea and watched, by a lucky coincidence, Martha Stewart’s most famous and fascinating program in which, defying conventional wisdom, she actually made a silk purse from a sow’s ear. Goodwin thought that the use of Martha Stewart by the Host-Pital was somewhat ironic in view of Sheila’s great jealousy of her. Every time she was on the air, Sheila would come up with a dig, such as, “I could do just as good a job as her if I had the time.” When Goodwin pointed out that Sheila didn’t work and had a full time maid, Sheila replied, “How do you expect me to compete with Martha Stewart? After all, I’m just one woman. She’s a corporation.” Goodwin never pressed the issue.

As he sat watching the program while simultaneously thumbing through Martha Stewart’s Living Magazine, Goodwin noticed Kildare, running into the lounge. He seemed quite excited, if not agitated. “Oh, I’m glad I caught you. There’s been a slight change in Sheila. Though she’s still in her beyond REM state, she now has a broad smile on her face and she giggles periodically. And every once and a while she gives out with a loud ‘ha.”

This news was even more amazing than all of the day’s events. Goodwin had to see for himself. Goodwin, Kildare, Ms. Smithers, and Andre surrounded Sheila’s glowing cocoon. Each held a thick tinted glass shield over their eyes to help them better discern Sheila.

“No doubt about it,” Kildare said, “she’s smiling.”

Suddenly, Sheila began to laugh hysterically. No sound, however, emanated from within her cocoon. Goodwin, at that moment imagined someone telling a joke to Marcel Marceau, the famed mime. He attempted to convince himself that Sheila was not laughing, but it was undeniable to all that this is exactly what she was doing. For some inexplicable reason, the idea of Sheila laughing made Goodwin very uncomfortable and in a small way, which he really didn’t understand, frightened him.


Part Four

The Road to Rating Purgatory


Pressed By The Press

En route to his house from the Host-Pital, Goodwin replayed the events of the day. His most vivid memory was not so much the cocoon of light or the bizarre scenes in the Med-TV room. It was Sheila smiling, that strange uncharacteristic smile. Then there was her silent laughter. That spooked him in a way he could not explain, but he shrugged it off and, with a small degree of amusement, attributed it to “a beyond REM anomaly.”

Despite Sheila’s infidelity, Goodwin was genuinely upset and concerned when he saw her. He realized that he still had a residue of positive feelings for her, not love, but more of affection one holds for a long-term teammate. They had, after all, worked together through good and bad moments, and prospered. Goodwin decided that he would continue to visit Sheila, but not because he wanted to safeguard his reputation. He was motivated by a genuine desire to do so. He realized that at the end of the day the demise of their marriage was due to their failure as a couple. Neither one of them was more blameworthy than other. If anything, perhaps he should have been more understanding. Once she emerged from her coma, they would work out a no-hard-feelings divorce and he would wish, sincerely wish, Sheila and her new lover well. That ultimate conclusion gave Goodwin a temporary sense of well being.

From his position on a local road he saw an orb of bright light. It had the appearance of a glow from a distant stadium lit up for a night game. Goodwin assumed it was a garden party, a fairly common occurrence on the pastoral lawns of Grace Harbor. When he rounded the corner of his block, however, he realized to his extreme dismay that the bright light he saw was from klieg and floodlights used by television crews to illuminate his house. Television broadcasting trucks had taken up his entire lawn. Reporters were setting up establishing shots. Paparazzi were aiming their cameras at his front door as if they expected him to step out of his house. The good feelings he held moments before evaporated, and were replaced by a girgling anxiety, sort of an “anxiety reflux.”

Goodwin’s hands began to sweat. His pulse raced. His heart pounded. He felt as if he were going to faint or vomit or both simultaneously. His subconscious, sensing that this combination was a distinct possibility, put Goodwin in a survival mode. He heard a strange cautionary voice issuing a warning similar to that of a policeman instructing a speedster to “step away from the car.” In this case, the admonition was, “Faint away from the vomit.’

The army of reporters and its support groups was so large that Goodwin had no access to his driveway. He was about to abandon his car and attempt to sneak around the back of his house, when Ronald Durksen pulled next to him in a squad car and said through an open window, “Hi, Phil. Isn’t this exciting? Lights! Action! Cameras! It reminds me of the police runway show a couple of years back. Of course those were the good old days, when we had custom made uniforms and bespoke suits. Ask the younger officers about bespoke and they think you’re referencing someone’s speech. They have no sense of fashion, so sad. But, I’m not here to do a fashion lament. I’m here to help you. Okay, Phil, leave your car here and come with me. And by the way we still need to get that $100.”

Responding to the blast of police sirens and the flashing squad car lights, the tightly jammed group of reporters, “the press of the press,” as Goodwin later described them, parted. Stupefied, Goodwin was led by Durksen to a lectern that supported about twenty microphones. He looked down blankly at the anxious reporters as television cameras focused on him.

“How’s your wife doing, Mr. Goodwin?”

Goodwin gazed at the microphones. “She’s in a coma.”

“What’s the prognosis?”

“Well, Doctor Kildare, the chief physician on the case, says that all of her vital signs are good, but that he couldn’t tell when she would regain consciousness.” This isn’t so bad, thought Goodwin. His momentary severe anxiety evaporated and in a more confident manner, he said: “Next.”

“Mr. Goodwin, we’ve heard that you were having marital difficulties and in fact you were happy that your wife was struck by lightning. After all, if she dies you will get to keep the entire estate. If you were divorced you’d have to give up at least half of that. We understand that your mutual net worth is quite high. According to confidential financial records your mutual net worth is exactly $50,860,000.28 as of 3 pm this afternoon. Of course that does not include the fair market value of all of your personal belongings such as paintings, jewelry, and the like. Hard data on that won’t come in until later this evening.”

Goodwin was shocked at this revelation, which appeared accurate to the penny. One of his cardinal rules about privacy, keeping his financial details secret, had just been violated through no fault of his own. This privacy breach coupled with the accusation that he was glad Sheila might die initially had a numbing effect on Goodwin to the extent that he could not actually perceive the volley of questions being fired at him. Numbness gave way to a mix of fear and rage. If his condition at the moment was stated as a formula it would have been: Fear + Rage=Loss of Control. Referring to the assertion about his death wish for Sheila, he screamed out, “That’s a fucking lie!”

A collective gasp issued from the crowd. A senior woman reporter, a Barbara Walters type, shouted from the back: “Sir. I speak for all of us in the Fourth Estate to say we are shocked and dismayed by your salacious outburst.” Goodwin could hear rumblings of “salacious,” “shocked,” and “dismayed” from the reporters. “Don’t you know that the news is PG? And now you’ve polluted the airways. Why, you should be ashamed of yourself.” Murmurs and harrumphs of approval of her message percolated through the troop of reporters.

Another reporter yelled, “What about this?” Standing in front of a television camera for all to see, the reporter was holding Goodwin’s altered house sign, which now read: “Harm House” and below that, “Sheila is not worth saving.” The sign was held directly in front of Goodwin’s face. “Why did you wish her harm? Why isn’t she worth saving? Isn’t every human being worth saving? Is that the way you feel now that this poor heroic woman is lying in a coma?”

“That wasn’t what I meant. It was a Freudian slip.”

A distinguished looking older man with grey hair, matching beard, and wearing a tweed suit, stepped up and said in a deep Austrian accent, “Sir, I’m the lead reporter for the Freudian Times and I can tell you that a Freudian slip is simply a verbal mistake emanating generally from the subconscious. It’s not something done with a magic marker. What our readers and I want to know is why you find it necessary to lie to the American Public?”

The Barbara Walters type, now directly in front of Goodwin and holding a small tape recorder said, “You would think, Mr. Goodwin, that at least you’d have the decency to call your wife.”

“But I did call her.”

The Walters type held up the tape recorder and pushed play. It was a recording of Goodwin’s phone call to Sheila earlier in the day, the one in which Goodwin said, “This is Philip,” and nothing more. “You call that a phone call? You could at least have said, “Hello. I hope you feel better, but maybe you didn’t want her to feel better. According to the tracking information on your internet activity, you did visit her avatar’s website. There were so many nice options that you could have linked into, like flowers or speaking with Sheila’s avatar. We understand that the avatar is very hurt that you didn’t contact her.”

Before Goodwin could reply, though he was essentially speechless, she added as a post script to her statement, “We also understand that you tied up the Host-Pital’s phone lines unnecessarily when you continued to push for further options knowing that there weren’t any. Hospital phone lines are for public safety, Mr. Goodwin, not your amusement. But you probably didn’t care. And to make matters worse when the Host-Pital’s wonderful electronic operator, Patricia, scolded you for asking for more options when you knew they didn’t exist all you could say was ‘chill.’ Don’t you know that chilling electric wires basically turns off their power? In other words, not only did you have a death wish for the lovely Sheila, but for poor Patricia, as well. She was so upset that she temporarily short circuited.”

Under ordinary circumstances these insane comments and in fact the very concept of hospital avatars would have been great fodder for Goodwin’s humor, but at this moment he was totally befuddled.

Another reporter shouted, “Well, let me repeat for the benefit of the American public your horrific email, which the very fine Doctor Sydney Maxine gave to us. You remember Doctor Maxine don’t you? He’s the man who tried to save your marriage and as payback for his efforts, you tell him that you want him to die a horrible death. Let me refresh your recollection and I quote: FUCK YOU FUCK YOU FUCK YOU AND YOUR FUCKING GIRLIE, GIRLIE, GIRLIE MAN LOVER. I PRAY THAT YOU GET STRUCK BY LIGHTNING AND THAT SYDNEY MAXINE HAS THE LIFE SUCKED OUT OF HIM.”

Because of the airing of Goodwin’s prior use of ‘fucking,’ the networks had already slipped into their time delay mode. Hence, when the reporter’s statement aired, “fuck” was replaced by “beep,” with a resultant “Beep you, beep you, and your beeping girlie, girlie, girlie man lover.” Goodwin later observed of this interplay that despite multiple use of “fuck” by the reporter, the other members of the press did not criticize him. He could only attribute this to professional courtesy.

All of this was very intimidating to Goodwin, who was accustomed to public adulation, even though this was limited to his country club admirers. He was never taken to task by anyone, let alone by members of the press, who Goodwin later said, “were task masters.” He was completely overwhelmed, unable to come up with a coherent thought, let alone speak, and for a moment thought of hightailing it into his house without responding, but he didn’t have to say a thing. A man wearing a very shiny, almost fluorescent, blue pin-striped suit, stepped in front of him and said, “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, Mr. Goodwin has been through a great deal of stress this evening. He needs to call members of his and Sheila’s family. Please show a little respect. That’s all for tonight.”

Ignoring the hisses of the reporters, the man guided Goodwin to his door, arm over his shoulder as if protecting him. When they entered the foyer of Goodwin’s house, Goodwin said, “I don’t know who you are, but I really appreciate the help. By the way how’d you get to me so quickly?”

“Max Schnell’s the name. I actually heard about your wife from a client in Mongolia. I forgot about her, but then my Mental Note App went off and here I am. I think you can use my help. I’m a professional licensing agent and manager. I manage the press, manage interviews, negotiate license deals, public relations and stuff like that. When I heard the story about your poor wife, I said to myself this is a guy who needs a loyal friend, one who can help him with situations like this. And, for a 10 percent licensing agent’s fee, I can be that loyal friend. Look, I know this is abrupt, but your wife is becoming famous very quickly, so it’s really important for you to remember what Andy Warhol said.”

“Everyone is famous for 15 minutes?”

“Most people make the same mistake as you do. That’s only the first half of his saying. The second part is, ‘And it doesn’t mean a thing, if you don’t cash in on it.’ Look, here is my card. Call me the next day or so and we can work out a program for you and your wife. Believe me, she will be much more than a person now. She’ll be a brand. Remember, make hay while the sun, or should I say, bright light shines. One word of free advice: don’t answer your phone because the calls will be either members of the press seeking to harass you or solicitations.” As Schnell walked out the door, Goodwin could hear the reporters booing and Schnell’s rejoinder, “Shoo, shoo.”

Schnell, looked a little bit like the original Yoda from Star Wars, though he was taller and had capped teeth. He ultimately turned out to be a real professional and a good and loyal friend to Goodwin. Goodwin learned later that Schnell ran a one-man licensing and talent agency called, “Schnell, Schnell, Schnell & Schnell World Wide” despite the fact that there was only one Schnell. Schnell admitted that his company name was a bit deceptive, but explained, “I developed it while I was having a bout with schizophrenia, multiple personalities, and never bothered to change it back.” Actually, Schnell’s business really prospered during his multiple personality period because the third Schnell was a financial genius.

The phone messages awaiting Goodwin were mostly from worried friends, his parents, Sheila’s parents and, just as Schnell had predicted, solicitations. The strangest of these was a hard sell from the Cremation Society, which offered a free subscription to Cremation Magazine. Goodwin wondered about the content of a magazine devoted to cremation. Endorsements from satisfied customers? Recipes? Designer Urns? Do it yourself cremation kits? He imagined that the last of these would carry a sales pitch like, “And when you are done your home made cremation device converts into a pizza oven. Just reheat your loved one’s ashes.”

The manager of Vogue left a message in which he said that he hoped that Sheila would recover within 20 days because after that, she would not be entitled to return the dress she was trying on at the time of her accident. An aggressive escort service left the most tasteless message, “Now that your wife is out of the picture, our girls will put you in a coma.” The service followed up with an email, but with what Goodwin perceived to be a typo, “Our girls will put you in a comma.”

When Goodwin read the service’s email message, he replied, “I don’t use escort services and in any event would never go to one that didn’t know the difference between a coma and a comma.” The escort service responded immediately: “Your comment simply reflects your sexual naiveté. Just for the record, a ‘comma’ within the context of a sexual reference is the newest position for certain sexual acts. Go to www.comma-sutra.cum.” Goodwin reluctantly admitted to himself that the web’s address was rather clever. Yielding to his curiosity, he entered the site and found photographs of couples in various comma positions. Had his next moment been depicted in animation there would have been an image of Goodwin with his eyes bulging and his jaw dropping 18 inches to the table.

The final message was from Sophie. “I’m so sorry about Sheila. I hope she comes out of this okay and that you’re okay, too. Oh yes, one more thing, I know it’s very early, but I think I’m pregnant and I know that you are the father. I still love you. Call me at...” The message ended with Goodwin saying plaintively, as if Sophie was with him, “No. Don’t go. Please don’t go.” Any hope that he harbored that he was over her was destroyed as soon as he heard Sophie’s voice.

Goodwin’s mumbled assumption that “It can’t get any worse than this” was dispelled immediately when he put on the news. Sydney Maxine, dressed somewhat androgynously, was holding a press conference. Behind him was a phalanx of angry looking attorneys, some of whom seemed to be actually growling. Maxine was speaking from his living room. “Of course my main concern is for Sheila. I have been praying for her. There is nothing more important to me than her well being. I just wish I could be at her side, but I cannot leave the house. Tragically, I’ve been diagnosed with a severe case of agoraphobia brought on by an uncontrollable fear of dying a horrible death by having the life sucked out of me, as Mr. Goodwin had wished in his despicable email.”

A young lawyer handed Maxine a tissue to wipe away a tear. The lawyer reminded himself to bill Maxine one dollar as a disbursement for the tissue and to add to his billing for attending the conference, “pulling out tissue box, selecting an appropriate tissue, handing the tissue to client, and putting tissue box away, six minutes, subsequent memo to file regarding handing client a tissue, ten minutes.” The associate’s boss billed: “Review of Memo to File re: Tissue extraction and delivery to client, six minutes.” In total, Maxine’s tears cost him $186.00 in legal fees and disbursements.

Maxine continued, “So here I am, alone, stuck in my house with only my glass figurines to keep me company and to console me.” He was going to cry hysterically at this point, but held back because he couldn’t afford the legal fees.

A stern looking man, a senior attorney, stepped up to the microphone. “In view of the outrageous and genuinely malicious behavior of Goodwin, we are exploring our legal options against Goodwin as well as the possibility of filing a criminal complaint against Goodwin.” The omission of “Mister,” Goodwin thought, probably had its intended effect of portraying him as both culpable and less of a person.

“While I don’t know the legalities involved in this,” Maxine piped in, “I do have a message for Philip Goodwin. Mr. Goodwin you have totally ruined my life. I hope you’re satisfied.”

A reporter asked, “Mr. Maxine, besides your understandable fear brought on by such a horrible and vicious death wish, how exactly has Philip Goodwin ruined your life?”

“For the short time that we were together, Sheila and I had a deep and loving relationship. As you all know by now, Sheila and I suffer from a rare condition called Hypo-Humoresque. People afflicted with this heartbreaking malady, whose only symptom is not having any sense of humor, often feel terribly alone. That was certainly true for Sheila. For most of her marriage Sheila felt isolated and in ways humiliated by Mr. Goodwin’s unrelenting daily barrage of jokes, puns, and wisecracks all at her expense. Think about how a person with a sense of humor would feel in a world inhabited only by HH people. When we found each other, it was quite wonderful. We realized that we could live our lives within our humorless cocoon. We would never have to go to a comedy again. It was perfect. She was perfect. Our life together was perfect.”

“Then we received the email from Mr. Goodwin with his vicious death wish for me. I tried to ignore it, but couldn’t. His cruel message festered in my consciousness and my psyche began to unravel. That horrible email had a profound psychological impact on me and I finally reached the breaking point. I cracked. I did something absolutely uncharacteristic, something I never did before.”

“Sheila was sitting next to me knitting “Thank You For Not Joking” pillows for a future HH swap meet. I turned to Sheila and said, ‘Sheila, here’s a question for you. What did one pre-cancerous cell say to the other pre-cancerous cell?’ Sheila had no idea of what I was talking about and replied in all seriousness that she didn’t know cells could communicate and did not know the answer. I replied, ‘You’re an oxidant waiting to happen.’ Then I began to laugh at my joke. I followed up with ‘Of course they can communicate with each other. They use cell phones. Get it?’ I could see that Sheila was horrified. My God! I was joking! I tried not to speak, but I couldn’t stop myself. An instant later and before Sheila could say anything, I said laughing in anticipation of my next joke, ‘Did you hear about the man who brought a homemade coffin to the funeral home to save money for his wife’s funeral? When the funeral home charged him extra and he asked why, they explained that they had a corkage policy.’

I could see that Sheila was horrified and disgusted. I know she felt betrayed in a way. She did not say a word, but merely turned and walked out of our living room, down the hall to our bedroom, and slammed the door. A few minutes later, she walked out with her garment bag. I tried to make amends and begged her to stay. I remember saying, ‘Look, I’m very sorry. I don’t what happened. I don’t even know where that came from. It was spontaneous.’ But, it was too late. She turned to me, and through a heavy veil of tears said, ‘I’m going back to Philip. If I’m going to live with someone who jokes, it might as well be him.’ With that, she walked out the door, looked back, and said: ‘My divorce is off.’”

A reporter interrupted. ‘You mean that Sheila was on the way back to Mr. Goodwin when she was struck by lightning.

“Absolutely. She just stopped off at Vogue en-route to her house.”

“And if Sheila comes out of her coma, do you think she will return to Mr. Goodwin?”

“No doubt about it. She’ll be home for good, forever and ever.”

The decibel level of Goodwin’s howling, “Noooooooooo!” could be heard well beyond his front lawn.

“Got that all,” a voice said behind Goodwin. Startled, Goodwin spun around towards the source of the statement. It was a cameraman and a reporter. They had placed the newest model of an iPhone flush against the window.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Goodwin demanded.

The reporter’s response was nonchalant, as if his actions were perfectly normal and acceptable. “Just picking up everything you said and did with Apple’s new spyPhone. It’s amazing; we can probe inside your house without even entering. In a couple of years these phones will be able to read your mind. Isn’t technology great?”

“Hey, you can’t do that. This is my house. I have rights.” Goodwin’s plaintive, “No it’s not that way,” was ignored. “This is a nightmare. Can it get any worse?”

Goodwin answered his question with a mumbled, “Yes, and big time.” Goodwin’s television screen revealed a reporter standing in front of Goodwin’s house. “Breaking news. We have it on good authority that as soon as Mr. Goodwin came home, while his wife was clinging to life by a thread, he began corresponding immediately with an escort service and downloading porn from the web. Through the website, www.privacyisextinct.com which, like many other sites, tracks your very move on the web, we found that Mr. Goodwin was surfing that salacious website, www.commasutra.cum Within seconds Goodwin’s activities were broadcast all over the country. Immediately after this announcement, over 5000 men entered the site. That night there were more “commas” than in the Constitution.

Depicted on the television screen was a blurred, pixilated, photograph of someone watching pornography on a computer. While there was, for a half of a nano-second, an imprint on the screen of “file footage,” Goodwin realized that all who watched would think the person depicted was him. As if to confirm his conclusion, the continuously moving news tape at the bottom of the screen said: “An unidentified, but highly reliable source has said that “Philip Goodwin is now deeply into internet porn.” Goodwin pressed the off button on his now obsolete Super RX Digital 2 remote control.

It was Goodwin’s very bad luck that the Sheila Bolt and its immediate aftermath occurred during what media experts were calling a “news drought.” In order of importance, there were no celebrity trials, celebrity scandals, celebrity break ups, celebrity gossip, or to a lesser newsworthy extent, no wars, at least new wars, major hurricanes, pestilence, famine, conflicts or new weight loss products that really worked. To the great sorrow of the news media, all of the prior bad boys and girls of Hollywood were behaving themselves and living normal decent lives. Sheila, by default, became the principal story and person of the moment. Not only could the public now root for a new comatose heroine, they could also root against a man who had the makings of a villain.

The following morning, Goodwin looked as his PPR and found that it had been temporarily removed. “Under Repair” was the notation next to his name. Two days later his PPR was restored:
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Once a high-flyer, Goodwin has disappointed most everyone by his destructive and cruel behavior. We are seeing him in a different light. “I can’t believe this is the same guy I voted for earlier.” Perhaps Goodwin’s great aunt Hilda, “Hillie” summed it up best, “he was a bum when he was a kid and he’s still a bum.”





There was no Aunt Hilly. She was a fraud, possibly a creation of the media. When Goodwin attempted to contact Pragat through email (phone calls were no longer accepted) to protest it was ignored. Hilly’s observation was never removed. On the contrary, she became a frequent contributor to Goodwin’s PPR and later a minor celebrity in her own right.


The Poster Girl For Green Technology

Within 48 hours of the Sheila Bolt, nearly every television station in the world carried the news of the mysterious “Sheila” light. There were no less than 200 Sheila related web sites, including Sheilaslight.com, Shellascocoon.com, and Sheilalite.com which promoted a light beer for women. Sheila related blogs and Facebook entries filled the Internet. If someone had placed “Sheila Goodwin” in any Internet search engine prior to the Sheila Bolt it would have generated six hits and three of them would have been for a woman of the same name who lived in Pasadena. One week after the Sheila Bolt, her name generated over four million hits. Goodwin as the pilot fish on Sheila’s rise to stardom also had a growing number of Internet sites such as philipgoodwinsucks.com and Ihatephilipgoodwin.com. Soon to follow were various Sheila related Apps as well as a Sheila video game named “Lightning Dodger” where a Sheila-like person had to dodge lightning strikes of ever increasing frequency.

Two weeks after the Sheila Bolt, photography and lighting experts placed a special complex of light filters around Sheila. Cannon Camera generously donated expensive and ultra-sophisticated light filters on the proviso that they carried Cannon’s corporate name and logo in a conspicuous place. Once the filters were in place, they subdued most of the cocoon’s light and viewers were able to see Sheila more clearly. The filtered image people saw was that of a woman lying serenely in a coma and smiling. That image quickly made it to the cover of virtually every major magazine and soon became iconic. The filters, however, distorted some of the light slightly giving the impression that there was a halo surrounding Sheila’s head. Her haloed appearance, seen on a daily basis by tens of millions of television viewers, coupled with unsubstantiated reports about the miraculous healing powers of the light comprising Sheila’s cocoon, referred to in the press as “Sheila’s Light,” began to support the growing view of Sheila in some quarters as a religious icon, the patron saint of the comatose or more accurately, “the smiling and sometimes laughing patron saint of the comatose,” or in Meditainment lingo, “the patron saint of the beyond Remites.”

All of the morning news programs opened the same way: a shot of Sheila within her cocoon of light and a corresponding line such as, “Day 24 of Sheila Goodwin’s Beyond Rem state and counting.” Self described Sheila experts, lightning experts, orb of light experts and anomaly experts opined daily for the vast television audience.

Even the evening quiz shows featured Sheila. Jeopardy, for example, contained the following colloquy:

“Modern icons for $2000.”

“Her present house is a cocoon of light.”

“Who is Sheila Goodwin?”

“Correct!”

“I’ll take sexual positions for $900 dollars.”

“This sexual position is also used to set off nonrestrictive clauses in a sentence.”

“What is a comma?”

“Correct!”

Sheila’s and Goodwin’s PPRs soon made it to the PPR “most active” list, with Sheila’s rating escalating to a 26 and Goodwin’s tumbling to a 16. What he found amazing was the close correlation between the drop in his ratings and the attitude towards him by most people. With the exception of his three close friends, Ricques, Kass and Graves, club members who just weeks before had admired Goodwin and sought his company now regarded him with a degree of askance. This shift in attitude, Goodwin correctly observed, had nothing to do with his email to Sheila or anything he did, or more accurately, things that he was alleged to have done. Rather, it was solely a reflection of his lowered PPR. Goodwin thought that these people should judge him as they used to, by his own good and bad points. They should make their own assessment, rather than have a rating system developed by a corporate entity do it for them. He knew, however, that that this was just wishful thinking. It was just too easy to use a designated number as opposed to independent thinking.

A prime example of the influence of the PPRs related to Goodwin’s original rating of 29 in the Humor section. When he had this rating, virtually everything Goodwin said was thought to be witty, often things not said in jest. People would sometime giggle when he just said hello or good morning. Now that he had a 16 in the Humor section, his best jokes or repartees evoked some courteous smiles, at best, but more often than not blank stares or “I don’t get it.” It was as if, when it came to his jokes, the rest of the world had become HH. Goodwin also wondered if what was happening to him was a microcosm of what was happening to society as a whole. Were prejudices arising simply because of a person’s PPR? He knew that the answer was probably “yes” when he was excluded from a club soiree entitled “21 and over.” Everyone in the club had a PPR of 21 or over 21 except Goodwin.

About a month after the Sheila bolt, a young intern who was showing her colleagues the proper way to hit a forehand, gripped a large test-tube and moved her arm forward through Sheila’s cocoon of light. As her arm emerged from the light, she and the other interns noticed that the tube contained some of the self-sustaining rays. The rays quickly flew into the air and fell back into Sheila’s cocoon. The interns tried again, but this time quickly capped their test tubes. The light retained within the capped test tubes moved up and back within the tubes, with a liquid-like quality, in sync with the tilted angle of the tubes. The trapped light converted these vessels into extraordinarily bright light bulbs.

Believing that this was a way to remove the light from Sheila’s body, the interns and doctors began to move all sorts of receptacles through the cocoon. Each receptacle filled up with intense light, but the light surrounding Sheila, inexplicably, replenished itself. Some of the interns walked into other rooms and opened their test tubes. When this happened, the light, traveling at the speed of light, sped back into Sheila’s cocoon. All of this activity was reported live as it happened from the television cameras in the Med-TV Room.

In view of the interesting and possible far-reaching scientific implications of Sheila’s situation, the directors of the Meditainment Center concluded that the most important thing they could do, “in the interest of science,” was to sell little ampoules of the light in their gift shop. Since these new light bulbs were self-sustaining and used no power source, they were considered the ultimate “Green Product,” a fact that was not overlooked by members of Congress. Seeking to demonstrate that both parties could work together, Congress unanimously passed a resolution praising Sheila as a role model for self-sustainable energy despite her comatose condition. Sheila had just become the poster girl for Green Technology. Her PPR edged up another point.

Eventually, the demand for the ampoules was so great that the Meditainment Center set up little kiosks in its parking lot to sell its new product line. Upon hearing about this, Schnell, through his fancy Park Avenue attorneys, immediately demanded and received a ten percent royalty for Sheila and Goodwin on all products associated with Sheila, his argument being that the cocoon of light was part of Sheila’s “Intellectual Property rights.” No one really understood what this meant, but it sounded plausible and impressive. More importantly, no one wanted to tangle Schnell’s law firm that happened to be named “Lockhart & Gardner,” which, by more than a coincidence, was the same name of the firm in the television series, The Good Wife. And, everyone knew how good that firm was including the partners of the failing Relgeb, Relgeb, and Relgeb law firm, who eschewed traditional methods of expanding their practice for a nice change of name.

The ampoules became the second most successful consumer product of the Meditainment Center almost surpassing its take home IV-SPA bags, which were launched by the Center in response to an overwhelming demand from dieters. “Plug it in and watch those pounds melt away.” “So safe, even hospitals use them” were two of the promotional tag lines for the new product. Within two months of the Sheila Bolt, many of the most exclusive restaurants in New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, developed whole menu sections devoted to gourmet Spa IV Bags. On Emeril Live, the famous chef and cooking show host, Emeril Lagasse, would shout ‘Bam!” as he plugged a Spa Bag into to an audience member who would say after a few minutes, “Why I can even taste the truffles.” Spa IV cookbooks and kits were soon on the market and a Spa IV only restaurant, ‘Bag it” opened in the Hamptons, to the delight of the growing number of East End “Baggyvores.” Capitalizing on its name, the famous Beverly Hills restaurant, Spago, began franchising fast food, Spa-IV bag restaurants called “SPA-GOES.”

In another interesting merchandising deal, Nike paid Marriott an undisclosed amount to have the Meditainment Center’s doctors wear little Nike Swoosh symbols on their uniforms. People Magazine reported that Nike offered Schnell one million dollars to have its sneakers put on Sheila. Nike was also test marketing a new rubber soled sneaker, to be called “Sheila’s Shoppers Model,” for women like Sheila who were interested in getting a jump on their shopping competition. Thus, Sheila was likely to become the Tiger Woods or Michael Jordan of the sport of shopping, notwithstanding that she was comatose.

The aftermath of the Sheila Bolt also converted the sleepy village of Grace Harbor from an affluent bedroom community to a major tourist destination, something akin to Hyannis Port in the very early 60s, when John F. Kennedy resided there in the summer. All kinds of memorabilia shops opened with artifacts replicating the Sheila Bolt, including T-shirts, plaques, post cards, and little liquid-filled domes all showing Sheila’s comatose silhouette.

Enterprising young men and women, who once sold maps of the stars in Beverly Hills, now hawked maps showing the location of certain houses in Grace Harbor. Since there were no celebrities as such in the town, the maps showed the location of Sheila’s house and the houses of her friends and vendors. Thus, for example, there was an arrow pointing to a modest home with the notation, “Sheila’s Butcher.”

The Med-TV Room also became a religious shrine of sorts with people coming from all over the world to view Sheila. Some called the Med-TV room the “Lourdes of Long Island.” It was rumored, but never confirmed, that the Host-Pital and Lourdes were cross-promoting visits to both sites under a “Buy one miracle, get the second miracle free” program.

The great interest in Sheila inevitably led to visits by super celebrities. To entice celebrities to visit, thereby boosting television ratings, the Host-Pital laid down a red carpet from the entrance to the Med-TV room to Sheila’s bedside. It wasn’t long before the celebrities were interviewed on what they were wearing as they walked to Sheila’s bed.

Several celebrities were brave enough to place their heads directly into the mysterious light. While all these celebrities claimed that their visits were for “spiritual reasons,” their motivation was probably tied to the fact when any individual that placed their face in Sheila’s Light, all of their wrinkles disappeared. The Meditainment Center was soon charging $1400 for a “face dip,” and spurred business with the slogan, “Forget Botox, try Glowtox. ®”

Internet show-business blogs carried stories that Dancing with the Stars was desperate to have Sheila appear on the show despite her comatose condition and was willing to pay two million dollars for the privilege. When an incredulous reporter asked one of the show’s executives how they could possibly achieve this, he replied in all seriousness, “We’ll duct tape her to her partner. We also guarantee that she will receive all tens for the whole show.”

Reporters scoured Grace Harbor and interviewed many of the Goodwin’s friends, neighbors and relatives. Without exception everyone had nothing but wonderful things to say about Sheila. Sheila’s nephew and niece, for example, said she was a wonderful and loving aunt. This was true. A woman who refused to appear on camera because her face was puffy that day, said that she knew Sheila quite well and that the poor woman was ‘love-starved.” This remark shocked Goodwin since, when it came to love making, Sheila appeared to be on a perpetual diet. Kass’ wife and a close friend of Sheila said that one of Sheila’s greatest disappointments was that she always wanted children, but Goodwin was “impotent.” Goodwin never knew if this was something the woman made up on her own or was told to her by Sheila.

Sheila’s father said that though Sheila was deeply in love with Goodwin, he required an employment contract as a condition for marrying Sheila. The fact was that Sheila’s father made Goodwin sign a pre-nuptial agreement as a pre-condition for the marriage. A few women Goodwin had never met in his life, described all sorts of lewd encounters with him.

Stories about an illicit affair by Goodwin with a woman named Sophie began to surface in the press. She became the mystery woman of the hour. Tabloids carried headlines: WHO IS SOPHIE? and WHERE IS SOPHIE? One story mentioned, “On good authority,” that Sophie was homeless and Goodwin forced her to have sex with him, while Dobermans watched the action. The part about the Dobermans was true.

Given this mosaic of media coverage, the public portrait of Sheila that began to evolve was that of a decent, mistreated, partially impaired woman, now fighting for her life. Goodwin, by contrast, was viewed as a cad or worse, a cad and a half. If Sheila’s public persona was Yang, his was definitely Yin. Goodwin attempted to blunt these false accusations, but the more he protested, the more the media exaggerated his negative side. He had become the bad boy to track and attack. Negative stories about him helped sell more papers. Putting down Goodwin was becoming fashionable. All of this was reflected in his newest ratings:
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“I dislike him more than I dislike Bernie Madoff, who stole all of my money. It’s sad that my niece who was pregnant with Philip didn’t have a miscarriage. I’ve never told this to anyone, but once when he thought I was sleeping he touched me improperly. Aunt Hilly





Once this rating was published, the Board of Directors of Harborside ousted Goodwin as its president and the new president of the club sent a note to Goodwin which said that if his rating went any lower he would be asked to withdraw from the club. “After all, Philip,” the note said, “we have a certain standard to uphold.” By contrast, Sheila’s rating continued to edge up and she was quickly approaching Oprah Winfrey territory. Poor Goodwin; he was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time; in other words, Earth, in this century.


Part Five

Great Moments In Medicine


The Electric Enema

Most golf magazines rate the 18th hole at Harborside as the fifth most difficult hole east of the Mississippi. Its fairway, narrow as a ruler and extending 629 yards from tee to green, is one of a handful in the country that is a triple dogleg, curving to the left 200 yards out, to the right at 400 yards and sharply left again at the 550 yard marker. It is not just the length or serpentine layout of the 18th that makes it so formidable. Large sand traps litter the fairway and surround a steeply elevated, undulating green. A player who misses the green by even a foot will see his or her ball drift down to a deep sand trap or into thickets of high, uncut, Bermuda grass. Worst of all, just short of the third dogleg two wide and high maple trees impose themselves in the middle of the fairway. No one knows how old these broad-bowed trees are, but it is likely that they provided shade to the Shinnecock Indians and, thereafter, artistic subject matter for the likes of Winslow Homer. Their chief function for the last 90 years, however, has been to wreak havoc with the best-intentioned golf shots.

The newer members of Harborside call the 18th the “hole from Hell” and the twin maples, “Hell’s Angels.” Its most senior members refer to the 18th as “McDonald’s Folly,” a name derived from Terrence “Terri” McDonald, the head pro at St. Andrews shortly after WWII. Known as “The Pride of Scotland,” and “The Big Mac,” McDonald had the lead in the last round of a major national golf tournament, hosted that year by Harborside, but took a seven on the 18th and lost by one stroke to his closest rival, the great Sam Snead.

McDonald was so despondent over his disappointing loss that he never played golf again, opting instead to fulfill his lifelong dream of opening the first fast-food hamburger restaurant in Glasgow. Had he won the tournament, he would have undoubtedly followed his instinct and called his new culinary venture McDonald’s, but his business advisors thought that under the circumstances he should chose another name. McDonald’s, these wise men concluded, would not be a good name for a place that sold hamburgers. Terri’s idea of having twin arches, a sign showing the number of hamburgers sold and a large hamburger named after himself, in this case, The Big Mac, was also rejected as “bad haggis,” a common term used by Scottish advertising agencies to shoot down a marketing pitch or advertising concept which did not emanate in-house. He might have insisted on these concepts had he won. Unfortunately, McDonald’s confidence was so shattered by his loss that he simply followed the recommendation of advisors and called the restaurant “Beneath The Kilt.”

The subsequent history of Terri and his restaurant can best be described the way the locals portray the weather at St. Andrews, “a wee bit foggy.” The restaurant was a failure and went out of business, though the name chosen by his advisors lives on. “Beneath The Kilt” is now Glasgow’s most popular gay bar.

None of this golf trivia loomed particularly large for Goodwin on this fine late Sunday afternoon almost six months after the Sheila Bolt and his ensuing spankings by the media. McDonald’s Folly seemed rather benign as he prepared to hit from the tee box on the 18th. Goodwin was confident and in high spirits. He had played the best round of golf in his entire life, and if he played the eighteen reasonably well, even took a seven, he would beat his personal best of 79.

As Goodwin gave his club a final waggle and took one last look down the fairway before taking his swing, an image of the paparazzi imposed itself onto his consciousness, but for less than a millisecond. With the exception of this transient interruption, he had been totally focused this day on golf, his concentration otherwise undiluted by the mongering of the media.

In the early days after the Sheila Bolt, when Goodwin was hounded by the press, he had pleaded with them to respect his privacy. Whenever he used that word, however, it evoked a collective guffaw from the gaggle of reporters with one usually saying something like “Hey Goodwin, you know what privacy and the Dodo bird have in common? They are both extinct.” As Goodwin soon learned, however, dealing with the media on a daily basis was, in a way, very much like jogging or playing golf or lying. The more you did it, the better you became at it. Goodwin was becoming media tough. By the end of the first month following Sheila’s coma, Goodwin’s media skin had thickened considerably. To the consternation of most of the reporters, he simply brushed off questions intended to unglue him. With a little coaching from Schnell, a master teacher for these situations, Goodwin soon had stock responses he could turn to for all questions. He was, Schnell told him admiringly, as well prepared as any presidential candidate before a debate.

“Isn’t it true you were having an affair, Mr. Goodwin?”

“No. I admit to having a single liaison with another woman, but if you check your facts, it was after Shelia had left me to go live with another man. Next question.”

“Well, where is the other woman, Sophie?”

“I don’t really know. But let me ask you a question. Why is Sophie relevant?” No reporter responded to this question. Goodwin appreciated Schnell’s observation that reporters hated responses that were questions to their questions. “They react like vampires to sunlight when you ask them a question,” Schnell advised. Goodwin once thought that this observation might be literally true because when he did respond to a reporter’s question with a question he thought he heard the reporter hiss and believed he saw a wisp of smoke rising from the reporter’s body, though he later attributed his observation to morning mist.

“Do you believe it’s right for you to date other women, while Shelia is fighting for her life?”

“Let me remind you, once again, that Sheila had an affair while we were married and left me for her lover. I should point out that from the moment that Sheila was struck by lightning to the present, I have not dated.” This was not entirely true.

“Isn’t it a fact that the only reason you go to the Meditainment Center on a daily basis is because of all the bad publicity you are getting?”

“Well, as you know, I went to the Meditainment Center before the news story really broke. While I was very hurt by Sheila’s leaving me, I still respect her and continue have good feelings for her.” Schnell and Goodwin struggled over the appropriate adjective to go with “feelings,” and finally settled on “good,” since it seemed to have the right connotation.

“Your great Aunt Hilly, claims you were or are a bed wetter. True or false?

“False and false. The second false is that I don’t have a great Aunt Hilly. Let me ask you, have you ever seen this woman named Hilly?”

With the slightest hint of smoke rising from his body the reporter responded, “Hiss!”

Besides being able to parry successfully with the members of the press, Goodwin had also managed to go on a number of television interviews and, with coaching by Schnell, deflected accusations and claims deftly and managed to be quite charming. His ratings began to inch up.

About this time, Shelia and her mysterious cocoon were beginning to become stale news. The public, continually insatiable for something new, was becoming bored with the Sheila story. Sheila’s cocoon of light was viewed as some kind of weird physical event and nothing more. The side benefit of this was that the press and media also began to lose interest in Goodwin and the plethora of the negative press that plagued him had virtually disappeared. The Med TV room once filled to capacity with reporters was virtually empty. All of the Shelia brand merchandise, so hot a few months earlier, was placed in the Meditainment Center’s gift shop’s clearance bins. The SPA IV “eating trend” tanked, as did the restaurants that specialized in this type of “food.” Nike advised Schnell that it was “re-thinking” the sneaker deal because it was beginning to “bomb in the test market.” The Meditainment Center even began making plans to move Sheila to a more conventional room in favor of using the Med-TV room for a “medical guest” with “higher Nielson ratings.”

If Sheila’s celebrity was diminishing, Goodwin’s was rising, at least in his limited circle of friends. He had now become a minor celebrity at Harborside and, fitting comfortably within this role, took pleasure in regaling his friends at the club with stories, some real, some exaggerated and some in between, about his encounters with the press. All of this was reflected in his PPR, which miraculously crept back up to a 25, while Sheila’s dropped to a 22. People began laughing at his jokes again, though they were no different from the ones he told a few months before when he was a 16.

Best of all, he was mildly involved with a woman named Lolli Glick, the very attractive and very sensuous widow and former trophy wife (Playboy’s Miss October 1994) of Maurice Glick, the richest member of Harborside. While Goodwin still secretly yearned for Sophie and would have left Lolli or for that matter any other woman in a heartbeat had Sophie returned to him, he knew that at this point in his life he needed to move on.

Two weeks earlier, Goodwin and Lolli had been teamed together in a couples’ golf tournament and began light tactile contact by the time they reached the ninth hole. He had escorted her to the club’s tournament dance that evening. They danced closely to old standards and kissed quietly behind the thick maroon velvet curtains of the club’s ballroom. This post-golf evening they planned to have a quiet supper at her mansion after drinks at the club’s bar. His evening with Lolli was going to be a perfect ending to a perfect day.

Goodwin’s second shot landed about 170 yards from the green, but directly behind, by about 30 yards, Hell’s Angels. He would have to hit over them. While Goodwin didn’t know it, this was about the same position that Sam Snead was in when he hit his third shot in the earlier tournament. Snead’s shot had cleared the trees and came to rest four feet from the pin, allowing him to birdie the hole.

Goodwin spoke with his caddy, chose a five iron, took one practice swing, set up and swung effortlessly. The ball flew high off of his club, well over the imposing twin maples, and landed softly behind the pin. Because of the angle of Goodwin’s downswing, his ball had backspin and rolled backwards to the very lip of the cup where it teetered precariously until an imperceptible wisp of wind, or the rotation of the Earth, or the God of Golf, who is usually merciless in these situations, caused it to fall in. An eagle! No one, not even the great Sam Snead, had ever made an eagle on McDonald’s Folly.

By the time Goodwin had left Harborside’s luxurious locker room and entered the “19th Hole” to have a drink with his buddies and to rendezvous with Lolli, the buzz about his great shot had spread throughout the club. It was somewhere around the time that one of the members made a toast to Goodwin and suggested that maybe they should change the name of the hole to “Goodwin’s Conquest,” that the bartender said, “Excuse me, Mr. Goodwin, there’s something on the TV I think you should see.” Goodwin at that wonderful moment was mellow and relaxed, made so by a combination of a couple rounds of drinks used to toast his golfing success, the good and, importantly, loyal, friends who surrounded him, and Lolli, who had her arm around his waist. He was thinking that he hadn’t felt this good or happy since the morning he had first seen his Pragat rating. In this fine state, he fully expected to see a video of his famous shot. He turned slowly towards the television set that hung over the bar.

What he saw was a live television shot from the Med-TV room. It was immediately clear to Goodwin that something serious was happening. A crowd of doctors surrounded Sheila’s bed. When they moved and enabled the camera to focus more closely on her, Goodwin saw that Sheila’s cocoon of light had increased significantly in mass. A television reporter close to Sheila’s bed spoke, “While all of us covering this story assumed at first that Sheila’s cocoon of light had increased in size, this was not the case. According to several of the doctors, it is not the cocoon that has increased in mass, but Sheila herself. Her girth, by one physician’s calculations, has increased by more than 40 percent and is growing geometrically, every two hours. I spoke earlier today with the Meditainment Center’s administrator, Doctor Friedrich Wang, who wanted to go on record by saying that he is confident that Sheila’s increased size was not due to her special SPA -IV. Doctor Wang pointed out that when this change in her condition occurred, the doctors conducted a thorough examination and reported that thus far Sheila’s vital signs were fine.”

Wang had a tremendous reputation at the Meditainment Center, not only as an excellent doctor, but also as an extremely gifted administrator. Staff people spoke of him with a sense of reverence and usually did not call him Doctor Wang, but a more respectful, “The Administrator.” One nurse whom Goodwin had befriended several weeks earlier had once offered to show him Doctor Wang’s office, but noted that she would have to check to see “when The Administrator was not in and whether he would mind.”

This mosaic of admiration led Goodwin to conclude that Wang, a tall and handsome man in his early 60s, who seemed to always sport the kind of pinkish complexion one sees on movie stars or alcoholics, never lost control and could deal with virtually any type of crisis in a cool dispassionate manner. It was evident, however, that he was extremely perplexed by this unexpected change in Sheila’s condition. Wang looked worried, if not grim. Goodwin suspected that this was not at all due to a genuine concern for Sheila’s well-being, but because this whole medical episode was on national television. If there was a tragedy, he would be held accountable, not only by the nation, but more importantly the people that cut his pay check every month, the management of Marriott.

The potential for disaster was enormous, since Sheila had become a national heroine as well as a mystical and religious icon to a substantial number of people. As Goodwin watched this hospital drama unfold there was little doubt in his mind that his plans with the lovely Lolli Glick would have to be put on hold.

When Goodwin arrived at the Meditainment Center, Wang approached him and said in a rather shaken manner, “I think there is a slight enlargement of her head, something akin to being hydro-cephalic, nothing to worry about; pulse and heart rate are normal; blood tests okay and her blood pressure is perfect. I’m certain that the swelling will go down in a few days.” “Slight enlargement” was a gross understatement. Sheila’s head no longer resembled that of a human being. It looked more like giant watermelon.

“What do you mean slight enlargement of her head? Are you nuts or blind?” Goodwin’s explosive response was reflective of his desperately bad mood, due in part to his sudden change of circumstances and the loss of a potentially wonderful, sexually oriented, evening with Lolli Glick who had promised him “a very special reward” for his eagle. No one had ever spoken to The Administrator in that manner before. The nurse who had offered to show Goodwin the Administrator’s office held her hand over her mouth in shock.

Up until this moment, Goodwin had little doubt that Sheila would ultimately emerge from her coma. He now had the deeply troubling thought that it was possible that Sheila might actually die. Notwithstanding a mounting sense of guilt stemming from his email he began to speculate about her funeral through a series of disjointed thoughts: “Do they make caskets like beds, single for a normal person, queen for a large person and king- sized for huge people? Will I have to get an oversized plot? Will I have to pay extra for perpetual care? Maybe I should have joined the Cremation Club. Maybe they’ll send me another discount coupon.”

As he considered Sheila’s hypothetical death, Goodwin noticed that a CNN reporter was interviewing Wang. Damage control appeared to be Wang’s primary goal. In a weak voice, Wang said: “And the good news is we’ve run an MRI, a CAT scan, and many other tests and they all prove negative. We also did a biopsy on a small piece of her skin and it proved negative. She’s just fine, except for being in a coma.” Wang’s unfortunate slip of the tongue simply underscored his high level of anxiety. “I’m so sorry,” he said, “I meant to say being in a beyond REM state.

For the next few hours, virtually every hour on the hour Sheila’s body mass appeared to grow substantially. Sheila’s weight, for reasons the physicians could not explain, increased from 105 pounds to 270 pounds. All of this was being broadcast in real time. Pressed hard by reporters for explanations, the best the doctor could do was to use a default explanation. Sheila’s weight gain was due to a “physiological anomaly.’

When Sheila hit 500 pounds, Schnell received a call from the producer of the Biggest Loser, “just to say hello.” The producer of Dancing With The Stars, still hoping to get Sheila on the show, comatose or not, asked his assistant to check the weight bearing strength of duct tape.

By the time Sheila had quadrupled in size, about three hours after Goodwin’s arrival at the Meditainment Center, all regularly scheduled television programming was pre-empted by the broadcasts from the Med-TV room which was once again filled to capacity with reporters. Sheila’s merchandise was put back on the shelves and even marked up. Nike advised Schnell by fax and email that the sneaker deal was back on and that it would be sending over a fully executed sneaker agreement and a $500,000 advance the following morning.

There also appeared to be a developing correlation between Sheila’s expansion and the aggressive nature of the questions put to Wang by reporters, the greater her girth, the tougher the questions. Just about the time that the Meditainment Center announced that Sheila had quadrupled her size, a reporter shouted at Wang, “What do you mean you don’t know what to do? Did you see the sign in the parking lot? This wonderful woman’s medical bills are over $750,000 and you don’t know what to do? Why not? You’re a doctor.” Wang, the man who was always in control, the man who was held in awe, “The Administrator,” panicked and to the shock of all around him, folded under the pressure and admitted that he never had a medical degree, only a PhD in Hospital Administration with a sub-specialty in “hospital cafeteria arts,” and “was not responsible for medical decisions.”

Several hours later, a rather desperate and nervous Wang called Goodwin into his office. On second viewing, Wang’s office appeared to be rather modest. The Administrator was drinking from a mug that carried the notation” Prescribe HALCYON,” and an illustration of a sailboat on a calm sea. Wang’s hands were shaking so violently, however, that the boat, like Wang, appeared to have encountered a perfect storm.

“Mr. Goodwin,” Wang said while he attempted unsuccessfully to steady his hands, “first, let me tell you that we are giving your wife the very best care possible. I know you’d like an explanation, but we don’t have one. The swelling appears to have accelerated and is beyond levels we have experienced in any patient we have ever treated. We checked with hospitals all over the country and I’ve had a team of physicians review the computerized literature on the subject. Unfortunately, we have come up with nothing solid, but we have a theory and a way we would like to treat Mrs. Goodwin. While we do not know what the outcome will be, the consensus is that if the swelling and weight gain continue, Mrs. Goodwin’s life will be in danger. And, quite frankly, we see no contraindications in the procedure we propose.”

“Contraindications?”

“In layman’s terms it means downside risks or bad side effects. In some patients, certain adverse things happen to them when they take drugs or undergo a procedure, even if the procedure is executed correctly. Sometimes the results are quite startling, even bizarre.”

“But how,” Goodwin asked, “do you know if a procedure is contraindicated in a patient?”

“All reports on drugs and operative procedures contain sections devoted to their respective side effects or contraindications. We’ve reviewed all of the relevant literature and find no contraindications on the procedure we have in mind for your wife. More importantly, we never have had a problem with it. It is perfectly safe.”

“You see, every person has a slight electromagnetic field which surrounds them. We have some very sophisticated diagnostic tools in our medical arsenal including what we call an EMM, short for electromagnetic meter. The EMM has been used by us for a number of years as a diagnostic aid with its primary function being the analysis of patients with migraine headaches. It is particularly useful in determining whether abnormalities in the patient’s electromagnetic field might be related to the onset of migraines. The statistics, however, are inconclusive. On average, the electromagnetic field that surrounds most healthy individuals has a ratio of positive to negative charged electrons in the order of 1000:1. Headache patients’ ratios reach levels as high as 3000:1. The highest ratio we ever found was 8000:1. Interestingly, the patient in that case was a severely obese woman. In fact, we are just beginning to study these ratios in connection with obesity, but don’t know where our research will lead us.

“Your wife’s ratio is 7,000,000: 1 and we all believe that her unusual ratio is somehow the cause of her anatomical abnormality. To be perfectly candid, we don’t understand the mechanism of the abnormality, but we have no other viable theories. What we propose, assuming you sign all of these release and indemnity forms, is a procedure designed to get her ratio back to near normal, if not back to normal. If we do that, we think the swelling will stop and perhaps diminish and even reverse itself.”

“How do you to propose to do this?”

“Our best guess is that her high ratio is due to an internal buildup of electricity from the lightning which probably has fused with the cells in her body. That might account for the cocoon of light as well. Somehow the electrical charge is affecting her tissues and causing them to grow. What we would attempt to do is to flush out the fused electrical charge by infusing her body with enormous amounts of electricity.”

“You mean,” Goodwin replied, “Sheila is electrically constipated. And to fix her, you have to give her sort of an electric enema.”

“That is correct, although we can’t call the procedure an “electric enema.” As doctors, particularly doctors on television, we need to give the procedure a name that no one understands. We’ve dubbed it a ‘Modulating Polarity Shunt.’”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Who knows? We called the Medical Linguists hot line and this is was their best suggestion. It actually sounds kind of impressive, though it really is just an electric enema. I know you must think that this is bizarre, but we simply can’t appear on television and say we are giving your wife an electric enema. On the other hand, if we say we are going to give Mrs. Goodwin a Modulating Polarity Shunt, most people will not have a clue to what we are doing and because we are doctors, or in my case a PhD, people will be impressed.

“But,” Goodwin said, “You don’t know what will happen with this experiment.”

“That’s absolutely right, but let me stress again, while the experiment might not work, there is virtually no down-side risk. On the other hand, if we do nothing and her trend towards mega-obesity and beyond continues your wife could well be at risk. Take a look at her now. I think you’ll agree that the procedure is absolutely required.”

Goodwin glanced at the small television set on Wang’s desk and realized that Wang was correct. Sheila’s swelling had increased dramatically over the last half hour. The woman he saw hardly resembled Sheila or for that matter any woman. It was as if Sheila was pumped up with an enormous amount of helium. She looked like the Hindenburg with mascara.

“Mr. Goodwin?” Wang asked gently.

Goodwin blinked back to his environment. “Where do I sign?”

Several hours later, Goodwin was summoned to a completely transformed Med-TV Room. It no longer resembled a hospital room, but looked more like the interior of the control room of a nuclear power plant, one disturbingly reminiscent, in Goodwin’s view, of Chernobyl immediately before its disaster. Sheila, within her cocoon of light, rested on a large metal platform suspended 10 feet in the air by thick metal chains that hung from a large mini-crane. The raised platform diffused some of the light emanating from Sheila’s cocoon and created a slightly hazed effect within the entire room. Wires and electrical cables of different sizes and shapes were affixed to the metal platform or to Sheila’s body, though the precise location of the wires on her body was difficult to discern through the cocoon of light. A silver tarpaulin with electrical wires and cables of varying diameters connected to it hung just above the cocoon of light.

All of the wires led to large and somewhat ominous- looking generators and other types of machines. Four enormous magnets, each measuring five feet long and three feet wide, hung above Sheila at spaced intervals. Monitors of every conceivable type took up the walls of the room. Some were flashing blue and green lights; some were spewing out little printouts, while others were printing various measurements. Goodwin now swears that he saw one screen that had “Play Station 2” on it, but cannot verify this.

“What are all of those mechanisms, Doctor Wang?”

“No one really knows. They were here when the hospital opened; don’t work at all, but they will look terrific on television.”

Goodwin was so engrossed with the equipment that he had not noticed until that moment that the entire amphitheater was empty except for a security guard posted to prevent anyone from entering. He had an uneasy feeling about this and asked Wang, who was sipping from a large bottle marked “Liquid Prozac,” “Where are all of the reporters?”

Wang was remarkably calm, probably from his latest drink, replied matter-of-factly, “Just a safety precaution.”

“Safety precaution? What safety precaution? Safety against what?”

“Against your wife exploding.”

“Exploding? You assured me that there was no down- side risk!” Goodwin shouted.

Wang now, droopy eyed from his totally consumed bottle of liquid Prozac, did not respond to Goodwin’s charge. “Here,” Wang said quietly, “put on this helmet.”

“I’m sure I don’t need a helmet, Dr. Wang.”

“Suit yourself, but you are paying for it. Actually, you’re paying for all of the helmets and the equipment rental and the technicians and the safety uniforms and the closed-circuit television time, to name a few of the hundred items involved in this procedure.”

Wang turned away and made some adjustments to the closed circuit television monitor on his desk. The image Goodwin saw was that of a doctor dressed in heavy protective gear, generally worn by members of a bomb squad. The doctor signaled a technician positioned at the opposite end of the room. Despite the complexity of the equipment, the actual execution of the procedure appeared remarkably simple. A switch was pushed down. The lights flickered. Goodwin heard an electrical “zzzzz,” one identical to the “zzzzz” in the old Frankenstein movies when Dr. Frankenstein and his staff were trying to bring the monster back to life. For several minutes, there was silence and no movement whatsoever in the Med-TV room. In this quiet hiatus, Goodwin dwelled briefly on Dr. Frankenstein and wondered how his life would be different today, for example if the doctor had to deal with an HMO. (“What do you mean that you’re only going to reimburse me a total of $40? I put together lots of body parts and created life...I don’t give a damn that you have a $40 cap on ‘Miscellaneous Procedures.”)

Technicians from around the room began to read off numbers, to which other technicians appeared to respond “check.” Midstream into this activity, Sheila began to levitate slowly to a height of about five feet above the platform. Cables affixed to her body began to split and hit the floor causing sputtering electrical sparks. Sheila stayed motionless for a good 10 minutes. Just about the time that physicians in the room began to peek out from behind their sandbags, she began to vibrate violently and as she did so expand rapidly like a balloon infused with a great rush of air. One doctor screamed, “She’s going to blow! Take cover!” Reflexively, Goodwin grabbed his helmet and put it on. He glanced at Wang, who was praying, and heard him say, “Please, God, don’t let her go nuclear.”

There was no explosion, however. Sheila’s body gradually lowered to the platform and contracted to her pre-levitation size. The vibrating slowed and then stopped. The doctors and the technicians, sensing that the danger had passed, emerged cautiously from behind their sandbags and approached their stations. One doctor was standing by a meter not far from Sheila and speaking into the television camera as a means of reporting back to Wang: “Ratio now at 1000:1...900:1; 800:1...500:1; steady...20:1…cutoff...good, excellent…it worked. She’s stabilized.”

The last thing Goodwin saw on the monitor was the doctors, still dressed in their protective gear and helmets, the ones over 30 giving themselves high fives, the ones under 30 giving fist bumps.

“Well,” said Wang, “we did it.”

“What? She looks the same, like one giant amoeba.”

“Yes, but her ratios are normal, and no explosion. Most importantly, we no longer have to worry about any adverse reaction to the procedure.”

“Are you absolutely certain?”

“I’ll stake my reputation on it. Why don’t you go home get a good night’s sleep? We will monitor Sheila’s condition and if any changes occur, I will call you. No one knows if she will now revert back to her former self, but we are confident that she will. Trust us, we’re doctors.” While Goodwin was well read, he was not familiar with the book How to Avoid Jinxes, where the author points out that there is a 100 percent correlation between a doctor uttering “Trust us, we’re doctors,” and a medical mishap of some proportion.


Physiological Schizophrenia

The last time Goodwin received a phone call at four in the morning it was from his former golfing buddy, Doctor Alex LaRue, Grace Harbor’s famed blind gynecologist. “Doctor Golden Touch,” as he was known at Harborside, caused a minor scandal when it was discovered that he was neither blind, nor a licensed doctor. The good ex-doctor was summarily dismissed from Harborside, not so much for the fraud perpetrated on his patients, but because he used his blindness to gain certain advantages in golf tournaments. Many of his former patients, however, were devastated, particularly because he had such a wonderful touch. “It was almost as if he could see,” patients used to say. The discovery of his deceit did clear up the mystery of how LaRue putted so well. Some members had found his putting skills so remarkable they began to close their eyes when putting to emulate his style. More infuriating and the tipping point for the members’ unbridled rage at him was that when La Rue posted his handicap for a tournament, he always wrote “blind” instead of an appropriate number. This always assured him of a trophy.

LaRue was in a deep depression and in a state of great panic when he called Goodwin. He feared that he was in fact losing his eyesight. When Goodwin told this to Sheila the following morning, she replied, not intending it as a rather black joke, but as a statement of fact, “Well, if that happens, maybe he can get back into the Club.” LaRue never had the malady he thought, however. He simply went to sleep with his sunglasses on and thought the dim light from his bathroom was a symptom of failing eyesight. In the every clouded vision has a silver lining department, however, since he could no longer play golf, nor play doctor, he wrote a best-selling golf book entitled, Putting With Your Eyes Closed.

This time, the caller was Wang whose voice trembled significantly more than La Rue’s. “Sorry to wake you, but we’ve had a complication. Can you come down immediately?”

“What do you mean complication?’ You promised no contraindications; said that you would stake your reputation on it. To trust you; you’re doctors. What the hell is going on?”

“Well, it’s difficult to explain. But let me tell you the good news, the swelling has all but disappeared and the light surrounding your wife is gone.”

“So, doctor, what’s the downside, or the complication?”

“Well, your wife seems to have developed an extreme case of physiological schizophrenia.”

“What in God’s name is that?”

“It’s much easier for me to explain when you get here.”

“Why?”

“Because.” Wang hung up before Goodwin could extract an answer.

There was just a crack of sunlight in the sky when Goodwin arrived at the Meditainment Center’s parking lot. It was not in its usual pre-dawn dormant state, just the reverse. The lot had the character of a staging area for a small invasion, but the troops in this case were reporters. Enormous flood and Klieg lights illuminated close to 100 news vans. News reporters were setting up initial shots for a story that was to follow. A separate area of the lot was roped off for helicopters, several of which were circling above and waiting to descend. A helicopter with the word NEWS upon its door had just landed several yards away from Goodwin’s car. Within seconds of landing, the door of the helicopter swung open and a bevy of reporters ran full tilt towards the Host-Pital. Goodwin thought he spotted the senior reporter, the Barbara Walters type that had criticized him earlier. Despite her age she was well ahead of the pack, probably because she was wearing Nike’s Sheila brand “Shopper’s model.”

As Goodwin entered the waiting room of the Meditainment Center, he could see Wang pacing and talking on his iPhone. Usually a fastidious dresser and always well groomed, Wang was unkempt and in need of a shave. There was no offer of a handshake or the usual small talk. Without looking at Goodwin, Wang led him to an elevator. The only access to the floor to which they were traveling was via a key placed in the panel of the elevator. Wang, still avoiding eye contact and looking spent, said quietly and with no modulation in his voice, “We’ve changed your wife’s location to a hospital suite reserved for VIPs, and at no extra charge.”

Goodwin wanted to press him for more information, but Wang seemed preoccupied with the task of wiping rather large beads of sweat from his brow and mumbling some words that sounded like “Hippocratic oath” repeatedly. Those words, Goodwin thought, might have been Wang’s transcendental meditation mantra, though they clearly did not calm him. The elevator opened into a large, luxurious, living room furnished with expensive antiques.

Wang escorted Goodwin into one of the bedrooms off of the living room, a stylishly furnished, but fully functional, patient’s room. Sheila was lying comatose in a single bed near the window and was no longer surrounded by the cocoon of light. A Spa IV was attached to her arm. The swelling had completely disappeared. Her complexion was pinkish. She looked remarkably well, though the broad smile on her face continued to disturb Goodwin. Several doctors were discussing her case, but Goodwin could not hear what they were saying. The doctors who heretofore were giving high-fives and fist bumps appeared to be quite subdued. None of them seemed to rejoice in the success of their experiment. They were in a state of total shock.

“Well, Doctor Wang, I guess your instincts were right. Congratulations. My apologies for doubting you.”

“It’s not that simple,” Wang said quite somberly. “I’m afraid that what you are about to see, Mr. Goodwin, will definitely not please you.” The “Mr. Goodwin” part alerted Goodwin to the fact that something was acutely wrong.

Wang led Goodwin out of the bedroom and across the living room towards another door marked “Hospital Personnel Only.” Goodwin had assumed that he was entering a typical diagnostic room, one housing cat scan and MRI images mounted on background lighting. He expected that Wang would point out an large ominous mass shaped roughly like a partially eaten cheese-ball and explain that the cause of the swelling was a variant of an awful disease, akin to the flesh- eating bacteria only the reverse, one in which bulimic bacteria that would purge into the host adding to her weight. Goodwin’s assumption, however, was totally wrong. The room was occupied by another patient and was identical to the room he just left. A woman was lying in a bed at the far end of the room. There was little doubt as to who it was. It was Sheila or as Goodwin correctly described it, a second Sheila.

A cocktail of shock, fear and anger coursed through Goodwin causing him to lose control. As loudly as he could Goodwin screamed: “What the hell is going on?”

“Physiological schizophrenia.”

Raising his voice two octaves higher, and thus breaking his personal best for loudness, Goodwin yelled, “Stop with that fucking expression. What are you talking about?”

“Remember in high-school biology, the concept of amitosis? Well, in biology amitosis means the division of a cell into two identical parts. That is what apparently happened with your wife. It was as if she was one giant amoeba and divided into two identical clones of the Original Sheila. I know it sounds unbelievable, but your eyes are not deceiving you. There are now Two Sheilas.”

“You said there would be no down side to this procedure.”

“There was not supposed to be any,” Wang whined. “Here look for yourself. The monograph on a related procedure shows no contraindications.”

Goodwin’s eyes glanced down at the monograph and somehow focused on a footnote on the first page that read: “Caution: Because of its unpredictability, this procedure is contraindicated in patients suffering injuries from severe electrical shocks such as those received from lightning strikes.”

“What do you mean there is nothing in the literature on contraindications. The monograph specifically says you’re not supposed to conduct this procedure upon people who have had severe electrical shocks.”

Wang was “shocked” himself and started rambling, “Where? Where?”

“Here, damn it, on page one. Read for yourself.” Goodwin reread the footnote aloud. Finally spotting the language and in an effort to minimize the damage that this incident was going to cause to his reputation, and in a state of total panic bordering on a psychosis, Wang screamed: “Who reads footnotes?”

“I’m going to sue your ass off.”

“Go ahead,” Wang replied, “I’m a corporation.” Wang was giggling when he replied, though it was not an amused giggle. It was one indicative of total hysteria. “Anyway, the first thing we did was call our lawyers and they said there’s no liability. If we killed Sheila, well, that would be one thing. You’d have a wrongful death action. But, we just gave you an extra wife. There’s no such thing as a wrongful life action or should I say ‘wrongful wife’ action.” Wang, unlike Goodwin, was amused by his little play on words and giggled for several more minutes.

“Sorry,” he said, having regained some of his composure. “Why don’t you take some of these? They’re M&Ms with a Xanax core, a new joint venture from Pfizer and Mars Candy Company. It has a great slogan: ‘Melts In Your Mind, Not In Your Hands.’” Wang began giggling again and wringing his hands. He was downing his sweet tranquilizers as if they were real M & M candies.

Though he was never a violent man, Goodwin knocked the dish out of Wang’s hand, grabbed his lapels with both hands, and shook him violently. “Jesus Christ! You tell me everything will be all right and I come back to two wives. For Christ sake, it’s hard enough to be married to one Sheila.” He released his grip on Wang’s lapels and stared out into space. What he did next was something that in retrospect seemed startling, an act triggered no doubt by the full realization that he was now married to two Sheilas. He raised his arms up towards the ceiling and said in a somber tone, “This tempest in my mind doth from my senses take all feeling.”

“Hey, King Lear” said an orderly who was working nearby.

Diverted for an instant and impressed, Goodwin responded, “Why yes. How’d you know? Did you study Shakespeare in school?”

“No, I just studied television. Jeopardy had a whole show on Shakespeare and one question was, ‘Royalty extremely disappointed by conduct of their son.’ I yelled out, ‘Who is Queen Elizabeth?’ But the real answer was: Who is King Lear? Shit, I thought he just made jet planes.”

The break with the orderly helped Goodwin regain his composure. He apologized to Wang, who was weeping, “I’m sorry, Dr. Wang, I can’t comprehend this.”

“No one can. The video of Sheila shows her in her bed as one person. Then, around two a.m., the light intensifies beyond anything we could imagine. It becomes so intense that the filters surrounding Sheila’s cocoon become useless. The force of the light knocks them over. The entire Med-TV room is totally immersed in super-blinding light. Nothing at all is picked up on the closed- circuit cameras. After about 30 minutes, the bright light begins to flicker on and off, like a series of flash bulbs. The flickering stops suddenly and then there is an electrical failure in the Med-TV room. It becomes totally black. Lefty and Righty try to get into the room, but the doors are jammed shut. Several minutes pass. The lights go back on. When the picture on the television monitor comes back into focus, we cannot believe our eyes. We all assumed that there was something wrong with the television set, but, it depicted an accurate picture. Mrs. Goodwin had undergone amitosis. The resultant Sheilas are, we believe, an identical amitotic pair. Even her Cartier watch divided in two.”

“We’ve put patient tags on their wrists. The Sheila in the room on the right is, for now, ‘Sheila Right’ and the one in the left room is ‘Sheila Left.’ We thought it best to separate them because the psychological trauma if they woke up might be fatal. Your wife, the Original Sheila, is the first known cases of Physiological Schizophrenia. That is to say, instead of a split personality, she’s a split person.”

Before Goodwin could respond, though he really didn’t know if he was capable of speaking at that point, Dr. Kildare, who had been enjoying the status of a “Medical Consultant” to a television network, strutted into the room smoking a cigar. His demeanor was manic. Addressing Goodwin he said: “Well, my friend, I guess you heard the good news. It seems in the middle of the night your wife said, ‘I am an amoeba’ and divided in two. And, I suppose it’s a good news, bad news scenario. First, the good news: the light is gone and your wives seem in perfectly fine health. Now the bad news: Blue Cross/Blue Shield makes no provision for additional wives. Only one spouse is covered, but the hospital takes major credit cards, and think of the bonus points. Why, you and your wives can vacation at Marriott’s Hawaiian Paradise hotel for nothing, assuming the hotel has a triple bed.”

“I know what I see, but it’s impossible,” Goodwin replied.

Goodwin slumped into a seat and began to mumble to himself, “Why did this have to happen to Sheila? My luck, the only one in the history of the world to have ever split in two has to be my wife. Why couldn’t this happen to someone who would do the world some good?” Goodwin tried to think of someone in this category, and the first one that came to mind was Oprah. “Yeah, why couldn’t it have happened to Oprah? Then, we’d have two of the nicest people in the world.”

For an instant he thought about the concept of two Oprah’s. Oprah would interview Oprah and then, shifting seats, Oprah would interview Oprah. His thoughts shifted to life after the split. “How,” he wondered, “is it going to look at the Harborside dinner dance, me strutting in with two wives? How do we do a tax return? It’s no longer a joint return. Am I a bigamist? How do we book golf times? My club only books foursomes. How do we dance? What do we do, a hora? How do I explain this incomprehensible and unbelievable event to my friends? Sheila is terrific. She’s twice the woman she used to be? And what if they want sex? I’ll feel guilty, like I’m cheating on one of them. And when I tell jokes, what’s going to be their response? We don’t get it?”

Kildare tapped Goodwin on the shoulder and said, “We are going to start the press conference, so we have to return to the Med-TV Room.”

The Med-TV Room was filled with reporters. All of the electrical equipment was gone, replaced by two- side- by side 60 inch flat screen television monitors suspended about twenty feet from the floor of the room. One monitor was marked “Sheila Left,” and one marked “Sheila Right.” The room had been restored to its original state, except for the addition of a lectern and several chairs placed below the monitors. Wang, flanked by Kildare and Goodwin, approached the lectern. Wang looked out to the 2000 or so reporters and assumed correctly that there were also hundreds of millions, if not billions, of television viewers watching the event.

Wang, his demeanor confident and calm again, addressed the audience, “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, we have passed out fact sheets for this momentous medical event. The sheet verifies the rumors you might have heard about our now famous patient, Sheila Goodwin, the Original Sheila, splitting in two. These are not rumors at all. In the history of medicine this event is extraordinary and without any precedent. Sheila Goodwin has in fact divided in two. She is the first known case of “Physiological Schizophrenia.” That is to say, instead of a split personality, she’s a split person. Her husband, Philip Goodwin, is standing to my left and Dr. Kildare, our medical consultant, is to my right.” Goodwin half-expected applause, but none was forthcoming.

“As you all know, Mrs. Goodwin was struck a number of months ago by an enormous and unusual bolt of lightning. We don’t know how she even survived. When, her body began to swell severely, we determined that her electromagnetic field was unusually high and we took steps to resolve that anomaly.” Goodwin sneered to himself. He thought “Anomaly, shit. Why don’t you admit it? You screwed up.”

“And to make a long story short, in the middle of the night, whether it was due to steps we had taken or the result of some physiological mechanism, the Original Sheila split in two. What we do not know at present is whether or not her, or should I say ‘their,’ mental acuity was affected, whether one of these Sheilas will be more like or identifiable with the Original Sheila or if either of the Two Sheilas will ever come out of their beyond REM states. For now, their vital signs are excellent and Mr. Goodwin is trying to cope with this momentous event as best he can.”

“We will be using the Med-TV room for all future briefing and news coverage, though you can appreciate if one or both of the Two Sheilas regain consciousness, they will need privacy. For this reason we have moved them into a private suite, but we will be providing continuous television coverage from their rooms.”

A reporter asked, “If the Two Sheilas come out of their beyond REM states, when do you expect that to happen?”

“I’m not certain, but judging from all of her, I mean their brain waves and other signs, we are guardedly optimistic that it will happen quite soon.”

“What do you mean ‘guardedly optimistic?’” another reporter asked.

“We are required to use that term now when we give a more or less positive prognosis. Don’t you notice that no one is ever unqualifiedly optimistic anymore or absolutely sure about the outcome of an event or a prediction. They are always ‘guardedly optimistic.’ We learned this trick from watching congressmen on television. In fact in the latest book, Strunk & White, The Elements of Political Style, it says: ‘Optimistic is never used without a qualifier, such as guardedly or slightly. Pessimistic needs no qualifier, however.’”

A reporter from the back of the theater said, “May I ask Mr. Goodwin a question? How does it feel to have two wives who may be the same person?”

“Frankly, I’m too dumbfounded to answer any questions.”

The reporter continued, “We know that you and the Original Sheila were not getting along prior to the Sheila Bolt. How do you think this will impact your relationship with your wives?”

Kildare intervened. “Mr. Goodwin is in deep shock and I’m virtually certain he hasn’t fully absorbed what has happened.” Goodwin gave an affirmative nod. “We’ll keep you posted.” As they walked off the stage, Kildare put his arm around Goodwin’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort and said, “Is it true? Did you have marital problems? Boy, fighting with one wife is bad enough...” Kildare then made one of those great remarks, not very funny to Goodwin at the time, but later as he replayed the moment and thought about it, extremely amusing and so true. Kildare continued, “But fighting with two wives is an impossible undertaking. In the battle of the sexes you’re hopelessly outnumbered.”

Several hours after the press conference, the two 60 inch television monitors in the MED-TV room were operational. Each of the monitors projected identical pictures, one of Sheila Left and one of Sheila Right. Medical statistics for the Two Sheilas began to move across the bottom of each screen much in the way stock prices are flashed on the bottom of a television screen. As a medical statistic for Sheila Left appeared on the screen, blood type for example, a corresponding statistic for Sheila Right flashed on her screen. These images and statistics were being broadcast simultaneously all over the country and to most of the world. In the beginning this caused some confusion. An investor who saw BP at 120 (both Sheilas’ blood pressure readings) believed it was the price of British Petroleum and lost a fortune when he sold the stock short.

All of these tests were for show, however. Goodwin and the doctors knew that the Two Sheilas would be identical. Blood typing, DNA analysis, skin structure analysis, hair analysis, dental analysis, urine analysis, MRIs, CT scans, and every other test merely confirmed that the Two Sheilas were molecule for molecule identical.

About two hours after the tests began, Kildare, Wang, and Goodwin sat quietly in the Host-Pital’s lounge. Goodwin was almost on the verge of comforting himself by thinking that perhaps the Two Sheilas would not regain consciousness, a wishful thinking exercise that lasted until Kildare received a call. “Better come quickly, I’ve just been advised that they are moving about.” Goodwin could not get used to the concept of “they.”

Two teams of doctors had taken their respective places in each of the Sheilas’ rooms. Some doctors stood ready at diagnostic devices, others stood by the Two Sheilas’ beds. The television cameras had the Two Sheilas in focus. No one knew exactly how many people were watching these events unfold. The consensus, however, was that virtually everyone who owned a television set or had access to one was tuned in.

Suddenly, the Two Sheilas bent their knees and held this position for several minutes. Then, as if on cue, both put their hands behind their heads, did six perfectly executed sit-ups, unfolded their knees, and resumed their original positions. Goodwin didn’t know why he thought of it then, but he imagined that his favorite supermarket tabloid, the World News, the one whose latest shocker was, GOD LISTS HIMSELF ON CHRISTIANMINGLES.COM; JDATE OBJECTS, would have a headline: WOMAN SPLITS IN TWO, DOES SIT-UPS. That headline did appear, but it was in the New York Times. CNN immediately had exercise gurus interviewed as to whether the Two Sheilas were doing their sit-ups correctly. Each expert confirmed that their motions were perfect. Within 48 hours of this event an unauthorized and rather cheesy DVD, called “Perfect Abs” and bearing images of the Two Sheilas in their sit-up positions was being sold on street corners in most major cities.

The doctors conferred immediately and replayed the sit-ups. It was clear that the Two Sheilas’ movements were as coordinated as the United States’ Olympic synchronized swim team.

“What do you think this means?” Goodwin asked Dr. Kildare.

“Well, it could be the result of several things. It could be that the Spa IV really worked or she likes working out or it’s the reenactment of a past life experience. Maybe in a past life she was the sit-up champion of Asbury Park, New Jersey. To be honest, I don’t have a clue. My guess is that your wives sustained no permanent damage and are edging towards consciousness and probably dreaming of a time in a health club or a sexual encounter. I assume you are familiar with the comma position. In any event, we now have to concern ourselves with the potentially profound psychological trauma that may occur when Sheila Right and Sheila Left finally meet.”

“We’ve been consulting with the staff psychiatrists and everyone believes that this has to be done very gradually, perhaps a day or two after they come out of their beyond REM stages. At the appropriate time, I think we should show the Two Sheilas the videotape of the transformation and slowly explain what had happened. Some heavy duty tranquilizers might also help.”

Goodwin asked, “For us or for them?”


Part Six

The Two Sheilas


Funny Girls

“Her, I mean their, eyelids have been fluttering like that for the last five minutes,” a resident said to Goodwin as he entered Sheila Left’s room. “From what we can tell, their respective fluttering patterns are identical. Wait a second, the fluttering just stopped.”

Sheila Left was perfectly still. When she opened her eyes they protruded well out their sockets. This prompted one resident to whisper to Kildare, “Looks like a bad case of myopic distension,” only to be chided by the doctor, “No no, we don’t say that any more. Now it is she has a case of ‘big beautiful eyes.’ It’s a wonder that you passed your medical linguistics course.”

Sheila Left closed her eyes and did not move for about five minutes. With her eyes still shut, she sat up and dangled her feet over the hospital bed. She yawned and stretched slowly. To Goodwin, these movements appeared to be stilted or posed, somewhat like an exaggerated theatrical yawn and stretch, with one hand placed on her mouth and her arm extended from her shoulder. She opened her eyes for an instant, closed them again and then to the surprise of everyone, began to do what could be best described as a “singing warm-up.”

With various highs and lows and not following any melody pattern Sheila Left, and her counterpart in the other room, Sheila Right, began identical: “La La La La La La’s” These were followed by a series of musical “Me Me Me Me Me’s,” as if searching for the right tone and pitch. Both of them, at the identical moment, chuckled slightly as if something funny had occurred to them. With her eyes still closed, Sheila Left pointed at those in attendance and chanted, “You, You, You, You.” While some onlookers laughed nervously at this, for the most part the doctors in the Sheilas’ respective rooms and the vast television audience were virtually hypnotized by this unfolding semi-musical drama. Goodwin was searching his pockets for something that might function as worry beads.

Each Sheila, eyes still closed, began to hum. It was clear to all who heard it that each was humming the iconic opening song from Oklahoma, “Oh, What A Beautiful Morning.” And then each began to sing. Before Sheila lost her sense of humor, she participated in little musical shows put on by Harborside and had a reasonably nice singing voice, but nothing of the caliber equaling her voice now, which was theatrical in quality. Once she became HH, she never sang again and only participated in certain dramas, usually updated Greek tragedies, most notably the lead in, “North Shore Antigone.”

Goodwin never heard her sing this song before and he couldn’t recall that they ever actually saw the show. Yet each Sheila sang the song from start to finish and even included some of the more obscure lyrics: “And an ol’ Weepin’ Willer is laughin’ at me.” He mumbled, “Weepin willer?” In separate rooms they each closed with “I’ve got a wonderful feeling, everything’s going my way.” The audience seemed to pick up on this and joined in on the final lyrics. Goodwin’s final line sung only in his mind was, “Nothing is going my way.”

Before Sheila Left (and simultaneously Sheila Right) had finished, two Broadway producers were on the phone to each other. “We’ve got to sign them for Oklahoma. Get their agent,” said one. “Yeah,” replied the other, “And this time, we’ll use twins for the leads, two Lauries, two Curleys, two Juds, and two Ado Annies. Brilliant!”

The spontaneous clapping and “bravos” by those in attendance brought the Two Sheilas to full consciousness. In their separate rooms, they each opened their eyes, which were no longer bulging, and simultaneously and slowly surveyed their surroundings. No one spoke, but to most onlookers it appeared that they each comprehended where they were and what had happened to them. Each made eye contact with the doctors and medical personnel in their immediate vicinity, but neither said a word. After about 10 minutes and at precisely the same moment, Sheila Right and Sheila Left began to smile. Their smiles gave way to giggling that built to soft laughter and trended upwards to uncontrollable knee pounding and tears in the eyes hysterics, which continued unabated for an hour. Replays of video tapes and readings on sophisticated sound measurement devices revealed that the Two Sheilas’ laugh patterns were identical.

Now relegated to a position behind a large team of doctors and nurses in Sheila Right’s room and out of her line of vision, Goodwin felt an undercurrent of low-level panic, but did not fully understand the basis for his anxiety. It was her uncharacteristic laughter to be sure, but there was something more, a certain look about her. Did she, they, look meaner? More aggressive? Evil? Had his panicked mental state moved him to the town of paranoia?

Like an engine running out of gas, both Sheilas’ laughter quieted, first to some giggles, and then to intermittent guffaws, and then stopped completely. Each Sheila sat smiling at the edge of their beds. Dr. Kildare approached Sheila Right and said softly, “Sheila, I’m Doctor Kildare and you are in a hospital.”

“Thank God!” she said laughing,” I was sure I was on the set of America’s Funniest Operations, the one with medical bloopers. Woman goes in for some corrective surgery and, whoops, splits in two.” There was such a significant collective gasp by the doctors and nurses in attendance that the oxygen depletion monitors in the Two Sheilas’ rooms started to beep warnings. “How could she know?” was their common question. Sheila, however, did not pursue what Goodwin recognized was her first humorous line in twenty years.

A nearby resident offered Sheila Right a robe that was much too long for her. She turned to him and said, with a humorous note in her voice, “I think I need a height lift.” Except for Goodwin, the line provoked mild laughter, both nervous and amused. Without skipping a beat and speaking in a fast-clipped style while walking back and forth in her room, in a manner reminiscent of those comedians that pace when they do the monologues, Sheila Right began what could best described as comedy routine.

“You know when I was in a coma.”

“We now say beyond Rem, in place of coma,” Dr. Kildare said.

“Beyond REM, I like it. Sounds like a tour promo for a trip to Nepal. You know, ‘Come to Kathmandu and from there sail the Bagmati River beyond Rem.” Instantly millions of viewers, Goodwin included, asked Siri about the Bagmati River and learned that such a river flows through the city. “How did she know the name of the river?” Goodwin asked himself.

When he heard this, the mayor of Kathmandu who, like virtually everyone in Nepal, was watching events unfold in the Host-Pital, sent an email to his board of supervisors and suggested that they rename an outer borough of his city, “Rem” as a way of attracting tourists. The following year, thousands of American tourists to Nepal returned home wearing “I Traveled Beyond Rem” t-shirts and bearing gift t-shirts for their children inscribed with “My Parents Traveled Beyond Rem And All I Got Was This Lousy T-Shirt.”

Sheila continued her monologue: “Anyway, while I’m beyond REM, I start thinking about the Seven Dwarfs. These little people are pushing 100 years. In all of that time, no one, absolutely no one has asked the Dwarfs about their sexuality. Seven single men living in a tiny cottage for close to 100 years? I don’t know about you, but it sounds to me like Fire Island or a rooming house in the Castro in San Francisco.”

“Maybe not. Maybe they were just brothers. The problem is that you can’t tell if they were brothers because they don’t have last names. And that’s a shame. Their lives would have been so much better with surnames. With last names, they certainly would have had so much more cache. Suppose, for example, their last name was “Morgan.” So Doc would have been Doc Morgan. He could be a character on a TV western. Sneezy Morgan could have been a character in a really bad 60s sit-com, the old man who always sneezes at the most critical moment. You know, like when the pastor says in church ‘And now let’s have a moment of silence for the late departed Jeffrey the mailman…’ Achoo!!”

Sheila’s delivery and timing was perfect. She even used a lower deeper male style voice for the pastor. She paused for a long moment and looked out her audience. This time the laughter was mixed with applause. A video of Sheila Left revealed that, word for word, she did the same routine. The only one in the room who was not laughing in response to Sheila’s opening salvo of humor was Goodwin. What he found shocking and upsetting was that Sheila’s impromptu routine was not only quite clever, particularly considering the circumstances in which she found herself, but that her delivery was actually better than those of his friends at Harborside whom he regarded as having first-rate senses of humor. Though he tried desperately to suppress the conclusion that Sheila was now funnier and, in terms of delivery and pace, a better comedian than he was, he failed. As the doctors and nurses in both Sheilas’ rooms applauded and laughed, some shouting “more,” a wave of depression washed over Goodwin.

Sheila shifted gears. “Hey, did I tell you about my dog? I had a dog once, but had to get rid of it. It was one of those new crazy crossbreeds or hybrid dogs, like a Cockapoo, you know a combination of a cocker spaniel and poodle. I had actually ordered a Doxiepoo, which was supposed to be a combination of a dachshund and a poodle. The geneticists, however, made a mistake and I got a combination of a dachshund and a parrot. Son of a bitch, and that’s an accurate description, all he did was pee on the rug and complain about his height.”

Goodwin hyperventilating ever so slightly said to himself “What the fu…” He wondered irrationally if Sheila might be possessed by an evil spirit like Linda Blair in The Exorcist, but instead of doing all those things the possessed do, like speaking in foreign tongues, having their heads turn 360 degrees or only buying retail, she would recite nothing but cruel ethnic jokes, “Did you hear about the new motto of the Bialya (a fiction country appearing in DC comic books) synchronized swim team? Every man for himself.” Goodwin thought about it for a moment and then dismissed the possibility of possession as out of hand, in part because it was silly and in part because he knew that Sheila would never allow herself to be possessed by a spirit, evil or otherwise, because the spirit might add to her weight.

Unable to accept her continuing comedic onslaught, Goodwin began to fumble unsuccessfully around in his pockets hoping to find some of those Xanax infused M&Ms given to him by Wang. He sensed the first signs of a migraine, whose symptoms notched up slightly after each of Sheila’s jokes. Then, a crushing realization, one that caused a huge spike in his head pain and a wave of nausea: there was another Sheila in the room next door, telling the same jokes in exactly the same manner. He was not the second funniest person in the family; he was the third. In fact, compared to them, he probably wasn’t funny at all.

He imagined her with Lolli Glick, exchanging secrets about him and laughing. As if this were not bad enough, he quickly reminded himself that there were Two Sheilas and they would be laughing at Goodwin and not with him. To make matters worse, the laughter would be by a trio: Lolli and the Two Sheilas.

Appreciative applause and laughter of the Host-Pital staff in attendance was now continuous. Goodwin had the disquieting thought that the vast unseen audience, the hundreds of millions of television viewers watching both Sheilas’ monologues, were also laughing. What he did not know was that a major Las Vegas hotel had already made an offer to Schnell to have the Two Sheilas do a new act, FUNNY GIRLS. “Listen,” the producer said to Schnell, “to sweeten the deal, I’ll have that super star Celine Dion open for them.”

Sheila broke from her routine. “So what happened, Dr. Kildare? Did the woman who wanted my dress mug me?”

“Actually, you were struck by lightning; you’re very lucky to be alive.”

“How do you know?” she laughed. Her question was the prelude to a legion of jokes and remarks at Goodwin’s expense. “You’re not married to Philip. It’s a joke. I am only joking.” She began laughing again. “After all, Doctor Kildare, you never had sex with my husband did you? I mean he has always been turned on by doctors. He starts panting like a dog in heat whenever he sees McDreamy in reruns of Grey’s Anatomy.”

Laughing erupted again. Goodwin correctly assumed that the millions of television viewers were now laughing with Sheila and, in a way, at him. Even Kildare laughed. Understandably, Goodwin was the only one not laughing, which was consistent with the medical tenet that laughter and extreme nausea are incompatible. Sheila was speaking for less than 15 minutes and was already humiliating him on national television.

Goodwin mustered his courage, stepped forward and, rather sheepishly, said: “Sheila, this is amazing. You’ve never joked and now you are actually joking and laughing.”

Although Sheila saw Goodwin, she did not acknowledge him or his remark. Instead, in a half-joking way, she looked at the ceiling and shouted: “Oh my God! Oh my God! I’m cured! I’m cured! I’m no longer comedically challenged. I’m not Hypo-Humoresque any more. I can now understand Philip’s measly little jokes, though I probably will not laugh anyway. In fact, I’m probably Hyper-Humoresque. And, all it took was heavy duty shock therapy.’”

Goodwin and Kildare excused themselves and entered Sheila Left’s room. She noticed Goodwin as soon as he entered the room. “Ladies and Gentlemen, meet my husband, Philip Goodwin.” Hearing this, Goodwin assumed that this Sheila might be more hospitable than Sheila Right. She summoned Goodwin to come to her, much in the way a comedienne would summon an unsuspecting audience member to come on stage to be the foil for her jokes.

“So, Philip, glad to see me?”

“I’m so happy you’re alive.”

“But, Philip are you glad, really glad to see me? It is not a trick question. You want to go home to think about it? Need a second opinion? Folks, say hello to Philip.”

The doctors and nurses in the room, concluding from her tone that Sheila was making fun of Goodwin, said, with a sarcastic intonation in their collective voice: “Hello, Philip!”

“Philip always had a joke for all occasions. He was quite the funny guy. Told jokes to me all day long even though he knew that I wouldn’t, in fact couldn’t, get them.” A few boos erupted. “And you knew, Phil, that when you did this, it really hurt. Okay, Philip, your big chance; you are playing to a live audience. Tell a joke. Make ‘em laugh.”

Goodwin, who up to that moment could always conjure a joke or at least a glib remark, was speechless. He began to perspire lightly under the pressure of knowing that he was not just playing to a small live audience, but hundreds of millions of people, including every single member of Harborside, his golf cronies, his family, his employees, and the lovely Lolli Glick. All of them were watching him fail his ultimate glibness test. As seconds passed with no word from Goodwin, there were nervous giggles from the doctors and nurses in the room. Spontaneously, a number of interns began to chant, “Joke Goodwin joke…joke Goodwin joke. Soon everyone in attendance and quite likely many in television land joined in. At that moment Goodwin thought of a little amusing theory he used to postulate to his friends at the club to the effect that between the cerebrum and cerebellum everyone had a “comedibellum” where they stored jokes. At this moment, before a vast audience, Goodwin knew that his comedibellum was empty.

Sheila put up her hand to signal for the chanting to stop. “What’s the matter, Philip, can’t get it up? Folks, I am not talking about his ability to perform sexually. That would take a miracle of Jesus-Lazarus proportions; you know, raise the dead. To tell the truth, however, it’s unlikely that even Jesus could help Philip in that department. He’d ultimately give up in disgust and say: ‘Hey, what did you expect? I’m not God.’”

Goodwin’s first impulse was to walk out of the room, but he believed people would see him as a bad sport and that Sheila’s mocking of him was effective. So, like the poor audience member who comes on stage to be decapitated by the comic, he stood by Sheila and smiled rather lamely.

“Okay, Philip, let me help you out. Remember that old joke from the humor quotient test to see if I was HH. Let’s do that one. I will give you the same set up, and you give me a punch line. That should be easy for a funny guy like you. Here goes.” Sheila recited the joke from her HQ test involving cannibals and high-ranking church officials.

Goodwin was about to use the punch line regarding perverts and “odd official ingredients,” when Sheila interrupted and said, “No... no...no, Philip. No puns. That would be too easy. Just come up with a good old-fashion and original punch line for the folks here. Okay, Philip, fire away. Give us the dope!”

Goodwin stood mute. He could not think of a punch line, clever or not. After another awkward and seemingly long silence, one during which he felt that he was perspiring through every pore in his body, Sheila, imitating a buzzer on a game show, said: “Buzz! I’m sorry your time is up. You don’t win the Grand Prize, one night with me but, as a consolation prize you get The Wit and Wisdom of Philip Goodwin.” Doing a mock whisper to the audience Sheila said: “It’s a very small book. Now, let’s see, what would be a good punch line?”

“Don’t be too critical of my effort here, Philip. After all, I have been beyond Rem for quite some time. How about this? The Chief runs up and says to the officials, ‘I’ve got good news and bad news. First, the good news, we’re not going to cook you. Now here’s the bad news, at least for you. Want to know why we are not going to cook you? Because, tonight is sushi night. Vatican rolls and Vatican Tempura.” Everyone in the room, except Goodwin, exploded with laughter. Goodwin, his mouth dry as the Gobi Desert, realized that the joke was better than anything he’s ever created.

“I know these are tough to understand,” Sheila said. “Let me try another. The Chief runs up and says, ‘We can’t do anything until the camera man and director from the Food Network arrives.’ Funny concept, cannibals on food channel, right, Philip? No. I bet everyone in this room thinks so. How many people think that the concept of a food channel for cannibals is funny? Raise your hands.” Everyone in the room except Goodwin raised their hands. “How many in the room don’t think it’s funny?” As she asked this question, Sheila raised Goodwin’s rather limp arm. “What’s the matter, Philip? Getting a touch of the Hypo-Humoresque virus?”

For the next hour both Sheilas paced in their respective rooms and continued their identical monologues. With the exception of Goodwin, everyone in attendance in both rooms was doubled over with laughter. Hoping for invisibility Goodwin asked himself, “What’s worse than having a wife with no sense of humor? Two wives who were much funnier than me.” He now thought wistfully of the time he had lived with a humorless wife and whispered to himself, “Yale days.”

Goodwin exited and walked towards Sheila Right’s room. Just as he reached the door, he heard raucous laughter and Sheila’s words, “That’s typical of Philip.” “More anti-Philip humor,” he thought. As he entered the door, Goodwin sensed that the doctors and nurses, all of whom seemed to be smiling at, not with, him were just made privy to an embarrassing secret about him.

Sheila had finished her monologue and was bowing to a standing ovation. “Thanks, you’ve been a wonderful audience.” She began to look at herself in the mirror and was pleased by what she saw. “You know I think I’ve lost weight.”

“I’ll be right back,” Goodwin said to one of the doctors and returned to Sheila Left’s room. She was looking at herself in a way that mirrored Sheila Right. “You know I think I’ve lost weight.”

At that moment, Wang entered Sheila Left’s room. “Sheila, you look remarkably well.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, doctor,” Sheila said. She was now sitting on her bed and crossed her legs rather seductively in a manner similar to that of Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct. When Goodwin saw this, he thought, “She was beyond REM for months, split in two after a wild electrical experiment was performed on her body, and conscious for no more than two hours and she’s flirting with Wang.”

“Mrs. Goodwin, do you think you are up to some tests? We just want to test your memory and thought processes.”

Wang handed Sheila a long questionnaire that he had prepared to test the memory and mental acuity of both Sheilas. Goodwin, Wang, and Kildare excused themselves and went with Wang to Sheila Right’s room and gave her an identical questionnaire. The questions that had been developed related to intelligence, personal opinions and recollections. The answers by the Two Sheilas were identical.

While these tests were being administered, Goodwin and Dr. Kildare entered the living room between the bedrooms of the Two Sheilas. A television camera had been installed in the room to view the next phase in this unfolding saga, the eventual meeting of the Two Sheilas.

“Yes,” Kildare said, “I’ve given the matter a great deal of thought and we’ve met with our chief psychologist and chief psychiatrist and decided that for now, in terms of telling the Two Sheilas exactly what happened to them we need to be ‘oblique.’ Yes, “oblique” is the watch word.”

Goodwin, totally spent from his humiliation offered up an exhausted, “I really don’t think you can be oblique. At the end of the day, you’ll have to tell them the truth.”

It was a moot point, however. The Two Sheilas were standing within their respective doorways and staring at each other. For a long moment, they were motionless. Neither appeared to be in shock, nor agitated as they studied each other. Rather, each seemed to be deep in thought. No one, Kildare, Wang, Goodwin, the medical personnel in attendance and no doubt the hundreds of millions of viewers, had any idea of what to expect. If there was a defining moment for collective television audience anticipation, it was now.

“Sheila Left, I’d like you to meet Sheila Right,” Goodwin said, but they ignored him and slowly circled one another and then, gently, if not tenderly, began stroking the other’s face.

“I see it but I don’t believe it,” they said in unison, both laughing slightly and continuing to touch each other in exactly the same way. Each seemed to have an innate sense of what had happened to them. They were the calmest people in the room. There was no raving, nor ranting, merely a humorous aside by each of them simultaneously, “Gee, now I’ll have someone to help me with the dishes. I look terrific, much thinner in person,” they said in unison. Both began to laugh hysterically.

Sheila Left asked, “When was the last time that we saw Yetta Movitz and under what conditions?” Goodwin could not help but think that Sheila Left had already thought of the two of them as “we,” and that Sheila Right, probably thought the same thing.

Sheila right replied, “It was in November 2003. Philip came home early and Yetta, who was then 90, brought a cheesecake. Now, tell me what kind of cheesecake was it?”

Sheila Left began to laugh. “It was made with cottage cheese and it was awful beyond description. Okay, but let’s get very specific. Who do you know that has a tattoo on his bicep?”

Sheila Right answered without hesitation, “Sydney Maxine, of course. And it says ‘Siempre’ when relaxed and ‘Siempre Fideles’ when flexed. He was a real patriot, not like some draft dodging person we know.” They were looking directly at Goodwin. It did not matter that at the time when Goodwin was eligible to join the military there was no draft. Those watching would not consider this fact and assume he was in fact a draft dodger.

All Goodwin could think was, “What the hell?”

Sheila Left said, “You know years back, Sydney belonged to the Marines, Special Operations regiment.” This news was yet another crushing blow to Goodwin who had not that long ago with his cronies was mocking Maxine’s masculinity. It didn’t take a great mental leap for him to realize that Maxine’s tenure as a Special Operation’s Marine meant he was clearly not a girlie man, but a man’s man; much more of a man than himself.

Sheila Left continued, “Sydney once threw himself on a grenade to save his companions and was severely wounded. He saved their lives, but his back was virtually ripped apart and his spine injured terribly. He’s been in constant pain all his life, but he’s taken it in stride, even the part about ruining his golf game.”

“Ruining his golf game?” Goodwin said softly, not wanting to hear a response to his question, but Sheila Left posed an answer. “Yes, he used to have a zero handicap, equal to a professional and actually was on the Harvard golf team. His occasional golfing buddy, Tiger Woods, often texts him for tips. Before his injury Sydney would always hit from the professional tees. Unfortunately, the war injury hurts him so much when he plays that he can’t swing as hard anymore. He can only drive 250 yards. (This was 20 yards better than Goodwin’s best drive.) Typical of his courage and good nature, Sydney never complains. He hits from the front tees on the insistence of his doctors. Some call these the women’s tees, and that’s fine with Sydney. He’s secure enough in his manhood to do that.”

Goodwin imagined Arnold Schwarzenegger, but this time talking to him and asking, “So, Goodwin, who is the girlie man now?”

Sheila Right said, “Gentlemen, would you excuse us. We would like to be alone for the rest of the evening.” Sheila Left nodded and said, “We have lots of things to talk about.” They turned to Goodwin and said in unison, “Philip, we’ll call you later.” Sheila Right, smirking whispered into Sheila Left’s ear. “And, Philip,” they said in one voice, “rest up, we are soo horny. Or are you still not up to it?” This was the last remark all of America heard before live broadcasting ceased.

It was not what these Sheilas said, but how they said it that disturbed Goodwin. There was something quite different about them, a characteristic he had never seen in the Original Sheila before, perhaps another unexpected side effect of the lightning. While there were no real signs that he could point to, he sensed malevolence. His next thought was disquieting; not only did he have two wives; he had two wives that were really out to get him. In view of their rising celebrity status, Goodwin suspected, they would probably have the means to do so.

As he walked to the parking lot, Goodwin activated the PPR App that took him immediately to his ratings, PPR 19, down seven points. Goodwin was speechless.


Compassion

Goodwin’s ride home from the Meditainment Center midst a torrential rainstorm was torturous. He felt broken by his traumatic humiliation on television and was in a depressed panic. Goodwin never cared about people laughing at him, so long as he was the instigator, the author of a self-deprecating joke or off the cuff remark. This was different, however. To be so disgraced on national television was crushing and virtually unbearable. How could he show his face anywhere after his public flogging at the hands of the Two Sheilas?

As he approached his house, Goodwin’s body tensed to the point where he gripped the wheel so hard that his knuckles became white and his fingers began to ache. No doubt, this was caused by his knowledge that the “press piranhas,” a descriptor of his from a somewhat happier time, would be waiting and anxious to spray him with harsh and embarrassing questions. The best that could be said for him was that he understood that his emotional state was fragile. He knew that emotionally he was the on edge, perhaps over the edge, and that when taunted by members of the press he might lose control and say or do something that would further diminish his tattered reputation. With that knowledge in hand, he cautioned himself that the watchword of the moment was forbearance. “Whatever you do,” he advised himself, “do not lose control. Don’t let them get under your skin.”

Despite some hard questions and punishing barbs fired at him as he walked from his car to his house, Goodwin followed his own instructions. Just a few more steps and he would be home free. All he had to do was to say nothing or at most “no comment,” then open his door and close it behind him. His key was in his door when he heard a mocking, “So Mr. Goodwin, tell us a joke.” A chorus of more reporters, some laughing, joined in. “Yeah, Goodwin, tell us a joke.” This was followed by a collective snigger and then a united chant of, “Joke, joke, joke.”

At that moment he was in a quintessential position to yield to his other self, the Dybbuk without the high school diploma, and was poised to do or say something completely irrational. Goodwin felt the symptoms coming on and was actually ready to embrace them, and probably scream obscenities at his antagonists. Remarkably, they passed without taking hold. An overwhelming fatigue overcame him. He hardly had the energy to speak. Goodwin faced the jeering corps of reporters and asked in a soft sad voice, with single involuntary tear running down his face, “Don’t you think you could show a little compassion?” Before anyone could answer, Goodwin turned and entered his house.

The phone rang, but Goodwin chose not to pick it up. When it went into message mode, he heard Lolli Glick. It only took her first two words for Goodwin to realize that it was over between them. Her tone and modulation told him everything he needed to know. “Hi Philip, look something has come up and I can’t see you this week. I will be in touch. Don’t try to call me, I’ll be pretty busy.” Lolli had just broken up with him.

Goodwin was not heartbroken or even saddened by his dismissal from Lolli’s life. Though sane and perfect for him, according to all his friends, she was not Sophie. Despite the brevity of his affair with Sophie and its strange ending, he still had deep longings for her. The timing of Lolli’s call, however, “sucked.” Goodwin punched in his access code for other messages and was advised, “You have one new message.” Goodwin knew that the message would be from the Two Sheilas, and that its content would not be good news.

“Philip, this is the Sheila.” He still had difficulty grasping the concept that the woman who was speaking was now one of a pair. Her tone was reserved, but laced with an undercurrent of controlled anger. It was the voice of the Original Sheila, yet different. As the Two Sheilas message started to roll out Goodwin whispered quietly to himself, “Momma.”

“You know, Philip, as soon as we were alone, we decided to retain a lawyer. You’re probably asking yourself how we found an attorney so quickly. The answer is that we asked Wang and he put us in touch with his brother, Oliver Wendell Holmes Wang. He has an office in the Meditainment Center’s admittance section; gets the personal injury cases while they’re still hot. That is particularly true of burn cases. Get the double entendre, Philip? Too complex for you? We could tell you a joke with a single entendre, if you wish.”

“Now, Philip, it is extremely important that you listen to what we have to say. First, no one authorized you to hire an agent for us or even cut deals on our behalf. We want, no we demand, a full and immediate accounting. All royalty income, including what you paid out to Schnell, belongs to us, not you. And if any of those deals fell short of the mark, we are holding you personally liable. You should be getting a letter soon from the forensic accounting section of Price Waterhouse who Wang has retained for a possible lawsuit against you and Schnell. It would be best that you make a full disclosure to them and to cooperate. Also, tell Schnell we’ve fired him. We have a new agent.”

As if the Two Sheilas were actually on the phone, Goodwin replied weakly, “But Schnell is great and has negotiated some fabulous deals for you. Who did you get to represent you?”

He heard the other Sheila laughing in the background. “One more thing, and this is extremely important, do not under any circumstances refer to us as the ‘Two Sheilas’ or ‘Sheila Left’ or ‘Sheila Right.’ We are to be referred only as the unitary Sheila, or The Sheila. We are one. Understand?” The inflection of “understand” was not so much a question, but an aggressive and angry order. “And that’s on advice of counsel.”

“On advice of counsel?” he said to himself. That struck him as odd and for a moment he wondered about their motivation.

“And by the way, you won’t hear from us for a few weeks. We will be incommunicado. Don’t call us. We’ll call you, though you will be able to see us when we appear on the Obrah/Vinfrey show in two weeks in our tell all, no holds barred, interview. Watch out, Philip.”

The following morning editorials denouncing Goodwin’s plea for compassion the night before appeared in virtually all major newspapers. Photographs that magnified his single tear were juxtaposed over captions such as “Crybaby” and “He Can Dish Out, But Can’t Take It,” and “He’s the Joke!” were ubiquitous. This proved to Goodwin what he knew all along: when you are unpopular anything you say or do, which under normal circumstances would never be criticized, will be held against you. The only paper praising Goodwin was The Al Qaeda Gazette which bore the headline, “[image: ] (heart) Philip Goodwin.” Goodwin’s favorable mention in the Al-Qaeda Gazette led to the opening of a file on him that day by Homeland Security and the FBI.

Awakened from a fitful night’s sleep, Goodwin tuned into CNN news. The PPR ticker ran across the bottom of his screen. “Philip Goodwin 17.” He had dropped two more points overnight due to Asian voting. The Two Sheila’s held steady at 28. Above the tape, he saw Lolli Glick being interviewed at her palatial home. “Well, I only went out with Mr. Goodwin a few times. But, I finally decided that there was no real future in it for me. His cruel streak was just too much to bear.”

“His cruel streak?” the reporter interjected.

“Oh, yes. He used to brag about how he purposely made jokes that Sheila would never understand just to get under her skin. The man is a sadist. When I asked him if he ever felt a sense of compassion for Sheila, he laughed hysterically and said, ‘I’m always suspicious of people who ask for compassion.”

“That’s quite ironic,” the reporter said.

“My sentiments exactly.”

All Goodwin could do at that moment was shake his head in bewilderment. Her story was a total fabrication. He wondered, “Do people simply make things up when being interviewed on television because they want to be liked or to please the reporter interviewing them?”

The fact was that Lolli had confided in him that she always felt he was much too good for Sheila and was shocked how he could stay with a woman who had no sense of humor. She had once remarked, “God forgive me for saying this Philip, but I secretly hope Sheila stays comatose forever. I don’t want to share you.” Lolli had laughed at every joke he made. Now, he wondered if she had simply been playing him.

For the first time in his life, Goodwin felt helpless and isolated. He had lost all incentive to leave his house or to speak with anyone. His goal now was seclusion, at least for a few days. In the 21st century, however, isolation is no easy task. Most hermits, according to a national survey, had their own email address and smart phones. Total escape from the news of the Two Sheilas or the media was impossible. Virtually every email he received, and every television program he turned on were devoted to them.

Out of desperation, in an effort to see something on television that did not relate to the Two Sheilas, Goodwin turned to the Home Shoppers Channel. No luck. That channel as well as the other shopping channels was devoting the next two weeks to Two Sheilas’ products, including twin Sheila dolls, booked as “Barbie’s Favorite Aunts.” The show also featured a hastily put together “Tickle Us Sheila,” in which, like Elmo in the Christmas of 1996, the dolls, mini-replicas of the Two Sheilas, made in China, would laugh and say: “Hey, we’re funny” whenever their ultra-flat stomachs (a condition imposed in an agreement with their licensee) were pressed. HBO was promoting the Two Sheilas Christmas Special: Christmas in Grace Harbor,” sponsored by Vogue. The Two Sheilas’ secret new agent was quite good, Goodwin admitted begrudgingly. His last hope, the Golf Channel, failed to provide the escape he needed. It was promoting the “Front Tee Golf Classic,” in honor of Sydney Maxine, for golfers who hit from the front tees.

He was slaloming from channel to channel looking for an oasis of non-Sheila content and thought he finally found it on Calm TV, a channel that had no content and showed a serene scene of an isolated beach. As Goodwin watched and wished he was there, the telecast and every other television program airing was interrupted by breaking celebrity news story live from the Federal courthouse in Foley Square. Oliver Wendell Holmes Wang was speaking into a bunch of microphones and telling the press and the television audience that The Sheila retained his firm in a suit against Philip Goodwin and his agent Max Schnell.

“In our complaint against the Defendants,” Wang said, showing the document to which he referred, “we are demanding the return of all royalties collected for The Sheila’s license agreements including interest, attorneys’ fees, and court costs. What we are alleging is, and I quote, ‘That such fees were collected illegally by the Defendants with malice of forethought, malice of afterthought and malice of in between- thought,’ which as everyone knows is the very worst kind of malice because it shows an ongoing malice.” The malice phraseology had no legal significance whatsoever and was pure gibberish, but it sounded impressive on television and Wang delivered the lines so expertly that Goodwin found himself shaking his head in agreement.

Wang continued: “And if every penny collected is not accounted for, I am authorized to bring a Civil RICO suit against Mr. Goodwin and against Mr. Goodwin’s co-conspirator, Max Schnell. Schnell, I should add, had been indicted years earlier when one of his multiple personalities, the one who was the financial genius, embezzled millions of dollars.”

“Schnell never told me about the embezzlement part.” Goodwin complained to an empty room. He had left all of Sheila’s financial matters in the hands of Schnell and trusted him without reservation. Thus, when he phoned Schnell midst an enormous panic attack and heard background samba music and Schnell’s voice message “Olá Eu sou em Brasil agora and for those not fluent in Portuguese, I’m in Brazil right now...” he began to feel faint.

Before he could lose consciousness, however, which would have been good timing on his part, the breaking news story he was watching was itself interrupted by a chilling, for Goodwin at least, breaking news story. The somber newscaster said, “We have just been advised that Philip Goodwin is suspected of having ties to Al Qaeda and that the FBI and Homeland Security have him on their watch lists. We now return to regularly scheduled programming.” The beach reappeared though it now depicted dark skies and stormy seas.

The only way Goodwin could cope with these awful events and protect his frail degree of sanity was to avoid all outside stimuli for as long as possible, since anything he saw or heard would only serve to escalate his anxiety. He pushed the off button on Mr. Remotee Two, unplugged the phones, downed the shades, and said to himself, “I have enough food and toilet paper to last about two weeks. I’ll simply read and pretend none of this happened. The book he chose to read first was one he had read before and loved. It was Love in The Time of Cholera.


The Obrah/Vinfrey Show

At the beginning of the millennium, two extraordinarily beautiful and savvy twins, known only as Obrah and Vinfrey, were the most highly paid escorts in Russia. The ladies’ success was due in part to the decision early in their careers to cater only to a niche clientele. They limited their services to English and American big wigs, assorted English speaking politicos, movie stars, and in a few judicious cases, starlets, who happened to be passing through Moscow. To accommodate their clientele, Obrah and Vinfrey, of necessity, began to learn and to speak English. After a decade or so, however, or measured in prostitute years, the time it takes for ten thousand acts of fellatio, they decided to end their tenure as escorts. By the time they retired, got off their backs so to speak, their English had become impeccable. Obrah, for example, could now say without the hint of an accent to a Member of Parliament who had a My Fair Lady fetish, “The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain.” So enchanted was he with her Eliza Doolittle recitation that as he reached his climax he would often scream in reply, “By George, she’s got it! By George, she’s got it!”

Still in their early 30s, extremely attractive, and unbelievably knowledgeable and creative in the ways of making love, (they were, in fact, the true inventors of the comma position) they produced a late night cable show on Russian television where they doled out advice on many adult topics. It soon became apparent to the growing number of viewers that the wisdom of these women extended far beyond matters of the libido. Years of encounters with their ritzy, powerful and always well-educated clients, who often talked openly about their lives and jobs, provided an excellent and unique education for Obrah and Vinfrey. Ultimately, they came to know, as they said, “a lot about a lot.” Within a few years, their show jumped from cable to mainstream Russian television.

Once this happened, it did not take very long for television executives in the States to take notice, though no formal offers were forthcoming from the networks. It was the coalescence of Oprah leaving ABC years earlier and their high-minded book, “Sexual Zeitgeist,” for which they won the prestigious Hooker Prize in literature, which caused them to be invited to host the replacement show for the iconic Oprah Winfrey. To be sure, others had tried to replace Oprah, but none had ever succeeded at a level that pleased the executives of ABC.

Believing that imitation was the sincerest form of flattery and possibly a great way to secure high ratings, the ladies, now no longer ladies of the night, but ladies of the mid-day, formatted their show to mirror Oprah’s original show and advertised their show as the “new Obrah\/Vinfrey show.” This pleased the network, but not Oprah, even though she no longer had her program on ABC. Oprah brought a trademark infringement suit to bar the twins from using the confusingly similar name, but lost. While Oprah’s appeal was pending, an attorney writing for the prestigious Trademark Reporter wondered why no one had given weight to the fact that the Russian born Judge on the case was named Vinfrey Vinfrey. The author suggested that when Ms. Vinfrey addressed the Judge as “Uncle” it was not due to a misunderstanding of the English language.

The Obrah/Vinfrey show quickly became one of the most popular talk shows on television. All who saw it agreed that it was a perfect venue for the first formal and extended interview of Two Sheilas. So great was the interest in the show that for the first time in the history of television all the other competing talk shows in the same time slot went off the air opting instead to use a photograph of the Two Sheilas and a sign that instructed, “Go to ABC.”

Goodwin took a deep breath and with Mr. Remotee in his trembling hand, turned on his set. The first image that he and millions of other viewers saw was the show’s live audience. Each member sported a large lapel pin bearing an unflattering photograph of Goodwin set below a universal negative sign imposed over it. Similar looking large posters were placed on stage. Goodwin was now the subject of the first organized anti-fan club in the country.

Obrah and Vinfrey walked to the center of the stage and said in unison, “Ladies and gentlemen, The Sheila.” After a standing ovation worthy of a rock star or a national hero, the Two Sheilas walked hand in hand onto the stage, hugged, and kissed the hostesses. One of the Sheilas said, “How nice to see you again,” even though they never met before.

Each of the Sheilas wore elegant but slightly different outfits, supplied free by Donna Karen, for the plug and brand new Manolos. Goodwin understood immediately why they had remained incommunicado for two weeks. They had decided to get the Host-Pital’s “Platinum” reconstructive-face and body-surgery package. The advertising brochure promoting the package said that those who took it would be “Hollywoodized,” heretofore a word that was not in any dictionary.

“You both look so wonderful,” Vinfrey cooed. “Did you have any work done? I hope you don’t mind me asking.”

“We don’t mind at all. As a first step, we ingested a great deal of soup. This was followed by:

Botox

Breast Augmentation

Breast Lift

Brow lift

Brazilian Butt Lift

Camouflage Cosmetics

Chemical Peel

Chin Surgery

Dermabrasion

Ear Surgery

Endoscopic Plastic Surgery

Eyelids

Face Lift

Facial Implants

Hair Replacement

Injectable Fillers

Laser Skin Resurfacing

Liposuction

Microdermabrasion

Nose Surgery

Permanent Eyeliner

Skin Management

Spider Vein Treatment

Tumescent Technique

Tummy Tuck

Upper Arm Lift

Da Vinci Veneers, the special super celebrity versions with the actual code imprinted upon them, plus hair coloring, styling and make-up. And when we completed all of these steps we had handfuls of cashews. In other words we had the soup to nuts treatment.” Even though it was an awful joke, Obrah and Vinfrey and the audience, prompted by a laugh sign, laughed hysterically.

As much as Goodwin detested the Two Sheilas, he could not deny they really looked substantially better than they ever looked before. They now had that certain “movie star” look. They were in fact “Hollywoodized.”

“Well, you both look amazing.” Vinfrey said.

“Thank you Vinfrey. But before we talk about that man, (copious booing erupted even though Goodwin was not identified) we just want to thank all of our very good friends in the Hollywood community for their good wishes.”

Hearing this, Goodwin coughed up the tea he had been drinking. The closest Sheila had come to a Hollywood community person was at a petting zoo in Los Angeles when she petted a dog alleged to be the original Lassie, though she later learned it was only a stand in. The original Lassie was actually in Cannes attending the K9 Film Festival to promote her new film, which was ultimately awarded the prestigious “Palme de Paw.”

“Well, we are more than delighted to have you on our show. I suppose our first question should be are you happy?”

Sheila Right spoke: “We’re happier than we’ve ever been, that is pre-split. We can do all the things we were hesitant to do alone. Philip was the least romantic, least adventuresome person on Earth. His idea of a big trip was going to Manhattan. Even then, he would limit his travel to the Upper East Side because it was closer to Long Island than other neighborhoods in Manhattan. Now, we each have someone to do things with, ourselves. And, we have much more in common than we ever did with Philip. Oh, and by the way, we made a documentary about our surgery that will be coming out on HBO early next year.”

“But more than that,” Sheila Left continued, “we help each other remember things from our past. The other day, for example, we were talking about the Original Sheila’s fourth birthday party. I tried to remember what my mother was wearing or should I say what our mother was wearing. I’d say yellow and Sheila would say white and lavender and together we would probe our memories and reconstruct the entire event. So, we learned that two memories are better than one, even if the memories are identical and even though, and this is important, we regard ourselves as one person. We seem to have this wonderful synergy.”

Without much prompting, each of the Sheilas began to describe the history of the Original Sheila’s relationship with Goodwin and how she “desperately tried to save a dying and unhappy marriage” and begged “her frigid husband to go for help” so that the she could have a child. Holding up a copy of the New England Journal of Medicine, one Sheila revealed: “Science has now confirmed that one of the major causes of Hypo-Humoresque in women is the failure to ever become pregnant.” Goodwin knew and the editors of the Journal knew and Obrah and Vinfrey knew that Sheila’s statement was a complete fabrication.

“Oh my God,” Obrah stammered. This means that Philip by avoiding impregnating the Original Sheila caused her Hypo-Humoresque condition.”

“Absolutely,” the Two Sheilas said in unison.

“Not only that,” one of the Sheilas said, “a thorough investigation sponsored in part by A Current Affair, revealed that while the Original Sheila was beyond REM, Philip stole most of her money.” Copious booing erupted from the audience at this point. It was ironic; Goodwin thought bitterly, that Obrah and Vinfrey were from Russia. More than likely they were Stalinists because, just like his regime, they were engaging in quintessential revisionist history.

With each of the Sheilas telling part of their story in tandem, the television audience heard how the Original Sheila had to bear up under a daily barrage of Goodwin’s constant jokes, which he knew she would not understand, and how he used humor as weapons to control and depress her. “But here is something we just learned through our subscription to Pragat Corporation’s customized newsletter about people you want to know about, not many hours after the Original Sheila left Philip, he was looking to get revenge. According to his Pragat Dossier, which we get updated electronically every 24 hours, Philip searched “Revenge, Best Revenge and if you can believe it F-ing Well Is The Best Revenge. Is that depraved or what? Everyone watching except Goodwin murmured “yes.”

“This is too much!” an angry Vinfrey interjected. “His despicable actions are no different than if you were blind and he pulled away your chair as you were sitting down.”

“He did that, too,” one of the Sheilas responded. “To the outside world, Philip seemed to be a very nice man. In reality he was quite abusive.”

“You mean,” a shocked Obrah said, “he abused you physically?”

“Not physical abuse,” they responded in unison, “unless you include his love making technique, but something just as bad. He engaged in devotional abuse, a subtle and heinous form of spousal abuse, one involving the failure to really appreciate the Original Sheila. You women in the audience know what we mean.” The television camera panned the audience to reveal audience members, both women and men, shaking their heads in agreement, even though they didn’t have a clue.

“And there were all sorts of those abuses,” one of the Sheilas continued. “There were so many that we can’t catalog them all right now, but we may list them in our biography which is due out at Christmas and an official selection, we are proud to say, of the Obrah/Vinfrey book club. One of the worst abuses was his refusing to split appetizers at restaurants, making the Original Sheila eat an entire appetizer.” This evoked spontaneous shouting of “monster” from some of the thinner women in the audience.

“Personally,” the other Sheila said, “the one that I found the most annoying was forcing the Original Sheila to count all of her golf strokes. We continue to have a recurring nightmare about being required to count all of our shots on the golf course. In fact, when we went to play golf very early this morning, we started to hyperventilate at the idea of keeping an accurate score. Fortunately, the golf therapist at our club suggested that we fill out our scorecards before we play. That calmed us down, and we really did well.”

Within two weeks of the airing of the show, Hallmark launched a new line of preprinted golf scorecards, with scores of par and below for $3, scores in the 70s for $2, and scores in the 80s for $1. For golfers with scores in the hundreds, Hallmark had a line of sympathy cards.

“Like physical or verbal abuse, Philip’s devotional abuse took its toll on the Original Sheila and its effects still haunt us today. Now, we want to channel the anger we still feel in a useful way” one Sheila said, “and to protect women everywhere from men like Philip. People should know that devotional abuse is the largest form of spousal abuse that goes unreported, particularly amongst the upper middle class.” A shot of the audience revealed that they fully agreed. Goodwin had just become the “poster boy” for devotional abuse a made-for-television concept. Not one member of the audience really understood this concept, but it sounded good and it was just another handy reason for disliking Goodwin.

Vinfrey addressed the Two Sheilas. “Before we go on, I want you to say hello to someone very, very special.” A diminutive woman of indeterminate age, but quite old, very tan, with blue grey hair and skin having a texture of an old baseball glove walked from the rear of the stage.

“It’s Philip Goodwin’s Great Aunt Hilly,” Obrah announced.

“She’s not my Aunt. I never met her in my life. She’s a fiction created by the media.” Goodwin screamed at his set, but no one seemed to hear him.

With wild applause in the background, Aunt Hilly, who had gained celebrity in her own right by becoming the official scribe in Pragat’s comments on Goodwin, walked onto the stage and waved to the audience. The Two Sheilas greeted Hilly as if they knew her. They hugged and Sheila Right said: “Hill!” (the short form to conjure familiarity, Goodwin thought) it has been too long. It’s so nice to see you again. And we heard that you’ve been quite busy.”

In a raspy voice, Hilly replied, “Yes. I now have my own spot on Fox, ‘Hilly’s House.” It’s a reality television show that takes place in an assisted living facility. Goodwin knew, the Two Sheilas knew and certainly, Great Aunt Hilly knew that she was a fraud. No one else was privy to this knowledge, however. Sitting on a couch between each of the Sheilas, Hilly regaled the audience with stories about Goodwin as a child, none humorous or complementary.

The show took a mandatory break and when it returned the camera panned the audience. Goodwin sounded like his great grandmother when the Cossacks invaded pillaged her village. He whispered uncharacteristically and strangely in a deep Yiddish accent, “Oy, mine God.” Sophie was sitting in an aisle seat, dressed rather shabbily, and waiving her hand frantically. Goodwin began chanting, “Please God, please God, please God. I really need you now.” God, however, did not respond. Goodwin could not blame him, however. “After all,” he reasoned, “I only call when I need him and I play golf on the High Holy days and I eat pork and when I was a youngster and went to Hebrew school I once threw my yarmulke into a garbage can on the way home.” It was interesting how that last sin had stuck with Goodwin all his life and caused him to worry about it coming back to bite him. He now knew that his fears were justified.

Vinfrey, microphone in hand, began to wend her way through the audience all of whose members desperately wanted to ask the Two Sheilas a question or to make a comment. While the mathematical odds of Vinfrey choosing to stop by Sophie were slim, Goodwin realized that in this instance it was preordained. Thus, when Vinfrey finally stopped in front of Sophie, Goodwin was not surprised. He braced himself.

Vinfrey handed Sophie a microphone. “I don’t have a question, but a comment. I knew Philip Goodwin carnally and I am here to tell you, that he is a wonderful man and a wonderful lover. People misjudge him. He’s kind and caring and, as I said, a wonderful lover.”

Some booing erupted, but Vinfrey hushed the audience. “Well Miss...”

“D’Amour, Sophie D’Amour. I’m the Sophie that everyone has been looking for. I had carnal knowledge with him.”

“You mean,” Vinfrey inquired, “that you had sexual congress with him?”

“Yes.”

“Sophie, that’s a pretty strong claim. You know many people make up stories just to get on television. Why should we believe you?”

“Well, I have the video of our sexual encounter in Bloomingdales with me to prove it.”

At the beckoning of Obrah who had run down to the audience, Sophie stood up and moved to the single aisle that bisected the television audience. Obrah and Vinfrey now flanked her.

“Would you please repeat what you just said?”

Speaking into the microphone held by Obrah, Sophie said, “I don’t have a question, rather a comment. As I said, I had carnal knowledge with Philip Goodwin.”

“For those of you in the television audience not familiar with the terms carnal knowledge or sexual congress,” Obrah interrupted, “it’s the F word.”

“As I said, he’s a wonderful man. I’m here to defend him. And I am not some crazy person. I have the video from the Bloomingdale’s security camera with me and it shows us making love.”

Vinfrey wasted no time and in a commanding tone shouted: “Call the security guards!”

“Thank you, God,” Goodwin said to the ceiling. “I’ll never take your name in vain again. Maybe they were not going to let beautiful, misguided, Sophie show the video. After all, there are still some standards left.”

The show took a second mandatory commercial break. God, it appeared, was also on a commercial break or His cell phone was out of range, since He didn’t answer Goodwin’s prayers. Apparently, when AT&T announced it had “more bars in more places” heaven was not included, not yet at least. When the show resumed, Sophie was on stage and was hugging the Two Sheilas. All appeared to be weeping. The scene evoked, “Aren’t they wonderful?” from the hostesses.

The security guard entered behind an accountant-type. At the nod of Vinfrey, the man opened his attaché case and revealed its contents to the television audience, evoking a collective “oooooo” from the audience. Vinfrey, her tone quite serious, addressed Sophie, but looked directly into the television camera as she did so. “Sophie, this attaché case contains $300,000, which we are offering you for the video. In addition, we will give you 10 percent of the revenue we derive from the sales of the video at retail. If you accept it, the video will become our property and will be shown immediately after the next commercial break. You might be able to sell the video for more and negotiate a better deal, but we think this is a good offer.”

“Oh no, I could never sell the video or compromise Philip’s privacy in that way. I just came by to explain what Philip was really like. You’ll have to take my word for it.”

Vinfrey was used to this type of initial resistance. A guest would frequently come on and then, motivated by silly concerns of conscience, refuse to “tell all.” Vinfrey speaking like a hypnotist said: “Sophie, look at me. Look at the television cameras. It’s your chance at being on national television, maybe become a real celebrity.” Obrah and Vinfrey and the Two Sheilas, echoed, “Be a celebrity, be a celebrity, be a celebrity…” Then, the coup de gras, “Why you might even have your own television show.” To bolster Vinfrey’s pitch, Great Aunt Hilly interjected with a wink or her eye or an uncontrolled tic, “Take it from one who knows. Do not pass this up. Look, I’ll introduce you to my agent.”

Sophie was perplexed, made more so by audience chants of “Sell, sell,” or “hold out...hold out.”

“I don’t know. It seems wrong.” She turned to the Two Sheilas and asked, “What do you think I should do?”

Being of one mind, they responded in unison, “Sophie, in the language of television shows, The Price Is Right. Philip will be in Jeopardy and this will help us in our Family Feud. So while it can be a Deal or No Deal, we think Deal is better. After all you would be Lost without the money. We suppose some Mad Men would turn it down, but you’re sane. In fact, you would become The Biggest Loser if you didn’t take it. And if you do take it you’ll ultimately be filled with Glee, probably become an American Idol and by doing this you will help us Smash Philip Goodwin and destroy his House of Cards. And don’t worry if it causes a Scandal.” The audience began to laugh, applaud and nod in appreciation.

“After the commercial break,” Vinfrey announced as she handed the money to Sophie, “we’ll see Philip Goodwin having raw unadulterated sex with Sophie, and because of the newsworthiness of the video we will not delete any of its portions regardless of the video’s sexual content. This is not sex, its news. If sex between consenting adults were shown for entertainment, it would be pornography and would be banned. If sex is shown as news, it’s perfectly acceptable.”

As Vinfrey was talking, the camera focused in tight on Sophie. There were tears in her eyes, and in Goodwin’s eyes, too.


1-800-DUMP PHIL/ 1-800-KEEP PHIL

Goodwin was running full tilt through the byways of Grace Harbor. It was the only way he could vent and possibly cope with the amalgam of sadness, anger, and frustration that took hold of him as Sophie was about to offer up the video of their splendid one night stand. Goodwin imagined that by now, perhaps an hour after the show, the video had gone viral. He thought of their night at the Forties when they swore their unequivocal love for each other. “What was that all about?” he wondered.

As Goodwin exited the residential section of Grace Harbor and began to run along its waterfront, a psychological shift occurred. His defense mechanisms kicked in. Irrationally perhaps, he came to the conclusion that the Two Sheilas had seduced a fragile Sophie into selling the video. She was just an innocent victim. After all, he reasoned, she went to the show with good intentions. Whether his reasoning was sound didn’t really matter. Goodwin, or more likely his subconscious, had erected this premise to shield him from the unbearable realization that Sophie betrayed him and did so for the most obvious of reasons: money. Once he accepted the fact that the only ones at fault in this case were the Two Sheilas, not poor Sophie, he felt a degree of comfort. Now that blame was cast into the proper place his sadness morphed into intense hatred. He sped up his pace.

At the far end of a dock and not knowing how he got there, Goodwin stopped, took out his cell phone, and placed a call to the Two Sheilas’ public phone number.

“Hello, this is The Sheila. We are not in right now, but your message is important to us. If this is a call to ask for a license to use our name or likeness, please call our agent Speedy Lazar at Melrose 5-5300. If not, please leave a message after the beep.”

His message was short, but heartfelt. This time there was no ranting. In a deliberate and what the media described the following morning as an “ominous tone,” Goodwin said, “You’ve ruined my life. I’m going get revenge.” Then, using a line which originated in The Fly and which has since become hackneyed, he said “Be afraid. Be very afraid.” He later admitted, “Not only was what I said stupid, it wasn’t even original.”

He welcomed the evening. A chance to sleep would provide a minor escape from the world around him. As soon as his head hit the pillow Goodwin fell into a deep sleep, one not aided or abetted by alcohol or drugs. He dreamt that he had the guillotine franchise in the days of Marie Antoinette and that the Two Sheilas were about to be executed for the crime of being “les femmes miserable.” When Goodwin, wearing a smile face executioner’s mask, asked if they had any last remarks and would like to proclaim their innocence they screamed, “Yes.” With a smile beneath his smile face mask he said in a cheery voice, “I am so sorry we’re out of time,” and released the blade.

About the time the blade was making contact with their necks, he somehow sensed an external force shaking him rather roughly out of his sleep. He was shocked by what he saw. The Two Sheilas stood on each side of his bed, each of them wearing extremely sexy lingerie, bearing “Victoria’s Secret” in prominent places. Before he could start screaming at or even assault them, Sheila Left pulled him from his bed.

“Oh, my darling Phil, we didn’t intend to ruin your life and we are so sorry. We want to make it up to you, let’s make love and start all over.”

In retrospect, Goodwin believes his response was appropriate. He blurted out, “I can’t. I won’t. I can’t. I won’t. I can’t. I won’t. I can’t. I won’t.” He was beginning to sound like the Little Engine That Could (“I-Think-I-Can-I-Think-I-Can…I know I can”). He shouted, “I wouldn’t touch you with a 10 foot pole.”

The Two Sheilas were laughing hysterically. “Oh, Phil,” they chuckled,” every thing you say is so funny. We don’t know any Poles who are that tall, though we did meet a nice Latvian basketball player.” Goodwin did not appreciate the humor of the situation, particularly because they were being glibber than he was. “I hate your fucking, fucking, fucking guts.”

“That’s a lot of fucking, and by the way, thanks to the famous Sheila brand Spa Diet, our guts are down to a size one,” they said mockingly. “Well, we were here to make up, but it’s obvious you don’t want to mend fences or want sex with us. Okay, we’ll simply start without you.”

“What? You’re going to make love with each other? That’s sick.”

“Get real, Phil. You have played with yourself plenty of times since we have been married. Right, Phil? Be candid, now. Just between us. Mum’s the word.”

“Yes, but...”

“We’re just doing the same thing, playing with ourselves.” Then they burst out laughing, turned to a theretofore hidden cameraman, who stood in front of a director who said, “Okay, that’s a wrap! Boy, just wait until they show this on the Obrah / Vinfrey show.” With that, the Two Sheilas and their entourage left the house.

Goodwin snapped. He later said of that moment, “I was so out of control that my Dybbuk’s Dybbuk took possession of me.” Dressed only in his pajama bottoms, Goodwin grabbed a putter that had been in a trophy case and gave chase, golf club raised over his head in a weapon-like position. The paparazzi and television reporters camped on his lawn now had obtained shots of Goodwin far beyond anything they could have ever imagined. The following day a critical press had a field day. Even Golf Digest took umbrage at Goodwin’s club selection and how he held the club, which, in the reviewer’s opinion, would not result in a good stroke.

Goodwin’s earlier recording on the Two Sheilas’ answering machine provoked a headline in the New York Times which read, ‘Deranged Husband Threatens The Sheila.’ Sub-Headline, ‘District Attorney To Investigate If Law Was Broken.’” The paper carried side-by-side photographs, one with Goodwin giving chase, a frenzied look in his eyes, holding his putter aloft and one of the District Attorney being kissed on each cheek by the Two Sheilas. That evening Goodwin’s PPR had dropped to a five.

The Two Sheilas reappeared on the Obrah / Vinfrey show and played the video of Goodwin they had taken the night before which, among other things, depicted him bleary eyed, admitting to masturbation as an adult. A famous celebrity chef and psychologist (a strict Freudian who would never cook for his mother, who herself was strict but not a Freudian.) was called on the show for a quick segment on the consequences of adult male masturbation and the correlation between it and early hair loss. As soon as he said this all the men in the audience and watching on television put their hands through their hair. For the first twenty minutes of the show, the video of Goodwin giving chase outside his door was played and replayed with background music from Richard Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries,” music which some still associate with the Nazis.

“Yes,” one Sheila said, “he had turned in a typical fashion from a devotionally abusive to an actively abusive husband.”

A sympathetic and highly emotional Vinfrey in tears, genuine or otherwise, turned to the Two Sheilas and said, “You know, I believe in marriage, but this guy is a rodent, a rat. You should get rid of him. In my country he would be sent to the Gulag.”

“Yes,” said Obrah, “and probably to the unheated part.” The remark prompted a huge round of support from the audience.

Both Sheilas addressed the television cameras in a somber fashion and spoke in unison, “You know how it is. For years you dream of being free from this hurtful and destructive devotional abuse, but you don’t want to leave because of the children.” When Goodwin heard this he put his mouth by the small speaker on his TV set, with the irrational thought that if he spoke into the speaker someone might hear him, and shouted, “We don’t have any children. You didn’t want them.”

Sheila Right continued, “You feel inferior and lonely, but sacrifice everything for the sake of the marriage. How many of you women feel the same way?” All of the women and all of the men raised their hands. “And so the Original Sheila tried to make the best of a bad situation. And after we emerged from our beyond REM state, one would think Phil would be happy, but as you all heard from his malicious phone message, the only thing that would make him happy was, God forbid, to get revenge. And then, the worst and scariest part of the message; he told us to be afraid, to be very afraid. Frankly, he’s caused us to become afraid, we’re very afraid.” They burst into rehearsed tears. Sheila Left in a cheerier voice said, “Under ordinary circumstances, we wouldn’t have slept a wink all night, but thanks to Nytol (Sheila Left was holding up a Nytol bottle) we slept quite well and awoke this morning refreshed.”

“Despite his awful message we go to Philip to reconcile and offer to submit our bodies to him. We dress in our sexiest Victoria’s Secret, Sheila Model negligee, on sale at all Victoria’s Secret stores through Monday. And what does he do? He tries to kill us.”

“You know,” one of the Sheilas said, “we would really like to be free of Phil, but we still want to set an example for the American Family. We believe in the sanctity of the family and of marriage. We simply don’t know what to do.”

Audience members began to shout, “Dump Phil” and “keep Phil” and “kill Phil.” Vinfrey walked to the front of the stage and said, “I have a wonderful idea. Let’s let the American Public decide. For those of you who think the Two Sheilas should divorce Phil, call 1-800-DUMP PHIL. For those of you who think they should work things out, call 1-800-KEEP PHIL. We’ll announce the results tomorrow. Do you agree?”

“We owe it to the American people,” the Two Sheilas responded. The closing shot on the show was of the Two Sheilas hugging members of the audience and singing “We Shall Overcome.”


The Divorce Emporium

As Goodwin watched the closing credits roll over the scene of the Two Sheilas embracing members of the audience, he began to understand how and what drove people to commit murder. The concept of actually killing the Two Sheilas pleased him, but he knew that he could not carry out such an act. He thought, “On the other hand, I could take some initiative in this blossoming war and have the pleasure of throwing them off stride; divorce them before they divorce me.” For his own amusement, Goodwin took out his phone and dialed 1-800-DUMP SHEILA. When a woman whose voice was unfamiliar answered in a rather bored voice, “This is Sheila, when do you want to hump me,” he realized he dialed the wrong number.

Goodwin had little doubt that in the end he would lose his action for divorce. Where could he get a fair-minded jury? His public image was so tarnished at this point that he even received a letter from the Misogynist Society. For the first time in its history, the letter advised, the Society took the side of a woman. “Our vote,” the letter closed with, “was unanimous.” On the same day Goodwin received the letter, he saw his photograph on the cover of People Magazine’s new line extension, Unpopular People Magazine. Below his photo was a banner proclaiming, “The Most Unpopular Man In America.” Goodwin believed the tag to be accurate.

The following morning he entered “The Matrimony Shop,” a store that featured all types of products relating to marriage, from prenuptial agreements to nuptial agreements to anti-nuptial agreements, to pro-nuptial agreements to wedding vows, to products relating to the end of a marriage, the latter sold in a separate section called the “Divorce Emporium.” The products offered in this section included separation agreements and forms used to institute a divorce proceeding. The store even had a post-divorce dating service that enticed potential customers by advertising: “Half Off For Second Marriages.” Goodwin had actually contemplated subscribing to some online dating services until he received letters from eharmony.com and match.com advising him not to bother, as he was “pre-disqualified.” J Date asked Goodwin to become a Christian and www.christianmingles.com asked him not to convert to Christianity.

Goodwin purchased the “Do It Yourself Divorce Kit,” and filled out the caption of the complaint for divorce:

PHILIP GOODWIN

V.

SHEILA GOODWIN & SHEILA GOODWIN

A/K/A THE TWO SHEILAS

He checked off all of the following:

[X]-Extreme Cruelty

[X]-Abandonment

[X]-Infidelity, and the famous [X]-Miscellaneous: “In addition to the foregoing grounds, the Two Sheilas, were abusive, breached their marital vows, were cruel and inhuman, committed fraud and above all are not the woman I married.”

With his homemade divorce forms in hand, Goodwin walked up the 30 or so stairs of the New York Supreme court in lower Manhattan and filed his papers. He was confident that his action was correct and thought it was a good omen that the court was giving 50 percent off of their filing fees for non-lawyers as a way of attracting new business. Not only that, the smiling and ultra friendly court clerk gave Goodwin a card, similar to a card from a coffee house though bearing the scales of justice and saying “Eleventh Trial Free.” The clerk had punched two holes in the card, winked at Goodwin and said, “Don’t tell anyone.” Goodwin’s optimistic feelings as he walked down to the street, gave sway to surprise when a herd of paparazzi accosted him. One asked, “What are you doing here, Mr. Goodwin?”

“Well,” he replied somewhat smugly, “I just filed divorce papers against the Two Sheilas.”

The group was stunned to the point of putting down their cameras. For the first time the paparazzi became “shockedarazzi.” “What? Didn’t you read the results of the 1-800 divorce survey? Out of one hundred million votes, ninety- nine million, nine hundred ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred voted to Keep Phil, to have you work it out with the Two Sheilas. The other 100 votes seem to have come from some crazy person who voted to Dump Phil 100 times.” Goodwin was too ashamed to tell the reporter that he was that crazy person. “Believe it or not Phil, people were beginning to buy into your ‘compassion’ request, but I guess now that will never happen.

With a television camera taking a very tight shot of Goodwin’s face, which appeared to have a severe nervous tic, a television newscaster asked, “So, Mr. Goodwin, how does it feel to spit in the eye of the American Public?”

“No comment. No comment. No comment. No comment. Goodwin replied as he ran into a waiting taxi. Before he could roll up the taxi’s window, a reporter identifying herself as being with El Dario asked, “Don’t you think filing for divorce was a bit reckless?”

“Sin comentarious!”

That afternoon, a special edition of the Obrah/Vinfrey show opened with a title: “Shame On You, Philip Goodwin.” A somber looking Obrah said, in tones evocative of a eulogy, “This is a very sad day for America. Like all of you good people out there, the hundred million or so that voted to keep Phil, we had expected this story would have a happy ending. We prayed that Philip Goodwin, despite his predatory sexual nature, particularly with homeless women like poor Sophie would reconcile with his wives.” Goodwin concluded that the use of the plural “women” instead of a singular “woman,” was purposeful and intended to give the impression that he preyed on many homeless women.

“That will never happen now and we know who to blame don’t we?” Before she continued, the entire audience, this time comprised entirely of nuns who had taken vows of silence, yelled, “Philip Goodwin!”

“That is correct,” Winfrey interjected. “To quote that reporter on the court house steps, Goodwin is a man who spits in the eye of every man woman and child in America.” This tweaked version of the actual statement of the reporter, in particular the use of the active “spits,” instead of “spit” to imply a continuing contempt for America by Goodwin, and the mention of children being the recipient of his salvia was, Goodwin concluded when he heard it, concocted by the Two Sheila’s PR firm.

“The Sheila will now read a statement.” The Two Sheilas were dressed in conservative black suits and wearing dark sunglasses to give the impression that they were crying. Standing in front of a phalanx of attorneys, public relations coaches and attractive and ethnically diverse background people, Ralph Lauren Polo types, having no function at all except to add more cache to the Two Sheilas, they began to read a written statement. Their single voice was perfect, not aggressive, cracking somewhat to evoke sympathy, and straightforward, “We very much regret the precipitous, reckless and Pearl Harbor-like action by our husband, Philip, particularly because of the disappointment he has heaped upon the American Public, who we hold so dear. Now, we would like our attorney, the eminent Oliver Wendal Holmes Wang to speak.”

A very angry looking Wang took the microphone and said, “This is a fight The Sheila did not want. Now that Goodwin has fired the first salvo, however, it is time to fight back. We will counter-sue for divorce tomorrow. In contrast to what Goodwin filed, our papers will not be cheap forms that anyone could complete. These carefully drafted, heart-wrenching documents will reveal a great deal about the immoral if not sadistic character of Goodwin. As for now, since the residence in Grace Harbor is actually owned by The Sheila, we consider Goodwin to be a trespasser, if not worse. Accordingly, we have filed a complaint against him for criminal trespass and have contacted local law enforcement officials to have Goodwin removed from their house, by force if necessary.”

Goodwin was stunned. This was his house, placed in Sheila’s name just to insulate it against any liability he might incur. He bought it from Sheila’s parents with his own money. Goodwin was about to phone Schnell but, before he could do so, heard a somewhat familiar voice on a bullhorn. It was Ronald Durksen.

“Hi, Phil,” Durksen’s voice resonated through the bullhorn. “Phil, you probably know by now that the house is surrounded by the police. Well, not really surrounded. There is sort of a semi-circle in the front and one officer in the back, personnel cutbacks you know. Besides, the police there are some lovely onlookers, very fashionably dressed, I may add. And, just to lend some more prestige to this event, many television cameras are focusing on your front door. So please do not come out in your pajama bottoms, very déclassé. Before we get down to police business, Phil, I want to tell everyone here that your pledge of $100 was very generous, but you never paid us. We’re all certain it was an oversight and if the check is in the mail, we apologize for the inconvenience. If not, we ask that you come out with your hands up, but one of them should be holding a check for $100. Finally, Phil, we invite you to leave in 10 minutes so we can avoid tear gas. We are substantially over budget as is and the gas vapor stains our uniforms.”

Goodwin had little choice. Several minutes later, dressed in his Calvin Klein twill pants, Hugo Boss blazer, a custom-made shirt, and Hermes tie, carrying important documents in a Louis Vuitton attaché case, and holding a check made out to the Grace Harbor police force, he walked out of his house, with his hands held above his head. It was clear to Goodwin immediately that he passed muster with Durksen who nodded approvingly and instructed his subordinates through his bullhorn so that his voice would be picked up on national television, to “Put the bracelets on him, boys.” Durksen explained in a television interview taking place simultaneously with Goodwin’s arrest that “bracelets” was the appropriate term and not the colloquial “cuffs,” which he regarded as a word misused by the media. “Cuffs,” in his view, should only be used when referring to slacks or to a certain type of jewelry piece.

Taking the check from Goodwin’s raised hand, Durksen said, “I like your outfit. Thanks for cooperating. It sets a real example for other felons in our area. The handcuffs are just a bit of theatrics. We will take them off as soon as we are in the central booking van. Just hold your hands above your head so the cameras can focus in on the handcuffs. They were designed by Paloma Picasso.”

As he walked to the booking van, several onlookers jeered Goodwin. One held a sign, which probably echoed the sentiments of all of the women there, “Philip Goodwin is a Beast.” There was also group of protesters with signs reading, “Occupy Grace Harbor.” Apparently, these were people from outside the tony town who were there to protest the fact that none of them could afford Mercedes cars. He thought he saw Sophie, but when he gave a more focused look she was gone or maybe, he thought, she was never there at all.

Within minutes, the Police “PACK” (Packing, Adeptly, Consciously, and Knowledgably) Team, similar to a SWAT Team, but specializing in rapid packing, ran into Goodwin’s house, packed up all of his clothing perfectly and placed them in the van. When the van pulled away, Durksen turned to Goodwin and said, “I hope you don’t mind, but we’ve booked you into the Plaza. It is not quite the same since it has been partially converted to a condo, but the hotel still has character and charm and your room overlooks the park. It’s quite nice.”

“You mean, you’re not placing me in jail?”

“Oh no,” he laughed. “After all you are one of our own. It’s not like you’re from out of town or any place like that or, God forbid, poor, though you are only a five, such a disappointment to us all. To think, when we first met you were a 28. So sad. Maybe you can make a comeback some day. You know, Les Miserables, though Jean Valjean if you are to believe Fictional PPRs actually had a rating of 12 when he left prison. I suspect it’s because his nemesis Inspector Javert voted against him many times. It’s only a theory.” Goodwin in disbelief mouthed, “Fictional PPRs?” He did not pursue the inquiry.

“Maybe, I’ll be better off out of the house, but I’m going to really miss living there. What they did to me was pretty awful.”

“True, but now that you are below 10, you’d be required to move to a different town in any event.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, town ordinance 269. Anyone with a PPR of 10 and below, you know Low Lifes, needs to leave town within 60 days.”

“That’s crazy. Where will these poor people go?”

“Wow, you really have been out of touch. I suggested setting up camps where they can be concentrated.” Goodwin could feel the hair on the back of his neck rise.

Durksen escorted Goodwin into a narrow alley behind the Plaza and then into a somewhat camouflaged elevator hidden behind some large refuse cans. A bellman escorted him to a luxurious suite overlooking the park and left without asking for a tip. Goodwin was alone in his hotel room. While he was still in a state of shock, he began contemplating his life without the Two Sheilas and thought, with a sense of optimism, “One way or another, this conflict will reach closure and I will be finally finished with Sheila or the Two Sheilas or whatever the hell they’re called.”

Just before he went to sleep, Goodwin caught a glimpse of himself on the evening news and was pleased to see that when he walked out of his house he had a certain swagger, an air of confidence, if not defiance. He liked that. The following morning, he ran in the park, ate a mound of real, not artificial no calorie pancakes, the only type allowed by Sheila and topped it off with real maple syrup, not Nocal syrup. There was, he thought, something wonderful and exhilarating about living in the City. As he sipped his coffee and looked out of the restaurant’s window at Central Park, he thought about Sheila’s previous humorless condition and said to himself, “You schmuck. How could you have ever stayed married to her for so long?” It was a happy scolding.

“Perhaps,” he thought to himself as he strolled to work,” it was best that I moved out. The house, symbolically at least, was my last physical connection with Sheila. Anyway, I have survived the worst. Things got to get better from here on in.”

“Oh Mr. Goodwin,” his receptionist said, “Please go directly to the board room. There’s a Board of Directors meeting in progress.” Almost immediately, he could feel a cocktail of pancakes and syrup come up in his throat. It did not taste as good the second time. Since he was the CEO and head of the Board of Directors, he knew exactly and depressingly what she meant. The Two Sheilas, as owners of 100 percent of Threads Inc. stock, had convened an emergency shareholders’ meeting. They sat at the head of the company’s long conference room table, below a portrait on velvet of their father. A team of attorneys, headed by Wang, stood behind them.

Before Goodwin even sat down, Wang spoke, “Mr. Goodwin, we represent The Sheila in corporate matters and pursuant to the bylaws of Threads Inc. have called a special shareholders meeting to elect new officers.”

Goodwin had a sense of unbridled panic and was trembling. He later said of the moment, “Now I know exactly how Marie Antoinette felt seconds before the blade came down, unless her mind was elsewhere, like wondering how the local bakeries were doing.”

“Any nominees?” Wang asked.

One Sheila responded, “Yes, I nominate both of us as Co-Presidents and CEOs.”

“I second the motion,” the other Sheila responded.

Within seconds the shareholders, in this case the Two Sheilas, ousted Goodwin as the company’s CEO and summarily fired him. Goodwin was out of work.

“I want you to know that I demand my full severance pay,” Goodwin said forcefully.

Wang was prepared for this demand, and holding up a sheath of papers that looked a bit old, but vaguely familiar to Goodwin said, “Well according to your original employment contract, the one you signed just prior to your wedding, without really reading it, very foolish I must say, and had notarized, you would be entitled to severance and a great deal more if you were ever terminated against your will unless, and I quote, “Philip Goodwin ever asks Sheila for a divorce or commences divorce proceedings against Sheila.’”

Goodwin could only respond with a weak, “But they were really going to file for divorce.”

Wang lost his patience and pointing his finger threateningly at Goodwin said with a raised voice: “But that’s not what it says in the agreement you signed. In particular, Mr. Goodwin, I call your attention to the last paragraph which you initialed: ‘I HAVE READ AND UNDERSTAND ALL THE TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF THIS AGREEMENT. I WAS GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY TO RETAIN A LAWYER TO REVIEW THIS AGREEMENT, BUT DECLINED.’

On the day that Goodwin and Sheila were to be married, Sheila’s father, Boris, had called Goodwin into his study several hours before the wedding ceremony and said, “Son, now that you are going to be a member of our family, I’d like you to join the business. You’ll start with a salary of $80,000 a year; have a company car, a country club membership, and a $75,000 sign on bonus. I know you think this is abrupt, but I always make decisions on the spot. Believe me, my instincts are always correct. What do you say?”

Goodwin was not really was not surprised at the offer. After their engagement he and Sheila often discussed his working for the family business and running it one day. “Sure, great. Thank you very much. You won’t regret it.”

Boris walked to a table covered by numerous legal documents including a 50 page single-spaced agreement. “Okay. Here is your employment agreement. You may want to take it home and read or you can sign it right now. It’s just one less thing to think about before the ceremony. I’ve already signed. It’s all standard stuff. You know compensation, car, and raises.”

“Raises?” Goodwin asked in a state of euphoria.

“Oh yes. $100,000 in year two and then major bonuses. But maybe you should have your lawyer look it over.”

Goodwin didn’t have a lawyer, nor did he wish to retain one. He skimmed through the pages of the huge and rather incomprehensible document, pausing here and there on some complex language he did not understand and pretended during the exercise that it all made sense.” Looks fine to me,” he said after a few minutes and signed in the presence of a notary public.

With the rap of a gavel, Wang said, “I declare this meeting over and direct the security guards to escort Mr. Goodwin out of the building. Mr. Goodwin, tomorrow we will be asking for a protective order against you, in view of your threat to these lovely and innocent women, and we will be suing you for harassment. Meanwhile, if you ever come near this building again, we will have you arrested.”

It was only as he stood up that he noticed a camera that had apparently been shooting the whole event. “It’s a live feed to the Obrah/Vinfrey show and to the major networks,” one of the Sheilas said nonchalantly. “We are trying to expand it to a one hour special, ‘The Firing of Philip Goodwin.’”


Part Seven

The Low Lifes


The Solo District

The SoLo district of Manhattan was once called “Stuyvesant Town” It was never actually a town, however, but an enormous private residential development just north of 14th Street and east of Third Avenue. Erected in 1947, and comprised of 35 red brick, multi-story, apartment buildings clustered close to each other, the complex takes up about 80 acres. This makes it larger than the SoHo district in Manhattan and the DUMBO district in Brooklyn. It is estimated that about 25,000 residents live in its 8,000 plus apartments. Shops and restaurants surround and intertwine throughout the complex.

Occupied by solid middle class types for most of its existence, Stuyvesant Town had the reputation of a desirable place to live at reasonable rents. All of that changed quickly, however, with the publication of PPRs by address. A graph within the publication showed a disproportionately high number of Low Lifes living in the development. Just like spikes of certain diseases in a particular locale often can’t be explained, the large number of Low Lifes in Stuyvesant Town had no scientific basis. The best that experts, particularly those newly self-minted experts on Low Lifes who began to appear on talk shows, could come up with was the cluster of Low Lifes in Stuyvesant Town was a “sociological anomaly.”

Aghast residents were not particularly interested in causality, however. The impact of the revelation was immediate and severe. In a manner reminiscent of the “White Flights” of the 50s and 60s, streams of tenants began to abandon their units to the lands of higher ratings. Low Lifes, forced under varying degrees of pressure, to leave their residences and to find refuge elsewhere quickly filled the void left by fleeing residents.

When it became apparent that Stuyvesant Town had become a magnet for Low Lifes, its name was changed to the “SoLo District,” though it was often referred to by the press as the “SoLo Ghetto.” The renaming of the district provided sufficient impetus for the remaining residents to flee, many without taking their furniture or household items. While this displacement caused a great deal of suffering on both sides, there was one group who welcomed it: moving companies.

The reaction of those exiting Stuyvesant Town was reflective of an attitude across the country towards Low Lifes. Just why the enmity for the group arose so quickly and was so deep remains the subject of countless books, articles, PhD theses and even a movie. In a well regarded book on the subject, “The Community of Hate,” the author observed, “Several factors coalesced to cause this dramatic shift in attitude and tolerance. Politicians, talking heads, and media types, all seeking to curry favor with the public, would routinely put down Low Lifes. Jokes and simple insults soon turned to vitriol when a rumor surfaced that all Low Lifes adhered to the teachings of a book called The Low Life Manifesto. The closest parallel to this is The Protocols of the Elders of Zion which was an anti-Semitic hoax first published in Russia in 1903. Supposedly, this alleged “Manifesto” advocated a host of depraved and unorthodox practices. While the book never existed and was debunked, the rumor about it persisted. All of this reinforced the public’s antipathy for Low Lifes and encouraged more of the same criticism from the media and politicians, which in turn deepened the public’s feelings of antipathy, and so on. The word “vicious” in vicious cycle” was particularly appropriate for this course of unfortunate events. Just like fans of a particular team feel a sense of community with other fans when rooting for their team, the broad populous experienced a sense of community when, in a way, it was rooting against Low Lifes. America at this moment in time appeared to have a new slogan: ‘United We Hate.’”

Goodwin was on a bus enroute to SoLo. From his vantage point, he could see the mass of red brick buildings ahead. In a state of shock, depression, and total panic, he had difficulty accepting what had happened to him a few hours earlier. After being ousted as the CEO of the company he had made highly successful, Goodwin stood in front of his former office building and tried, with little success, to calm himself.

He had about $400 in his wallet and some credit cards. Almost immediately he realized what was going to happen next and ran full tilt to an ATM machine to avoid its consequences, but it was too late. The computerized message on the screen read “Account Closed.” Goodwin’s credit cards, all being corporate cards, had been revoked. All of his checking accounts, which were run through the business, were closed.

Before he turned away from the ATM screen a horrible realization washed over Goodwin causing him to whisper, “Oh no.” For the first time in his life, he experienced an emotion completely new to him, a deep and overwhelming sense of dread. His hands were shaking so violently that he had difficulty pushing the speed dial on his cell phone. Though it was not particularly warm, sweat seemed to emanate from every pore in his body.

“Paramount Investments” the receptionist said. “How may I direct your call?”

“Malcolm Tenzer,” Even these words were tinged with anxiety.

“Who may I say is calling?”

“Philip Goodwin.”

“What is this in reference to?”

Goodwin felt that the woman was speaking very slowly, though this was a misperception stemming from uncontrollable anxiety. He wanted to scream, “Put the fucking call through,” but held fast trying hard to keep his panic in check. “This is Philip Goodwin. He is my investment banker and this is an emergency, please put me through immediately.”

“One moment please.” The moment seemed to last a century and a half. Tenzer was an able and cheery man, who always greeted Goodwin with an upbeat, “doctor,” a term he used for everyone and one that seemed to amuse people. This time he answered in a subdued, flat, and what seemed to Goodwin a tone of voice reserved for delivering bad news.

“Philip.”

Goodwin interrupted and as if to speed up what he wanted to accomplish spoke quickly. “My accounts? Are they still in place? If so I need you to transfer half of everything, stocks, bonds, and cash to a new account in my name only. Use your discretion on how you execute. I’ll come up and sign the necessary papers. But make the transfer immediately. I’m only a couple of blocks from your office.”

Tenzer’s silence told Goodwin what he feared. Plaintively, almost whining, almost begging, Goodwin pleaded “And please don’t tell me you can’t do it.”

“I’m sorry, Philip, but Sheila transferred everything to her, to their, account this morning.”

“Malcolm, how could you? You know what’s been going on between the Two Sheilas and me. You’ve handled my money for 20 years. I’ve followed you from brokerage firm to brokerage firm. I’ve been a loyal friend, not to mention your most important and biggest account. How could you have betrayed me like this?”

“I’m so sorry, Philip, but it wasn’t done through me. Apparently, the Two Sheilas found another financial advisor in our company. We have several thousand. They picked someone I don’t even know, authorized the transfer, completed all the necessary transfer forms and that was that. My guess is that they knew I’d resist and contact you immediately.”

“Do you realize that I’m essentially penniless?”

“Well, half of those assets belong to you under the law. But I guess that will have to be resolved in court.”

“Yes, but that will take two or three years. What do I do now?”

“I don’t really know. The sad fact is that I’m packing up. Since you were my major client and I’ve lost your account, I’ve been fired. I’m done. I guess your wives screwed me, too. I’m asking myself the same question as you. What do I do now?”

When Goodwin arrived back at the Plaza he found his bags, packed and stacked in the hall next to his room. Several attempts to use his key card to regain entry failed. The Plaza had changed his door’s key code. An elegant embossed note was taped to one of Goodwin’s bags.




The Plaza

My Dear Mr. Goodwin,

The Plaza prides itself on the accommodations it provides for its guests and nothing would please us more than to have you continue your stay on with us. Unfortunately, the hotel has been advised that your corporate credit cards have been revoked. Ordinarily, we would be pleased to honor any personal cards you may have, but have just learned that you are a Low Life. For the comfort and safety of our guests and understanding their sensibilities, we have adopted a strict policy against permitting Low Lifes to stay in our hotel. If you ever achieve a PPR of 11 or over please do not hesitate to contact us, though rooms for those below 15 are limited.

Cordially,

The Management

PS: Ask about our New Year’s Eve Specials-Note, however that we are not currently accepting reservations for people with PPRS below 16.





By the time Goodwin had finished reading the note, a bellboy had his bags in hand. It was Andre the orderly from the Meditainment Center. Goodwin was surprised to see him and, momentarily forgetting his predicament, asked, “Andre, what are you doing here?”

“Unfortunately, I was fired. My supervisor heard me telling a visitor that a patient was en route to a hospice, and I was fired on the spot. I should have used “comfort zone.”

With Goodwin’s bags in hand, Andre escorted him to an elevator that opened to the narrow alleyway he had used when he first arrived. Andre said, “Thank you for staying at the Plaza, Mr. Goodwin. We hope to see you again. Just between you and me, I think that this Low Life stuff is a lot of crap.” Goodwin thanked Andre but neglected to tip him. He thought he heard a disappointed Andre say under his breath as he walked away, “Lousy Low Life.”

Within a period of less than an hour, Goodwin went from an affluent entrepreneur to a homeless person with two bags in hand and with no place to go. In a way, he was like Sophie, but he didn’t have the courage to inhabit a furnished room in a department store. Though wearing a bespoke suit, he felt like one of those ragged people who he encountered from time to time when they approached him for a handout and to whom Goodwin, to his credit, always gave some money, an act that generally provoked a reproachful grunt from Sheila. He wondered if others would now be as charitable to him.

Goodwin called Peter Kass and heard a recorded message from Kass’ wife: “If you are attempting to reach Peter Kass, he no longer lives here. If you wish to reach him, please call him on his cell phone, 561-456-9090.

Kass picked up on the first ring. “Peter Kass.”

“Peter, what’s going on? I just received this weird message from your wife.”

“To use the vernacular, Donald, Charlie, and me have been screwed by your dear wives.”

“My wives?”

“Your wives. As you know, we’ve always stood by you against all this bullshit. So two weeks ago we go on one of these stupid talk shows to defend you and to set the record straight. The host asks, “How could you defend anyone who is a five?” At that point, Charlie loses it and yells, ‘If Philip Goodwin is a five then we are fives, too.’ The TV host asks if we agree and Donald and I respond, ‘Hell yes!’ So the Two Sheilas who have a Twitter following of about 40 million, bigger than virtually anyone with a Twitter account, immediately send out a Tweet which asks everyone to send ratings in for us that are fives or lower in all categories. Two days later, we are fives, Low Lifes. That’s how fast it happened. We get thrown out of Harborside and people start picketing our houses wanting us to leave the neighborhood. Our wives divorce us on the ground that we are Low Lifes and, on advice of counsel, transfer all of our money to their accounts.”

Naturally, the first thing we do is call our lawyers. And guess what? They won’t represent us because they have a policy against representing Low Lifes. Two weeks before this happened they were kissing our asses. So right now we each have about $10,000. That will last a while, but I don’t know what will happen after that.”

“Holy shit, I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault. I think everyone has simply gone crazy. So, what’s up with you?

Goodwin related what had happened to him over the last few hours to which Kass replied sardonically, “Welcome to my world.”

“Where are you now?”

“We are in the land of the Low Lifes, our ghetto. Catch the number 10 bus on Broadway and 48th and get off at the last stop, the SoLo district. There is a reception area just inside the first building by the bus stop. I’ll tell them you’re coming. Check in. They’ll find you a spot for now and then hook up with us at the Persona Non Grata bar.” Despite everything, Goodwin had to laugh at the name.

For the first time, Goodwin looked at the other passengers on the bus, presumably all Low Lifes. The only word that came to mind was refugees. “No” he thought, “the more accurate term is social refugees.” The bus came to a hard stop. He and his fellow social refugees had arrived. The only difference between Goodwin and the other passengers was that everyone else on the bus had someone to meet them. In a matter of moments, Goodwin stood alone by the empty bus.

The voice from behind him asked, “Mr. Goodwin?”

He turned to see an attractive, well dressed, woman in her forties. She held out her hand and said, “I’m so happy to meet you. We’ve all been following your battle with the evil twins.”

“I like that name for them.”

“I thought you would. We’ll get you a temporary room and help you settle in and then get you over to the Persona Non Grata bar to meet with your friends.”

“You seem particularly upbeat for a Low Life.”

“I’m actually a 26, though I think the whole concept is preposterous and clearly dangerous. There is a group of us who come down to help out, but we need to keep a low profile. Those who help Low Lifes are now labeled ‘Abettors.’ Helping Low Lifes is frowned upon and, if you can believe it, there is a large nationwide organization dedicated to outing Abettors. Anyone who outs an Abettor successfully is given a reward of $100.00. Once you are outed, the organization arranges through its network to have very low ratings sent in to Pragat. Twenty-four hours after that, you’re a Low Life. It can happen that fast.

“What comes next, armbands?”

It was a sarcastic question, but the woman gave it a serious answer. “That’s only a rumor,” she whispered.

The room he was assigned was a studio apartment which, to Goodwin’s surprise, was furnished rather nicely. Its former occupant was an interior decorator who ran for her life upon learning that her neighbors on both sides and across the hall, neighbors she had over for dinner many times, were Low Lifes. Goodwin was about to leave for the Persona Non Grata bar when his cell phone rang. Before he could even say “hello,” he heard a sharp clipped, almost squeaky, unfamiliar, voice that spoke in a rapid fire fashion:

“Goodwin, that you? Goodwin?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

Speaking at the speed of light, with a voice two octaves above that of a castrati taking a cold shower, the man replied, “You don’t know me. My name is Speedy Lazar, the great grandnephew or distant fifth generation cousin; I still don’t know which, of the great agent, Swiftly Lazar. Listen, Goodwin, I work for the American Broadcasting Company and The Sheila and I have an offer that you can’t refuse. Well, you could refuse it. It’s a free country, but you’d be ‘shmazy’ if you did. Like that word? I made it up. It’s a shmuck that’s crazy. I will have a car pick you up at 9 am sharp and I’ll take care of picking up Schnell.” Before Goodwin could say, “wha?” Lazar hung up.

Two things surprised Goodwin when he entered Persona Non Grata bar, its size and the raucous upbeat nature of the crowd. The atmosphere didn’t seem appropriate for a place housing Low Lifes. Low Lifes, Goodwin thought, were supposed to be downtrodden, beaten. But this noisy group seemed to be just the opposite. They were having a good time.

A man approached, “Philip Goodwin?”

“Yes.”

He took a spoon and banged on a glass to signal for quite. “Hey everyone, I am pleased to introduce you to our latest resident, Philip Goodwin.” With that the man slapped a “TEN BELOW” cap on Goodwin’s head to the cheers of the bar’s patrons.

“Just because the outside world calls us “Low Lifes” doesn’t mean we have to follow suit. The connotation itself marks you. Ten Below is much better and has a little cache. Your friends are in the booth at the back of the bar.” As Goodwin made his way to the back of the bar, people patted him on the back and shook his hand as if he were a celebrity. After celebratory hugs, downed scotches, and cursing the Two Sheilas and their respective wives, Goodwin said, “This is not at all what I expected.”

“Well about half of the people here are not Ten Belows. They come down here because it’s now an edgy neighborhood. The rest are from our ghetto. Most of us come here in a state of shock and despair, but that soon turns to anger. We support each other and are attempting to organize and get rid of the PPRs. Every single person we’ve met is decent and hardworking. Like us, they’ve simply been screwed by circumstances and the ratings.”

Graves piped in, “We’ve been in touch with SoLo groups all over the country and I think there are close to two million of us now. What we need is a spokesman, a champion to help us unravel this mess, to do away with the whole PPR system. That’s step one in getting our lives back. We need to show people that a system that rates people mainly on the basis of data from the Internet is artificial and wrong.”

“It’s a pretty tall order.”

“Yes,” Riques interjected, “but we’ll find a way.”

Goodwin related the story about the odd phone call.

Kass said, “My guess is that he wants you on some sort of TV show, which would be great since you can talk about the evils of the Pragat ratings. You could be the spokesman for our cause. Maybe you could be our champion.”

While Goodwin’s mantra was to never get caught up in unpopular causes, he thought, “Why not? I have absolutely nothing to lose.”

“You are going to go aren’t you?”

“I’d be shmazy if I didn’t.”

His friends looked at him quizzically.


Divorcing With The Stars

Goodwin, along with Kass, Graves and Riques, were escorted into the large office of Speedy Lazar, the Director of New Programming Events for ABC. Midstream into drinking coffee and chomping on a big cigar, Lazar introduced Goodwin and his friends to a number of colleagues and began speaking at an even faster pace than the night before.

“Phil, I can call you Phil, right? Phil, you are presently having some, let’s say, personal difficulties. Very able lawyers represent your wives, you are facing a major divorce case and you have no money. So, unless you hire yourself some damn good attorneys, which always translates to damn expensive attorneys, whom you can’t afford, you’re up the creek owned and named after the famous Mr. Shit. The lawyers for The Sheila will be able to drag out any litigation for years, maybe decades. You being homeless will have to live on the street. You know I am right about you. What you don’t know is that I can help you, Phil. How would you like it if we paid all of your attorneys’ fees for the divorce, and we get you the best lawyers that money can buy? We’ll put you back in the Plaza, on us, and even give you $50,000 in cash. Sounds great, right? Of course it does. And all you have to do is have your divorce on national television.”

Lazar’s high-speed speech was interrupted by the entry of Schnell, who he introduced to his associates in a matter of seconds. Having completed that task, Lazar signaled to one of his associates to give Schnell a proposed contract and resumed his pitch, “Let me explain, Phil, while you and Schnell peruse our proposed agreement. It’s our standard 45 page single- spaced contract. Besides the vague and unintelligible terms all contracts have, it is one of the most amazing legal documents of all times. You know the expression, ‘A thousand monkeys, typing on a thousand typewriters every day for a thousand years will eventually type the entire works of William Shakespeare.’ Well we tried it and guess what, no Shakespeare, but we did get this really good contract. We saved thousands in legal fees. Now, if we can only teach these monkeys to take depositions.” Goodwin began to think at this point that this was another elaborate hoax concocted by the Two Sheilas to embarrass him. He looked around for hidden cameras.

Lazar was not deterred by the skeptical expression on Goodwin’s face and continued his fast paced pitch. “Look, Phil, what I’m about to tell you is the most brilliant idea since they fixed the television quiz shows in the Fifties. Let me explain. What is America obsessed with? One word: ‘celebrities.’ Go to your newsstand and more than half the magazines are devoted just to celebrities and the content of regular magazines always carry features on celebrities. There are at least twenty television shows just on celebrities. People gobble up celebrity news. America is addicted to celebrities. We’re all celebrity-holics.”

Goodwin thought for a moment about what a twelve-step program might be for celebrity-holics. He imagined men and women in a church basement and someone saying, “Hi I’m Gary and I’m a celebrity-holic. I haven’t looked at People, Us, or In Style for six weeks.”

“Great work, Gary.”

“Hi. I’m Lois and I’m a celebrity-holic. I’m afraid I slipped this week. I bought a copy of the National Enquirer because it had a headline I found irresistible, “Madonna Has Three Breasts,” and to add insult to injury when I looked at the photo inside, it showed her eating at Kentucky Fried Chicken.”

Lazar interrupted Goodwin’s reverie. “Are you with me, Phil?”

“Yes, sorry.”

“As I was saying Phil, what’s even of greater interest to America? Two words: celebrity scandals. And what’s even of greater interest than celebrity scandals? Two more words, celebrity trials. And what’s even of greater interest than celebrity trials?”

Like someone who just came out of shock therapy Goodwin mumbled, “Celebrity divorce trials?”

“See boys,” Lazar said to his team, “I told you this guy was sharp. So, you ask yourself, what does this have to do with me?” Goodwin was about to say “Uh huh?” but didn’t have time.

“I’ll tell you Phil. I was thinking about a new television show, a reality television show, something like Trials of the Stars. Not a bad idea, right, Phil? But, it wasn’t a blockbuster idea. I was frustrated. Then, one night I’m lying in bed, remote control in hand. It’s the brand new RX4 which will be state of the art until Wednesday. Anyway, I’m flipping between Court TV and American Idol, back and forth, forth and back. And then Phil, whammo! Did you ever experience a whammo, Phil? Or you can get really fancy and say you’ve experienced a great epiphany, a great revelation. Something like this comes once in a lifetime. It’s better than multiple orgasms, Phil, and you don’t have any pain in your prostate afterwards.”

“So, here it is, Phil. Why not have the divorce trial modeled after other reality TV shows, like America Idol or Dancing With The Stars? We have the American television audience give the verdict by phoning in their votes. And to make it really special it’s a winner take all decision.”

“And we’ve come up with a great title, ‘Divorcing With The Stars.’ Yeah, I know it’s a play on Dancing With The Stars, but that’s okay with the network because that show will be the lead in show for us. Word is out and celebrity couples, even happily married ones, are beating down our doors to get on the show to jack up their careers. Want to hear the terrific twist? Sure you do. The divorcing party with the greatest number of votes at the end of the season will be guaranteed a spot on Dancing With The Stars. If we get a mega couple on the show, the divorce will be held in The Supreme Court of the United States immediately after the Super Bowl.”

“Is that possible? Can you get into the Supreme Court and do that?”

“Phil, I know you’ve been wrapped up in this Sheila thing, and haven’t kept up what’s going on, but it’s absolutely possible, since DOMM”

“DOMM? Who is DOMM?”

“Not who, what. DOMM is the newest agency of the Government and everyone expects it will solve all the country’s financial problems. It’s the Department of Making Money.”

Goodwin looked at his friends for confirmation and they shook their heads in a way indicating that Lazar was telling the truth. Lazar continued: “The crazy thing is that the idea was so obvious and so simple that no one thought of it before. Everyone knows that the government is good at collecting money, namely taxes, and even better at spending money, but it is absolutely lousy at making money, that is, functioning as a profitable enterprise.”

The most that Goodwin could eke out during Lazar’s mile a minute narrative was, “But how?”

“About two months ago, DOMM came into existence. Under the department’s direction, virtually everything the government owns and controls will be rented or licensed. Landmarks, personnel, and assets can be exploited for profit. Most people in the know think that the entire deficit will be wiped out within two years.”

So far the biggest sellers are weddings and bar/bat mitzvahs at the White House. The tentative cost of each is a cool $12 million and for an extra $2 million the President and First Lady will drop by for the cocktail hour. For $3 million more the President will sing Hava Nagila at a bar or bat mitzvah. There’s already a two year waiting list and about a hundred couples have opted for the Maxi-Package. For $25 million they get everything I’ve mentioned, plus a honeymoon at Camp David, which they fly to via the Presidential helicopter. There are so many bookings for Camp David that the President has been forced to spend his next retreat at a local Motel 6.

Goodwin’s response to Lazar’s, “Get my drift?” was simply a blank stare. Lazar, enthusiastic about the program continued, “Product placement, another DOMM program is already generating about four billion a month.”

“Product what?”

“Product placement. Check out this photograph of the President.” With that Lazar gave Goodwin an autographed 8 by 10 photograph of the President, which he bought for $3500. “I would have purchased a personal inscription, but it would have cost $7000. The President signs 500 of these a day. Take a careful look at his photo. See the lapel pin of the American flag. Now look directly below it.”

Goodwin was shocked, “Unbelievable.” It was Nike Swoosh logo.

Lazar held up a magazine with a recent photograph of the President. “Now take a look at this photograph. The President is sitting behind his desk. You’ll notice that on the desk there is a large bottle of Coke, an Apple Computer, a mug of Starbucks Coffee and, a small snow-globe of Disney’s Magic Kingdom. That desk is worth $6 billion a year.

“And let’s not forget naming rights. The government is already having a bidding war over Pennsylvania Avenue with credit card companies leading the charge. So is it going to be the American Express way or Visa Way? The bidding is up to $3 billion per year. God knows how much the Government will get for naming rights for the White House. Burger King and McDonalds appear to be neck and neck in the bidding. The President seems ok with either company because their slogans, “You deserve a break today” and “Have it your way” have nice political overtones.”

“And absolutely nothing is off the table. Our network is bidding to put on a new television show called the Congresswomen of Washington DC, sort of the Housewives of Orange County.” Lazar stopped and started laughing hysterically. Can you imagine the scene?

“Congresswoman One, distraught: ‘Nancy Pelosi used the F word to describe my actions.’”

“Congresswoman Two: ‘My God, what did she say?’ ‘

“Congresswoman One: ‘She said they were furtive.’”

“Look, the Supreme Court building is empty on the weekends and nights, right, just some tourists. We rent the whole thing out to have the mega celebrity divorce there. The cost is $1 million per night. Since our commercial rate for advertisers is $600,000 per minute, we make a profit after the first few commercials.”

For your trial, we are going to rent out a courtroom in the Federal District Courthouse in New York; $100,000 per day. It’s a turnkey promotion by the Federal Judiciary. You get the courtroom, judge, bailiff, stenographer, two guards, clerk, and an extra whose only job is to say ‘all rise” when the judge enters the courtroom.”

“So here’s the way it works. The trial will be a real trial. We will follow all of the trial rules, the Federal Rules of Evidence and the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure. Once the trial is over, the jury, in this case the American Public will render a verdict by phone.”

“Let me get literary here Phil and quote the famous Ginzu knife advertisement, ‘Wait…there’s more!’ There’s actually going to be a show within a show. Here the idea is to try to influence the American Public. It’s the reverse of a gag order. It’s sort of a “brag order.” Lazar became hysterical at his attempt at whimsy, but no one else laughed.

“You and The Sheila will have to get out there to influence public opinion. We’ll have cameras following you around for the pilot we’re making. The show’s working title is ‘Undue Influence.’ It’s a win, win situation. The more you get into the media, say go on talk shows, the more publicity for our show.”

“Obviously, whoever does a better job has an advantage going into the trial. But, even if the jury favors someone going in, the other party’s lawyer can pull the case out of the jaws of defeat if he or she is good enough.”

As Lazar began to catch his breath, Goodwin asked, “But how?”

“Who knows? Trials like the fashions on the Red Carpet, or the ferry schedule on the Alimentary Canal are totally unpredictable. Since we need to follow the Federal Rules, appeals are possible. Frankly, I’m not particularly interested in that since appeals just involve questions of law. That area does not generate much interest to the general public, so we’re trying to work a deal with PBS on the appeals.

“There is a provision in your contract with the network, and an identical provision in the network’s contract with The Sheila, that whoever wins the divorce, that is whoever is found by the American Public not to be at fault by the jury for the demise of your marriage, is awarded all the marital property, the house, the stock and the business. Winner takes all. One of you will be very rich and the other very poor. I don’t know about you, Phil, but I’m pretty excited.”

“One month from today, you and The Sheila will meet at the Federal Courthouse, and we’ll pick your legal teams. We draw the names of each of your law firms out of a bingo like wheel. I can assure you all the lawyers in our pool are quite extraordinary. Two weeks later we’ll have a trial. So sign here and you get the $50,000 right now.”

Goodwin, to the satisfaction of his friends said, “Well, if I do the deal, I prefer to stay with my friends in the SoLo district. I’d want you to make a donation to the SoLo Fund equivalent to the cost of the Plaza.”

“Sure sure, but it has to be an anonymous donation. It would be curtains for the network if it were known to be an Abettor.”

Goodwin and his troupe convened in a separate room. While Goodwin had serious reservations about accepting Lazar’s offer, he desperately needed the money. He also relished the thought of a skilled lawyer cross-examining the Two Sheilas. On the other hand, he and his friends knew that his chances of winning the trial were not slim to none they were none to none.

“Even so,” said Kass, “you’d be helping us all. You could be the public voice and get the message across about the evils of the PPR system. And, imagine if you won. There is no telling what would happen.”

“Wait,” said Schnell. Without saying anything else, he exited the room. When he returned a half hour later, he said, “Okay. I’ve got them to up the offer to $500,000.”

A surprised and delighted Goodwin said, “You’re a hell of a negotiator. I’ll sign and if I lose everything, to hell with it. And the money goes to the defense fund and you guys take what you need, too.”

“Except my 10 percent,” Schnell chimed in. No one argued with him.

Lazar, with the signed contract in hand said to the group, “Now, here’s what we do. Starting immediately we issue the announcement about the divorce of the century. You’ve got to start getting on the air to influence the American public. That could be the key to success here. So, go for it boys.”

That evening, an impromptu party for Goodwin was given at the Persona Non Grata bar. The bar had a sardonic sign on its outside which read “ONLY PPRS WITH 10 AND BELOW ARE WELCOME.”

Goodwin had said to his friends, “How much of the $450,000 do you guys want?” In other times under other circumstances, they might have asked for $100,000 a piece, but they had taken up the mantel of helping the Low Lifes.

“Just give us $5000 a piece. The rest should go to the fund. Obviously, take some for yourself.”

“I’m going to take $5000 and let the chips fall where they may.”

It was, in a way, an inspiring evening. People were truly grateful to Goodwin for his generosity and courage. Many told stories of how their lives were transformed and how they wanted to fight back against the “artificial social curse,” as one person put it. The last speaker, an eminent former Federal judge, told the story of how after sentencing 12 Mafia racketeers to long prison terms, he suddenly found that his 27 PPR was down to an 8. He was absolutely certain that this precipitous drop was due to manipulation of the ratings by a criminal enterprise. The criminals’ defense team then argued on appeal that the judge was not qualified to hear the case in the first place because of his low rating. Rather than have the Court of Appeals make an egregious decision, the judge resigned from the bench.

With his hand on Goodwin’s shoulder he said, “Someone spoke earlier about courage. I think that getting into this very public fight, one you very likely will lose, takes a lot of courage. Beyond that you’ll need a lot of fortitude. Things may get pretty rough for you, but all of us are in your camp win or lose.”

“I’m ready,” replied Goodwin. For the first time in his adult life, Goodwin was fighting for a cause and an unpopular one at that. The irony of this didn’t escape him. As he left the bar with his three friends, he said, “Nothing like being a victim to get you involved.”


The America’s Most Unwanted Show

If Schnell was any hotter under the collar, his neck would have been on fire. Referring to the morning papers spread out on his conference room table, Schnell said to Goodwin, “We’ve been ambushed.” It only took a quick glance at the advertisements in The New York Times and the Wall Street Journal for Goodwin to know that Schnell was right. Each paper carried several political style, full-page, advertisements supporting the Two Sheilas in their upcoming court battle. Insidiously disguised as serious politically oriented pieces, their only objective was to sway the American Public. A full page advertisement in the Times with the banner: “MINISTERS AND RABBIS SUPPORT THE SHEILA,” proclaimed “As religious leaders in this country, the undersigned support the wholesome family values of The Sheila and urge the American Public to vote in The Sheila’s favor.” Several thousand names appeared below this message, including most cardinals and rabbis. A group called “Beyond REM United” had an advertisement showing a large photograph of Sheila above the notation, “The Sheila can beat Goodwin in their sleep.” The Comedically Challenged Lobby, now a powerful political force in America took out an advertisement with the headline: GOODWIN IS A JOKE AND WE DON’T GET IT. VOTE FOR THE SHEILA.

These and a multitude of other advertisements were a prelude to a television blitzkrieg that Goodwin and Schnell watched during the day. The Two Sheilas attempting to get the most coverage possible appeared separately on virtually every interview show on the air. By the end of the day Goodwin considered Kildare’s earlier remark about him being hopelessly outnumbered in the battle of the sexes quiet prophetic. The Two Sheilas were in a virtual love fest with every television celebrity who interviewed them. Goodwin, by contrast, was not asked to appear on a single program. Except for the defamatory things being said about him on television, he had no exposure whatsoever.

A portion of the money received from Lazar bought him a single full page advertisement in the New York Times which spelled out the evils of the Pragat Rating System and how the concept of Low Lifes should be abolished. This provoked a massive retaliatory advertising campaign by Pragat Corporation to counter the claims made by Goodwin. Its highly effective tag line “How can you believe anything a five tells you?” virtually eliminated any impact of Goodwin’s advertisement.

As the first week of Undue Influence ended, Pragat published its readjusted rating of Goodwin, giving him an across the board rating of two. The sole entry in the comments section below the across the board two ratings were authored by Aunt Hilda “Hilly.”




Goodwin is a puerile, pathetic, problematic, perfidious, paranoiac, pompous, predisposed, pungent, painful, pesky, plastic, prurient, pushy, pugnacious, pointless, putzy, putrid, pertinacious, and pitiful person.





When asked why she used this unusual form of description, Hilly replied, “I’m taking a class in alliteration.”

The Two Sheilas by contrast now had a rating of “30 Plus.” The rating prompted a cover page on the daily news with a side-by-side photographs of America’s best known adversaries juxtaposed over the notations, “Beyond Perfection” and “Philip Goodwin is Number 2.”

Schnell had little doubt that Lazar had conspired with the Two Sheilas and had planned to set him up well in advance of the time Lazar contacted him. “Think about it,” said Schnell, the Two Sheilas cut off your credit cards, and take your money, but they don’t cut off your phone service. Ask yourself why. It’s because they wanted Lazar to contact you. Who could have given him your mobile number? They realized early on that if you went the distance with them in a real divorce proceeding, you would have been awarded half of the marital property, a considerable amount. They wanted it all, however. Their two-week stay in the Meditainment Center, was not only to augment their looks, but also to give them time to devise a plan to manipulate you to the point where you would lose control and do something really foolish, in this case sue for divorce.”

Though it was only 10 am, Goodwin poured two large glasses of scotch for himself and Schnell. Goodwin raised his glass and said sarcastically, “Happy days.”

Schnell continued, “They maneuvered you into a position of total desperation and then had their co-conspirator, Lazar, convince you to sign a winner take all contract. Lazar also wants the Two Sheilas to prevail, because the American Public loves them. Their victory will only contribute to the continued success of his program. “I would call him a rat, but that would be insulting to the species.”

“I’m really screwed, Schnell, aren’t I?”

“Actually, you may not be in as bad a position as you think. My sense is that they made a big mistake by getting all of their advertisements out so early. They may have peaked. I think what we do is the reverse. We keep a very low profile. Then, just before your first court appearance, when the media really wants you, you go on one very high profile show with a prestigious and fair host who will let you tell your story.”

“And the PPR story,” interrupted Goodwin. “I want to speak out about the plight of the Low Lifes.”

“The day after that interview we go to court and pick your lawyers. They’ll be able to guide us on a public relations strategy from that point on. With the talent in this pool of lawyers, we should be in good hands. They can show just how evil these ratings have become. I just have to figure out which show and how to get you on it.”

Schnell’s prediction about the Two Sheilas peaking was correct. After about two weeks, the pro-Sheila advertisements ended. Their appearances on television dwindled and then stopped all together. The networks and media turned to Goodwin, whose refusal to appear on camera began to stir up a real interest in him. Several days before his court appearance, Schnell said to Goodwin, “Good news, I got you booked on the 9:30 pm Sydney Glick talk show.”

“What show?”

“Americas Most Unwanted. It’s a talk show where really unpopular people tell their side of the story. Glick started the show because he turned out to be the most unwanted host in television. He now has a substantial following and my guess is that your appearance will pull in an enormous viewing audience.” It was the first time in months that Goodwin smiled. “Excellent.”

“But you simply can’t go on and speak. We need to prepare. The story you tell and they way you tell it needs to be perfect and highly compelling. We have 48 hours.”

When Goodwin sat before the television cameras, he was fully prepared to state his case. He felt calm, confident and optimistic. He was wearing a 10 Below cap. Virtually every resident of SoLo tuned into the show. All had the collective hope that there would now be a voice to speak for them. In a way, it was if they were at a sporting event. Everyone was wearing a 10 Below cap.

Glick spoke. “Tonight our guest is Philip Goodwin, perhaps the most controversial and most unpopular person we have had on our show. We are going to permit Mr. Goodwin to tell his side of the story. As far as we know, no one has really given a chance to Mr. Goodwin to really state his case. He has indicated that he also wants to talk about the plight of the Low Lifes. Pursuant to an agreement with Mr. Goodwin there will be no questions following his presentation. Mr. Goodwin, take it away.”

When Goodwin came on camera cheering erupted throughout SoLo. Goodwin looked directly into the camera. “Thank you, Mr. Glick and thank you, ladies and gentlemen for hearing my side of the story. But first, I’d like to talk about the plight of the Low Lifes and the rampant discrimination against us.” A unified shout of “Yeah!” arose from the Persona Non Grata bar.

The camera suddenly shifted to a very somber looking Glick. His face was ashen. His hands were trembling. He had tears in his eyes. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have terrible breaking news. We have just learned that Sydney Maxine, the lover of Sheila Goodwin, just as Philip Goodwin had wished, has died a horrible death. According to initial reports, just as Mr. Goodwin wished, he has had the life sucked out of him. This regularly scheduled interview is now pre-empted by coverage on this tragic event.” The unified “Yeah!” uttered seconds earlier by Goodwin’s 10 Below fans was now replaced with a collective, muted, “Shit.”


Jiffy Lipo

The Theoretical Cause of Sydney Maxine’s Death

Some students of the science of causality might say that the cause of Sydney Maxine’s death, like all things, could be traced back to the Big Bang, reasoning that but for the Big Bang, the Universe, Earth, people, and ultimately Sydney Maxine, would not have been created. Alternatively, if the Big Bang had been a tad smaller, just the “Bang” for example, or had occurred a little bit to the left, Maxine might not have been in harm’s way. Those who are interested in more proximate causes, however, might argue that in the chain of causality, the Atkins Diet, while not the immediate cause of his death, figured prominently in Maxine’s demise.

Decades earlier, a company named “Jiffy Meat Technology,” named after its founder, Lorenzo Jiffy, and his two brothers had developed an extremely sophisticated piece of equipment which was dubbed the “Jiffy Dilipidating Device” or simply the “JDD.” Awarded the “Invention of the Year” in 1986 by Meat Technology Magazine, the JDD provided an ultra fast way of removing fat or lipids from meat. This was extremely important given the sentiment at the time that fat was linked to a host of ills, such as heart disease and cancer.

Within a year of the development of the JDD, Jiffy Meat Technology was turning out tons of totally fat free meat a day. Its accounts were nationwide. Everyone wanted fat free meat. Armed with a bevy of patents, the company faced no competition. Since Jiffy could produce perfect fat free meat at prices substantially lower than its competitors, it had a lock on about 20 percent of the wholesale meat market. When a competitor attempted to use a similar device, it would receive a “cease and desist” letter from the company’s attorneys. Invariably, the competitor opted to stop manufacturing. Within five years, each of the three principals of the company was bringing home in excess of two-million dollars a year.

In the mid-90s, however, a new view of fat was emerging. Its platform was the “Atkins diet.” Dr. Atkins had been espousing his diet for many years, but it wasn’t until the mid-90s that it began to have real credibility and popularity. Fat was no longer the foe. Not only was it touted to be good for you, fatty meat tasted much better than super-lean meat. Orders for “thin” meat dwindled, royalties evaporated, and mega-meat processing companies, who had lost significant market share to Jiffy, were “licking their chops,” (not literally) at the prospect of dethroning what they regarded as an upstart company. By the time the new Millennium was a teenager, Jiffy was at the edge of bankruptcy. If the three partners were to salvage anything, they would have to close the company.

On a late spring evening Lorenzo, Bernie, and Anthony Jiffy sat in the cavernous hall of their now dormant meat processing plant. An environment that once was full of active machines and scurrying workers was now completely quite and devoid of all products. Sitting on bridge chairs by the first JDD that had been built and with an air of nostalgia and melancholy, the men toasted each other and reminisced. It was, all agreed, a great ride. The three men, essentially street kids with no backing, but with determination, ingenuity and chutzpah, had shaken up the meat industry. Each still had a few million dollars in the bank, not enough to make them rich, by any standard. A couple of million would buy a reasonably nice condo in Manhattan, but not much more. Still, they couldn’t complain. They put their kids through college, and lived pretty well.

“So, what do we do now?” Lorenzo asked.

Bernie, the scientist of the group and inventor of the JDD did not answer directly, but instead yelled loud enough for his voice to bounce off of the surrounding walls, “Son of a bitch!” He began to laugh hysterically.

“You okay, Bernie?”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph” Bernie yelled. “It’s so obvious.” He was laughing and talking at the same time and, it seemed, was deliriously happy. He put his arms around his brothers and hugged them. “We’re so dumb!” With that, Bernie removed all of his clothes, placed himself naked into the very large chamber of a Jiffy Dilapidating Device, adjusted some mechanisms internally and said, “Turn it on for about 30 seconds.”

Lorenzo and Anthony were temporarily paralyzed with wonder and stood dumbfounded until Lorenzo pleaded, “Come on Bernie, your life’s not over. Things will get better. Come on out.”

“Turn on the machine and focus the electrodes on my gut.” Bernie said authoritatively. By this time, the device had become so sophisticated that it was enhanced by computer technology. A technician could aim the instrument, via a digital screen, at a specific part of a meat product if necessary and remove discrete areas of fat. While Bernie was hyper, he did appear to be rational. Lorenzo turned on the machine. After 30 seconds Bernie emerged and was considerably thinner. About 20 pounds of fat had been melted away from his gut in under a minute.

Just as the horse and buggy was replaced by the automobile, the rotary dial phone by smart phones, the propeller by the jet, and reality by reality television, the old method of lipo-suction, one in which a physician employed a canella device under the skin of a patient who had doled out thousands of dollars, was about to replaced by an invention that would forever change this aspect of plastic surgery.

It was not long before Jiffy Lipo centers were as numerous as McDonalds. Customers would pay an initial fee of $300 for a session and $50 for every pound of lipids removed. The whole process would take no more than 10 minutes and remove as much lipids as the customer required. Customers would simply lie in a very elegant, cat- scan like device, listen to various music channels as the process occurred and walk out moments later lighter and very happy.

Ultimately, Jiffy Lipo was purchased by a company named, “Mary’s Little Red Cottage Candles LLC,” for four hundred million dollars. Mary’s sold pastel candles bearing a red and white logo of a sweet little old lady standing in front of a ginger-bread style cottage. It used the same logo on its fleet of oil tankers, arms that it sold to any buyer, its genetically engineered and toxic corn that it fed to Mary’s branded cattle in its insidious slaughter houses and on the uniforms of mercenaries that it hired. It was rumored that the impetus for the acquisition was the apparent value of human lipids both in candles and land mines. The Jiffy brothers retired as very wealthy men.

The Direct Cause of Sydney Maxine’s Death

Sydney Maxine was depressed. Sheila, the woman that he loved, had left him. Since he first saw Goodwin’s email wish that he die a horrible death, Maxine lived with a daily gut wrenching fear that Goodwin’s “Death Wish,” the term used by the press, would come true. He became agoraphobic and, inexplicably, angoraphobic at the same time. The unfortunate consequence of these dual phobias was that he would just sit around his house wearing flannel shirts, since he could no longer wear his beautiful angora sweaters. Worst of all, the stress flowing from Goodwin’s email had led to an odd form of a bi-polar disease. Maxine would shift from being Hyper-Humoresque to Hypo-Humoresque. As a result, he would spontaneously blurt out very funny jokes, but due to his Hypo-Humoresque condition, not get them. Nothing seemed to help him out of his funk.

It was his mother, Sandy Maxine, who suggested that maybe they should do something fun together, perhaps some weight reduction followed by window shopping. The prospect of spending quality time with his mother brightened Sydney’s mood. He agreed to venture out of his house for the first time since receiving Goodwin’s original email and to rendezvous with his mother at the Jiffy Lipo center, which was strategically located next to Vogue. Virtually all Jiffy Lipo centers were located next to clothing stores because it enabled Jiffy to promote its services with the slogans: “Alter yourself, not your pants.” And “Drop before you shop!”

“Let’s go to Jiffy Lipo first. No sense lugging these extra pounds around,” his mother, who always prioritized, remarked. “Besides, I’ve always wanted to be a size four.”

“Me, too,” thought Sydney wistfully.

They were escorted into separate rooms. “See you in a couple of minutes, mother.”

“Don’t overdo it, Sydney,” she cautioned.

“No worries, Mother.” Sydney replied, though over doing it was exactly his plan. He had been binge eating since Sheila left him and was determined to also get down to a size four.

The technician asked, “What will it be?”

“The Maxi-Package please,” Maxine replied. This was an overall body delipidation with a built in program to remove one hundred percent of a person’s lipids. Jiffy initially promoted this option with the slogan, “Use our Maxi-Package and you will have less fat than a spoonful of diet cottage cheese.” When it was discovered that many residents of Grace Harbor already had less body fat than a spoonful of diet cottage cheese, the slogan was changed to “Use our Maxi Package and you will have less fat than a billiard ball.” The new slogan accounted for a 10 percent increase in business.

Adjusting a bunch of knobs and levers, the technician said, “Okay, Mr. Maxine. I just need a couple of minutes to set things up and we’ll be ready to go. Want to listen to any music?”

“Yes. Do you have the CD from the Big Chill, specifically the track for “You Make Me Feel Like A Natural Woman?”

“Sure thing. Want to smoke?”

“Yes, Virginia Slims?”

The Final Moments of Sydney Maxine’s Life

Lying within the cavity of the Jiffy Lipo device, with his head phones on, Sydney Maxine was puffing on his Virginia Slims, listening to Carole King sing “You Make Me Feel Like a Natural Woman” and shedding pounds at the same time. He was trending towards a size four. Maxine had to admit that he was feeling better, even a tad happy. His mother was absolutely right for suggesting this little outing. Sydney thought, “A mother’s wisdom.”

Less than an instant later, he found himself floating above the Jiffy Lipo reception area. This terrified him, not because he realized immediately that he was having a near death experience, but because he was afraid of heights. From his elevated position, Maxine saw that his mother was pacing, something she did often when she was worried. The pacing helped to calm her and burn calories at the same time. Sometimes, she would even look for something to worry about as a way of spurring her on to pace and therefore lose weight.

From this vantage point he saw something that shocked him. His mother had a rather large bald spot. “I’ll have to donate some hair plugs for a transplant,” he thought. But before he could ask Siri, “Where is the nearest hair plug center?” he was in a tunnel of exceptionally bright light. This also upset him because he was only wearing SPF20 sun block. As he contemplated this mistake and the consequential wrinkles that might follow, he noticed a large neon sign blinking on and off approaching and then passing him by. It said, ‘MY WHOLE LIFE.” His only thought at the moment was, “How Museum of Modern Art like.” An instant later, Maxine was standing in front of two gigantic gates with the words PEARLY GATES over the words “By invitation only.” A man in a long flowing white robe, which Maxine guessed correctly, was designed by Donatello Versace, gestured for him to come forward, but to first take off his shoes, empty his pockets and walk through a metal detector. Maxine, thankful that he wore stylish socks, approached the man. Maxine did not know what prompted his question: “Why do they call them the Pearly Gates?”

“Pearly made a big donation,” was the response.

The man in the white robe, looked at a laptop and said, “Now Sydney you’ve been a wonderful person and so we’ve arranged for your next life to be extremely happy.”

“You mean I’m going back as Laura Wingfield, from the Glass Menagerie?”

“No. I’m sorry. There’s a very long waiting list for that one. But, I think you are going to like what you’ve been assigned. You’re going back as a pair of her Manolos.”

“Thank God!”

“You can do that in person.”

Post Mortem

The new size four Sandy Maxine couldn’t understand what was taking Sydney so long. He was in his Lipo Removal Salon a good half hour. Finally, out of growing concern, even though there were never any reports of injuries arising from using the Jiffy Lipo device, she entered Sydney’s Lipo Salon. He was not there, or so she thought.

“Have you seen my son, the doctor?” While Sydney was not actually a doctor, Sandy rationalized that since he “cured” marriages, the word “doctor” was appropriate. The technician and his supervisor, both stupefied, could only point to the puddles of lipids on the floor. A woman wiser than her 85 years, Sandy knew instantly that something was horribly wrong and yelled, “Where is my Sydney?” She was also more possessive than her 85 years. All that the Jiffy Lipo employees could do was to point at the gleaming puddles of lipids.

Sandy didn’t know what to do or say, but finally managed to use the words made famous by Mrs. Dumpty upon learning the fate of her poor son, Humpty, who certainly would have changed his name if he didn’t go to pieces. “Well, put him back together again.” Sadly, the only thing solid that was left of Sydney was the patch of skin below a dragon shield tattoo that carried the words “Siempre Fideles.”

Within 24 hours of this horrific event, finger pointing (not Sydney’s of course) and lawsuits began. Sandy Maxine sued the Red Cottage Company, the parent of Jiffy Lipo. Jiffy Lipo blamed the technician for failing to take a lipid reading of Sydney Maxine prior to his death. Had this been done, they claimed, the technician would have discovered that Sydney Maxine was a physiological anomaly because every single atom in his body, his skin, organs, bones, eyes, hair, and even nails and teeth, virtually everything, were comprised entirely of lipids.

The technician pointed back at the management of his company because the manual they had given him did not contain instructions regarding pre-lipid screening. The publisher of the manual, who the employee sued, asserted that its author never wrote a section on pre-lipid screening. In the end, there were more suits than in Brooks Brothers.

In the court of public opinion, however, all fingers were pointing at Goodwin. Typical headlines with various uncomplimentary photos of Goodwin, next to a very nice photo of Sydney Maxine in his marine uniform, abounding with medals, included: “HIS WISHES CAME TRUE.” “WHY, GOODWIN? WHY?” “WAR HERO WISHED TO DEATH.”

Goodwin realized that these headlines and the litany of attacks upon him by TV blamers were the nails in his public relations coffin. If these were the nails, however, the upcoming and more or less impromptu televised state funeral for Sydney Maxine in Washington, D.C. followed by a televised burial at Arlington National Cemetery would be the rivets.


The Impromptu Funeral




Invitation

Sandy Maxine and The Sheila request the honor of your presence at the Funeral of Colonel Sydney Maxine, USMC

Viewing of Colonel Maxine’s casket

Capital Rotunda

All Day Thursday, October 12th

Funeral Mass

Washington National Cathedral,

Friday, October 13th at 10 a.m.

Processional

American Express Way (formerly Pennsylvania Avenue) at 11:30 a.m.

Burial

Arlington National Cemetery at 3pm












Underwritten by generous grants from: Ford Motor Company (“Have you driven a Ford Lately®”); American Express (“Don’t leave home without it®”) and Jenny Craig (Have you called Jenny Yet?®) (See our special “The dangers of Jiffy Lipo”) and Nike®

Continuous Television Coverage: ABC, NBC, CBS, FOX, CNN, HGTV, The Food Channel, The Golf Channel, CNBC, HSN, MTV. Aljazeera Television and Other Foreign Language Channels: See your local listings.





Goodwin had to admit it. The invitation to Sydney Maxine’s nationally televised funeral, sent to him via registered mail, was a brilliant public relations tactic by the Two Sheilas. If he accepted the invitation, the mourners would probably lynch him. If he declined or didn’t respond, stories would run to the effect that he didn’t even have the decency to attend the funeral of the man he had wished dead. Had his public relations battle with the Two Sheilas been a close one, Goodwin might have faced a difficult dilemma. His choice, however, was quite easy. He was so unpopular at this point that the consequences of not attending the funeral didn’t really matter. He muttered to himself as he tossed the invitation into his garbage can, “How much deader can I be?”

Goodwin knew that it was more than a coincidence that Ford, American Express, Jennie Craig, and Nike were underwriting Maxine’s very public funeral. These companies were also the primary sponsors of Divorcing With The Stars whose series premier was to be Goodwin’s televised divorce proceeding. They were also the sponsors of what was regarded as a perfect lead in show for the trial, a program called, The Making of Sydney Maxine’s Funeral.

The major expenses for the funeral were underwritten by various corporate sponsors. Under DOMM’S Rent America program, payments were made for the Capitol Rotunda, $900,000 per day, $250,000 for the Washington National Cathedral, $150,000, for the exclusive use of “American Express Way (finally renamed for $50,000,000 under DOMM’s renaming program,) and $190,000 for the “Platinum Funeral Package” which covered a motorcycle police escort for the coffin and cortege, 2000 mounted policeman, and a clean-up crew after the horses.. The original price for the package was actually $220,000, but DOMM had issued Groupons.

The Marine Corps Band and Choir, funeral coach pulled by horses, Arlington National Cemetery, and Marine Honor Guard were absorbed by each sponsor as part of the overall advertising budgets for the trial. The only other major expense was borne entirely by Nike. It agreed to pay a handsome royalty to Sandy Maxine for being allowed to put a little Nike “swoosh” symbol on Sydney Maxine’s casket, his uniform and on the side of the funeral wagon. Since it was very important to Sandy that her son’s funeral be very dignified, she said that she would only accept the royalty if the swoosh symbol were placed in a discrete place on the coffin and not too large. “Over six inches, and we’ll have to re-negotiate,” her agent said.

The evening before the funeral, tens of thousands visitors lined up outside of the Capitol Rotunda to pay their respects to “America’s Fallen Hero,” a name created by the network for Maxine. In light of the manner in which Maxine had died, a question arose as to whether or not his coffin should be opened or closed. Sandy Maxine finally decided that the coffin should remain open, but since Maxine no longer existed in a physical form, they should use the next best thing, namely a wax like replica of him.

None other than the famed Madame Tussauds, hired after a hasty exchange of emails, worked on a crash basis, prepared Sydney’s replica within 24 hours and sent “him” via FedEx next day delivery. The work of Madame Tussauds was free in exchange for the placement of a decal on the side of the coffin and exclusive worldwide rights to display other replicas of Sydney, except at the Rotunda’s gift shop where, under a deal cut by Sandy, replicas of Sydney of varying sizes were being sold. Replica rights as to the Two Sheilas was said to be “in discussions.”

When news of Nike and now Madame Tussauds coffin decals traveled over the Internet, hundreds of other companies lined up to pay lucrative fees for similar placement plugs. In the end, there were so many decals on Maxine’s coffin that it began to resemble a NASCAR race car. Sometime later, NASCAR paid a royalty to have a Sydney Maxine decal placed on its cars.

The only tangible remains of Maxine himself, his small patch of “Sempra Fideles” tattooed skin, was encased in Lucite and placed on the top of his casket. A photograph of him, in full battle gear, with his fellow soldiers in front of a tank, with the notation below it, “Liberators of Kuwait” was placed next to the Lucite. Behind the casket a large whitish candle, created by Mary’s Little Red Cottage Candles out of Sydney’s Lipids, burned brightly. (Sandy found it in her heart to forgive the company after receiving a substantial cash settlement) A little boy who said to his mother, as they passed the casket, “smells like a barbeque here,” was told to be still by his mother. At the boy’s insistence, however, she purchased a replica candle at the Rotunda’s gift store situated at the exit to the Rotunda.

Moments after the Lucite was shown on television, enterprising types began to make copies and sell them as paper weights, key chains, and generally as memorabilia. Sadly, Maxine’s actual Lucite encased tattoo, scheduled to go to the Smithsonian, was either misplaced or stolen somewhere between the rotunda and Arlington cemetery. A diligent search that employed the FBI and Lucite sniffing dogs proved unsuccessful and it was never found. Four decades later, the Lucite was sold as a “decorative paperweight” for $12 on eBay to a buyer who did not know its historical significance.

Goodwin, his friends and a packed house at the Persona Non Grata bar watched the pre-funeral events. He thought that the bar’s atmosphere was not unlike that of a sports bar, but in this case the “fans” were primarily rooting against the Two Sheilas. Around eight p.m., when the television viewing audience was at its peak, the Two Sheilas were escorted to the front of the long line of mourners and up to the casket. Copious boos erupted from the patrons with spontaneous chants of “evil twins, evil twins.”

Each Sheila, dressed immaculately in matching couturier dresses, knelt by the casket, genuflected, and prayed. When Goodwin saw this he shouted to the patrons, “Can you believe this shit? Not only are they Jewish, but damn atheists.”

The Two Sheilas later vigorously denied that they had genuflected. They explained via a spokesperson that what they were doing was the “Jewish version of genuflecting,” namely moving their hands to make the shape of the Star of David, “Jflecting.” The PR firm that concocted this story had chosen Jflecting over “Jewnuflecting” because the latter sounded like an offensive action against Jews and because Jflecting seemed hipper, almost like a new form of exercise. It was later reported that in one very elderly congregation in Florida, congregants had tried Jflecting, but because of the circuitous nature of the movement of their arms to make the Star of David, many sustained rotator cuff injuries.

After their moment of prayer, the Two Sheilas were escorted to Sandy Maxine who sat adjacent to her son’s casket. She was sobbing uncontrollably, but turned off her tears spigot for a moment to admire their perfect dresses, as did many onlookers. “Perhaps” she said, “you can wear those lovely dresses sometime in the future at a happier event.” Off camera and away from Sandy Maxine, the Two Sheilas chortled because they knew that they would never wear the same dress twice.

“Do you have any bitterness towards your estranged husband in light of what happened?” a reporter asked.

They replied in unison, “Well not bitterness so much as deep and unmitigated disappointment by his behavior. We will never know if our husband can somehow be blamed for the tragic death of this wonderful man who was a healer and a war hero. But at least he could have had the common decency to attend the funeral. We had to pull some strings to get him an invitation. As everyone expected, he didn’t even respond, nor he send his regrets.” The reporter shook his head in disgust as did, no doubt, millions of Americans who were glued to their television sets. Goodwin and his fellow patrons were also shaking their heads, but for totally different reasons.

The following day, Sydney Maxine’s coffin was taken from the rotunda and placed in a horse drawn wagon, which a spokesperson for Ford said proudly, was a predecessor to the Model T. The carriage moved slowly down the streets of Washington, D.C. Ford did not neglect to pitch to the public that use of its horse drawn wagon was its way of helping the environment. “I know,” a vice president of Ford said, “that Sydney Maxine would have been happy to know that his was the first truly green funeral in America,” to which Goodwin retorted to his fellow Low Lifes, reconvened at the bar to watch the funeral, “I wonder how happy he would be if he knew he was dead.”

Sandy Maxine and the Two Sheilas walked at the head of the cortege. They were followed by hundreds of dignitaries and celebrities who needed good PR exposure; particularly actors and actresses who were having movies released the following weekend. Depending upon their bank accounts and desire for exposure each person in this large group paid to be in the cortege; $50,000 for a “First Class” position, the first five rows, $17,500 for “Business Class,” the next 12 rows and $12,500 for “Coach” the next 40 rows. The Two Sheilas also sold cortege sublets that allowed individuals to march in the cortege for 5 to 20 minutes depending upon how much they paid.

The Original Sheila’s “very best daydream of her life,” shortly before she was struck by lightning, her funeral fantasy, had come true. The Two Sheilas, dressed in exact reproductions of the original impromptu funeral dress she had tried immediately prior to the Sheila Bolt, were in a major impromptu funeral procession with paparazzi and members of the public calling out “Sheila…Sheila…over here.” Realizing that the Original Sheila’s fantasy had just come true the Two Sheilas turned to each other and said simultaneously, “It doesn’t get much better than this.” Then said simultaneously, “Oh my God! You were that other person walking next to me that seemed so familiar. Amazing!!”

Sydney Maxine’s coffin was placed on the stage of the cavernous Washington National Church. A veritable who’s who of celebrities and government officials, as well as senior military types, all of whom had purchased their tickets through Ticketmaster at exorbitant prices, filed into the Church. After a single prayer, songs from several notable rock stars that seemed to sing at every important funeral, and a very dignified dance recital by the previous winners of Dancing With The Stars, the eulogies began. Former comrades in arms spoke of Maxine’s heroism and bravery. Couples whose marriages were saved by Maxine spoke of his skillful counseling and dedication. Friends spoke of his warmth and generosity. While the subject matter of all of these eulogies differed from each other, the common theme was the same: How could anyone wish that such a wonderful person die a horrible death? Some, in anger, asked questions like, “Philip Goodwin, are you satisfied now?”

The Two Sheilas stepped up to the podium. This was such an enormously anticipated moment, that a few people in attendance and watching the event on television even turned off their smart phones. “Ladies and gentlemen thank you for coming,” one of the Sheilas said. The other Sheila interjected, “The outpouring of grief throughout this country is evidence of the great affection held by America for this war hero and healer. Above all, Sydney had a great love for the American people. He told us as much before his tragic and unnecessary death. And we know that the American people loved him as well.” A camera focused on the VIP audience all of whose members were shaking their heads in agreement while secretly glancing at their smart phones.

“We, like all Americans, are deeply saddened by his jinxed death, and we are also angry, very angry.” The Two Sheilas then began a prayer like presentation akin to responsive reading.

Sheila Left, “Sydney Maxine was a wonderful loving person, and who wanted him dead?”

Sheila Right (signaling to the audience), “Philip Goodwin. I can’t hear you.”

The Audience, “Philip Goodwin.”

Sheila Left, “And he risked his life to fight to protect this country.”

Sheila Right, “And who wished him dead?”

The Audience (now without prompting), “Philip Goodwin.”

Sheila Left, “And after he left the Marines and he devoted himself to save many marriages.”

Sheila Right, “And who wished him dead?”

The Audience and now many television viewers: “Philip Goodwin.”

Both Sheilas, “And then the Original Sheila found the love of her life. He had finally found the love of his life.”

The Audience without even waiting for the question (and Goodwin thought all of America), “Philip Goodwin.” Goodwin was certain that that everyone in America had joined in at this point was correct because he and everyone in the bar were mouthing the words, “Philip Goodwin.”

Holding up a large portrait of Sydney Maxine the Two Sheilas spoke in unison, “This is a sad day for all of us, but knowing our Sydney, the last thing he would want would be for his fellow American’s to be sad. In fact, when going through his belongings, his mother found this note tucked in the band of his combat helmet. We understand that it was written while he was in combat. It was a short poetic message in case he was killed. We’re certain that if given the choice Sydney would have preferred to die in combat for his country than having the life sucked out of him in a Lipo Center salon. Here is his message, “If I should die this very day, I’d ask America to go out and play.” Wal-Mart immediately bought rights to the poem and placed it on memorial wall plaques, which it sold for $12.95 and for $22.95 when combined with a digital clock whose arms were placed above an image of Maxine’s combat helmet.

In view of the looming impingement on prime time, the funeral party, lead by motorcycle police sped to Arlington Cemetery. A television camera, mounted to the top of Maxine’s horse drawn carriage enabled viewers to see the approach to his gravesite in real time. A headstone had already been prepared, but instead of a religious symbol at its top, for example a Star of David, a Cross or a dollar sign, there was a silhouette of a shoe, no doubt a Manolo, and below that, “Brigadier General, Sydney Maxine, USMC.” Apparently, he had received a posthumous promotion. With the exception of a very large PPR 30, a “special six point promotion” from Pragat, no other information appeared below Maxine’s name, not even his date of birth or death. As the camera panned the cemetery, Goodwin caught sight of a sign that months ago might have surprised him: “This section reserved for 27s and higher.” Goodwin suspected that he was viewing a wave of the future, but then said to himself, “The future is now.”

There were a few final heart wrenching and blame casting eulogies and then the lowering of the casket. (“This segment is sponsored by Forest Lawn-Check out our Time Share plan”) The American Flag was presented to Sandy. There was silence for a moment and then a ten-gun salute. (“This moment brought to you by the National Rifle Association because guns create memories.”) On the cusp of prime time, viewers saw the Two Sheilas each place a rose on Maxine’s coffin (“This segment sponsored by FTD”) just before it was lowered into the ground. The only sound that was then heard was the solemn playing of Taps. “They’re playing my song” Goodwin whispered to himself.


Part Eight

The Trial Of The Century So Far


Grasping Lawyers’ Balls

There are actually two Federal Courthouses in lower Manhattan, a relatively new one on Pearl Street, within a stone’s throw of the Brooklyn Bridge, if you are a professional baseball player, and on nearby Foley Square an older one, built in 1932 and named the “Thurgood Marshall Federal Courthouse.” The courtroom selected by ABC was in the older courthouse, chosen because it was not very busy and because the government in effort to attract new business had offered four trial days for the price of three.

Midst a sea of reporters and aggressive paparazzi shouting his name, Goodwin, accompanied by Schnell, climbed the stairs fronting the courthouse, cleared security, took an elevator to the 5th floor and entered Courtroom 501. The buzz of those in the visitor’s gallery, (big shots whose corporations bought tickets for the trial and little shots who scored tickets through a lottery) stopped immediately as Goodwin came into view. Knowing that all eyes were focused on him, Goodwin walked towards his assigned litigants’ table down an inordinately long aisle, one that seemed, as if in a dream or nightmare, to continue to get longer as he walked. His table was set a discrete distance from the Two Sheilas’ table. As soon as he sat down, the buzz of the spectators resumed.

Goodwin was unaware that this particular courtroom had great historical significance. It was only when he perused a small informative promotional brochure and rental pricelist, which had been left on his table, that he learned that he was in the courtroom of the late Judge Irving R. Kaufman, the jurist who had presided over the famous 1951 espionage trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and who sentenced them to death after a successful prosecution by an ambitious young prosecutor named Roy Cohn. He thought that it was a bad sign when he read further and noted that he was actually sitting at their table.

Looking rather somber and dressed in their official Armani designed courtroom outfits, each bearing a large gold encrusted American Flag lapel pin, the Two Sheilas did not acknowledge Goodwin, but stood, within a large group of their corporate and civil trial attorneys. A court stenographer sat in front of the raised judge’s bench and a law clerk sat at a table next to the bench. Three television cameras were positioned in key places in the courtroom. The clerk went to the door behind the bench, knocked on the door, and said, “All set.”

The vast American television audience was all set as well. Virtually every Low Life watched and hoped Goodwin would achieve at least some level of success. Everyone else in the television audience hoped he would fail.

A distinguished looking man who seemed vaguely familiar to Goodwin walked to the front of the courtroom and a microphone dropped down to him from the ceiling. From a place Goodwin could not discern, there were two clangs of a bell. As soon as he heard this, Goodwin recognized him. It was the iconic boxing announcer Michael Buffer.

“Ladies and Gentlemen. Let’s Get Ready To Grumble! In the right corner of the courtroom and hailing from Long Island and dressed in black with a Pragat record of 3 and 0, that’s 30, (now with his voice inflecting) theeeeee Sheila.” His announcement was drowned out by earsplitting cheers and applause. “In the left hand corner, at the infamous traitors table, wearing an old suit and presently hailing from the Low Life ghetto, SoLo, with a Pragat record of 0 and 2, that’s two,” At this point his voice was flat, low and fast, “is Philip Goodwin.” Boisterous booing and jeers erupted from the courtroom’s visitor’s gallery. “And now I have the pleasure of introducing your host and the creator of Divorcing With The Stars, Speedy Lazar.”

“Thank you, Michael. It’s always a pleasure to be at an event with you. All of us at ABC are thrilled at this new and groundbreaking series. We hope that the television audience will enjoy some of the really exciting divorce trials we have in store for them. I should mention that we are still looking for really good new divorce cases, particularly ones with salacious sex tapes. So if you are a celebrity and are in the midst of a divorce or are contemplating a divorce, and you want to be on the show just go to our web site www.divorcingwiththestars.com to learn how to audition.

“Now, just a word about our opening case and which, in my opinion, is the divorce trial of the century so far. By agreement, this is a winner take all divorce. Whoever wins gets all of the marital property, in this case over fifty million dollars. The only question that the jury will have to decide is who is to blame for the demise of the marriage. The jury in this case will be you, the American Public, who can dial in your votes. But you can’t do this until the trial is completed. We will tally the votes and the following day we will announce the results. We have arbitrarily selected telephone numbers for the parties in this case. For those of you who wish to vote for The Sheila after the trial, dial 1-800-888-0002.

For an instant Goodwin’s spirits were lifted. This probably meant that his number was 01. He had just read an article in the Wall Street Journal which stated that when audience votes are tallied via phone there is a strong bias in favor of 01 over 02. “And the number assigned to Mr. Goodwin is 1-800 888-0001.

“Yes!” Goodwin shouted.

Lazar looking a bit annoyed continued. “As I was saying if you wish to vote for Mr. Goodwin dial: 1-800-888-0001-394587494ccmmd ++sljf** [e]x6.” Goodwin hit his head in disgust and yelled, “What the hell are you doing? You just can’t stack the votes like that. It isn’t fair.”

Lazar smiled in a condescending manner and while looking directly into the camera and not at Goodwin said, “Read your agreement, Mr. Goodwin. See the fine print on page 42, the 1000 word footnote partially in Aramaic at the bottom of the page, it says, and I quote, ‘Goodwin acknowledges and agrees that the allocation of dial in numbers shall be in Producer’s total and absolute discretion.’”

Sounding amazingly like Dr. Wang when confronted by Goodwin about contra-indications, Goodwin blurted out, “Who reads footnotes?”

Lazar did not respond and continued. “Now then, let me explain to the television audience. Today’s event is quite preliminary. All of you have heard of picking the jury. This is a bit different. Today we pick the litigants’ attorneys by grasping their balls, literally.” A slight twittering of laughter echoed through the audience. Understanding the implication of his remark Lazar said, “Now now. We do this by picking a ball out of this hollow round wheel that looks like a bingo wheel. Each of these attorneys’ balls, as we call them, has the name of one of the 20 fine law firms on our roster of attorneys. We will choose one for The Sheila and one for Mr. Goodwin. By contract, each side must use the firm selected or represent themselves. Cameras and reporters are standing by at each law office in our pool of attorneys so that we may interview the firm chosen for The Sheila and for Mr. Goodwin.”

The door behind the bench opened and an elderly and very dignified Judge walked in and sat behind the raised judge’s bench.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I see that the Defendants are represented by counsel. Mr. Goodwin, are you represented by counsel for this proceeding?”

Goodwin stood up and said, “No, Your Honor.”

“Well, I suppose for this proceeding it really doesn’t matter. Let me just ask you this, Mr. Goodwin. I assume you’ve read and understand the agreement relating to this proceeding and have signed all of the necessary waivers. Is that correct?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Very well, we can proceed. Plaintiff ready?”

Goodwin stood up again and said, “Plaintiff is ready, Your Honor.”

“The Sheila is ready.”

“Fine,” the Judge said: “Well, under the terms of the parties’ agreement which I have reviewed, I shall choose the legal teams for each side by pulling out a ball for each party. Okay. Bailiff will flip a coin. The Sheila will call.”

“Heads,” they said in unison.

“Heads it is. Thus, the first choice of counsel goes to the Defendants.”

The Judge put his hand into the hollow wheel, and selected a ball: “The Sheila gets a team called, “Lone Star Lawyers.”

Goodwin was somewhat relieved at the choice. “I never heard of them. Who are these guys?”

As if responding to Goodwin, an announcer from offstage said: “So, who are the Lone Star Lawyers? Well let’s meet them. The actual firm name is Justice, Truth, and Law. Led by Hiram Justice, the former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Texas, his firm has been voted as one of the top-litigating firms in the country for ten years in a row. It has, we are told, never lost a case. This is not surprising as every lawyer in the firm is a 28 or over. Let’s meet the members of the firm in person.”

A large flat-screened monitor dropped from the ceiling. Depicted on the monitor was a heavy paneled door with the name of JUSTICE, TRUTH, & LAW inscribed on it and beneath that GOODNESS & WISDOM, Of Counsel. The door opened to reveal a magnificent reception area. The camera moved down a long hall flanked by bookshelves lined with law books and then into a beautiful conference room with an ultra long conference table. At the head of the table sat a senior attorney with a white beard that made him resemble Santa Claus, but not just any Santa Claus. To Goodwin’s chagrin, Mr. Justice looked like the perfect Santa Claus, the one depicted in Coca Cola commercials, except this “Santa” wore an elegant double breasted suit. No wonder this firm never lost a case. Hiram Justice had to be the most believable and likeable looking man, he’d ever seen. At the actual trial, large bottles of Coke appeared on Justice’s trial table. Goodwin wondered if it was just a coincidence or product placement and decided that it was the latter.

“Mr. Justice,” Lazar said, “thanks for inviting us into your beautiful offices. The fact that we are here means that you’ve been selected to represent The Sheila. And thank you for taking on this case.”

The white bearded man rose to speak and as he did so walked towards the camera. He had a slight limp and walked with the help of a cane. With a very slight Southern drawl, he said, “Sorry to be so slow. An old war wound, you know. Many people may not know this, but I was in the same unit as Sydney Maxine, but many years before. It is a shame he had to die such a horrible jinxed death.” He looked at Goodwin as he said, “jinxed death.” Goodwin flinched reflexively. The camera focused in on Justice’s suit jacket to take a close up of his Distinguished Service Cross, two Purple Hearts, the Medal of Honor, and the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval. Goodwin was horrified.

“First, we thank you for choosing us. And I’d like to introduce you to the other members of our team, Miriam Truth and Allen Law.” Their resemblance to John F. Kennedy and Jackie was uncanny. “You might remember them. They were the attorneys responsible for uncovering the Enron scandal. Let me finish by saying that we’re great fans of The Sheila and are delighted to represent them. I won’t say anymore except…” The friendly demeanor changed. “Mr. Goodman we’re looking forward to seeing you in court.” Goodman began to get stomach cramps.

“Shit,” Goodwin said to Schnell, “I’m dead.”

“Not at all. Now it’s your turn. Who do you hope to get?

“I really like the style of the great Harvard Professor Alan Dershowitz. I don’t know if he’s in the lawyer pool, but if he is, I want him. He’s very eloquent, a brilliant lawyer, and legal scholar. He’s also great with the press. I’ve read all of his books and he’s a wonderful orator. And, if he could get Von Bulow off, he could probably help me as well. Better than most he will able to articulate the injustices perpetrated on the Low Lifes.”

“Okay,” the Judge said, “I’m choosing the Plaintiff’s counsel.” He paused and looked quizzically at the little ball that had Goodwin’s attorney’s name on it. “I’m sorry. This ball is very difficult to read. Let’s see, I can make out a D.”

Goodwin tugged at Schnell’s sleeve. “It has to be Dershowitz. Thank God.”

Let’s see. There is an E.”

“I knew it, Schnell. Dershowitz is my man!”

“W.”

“W? Does he spell his name Dewrshowitz? Could have fooled me.”

“ARS. That’s it, The Dewars Brothers, the Alcoholic Advocates.”

“Who?” Goodwin yelled out of control. “Who are these guys? I never heard of them. What kind of firm is called The Dewars Brothers?”

Lazar obviously delighted with the choice said: “Actually the firm is named Dewars, Dewars, Dewars, and Manischewitz.”

“Manischewitz?”

“They wanted a Jew in the firm.”

“Manischewitz?”

“No, the third Dewars.”

Lazar was elated, and said, “Don’t worry. This is better than I had hoped for.”

A voice from the television monitor said: “Now, let’s go directly to the offices of the Dewars Brothers who we understand have an average PPR of 11.”

Goodwin had his head buried in his hands, but was lurched by Schnell who said, “Look look.”

The voice continued. “To do this, we go directly to Rockefeller Center.” The television monitor revealed an exterior shot of Rockefeller Center. The off camera voice continued: “We have not met the Dewars firm, but its location, the penthouse suite of 75 Rockefeller Center, the prestigious building behind the Center’s skating rink, suggests that it is a firm of great substance.” Goodwin lifted his head slightly.

Moments later, the screen depicted a television reporter standing in front of an impressive oak door bearing the initials D, D, D, & M. The camera followed the reporter into a large and gorgeous reception area. This was clearly a power law firm. As he approached an elegant and stylishly dressed receptionist sitting behind a very expensive desk she said in an upper class British accent, “Hello, may I help you?”

“Yes, I’m with Divorcing With The Stars and we are here to meet your partners.”

“Of course. I believe that they are all in the conference room.”

Goodwin was sitting up. The camera followed the receptionist and reporter down a long hallway, whose walls were covered with expensive art, into a conference easily twice the size of that of the Justice firm. Schnell tugged on an elated Goodwin’s sleeve.

“Hello. We are from Divorcing With The Stars. I assume you know that you’ve been chosen to represent Philip Goodwin in his divorce trial.”

The most senior attorney, who was every bit as impressive as Justice, replied, “Thank you very much, but there must be a mistake. We don’t litigate at all.”

“But, the initials on the door, D D D & M?”

“That’s right. We are the firm of Drizzle, Dampness, Dew, and Moisture.”

“Oh, my mistake. Sorry. So what does the law firm of Drizzle, Dampness, Dew, and Moisture do?”

“Actually, we’re rainmakers. I think that you must be looking for the Dewars firm.”

“That’s right. Do you know where they are?”

“Well, I’m not sure. They used have some space in back of the One Hour Photo Shop on the lowest level of the shopping concourse, but I think they were evicted. Sorry I can’t help you. I don’t believe they left a forwarding address.”

The camera cut to Lazar who again addressed the television audience. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, this is going to be some first trial. On one hand we have one of the most formidable team of attorneys in our pool, known for their great ability, guile, know-how, and skill as advocates both in and out of the courtroom. This fine team is pitted against four alcoholic attorneys, disbarred in several states for incompetence, attorneys having received their law degrees from an Internet law school located in Macao, which they only got into by using some pull and possibly bribes. So it’s a firm with a PPR average of 28 versus a firm with a PPR average of 11. You may ask yourselves, how can a Cinderella team like this win? And the answer is, “I don’t have a clue.” But it does answer the question of why the Dewars Brothers had to leave Rockefeller Center. It no longer permits tenants with a PPR below 15.”

The totality of the last eight months and the full realization of what was happening to him seemed to crash down on Goodwin. He fainted. Lazar had sensed Goodwin’s distress and more importantly an opportunity to add drama to the series. He signaled a director who immediately focused two cameras on Goodwin, who was regaining consciousness and gasping for air.

Lazar continued to speak as the television cameras held tight shots of Goodwins face. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, it appears that Mr. Goodwin has not taken his selection of counsel very well. Let’s watch the action unfold.” The camera focused on the Judge who said, “Anyone have a paper bag for Mr. Goodwin? If you place a paper bag over his head, the hyperventilation will stop. No? Okay, we have to improvise. It looks like there is a large and ancient looking briefcase under Mr. Goodwin’s table. Funny, I never noticed that before. Mr. Goodwin, put it over your head. That’s it.

The American Public was now watching Goodwin being interviewed with his head entirely covered by a very old and worn briefcase that had the odor of a dank cellar. Goodwin was unaware that cameras were focusing upon him.

“Feeling better, Philip?” Lazar said into the microphone.

“Yes.”

“Sorry, can’t hear you, got to speak up.

The briefcase covering Goodwin did not arrest his hyperventilation, which accelerated when he heard Wang say to the Two Sheilas, “I have Mr. Justice on my cell phone. He wants to reiterate how pleased he and his team are and that they are already putting together a rock solid case. They will be in New York to start working round the clock and more importantly he and his team will be appearing on your behalf on a whole bunch of shows.”

Lazar said, “Don’t worry, that’s just a psychological ploy. Here, call your attorneys on my cell phone. I think it will fit underneath the brief case.

“I’m sorry, but the number you have called has been temporarily disconnected,” said the electronic voice of Ms. AT& T.

“Hmm,” Lazar said, “That’s odd. Let me get right on it.”

Goodwin heard, “That’s a wrap,” the shuffle of feet, and doors closing. After a period of 15 minutes, he sensed that everyone had left the courtroom, but did not want to remove the briefcase. “It’s nice in the dark like this,” Goodwin thought, “maybe I should just stay here forever.” Sitting on the courtroom’s floor his head within the briefcase’s protective confines, Goodwin knew that with the choice of the Dewars Brothers as his attorneys he had absolutely no hope of winning the case and that he would lose everything he owned. In the end, he would be made even more of a joke than he was before. “If they were going to give an award to the shmuck of the century,” Goodwin thought,” I would certainly be the clear front-runner.” His greatest disappointment, however, was that he probably would not be able to help his fellow Low Lifes.

There was a light tapping on top of the brief case. “Yes, who is it?” Goodwin asked, as if responding to someone knocking on his door. A security guard answered. “Excuse me, sir, but you have to move out of the courtroom. It’s rented for the Fine’s wedding ceremony.”

Goodwin removed the briefcase from his head and as he did so a small scrap of crushed and brittle piece of paper, yellow with age, fell out of it. He guessed that it could have been over 70 years old. The writing was obscure but he managed to decipher what it said, “Dear Julius, keep all of your important papers in here. Happy days ahead. And always remember our vows, no secrets from anyone. With love and great trust, Ethel.”

Lazar greeted Goodwin as he exited the courtroom. “Good news. I’ve located your law firm. Sorry for the mix-up. They were moving to new quarters. That explains the phone being disconnected. Just go down town to 120 Pine Street and you’ll find them. I’ve called ahead and one of the Dewars Brothers will be waiting for you. They are all pretty excited about the case and are anxious to represent you.”

“I don’t know,” Goodwin responded despondently

“Come on, Phil. Cheer up! You’ve got to be optimistic.”

Goodwin could well have asked, “Why?” The word “offices” was a misnomer. His counsel’s space consisted of a rather meager back room of a pub called “Dewars Digs.” One of the bar’s booths functioned as a desk. Their law library consisted of two “law” books, “The Federal Rules of Civil Procedure For Dummies” and “The Federal Rules of Evidence For Dummies.” The walls of the pub were covered by photographs of the original Dewars and his not so illustrious progeny Hiram Walker Dewars, Jim Beam Dewars, Johnny Drum Dewars, and Pablo Dewars Senior. Goodwin noticed with some degree of alarm, but with no surprise, that each of the Dewars in the photographs held a glass of scotch.

A young attorney approached Goodwin and introduced himself as Pablo Dewars Junior, the nephew of one of the Dewars on the letterhead, Pablo Dewars Senior, a man he described as one who “gave up private practice of law for higher pursuits.” Goodwin thought that he was better off not asking why he gave up the practice of law or for a description of the nature of those higher pursuits. Pablo apologized for not being available earlier and explained that his firm was evicted and they had been looking for a temporary office until they got their financial act together. This introduction was not the confidence builder Goodwin needed.

“Listen,” Pablo said, “I know I’m very young and inexperienced, but I’m very interested in this case and I’ve cleared my entire calendar for the next month to work on your behalf.”

“Well, what was on your calendar that you had to clear?”

“I don’t remember,” he said suspiciously, “but trust me. I’m going to work on this like a beaver. Now, tell me everything you know about the Two Sheilas. And don’t worry how long it takes. We bill by the hour.”

Goodwin accommodated his request and for about six hours told Pablo Dewars Junior, in whose hands his future now rested, about Sheila. Dewars took extensive notes and at the end of Goodwin’s story began to weep.

“I’m impressed, Pablo. You’re very empathetic. That’s good.”

“That’s not it, Philip.”

“What then?”

“I’m scared!”

“I’m dead, dead, dead,” Goodwin thought.

“As it turned out, “I’m scared,” was part of a quartet of expressions used by young attorney Dewars when he was confronted by members of the press. Also forming part of his four-pronged emotional state was: “I’m frightened,” or “I’m too frightened to talk,” and “I’m petrified.” All of this played well in the press who had now treated Pablo and by proxy, Goodwin, as a joke. Pablo was soon dubbed the “Squeamish Solicitor” and “Cowardly Counselor” by the press. One paper carried a photo of Pablo with the cruel notation, “Goodwin’s Greatest Joke.” Thus, while Mr. Justice and his team were all scoring big with the press and the media and no doubt the American public, Pablo simply admitted to being scared, frightened, or petrified.

“I never wanted to be a lawyer,” young Pablo confessed in an interview, “but it’s a family tradition. I’m not cut out for this litigation stuff. Heck, I get nervous if I have to watch Court TV. Perry Mason used to give me nightmares.”

At the Persona Non Gratta bar where Goodwin was downing glasses of Dewars, a brand he selected for its pure irony, he said to the bartender with a slight drunken slur, “It’s over my friend. With my featherweight lawyer, I don’t have a prayer. You know what happened when Lazar took him to the courtroom to see the television set up, Pablo apparently said ‘So this is what a courtroom looks like’ and then he threw up.”

Despite Goodwin’s sentiments, he didn’t give up. In the past he had made a point of avoiding appearances on television shows. Now, mostly out of desperation, he appeared on every show he could in an effort to sway what he knew was an unswayable public opinion. His appearances, however, did more harm than good.

Typically, whenever he was interviewed on a show to press his case in the overcrowded Court of Public Opinion, he was greeted aloofly by the host and asked harsh and often antagonistic questions. Goodwin was considered by all talk show hosts to be something of a pariah, a pariah who boosted their ratings, however. The very mention of his name seemed to automatically raise the hackles on the necks of the most otherwise objective hosts. One iconic senior reporter, who actually removed her hackles with a depilatory, known to be one of the most professional and fair- minded people in the business, told her co-host and the television audience after her interview with Goodwin that she thought he was a “putz.” The co-host shook his head in agreement and said to the television audience: “Putz is a pretty strong word.” The woman agreed and replied in a voice reminiscent of Forest Gump, “Putz is as Putz does.” The television audience didn’t know what she meant, but since she was a television icon, they assumed it was profound and true.

The day following his “putz” interview, Goodwin appeared on an early morning news show. Before the first question was posed, the show’s effervescent host, an even tempered woman without a mean bone in her body, rose from her chair, approached him and said to the camera, “Before I speak with Philip Goodwin, there’s something I have to do; something I just need to get off my chest.”

He had expected the usual litany of hard questions and verbal attacks; so common in his interviews that he no longer flinched when such an onslaught began. Instead, she stood up, walked over to Goodwin and slapped him hard across his face. Returning to her chair, crossing her legs, letting out a sigh and brushing her hair back slightly, she said: “I’m sorry. I just had to get that out of my system. I feel much better now.” Her apology was not directed towards Goodwin, however, but to members of the television audience. The host received kudos from all who saw the slap and was even nominated for a specially created Emmy for “Action Reporting.”

A week after they met, Goodwin could no longer reach young Pablo because the Board of Health closed his office/pub. Alone in his room and thoroughly depressed, Goodwin was perusing the Internet for inexpensive steamer fares to places like Borneo. The only thing that held him back was his assumption that CNN probably would have carried his story and photograph to that country. He gave up and was walking out the door when his cell phone rang.

“Sorry to reach you so late in the day, but I think we have some problems. Can you come right over? The Board of Health re-opened the restaurant.”

When Goodwin arrived, Dewars said to him, “So, Philip, I’ve read their papers, the complaint against you, the affidavits of all the witnesses, the videos, the 4000 pre-marked exhibits prepared by Mr. Justice’s team, the photographs, the forensic charts, the experts’ reports, the DNA analysis, the diaries of the Two Sheilas, the diary of the Original Sheila, and the Diary of Ann Frank which mentions a Herr Philip Goodwin, a Nazi collaborator, audio tapes of you threatening your two wives and hate notes you’ve written to them.”

“What hate notes? I didn’t write any hate notes.”

Young Dewars handed a note to Goodwin. “What do you make of this?” he asked.

To The Two Sheilas,

You’ve ruined my life. I know I’ll never win the divorce trial and that I will lose everything. Know this; I will spend the rest of my life getting even with you. I hate both of you.

Philip

“But, that’s not my handwriting,” Goodwin protested. “The letter is a total forgery and a bad one at that. We need to get a handwriting expert.”

“I’m way ahead of you Mr. Goodwin. I’ve already retained a handwriting expert and she’s at one of the booths analyzing the handwriting on the letter against your actual handwriting samples. If we can prove that this letter is a forgery, it will affect the credibility of the Two Sheilas and maybe we can turn this case around.”

Goodwin felt a slight sense of relief. Perhaps this young attorney wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe, this scared routine was to throw his adversaries off stride. Several moments later, Pablo returned with an older woman who he introduced as Zelda de Montebello, “a handwriting docent.”

She did not speak directly to Goodwin, but just outwardly into the room, as if she were giving a tour. “Welcome to the analysis of the alleged handwriting of one Philip Goodwin. I’m Zelda de Montebello and I will take you on a tour of this rather tawdry letter. I have divided the letter into four parts, the upper, upper middle, lower middle, and bottom, which we in the profession call “rooms.” Now, if you enter the first room the key word is ‘ruined.’ Notice that the “e” and “i” of this word both lean to the left. This indicates that the writer is a sadist. In the second, third and fourth rooms we find the words “trial, getting, and hate” You will notice that within these words each “t” is crossed in a manner resembling a crucifix, a very clear sign of a highly religious person with a deranged mind.

“But, is the letter a forgery?” Goodwin stammered.

“I have no idea. I analyze personality traits from handwriting. You need a forensic expert.”

“Whoops,” said Pablo. “I guess I should have looked further down in the yellow pages. But that’s the least of our problems. Look at the video they are offering into evidence.”

The video showed Philip dressed in black leather dancing at a leather bar called the Sado Masochist Relais. This was clearly an altered digitized tape, one in which his face was electronically put on the body of someone else.

“I know its phony,” Pablo said, “and I did try to get someone who was an expert in videos, but all he could do is fix my VCR. And besides, they have an affidavit of the leading video expert in the world, a former FBI and CIA video tape expert, who now teaches video tape alteration at the New School. The man stakes his professional reputation on the fact that the tape was not altered.”

Goodwin exploded. “This is ridiculous! You’ve got to prevent all of this phony evidence from coming in.”

“But how?” asked a cowering Dewars.

At that moment, Goodwin recalled a term he remembered from a civil trial he had participated in years before, which meant a motion made during a trial. The technical term is a motion “in limine.” Goodwin stammered: “Make a motion in limine.”

“Where’s limine?”

Goodwin smacked his head in disgust. “Well, you’re my lawyer. Do you have any suggestions whatsoever?”

Pablo took four large steps backwards and stood at the door of the pub and spoke solemnly. “As your lawyer, Philip, I have an obligation to do the right thing and to give you the benefit of my best advice. Are you ready for my best advice?”

“Yes. What is it?

“Two Latin words.”

“What are they?”

“Pro Se.”

“Pro Se?”

“Yes, meaning that from here on in you’ll represent yourself. And, to make it easier, I’m giving you my law degree, with my name crossed out and yours put in its place and my copies of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure For Dummies and the Federal Rules of Evidence for Dummies. No charge. I’m going home.” Pablo turned and ran out of the door. Goodwin believed he heard him screaming “Mommy!” as he made his exit.

On the eve of the trial, Pragat delivered the coup de gras to Goodwin’s prospects by issuing a press release in which it stated that it was “happy to report that we have developed a new algorithm which permits us to give Philip Goodwin zeros in every category. He is the first and only zero in our history and future history.”


Res Ipsa Loquitur

Goodwin entered courtroom 501 without an attorney, with no evidence or favorable witnesses, no knowledge of the law or courtroom procedure, except for what he had read in the For Dummies law books he had been given by Pablo. His friends, Schnell and virtually all of SoLo were watching, and praying for a major miracle. Though this troop was rooting for him, within the confines of the courtroom, he was alone, completely unprepared to defend himself and facing one of the most formidable legal teams in the country.

The Lone Star Lawyers were already in the courtroom, setting up about 50 file cabinets presumably full of trial exhibits. About 20 of the team’s paralegals and young lawyers were utilizing their laptops or scurrying around, taking notes, or making calls on their cell phones. By contrast all he had was a yellow writing pad, not even the full sized legal pad because he was not a lawyer. The Two Sheilas, dressed in black business suits, sat at their attorneys’ table. They had been given, Goodwin noticed with some annoyance, legal sized pads.

As 10 a.m. approached, the entire Lone Star group began to look at Goodwin’s table quizzically, no doubt wondering why his attorneys were not present. Lazar was pacing back and fourth, but avoided eye contact with Goodwin.

At exactly 10 a.m., Lazar stood in front of the television camera and said, “Welcome ladies and gentlemen to the premier show of Divorcing With The Stars. Today will be the opening day of Goodwin versus Goodwin and Goodwin. It should come as no surprise that this trial has received about ten times as much pre-trial publicity as the OJ trial. I interviewed the lead attorney for The Sheila earlier and he feels that his case is ironclad and that his team will be one and zero after the trial.

“I tried phoning Pablo Dewars, also known as the cowardly counsel, but only received a recording that he was at a meeting at the ‘bar.’ As you can all see, Mr. Dewars is not here. Under the circumstances, it appears that Mr. Goodwin will have to defend himself, which seems to be an impossible task. The Judge is taking his seat now. We ready for the kickoff, so to speak.”

The casual and relaxed demeanor of the Judge from the previous proceeding was gone. “I don’t see any of the Dewars Brothers, but I don’t think it matters, having read Mr. Justice’s cogent and excellent pre-trial memorandum and not having received anything from Mr. Goodwin’s counsel except a letter of apology from him written on a smudged cocktail napkin and full of misspellings. Mr. Goodwin, it looks like your attorney is not here. Do you know of his whereabouts?”

“No, Your Honor, but it doesn’t really matter. I’m going to be pro se.”

“Let the record reflect that Mr. Goodwin will be representing himself, and for purposes of this trial his ‘team’ will be called the ‘Pro Se Person.’ Is that name satisfactory?”

“Well, Your Honor, I’d prefer to be called the “underdog.”

Justice stood and objected, on the ground that the name would unfairly influence the American Public because everyone loves an underdog, but he was overruled.

“Let me warn you, Mr. Goodwin, there is an old adage which is true. “The man that represents himself has a fool for a client.”

“That may be true, Your Honor, but better a fool than an incompetent idiot who charges by the hour.”

The court and judge erupted with laughter. Goodwin had scored a point, even though Justice objected that his joke was not original. A small cheer went up in the Persona Non Grata bar.

“Very well. Now are there any preliminary procedural matters?”

Justice was on his feet. “Just one; it’s the question of to whom we are going to dedicate this trial. As you can see, we have requested that we dedicate this trial to the late great Sydney Maxine who you will hear from later if our witness, America’s foremost medium, can work her magic.”

“That’s acceptable.”

With that, two of the Lone Star lawyers unveiled a large portrait of Sydney Maxine, in uniform.

“Your Honor,” Goodwin said rising to his feet. “I’d like to dedicate this trial to someone, too.”

Justice stood. “I’m afraid that we must object to this request. As you know, under the local rules of this court, trial dedications must be set forth in the pre-trial memorandums of each of the parties. Since Mr. Goodwin failed to submit a pretrial memorandum, he forfeited his right to do so.”

“But that’s not fair,” Goodwin half whining replied.

“Mr. Goodwin, are you invoking the it’s not fair rule?”

“I guess so.”

“Mr. Goodwin,” the Judge said sternly, “this is a court of law and more importantly a court of law on television. Don’t guess. Do you intend to rely upon the It’s Not Fair rule or not?”

Goodwin had no idea that such a rule existed, and while standing he attempted to look at the index for Federal Rules for Dummies.

“No no, Mr. Goodwin,” the Judge admonished. “No peeking. That’s against the rules. These are the Unwritten Rules, but rules nevertheless. So what’s it to be? Are you invoking the It’s Not Fair rule?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. Objection overruled.”

A second cheer went up from the bar, which the locals were now calling a “Courts Bar.

“Wow, Goodwin thought. This is not so hard.”

“So Mr. Goodwin, who are you dedicating the trial to?”

Goodwin thought for a moment and then said to himself, “The hell with it. I love her anyway, despite everything.” He said to the Judge, “Yes, I do.”

The courtroom was completely silent. Everyone in attendance leaned towards Goodwin as if to better hear. “I dedicate this trial, and frankly my life, to Sophie D’Amour, the only woman I ever truly loved and Sophie, if you can hear me out there, I still love you, despite everything.”

A collective gasp erupted from the courtroom.

“Do you have a photograph of this Sophie D’Amour? You need a photograph for a dedication. It’s required under section 981 of the unwritten rules.”

Goodwin wondered how unwritten rules could have sections, but chalked it up to the complexities of the law and continued. “Only this little one, Your Honor,” Goodwin handed the bailiff the photograph taken at the Forties the night he and Sophie met.

“I’m confused Mr. Goodwin. This appears to be a vintage photograph of some soldier and his attractive sweetheart.”

“It was taken at the nightclub called the Forties and we were in costume. Look closely and you’ll see it’s me.”

“Well you make a very attractive couple. And where is Ms. D’Amour now?”

“Your Honor,” Goodwin said with the genuine sadness, “I wish I knew.”

“That will do. I assume the television technicians can blow it up.”

Within seconds of handing up the small photograph it was blown-up and put on an easel.

“Very well, in the absence of any further procedural matters, let’s get on with it. Mr. Justice, will start with his opening statement.”

“But Judge. Since I’m the Plaintiff, don’t I go first?”

Justice rose and replied, “Mr. Goodwin is obviously not familiar with the ‘Ladies First’ rule, Your Honor.”

“Ah yes,” the Judge replied. “The ladies first rule does apply. Sometimes you can overcome this rule by invoking the size places rule, but since you are taller than your adversaries, Mr. Justice will go first.”

Justice made a three hour impassioned and brilliant opening statement. His presentation was supplemented by a slide presentation which acted as a homage to the Original Sheila and to the Two Sheilas. Using “Memories” as the background theme music and voice overs by people who loved the Original Sheila and the Two Sheilas, the presentation was incredibly impactful. Goodwin didn’t know why, but he rose to his feet and said, “I object.”

The Judge was surprised and asked, “On what basis, Mr. Goodwin?” He had no idea of what to say next. The only thing Goodwin could do was tap into all of the law themed television shows and cull out of them objections he had seen. Goodwin blurted out: “Hearsay, calls for speculation, inflammatory, irrelevant, prejudicial, lack of foundation, leading the witness, and irrelevant again.”

Justice rose and said quietly and with a genuine sigh, “Your Honor.”

The Judge also sighed and said, “Overruled.” At this moment Goodwin thought to himself, “Real litigation is far more complicated than made for television litigation.” It was, Goodwin thought, a bad sign that by the time Justice completed his opening statement, he felt convinced that the breakup of his marriage was entirely his fault.

“Well, ladies and gentlemen,” the Judge said, “I think this is a good time to break for lunch. When we come back we’ll resume with Mr. Goodwin’s opening statement.”

“Your Honor,” Goodwin said, “if it’s okay with the court, I’d just like to sit here alone in the court room to collect my thoughts.”

Justice said, “No objection.” “Oh,” he continued “with the court’s gracious permission, we are hosting a luncheon buffet for those in the courtroom and we would be delighted if you and your staff could attend.”

Goodwin was now on the horns of a dilemma. If he objected, the Judge would dislike him. If he didn’t, the Judge would certainly be prejudiced by the luncheon. “Do you have any objection, Mr. Goodwin?”

“Well, I don’t think it’s very fair.”

“Sorry, you already used the It’s Not Fair Rule and you are only allowed one of those a day.”

“Can they do that, Your Honor?”

“Well, neither the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure, nor the Federal Rules of Evidence, have anything on lunch. So, I guess they can. Besides, I’d never rule in your favor on this one. I love buffets. Anyway, you’re invited.”

“Well, I just as soon stay here.”

“Very well, Mr. Goodwin, but you should have something to eat. Look, you can have my lunch. It’s a combination of beets from Mexico, Argentina, Chile, and Brazil. It’s the new South Beets diet.” Goodwin suppressed his urge to groan at the Judge’s very bad pun, though Justice and his team being experts in the way of the courtroom laughed hysterically. Justice even feigned writing down the joke and said under his breath but loud enough for the judge to hear it, “That’s so funny. I can’t wait to use it in my next bar association speech.”

“And take this hard-boiled egg. I’m entitled to have that, too, as part of the diet. I’m supposed to lose weight and look younger, but it doesn’t work.”

“That’s very gracious of you, Your Honor. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m going for a pastrami sandwich at the buffet. And before you eat the egg, cut it in half, and think about it. What do the Original Sheila and the egg have in common?”

“That’s easy, Your Honor, they’re both hard-boiled.”

“Not quite, think again.”

Goodwin sat alone in the courtroom. He was about 30 minutes away from his opening argument and he had no idea whatsoever of what he was going to say or do. He had no files, no evidence and no legal points to rely upon. All he had was a paper plate with a single hard-boiled egg, a plastic knife, and the For Dummies books. He cut the egg in half and stared at it for about 15 minutes. As he sat there he sensed, almost imperceptibly at first, a wisp of perfume, deep and fragrant. He knew who it was without even looking. He turned. Sophie was no more than five feet from him.

She was crying slightly. “Oh, Philip, I’m so sorry about everything.”

He wiped away her tears with his hand and kissed her. “I love you, Sophie, despite everything; despite you selling the video of us.”

“But I never sold the video. Just before the show ended, I told them that the video was not for sale. I went home and destroyed it. You never saw or heard about the video did you? That’s why.”

He was shocked and delighted. He always assumed the video was sold and shown on television. And then, when he thought about it, he realized what she said was absolutely true. “You’re right. I had turned off the television set just about that time.”

Goodwin pulled back and looking at Sophie’s protruding stomach asked, “Wow. When is your due date?”

Sophie began to laugh. “You mean when is our due date? A month or so.”

Goodwin suddenly felt quite wonderful, deliriously happy. “You know, I’m going to lose everything that I’ve worked for and all my property, but you know what, if that means I can be with you its fine. I don’t care. And, if we have to live in model rooms so be it.”

“No...No. I’m through with that, almost. Actually, Bloomingdales has hired me.”

“Really, what are you doing?”

“I’m arranging for sleepover dates for our model rooms. It’s a great moneymaker for Bloomies. Isn’t that hysterical?”

Under ordinary circumstances Goodwin would have wrung every scintilla of humor out of what Sophie told him, but all he could say was an exhausted, “That’s good, Sophie.”

“Gee, you really are in bad shape.”

“I think I’ve lost my sense of humor. I may even be Hypo-Humoresque.”

“Let me represent you, Philip.”

“What?”

“Well, I’m a lawyer; unless you can do better by yourself. Wouldn’t you think I was crazy if I wanted to do a deal on velvet and didn’t use you?”

“I guess.”

She laughed. “You guess. You’re such a silly boy.” They kissed lightly and then passionately.

“So what do you plan to do?”

“Don’t know.”

“The Judge gave me this egg and told me to think what the two halves have in common with the Original Sheila and the Two Sheilas. I think he was trying to help me. I said they were both hard-boiled, but I don’t think it was that.”

Sophie looked at the egg for a moment and screamed: “OMG! OMG! OMG!”

“Oh my God?”

“No OMG, pronounced “omang.” It’s Mongolian for holy yak shit, but a second definition and the one appropriate here is, I think I have an intriguing legal theory to win this case.”

The Judge, Justice’s legal team, and the Two Sheilas arrived and took their places. The lawyers looked at Sophie and began whispering to each other. “Mr. Goodwin, are you ready to make you’re opening?”

Goodwin rose from his table. What the hell, he thought. I might as well get this over with. “Your honor, I’d like to introduce you to Sophie D’Amour, who will be acting as my attorney.”

The Two Sheilas and their attorneys rose simultaneously and screamed a chorus of, “We object, ject, ject.” Justice said, “Your Honor, as you well know, Mr. Goodwin retaining an attorney at this late date is a clear violation of the unwritten rules of procedure.”

With an amazing degree of confidence, Sophie walked to Justice’s table took a very large volume off of it called The Federal Rules of Civil Procedure Made Hard (For Lawyers Only) and said to Justice, “Mind if I borrow this? Professional courtesy requires that you say yes.” She walked to the bench and opening up the volume to a specific page, said, “Your Honor, as this court knows and as Mr. Justice should know, the unwritten rules have written footnotes. And if you look at footnote 75.123, you will see that when a party is Pro Se, he can retain a new attorney at any time.”

“Gosh, she’s wonderful,” Goodwin thought.

The judge addressed Sophie, “Ms. D’Amour, are you an attorney?”

“Yes, I am Your Honor. And I am admitted to practice in the Southern District court.”

“Very well. Objection overruled. You are aware, Ms. D’Amour, that Mr. Goodwin’s agreement stipulates that there shall be no adjournments. You’ll have to go forward, ready or not.”

“No need for an adjournment. I would like to make a motion for Summary Judgment under Rule 56 of the Federal Rules.”

As soon as Sophie said this, she could see Justice and his team lean forward, heads bent towards him like cheetahs sensing danger. Justice rose and said, “Your Honor, the local rules and Federal Rules and your own rules make it mandatory for the moving party for a Summary Judgment motion to provide a statement of uncontested material facts.”

“Your Honor, for purposes of this motion we admit everything said by the Two Sheilas is true.”

The Judge, aware of television camera, spoke to the television audience. “Okay. Also Mr. Justice, you all waived the rules. For those of you not familiar with this rule and what a Summary Judgment is I’ll explain. Under certain circumstances I can rule in favor of one party to a law suit and not wait for a decision by a jury, if neither side disputes the key facts, what lawyers call the material facts of the case, if I feel that based upon those undisputed facts I can rule as a matter of law in favor of one party. In essence, I can decide the case without a trial. I’ll give you, the television audience, an example. A man sues his wife for divorce because she has blue eyes. The case gets thrown out of court because under New York law, the fact that his wife has blue eyes is not grounds for divorce. So, in this case, I can rule in favor of Mr. Goodwin, if he or his lawyer can show as a matter of law, despite all the facts and evidence, The Sheila doesn’t have a legal leg to stand on.”

“Now, Ms. D’Amour, you understand that to bring this motion you have to concede that everything Mr. Justice has said is true. Do you make those concessions?”

“Well, your honor, a lot of the things he said were not true, but for purposes of this motion, I do so concede.”

“Do you have a legal theory?”

“Well, it’s sort of a spin on “Res Ipsa Loquitur.”

Justice jumped to his feet again. “Your Honor,” Justice said, “that principal, as any first year law student knows, applies only to negligence cases where negligence is implied when no other explanation is available. Translated, the Latin term means, the thing speaks for itself.”

Ignoring Justice and turning back to the court, Sophie replied, “May, I continue, Your Honor? I believe it is inappropriate for Mr. Justice to interrupt my argument.”

“She’s correct. Please don’t interrupt, Mr. Justice.”

“A victory for our side,” Goodwin thought. “Okay, my love. Kill, kill, and kill.”

“Please continue, Ms. D’Amour. Make your argument as to why Mr. Goodwin should win this case. But be aware, I’ll probably rule against you on this immediately from the bench and you’ll have to make an opening statement.”

“Well, Your Honor, if you don’t rule in my client’s favor, we will concede the case. I don’t want to subject Mr. Goodwin to any more embarrassment or pain.”

“Please proceed.”

“Thank you. Your Honor, most of what I know about the Two Sheilas, or The Sheila, as they liked to be called is what I have gleaned from the many news stories about them. You know, Your Honor, something that I never understood about the Two Sheilas’ behavior was why, after consulting with a lawyer, they insisted on being called Sheila or The Sheila and not the Two Sheilas. I never really thought about it much until now. My guess is that their lawyer realized that they had a real problem and tried to overcome it by posturing them as the single entity.”

“Your Honor so kindly gave Mr. Goodwin your hard-boiled egg and asked a rather interesting question, about what the Two Sheilas had in common with the egg or actually the two halves of the egg. Just before you returned to the court room, I figured it out and the first words that struck me were ‘Res Ipsa Loquitur.” Mr. Justice is correct; the term means the thing speaks for itself.”

“Mr. Justice is quite right that Res Ipsa is a negligence concept, but I was merely using it because in a way, in this case, the egg speaks for itself. It actually describes what this case is all about and why the Two Sheilas must lose this case.”

At this point there was total silence in the courtroom, outside the courtroom and in all of television land. At the Persona Non Grata bar and throughout SoLo everyone had their hands clasped in prayer position, even the atheists.

“I thought, suppose this egg was the Original Sheila, before the lightning strike. Everyone agrees that Philip Goodwin was at one time married to one woman, a single or unitary person, like the egg. Now, suppose I cut the egg in half. Well, the egg, like Sheila, split in two. What happened is that the Original Sheila, the woman Mr. Goodwin married, like the original egg before it was cut in two, no longer existed. True, two people replaced her, but the unitary single woman he was married to, the Original Sheila, disappeared. I think the attorneys for the Two Sheilas knew this from the beginning and tried to create an image of the two of them being a unitary Sheila. But, that isn’t the case, the Original Sheila, the only woman he married, no longer exists.”

At this point everyone at Justices table started objecting, but the Judge appeared to get the argument immediately. He rapped his gavel to quiet them. “If this is true, Ms. D’Amour, neither of these women is actually his wife, because the woman he was married to no longer exists. She disappeared when she split in two. That means that the Two Sheilas, who aren’t his wives, don’t have any legal standing or rights against Mr. Goodwin, whatsoever, any more than strangers would have a case against him. They can’t bring a divorce suit, and they didn’t have the right to vote stock of Threads, Inc., which he inherits from the Original Sheila. And they had no right whatsoever to transfer money out of their joint accounts.”

“That is correct, Your Honor.”

The Judge thought for a moment, and then shook his head back and forth, chuckled. Ruling from the bench, he said, “Well, as those Latin folks say, Res Ipsa Loquitur. I think you’re absolutely right. Motion granted. Ruling in favor of Philip Goodwin.”

Goodwin had won his case.

There was about 10 times as much pandemonium as there was after the OJ Verdict. At the Persona Non Grata bar and throughout SoLo people were cheering, hugging, and crying. Many began to chant, “The evil twins are dead. The evil twins are dead.” Both Sheilas fainted. Justice, being the gentleman that he was, shook Sophie’s hand and gave her his Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval medal. Interviewed immediately after the victory, Goodwin did not speak about himself but gave an impassioned speech about the misuse of the PPRs and the horrible consequences of the discrimination levied against Low Lifes.

After about an hour of interviews, Goodwin and Sheila excused themselves. They wanted to thank the Judge not only for the ruling, but for the patient and helpful manner in which he ran his courtroom. They were about to look for the Judge’s chambers when he re-entered the courtroom. All of the reporters had left the courtroom. Goodwin, Sophie, and the Judge were alone.

“I left my glasses here,” he said. “That was a really exciting trial. You are an excellent lawyer, Ms. D’Amour.”

“Thank you, Your Honor. You know, if you hadn’t given Mr. Goodwin that egg, I don’t think I would have figured it out.”

“I know that,” he responded.

“Really?”

“That’s why I wanted him to have it. I thought maybe he’d figure it out. He didn’t, but you did. And, I loved your reference to Res Ipsa Loquitur. Very clever and quite amusing.”

“Thank you. By the way, with all of the excitement, I don’t think the bailiff or anyone ever mentioned your name.”

“Pablo Dewars Senior, your former lawyer’s uncle. I used to litigate but left private practice for higher pursuits. Now, anything else I can do for you folks?”

“May I consult with my client, Your Honor?”

“Certainly.”

Sophie pushed Goodwin down into his chair and began to huddle with him. “Your Honor, after consulting with my client, we have a request.”

“Yes?”

“Marry us!”


Epilogue

As the winner of the trial, Goodwin immediately became the darling of the media, tagged by the press as the “courageous underdog.” Everyone who was against him immediately was for him. Pragat emailed him that afternoon and advised that, “after considerable consideration, his original rating had been restored to a 28.5” The .5 was a “tip” to make amends. Goodwin replied with a request that he be removed from the publication permanently. Pragat never responded to his request.

That evening, the senior reporter who called Goodwin a putz explained in a follow- up interview with him that when she used the word putz on the earlier show, she meant it in a complimentary, affectionate sense and that “As everyone knows, putz is an acronym for personable, understanding, tactful, and zany.” No one in the television audience really understood what she meant, but it sounded profound.”

Although the Judge’s decision ended the trial immediately, the appeal process was in the news for several months. The ratings for the whole series became the highest in television history. The shocking decision of the Judge and the idea that an underdog, a layman, could face up to high priced legal talent and, with a little help, could beat them, spawned a spin-off called: Laymen vs. Lawyers in which laymen with no experience tried cases against trial lawyers. Goodwin was retained as a consultant for the first few shows. The show closed after several episodes because the television audiences thought that made for television court dramas were much more entertaining than real trials.

The Two Sheilas did not fare very well after the decision. They appealed to the Second Circuit Court of Appeals and lost and from there they petitioned for Certiorari to the Supreme Court of the United States. Their petition was denied. Though rich at one time, they made the cardinal mistake of backing the Broadway show, “Funny Girls,” with their own money. Fame, however, does not equate with success on Broadway and the show closed in two weeks.

With the help of Lazar, they were booked to do a big show in Las Vegas, and a gig on Dancing with The Stars. Their show business plans, however, never materialized, undercut by an extraordinary event. The elegant, wise and lovely Ivana Trump, who was having breakfast at Tiffany’s, literally, when you’re very rich this is possible, was struck by a great bolt of lightning. JOLT reported it as being substantially more powerful than the Sheila Bolt. The same cocoon of light that surrounded Sheila surrounded Ivana. Several months later Ivana split into three’s and ultimately formed a singing group called the “The Trumpettes.”

When this occurred, no one could have guessed that Ivana One would be a fabulous lyricist, Ivana Two, a sensational composer, and Ivana Three one of the best arrangers that ever lived. Within months of their formation the Trumpettes became the most successful rock group of all times. Their first album, “The Apprentice of Love,” went triple quadruple platinum in two months.

Since it is a fundamental rule of marketing that three is twice as good as two, all interest in the Two Sheilas was lost and their show and appearances were cancelled. Sadly, the Two Sheilas became has been celebrities and drifted down to the secondary celebrity market (infomercials for exercise machines) and then to the tertiary celebrity market (special makeup to conceal wrinkles). Their 15 minutes of fame were up. They were last seen on Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco selling autographed postcards of themselves.

Oprah successfully appealed the adverse decision in her trademark suit against Obrah and Vinfrey forcing them to use their middle names, “Elan D” and “Generous.” They were sued once again when the Elan D /Generous show aired.

Aunt Hilly steadfastly claimed to be Goodwin’s great aunt and attempted to prove the relationship by using www.ancestors.com. The results of her effort provided a good news-bad news scenario. While the website confirmed that she was indeed the great aunt of Philip Goodwin, it was a Philip Goodwin who lived in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Reunited with her real nephew, she is now helping him run Breaking Bad tours, which he advertises as “narrated by a television personality.”

For quite some time after the trial Goodwin seemed afflicted with a bout of Hypo-Humoresque. Sophie attempted to comfort a despondent Goodwin, but nothing she did or said seemed to work. Three weeks after the trial, Sophie gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. As Goodwin and Sophie were holding her for the first time, Sophie said, “What should we name her?”

“I’m not sure, but I think an appropriate middle name would be “Bloomie.”

It was actually probably a tiny bubble of gas, but their daughter sounded like she was giggling. “I guess she gets it,” Goodwin said laughing.

“You’re laughing!” Sophie shouted.

Through a mix of laughter and tears, Goodwin said: “I guess I am.”

With the financial assistance of Goodwin, who hired the Justice law firm to represent his friends, each landed on their feet and received the money they deserved. Goodwin’s primary focus after the trial was the plight of the Low Lifes. Letters by Goodwin and his lawyers to Pragat Corporation yielded no responses. With the help of Schnell and a high powered PR firm he mapped out a public relations campaign, not to eliminate PPRs, because many people liked the concept, but of forcing Pragat to permit anyone it rated to opt out and those who never received a rating to be listed with then notation Opted Out. Ultimately, Pragat agreed to permit people to opt out.

With the exception of the Low Lifes, all of whom opted out immediately and people who hated their own ratings, the trend to opt out began slowly. As the opt out story gained traction, however, more people began to opt out. Simultaneously, pins saying “I Opted Out” began appearing on lapels, sweaters and jackets throughout of the country. It wasn’t long before the pins adorned the garb of celebrities. (Heard on the Red Carpet: “I love your beautiful “I Opted Out pin” “It’s by David Yurman.”) When this occurred, the trickle, turned into a wave and the wave into a tsunami. Ultimately, so few people were left in www.PPR.com that Pragat closed it down.

Goodwin reflected on these events when interviewed for the Wired article. “It wasn’t that Alex Pragat or his company was evil or had some malevolent plot in mind when the PPR system was created. From a business standpoint, it was actually a good and interesting idea. And Pragat attempted as best as it could to develop accurate ratings. I don’t think anyone realized how transformative the PPRs would be. In the end, the PPR system failed, not because there was a collective moral outrage against it. It died because people thought it was unfashionable to be in it, though frankly, I’m glad it’s gone.”

The final paragraph of the Wired article reads as follows. “Philip Goodwin’s assumption, that the Pragat System was gone proved to be wrong, however. It was not gone. It simply moved to a new location, the NSA. The Agency, rumored to have tapped into Pragat’s highly proprietary software and stolen it, continues to use the Pragat system for its own purposes, but inputs vastly more personal data than used by Pragat. It has also been rumored that the Agency has expanded the system to include categories relating whether a particular individual is good for America, has no adverse impact on America or is bad for America. Just what the NSA and the administration it works for now and will work for in the future intend to do with these ratings and particularly with those individuals having the misfortune of being categorized both as Low Lifes and bad for America remains to be seen.”

THE END


Author’s Note

I hope you enjoyed reading Love In The Time of Apps. I’d be pleased to respond to any comments or questions you may have. My email address is timeofapps@gmail.com
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