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By Terry Bisson
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It had been a | ong day.

I sighed with pleasure as ny door clicked shut behind nme. | threw the bolt, fastened the
chain, propped the bar in place, then snapped the little |l ock on the bottom This was New
York, after all; and | was a girl, living al one.

Thank god.

Leaving the lights down, | stepped out of ny Candies and hung ny Liz C ai borne fake

fur on its hook on the wall. | stepped through the only other door in ny tiny studio

apartnment and turned on the bathwater. The tenperature and rate of flow were already

set. The bubble bath was already waiting in its little Al ka-Seltzer-like pill at the bottom of
t he tub.

Cl osing the bat hroom door behind ne (to cut the noise) | picked the renote out of the
clutter on the kitchenette table and clicked on the CD player. It, too, was already set--for
Mles Davis, just like in In The Line of Fire. Can | help it if dint and | are soul buddi es?

I hung up ny difford and Wlls blazer in ny alnost-walk-in closet, let ny J. Crew wool
skirt and Tweeds silk blouse fall to the floor (both due at the cleaners), then peeled off
my pantyhose, wadded theminto a ball and tossed theminto the corner. MIles was just
beginning his un-nuted solo as | unhooked ny tangerine Victoria's Secret underwire

dem bra, shrugged it off, and stepped out of the matching tangerine high cut bikini, with
the cute little accent bows along the side. As you may have guessed, | buy everything by
mai | . Everything but shoes.

| tossed the bra and panties into the dirty clothes pile with the pantyhose, stopped by the
mrror to admre ny new $78 haircut, crossed to the kitchenette, filled a heavy-bottoned
glass with white wine fromthe col dest corner of the fridge, carried it into the bathroom
and set it on the edge of the tub, then turned off the bathwater, all without a single wasted
motion. This was New York, after all. Mles was just winding up. | sat on the john and lit
the joint that was waiting for me, tucked into its own book of matches. | took two nice

long hits while Coltrane strode into his solo, then nipped out the joint and hi gh-stepped it
into the tub. My rubenesque (as ny ex-boy friend, Reuben, loved to call it) bottom was

just descending into the suds when Coltrane fucked up

Col trane fucked up?
I stood up, dripping.

Was nmy Sony shelf system only four nonths old, giving up the ghost already? Coltrane
bl eated |ike a sheep, then quit. Sonebody hit a bad note on a piano. The rhythym section
(Cobb, Chanbers, Evans) stopped playing, raggedly, one at a tine.
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| grabbed a towel and stepped out of the bathroom dripping water and suds onto the bare
wood floor. Al Blues was starting over, at the beginning. It sounded fine now Not
knowi ng what else to do, | picked up the renote and hit PAUSE.

The nusic stopped clean this tinme. "Sorry about that," said a voice.
I clutched the towel to ne and | ooked around the studio.

"1 thought nusic would be easy, |ike speech, but it's not," the voice said.
"Who's there?" | demanded

"You want the short answer or the |long answer?" the voice asked. It sure as hell wasn't

Mles or Coltrane. It was a guy, but not a black guy; he pronounced every syllable, like a
forei gner.
"Who the fuck is in nmy apartnment?" | said. The odd thing was, | wasn't scared. Mybe if

I'd been in a house or a bigger apartnent it woul d have been scary, but you can't have a
haunted studio; they're too snall.

"I"'mnot in your apartnent,"” the voice said.

I couldn't tell where it was comng from | thought of those novies that go straight to
vi deo- - some denent ed dude peeping through a tel escope while he keeps you tal king on
t he phone.

Except that the blinds were closed. And | wasn't on the phone.

As an experiment, with two fingers, as if it were hot, | picked up the phone and said,
"Hel | 0?"

"Hello," said the same voice. Over ny phone.

"What are you doing on my phone! Is this sone kind of crank call? Are you sone kind of
sex fiend?"

I pulled the towel around ne nore tightly, even though the blinds were closed. Wat

about infra-red? Wat about X-ray vision? That used to bother me about Superman, by

the way. If he was really a guy, how he could concentrate on fighting evil, if he could see
through girls' dresses all the time?

But I'mgetting off the subject. "Who the fuck are you? What are you doing in ny
apart ment ?"

"Cal mdown, Victoria. I"'mnot in your apartnent, |'mon your phone. And you're the one
that picked up the phone."
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Nobody has called ne Victoria since ny nother died. "Wo are you?"
"Like | said, do you want the | ong answer or the short answer?"
"The short answer," | said.

"I'"'ma tenporary electronic entity that has taken over your TV."

I didn't say anything.

"Victoria, are you still there?"

"Better give nme the | ong answer," | said.

"Good. Hang up the phone and turn the TV on, and I'Il explain."

Li ke an idiot, without even thinking about it, | did what he said. It said. Watever. The

sanme renote that works the CD player works the TV. Even though it was only eight-
thirty, some kind of late-night talk show was on. There was this guy sitting at a desk
| ooking ill-at-ease, sort of like Conan O Brien

He was munbling so | turned up the sound.

"Thanks," he said. "Since | ampart of the matrix, | can access all the electronics in your
apartment, like the CD and the phone. But the TVis the real ne."

"The real you," | said, to humor him | |ooked in the closet again. | |ooked under the
couch.

"Real is only relative, of course,” he said. "There's not really a real nme. |'ma tenporary
electronic entity, created out of the TV matrix in order to to comunicate with ..."

"So what's your nanme?" | said. | figured the best thing at this point was to keep him-or it,
or whatever--tal king. Meanwhile | |ooked in the kitchen cabinets, in the di shwasher, even
inthe toilet tank. I don't know what | was looking for: wires, a hidden speaker. Maybe a

| epr echaun?

"Name? | didn't think about a nane," he said.

"Even a tenporary electronic entity has to have a nane," | said. | figured two could play
this game (whatever it was). It was like sonme kind of Letterman put-on, |ike when he
cones to the door. Except there was nobody at the door; | checked through the peephole.
"A nanme," he said. He started tapping on his desk. "I don't know. Help ne think of
somet hi ng. "
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"How about Joe. Jim Jack. John."

"Joe it is, then." He brightened and sat up straighter. "That would make this The Joe

Show. | wonder if | could cone up with a Joe Show Band."

"SIl ow down, Joe," | said. "I still want to know who you are, and what you're doing in ny
apartnent. |'mas good a sport as the next girl, but enough is enough, okay?"

"Nunmber one," said Joe, "I'mnot in your apartnent. |I'min your TV. If | was in your

apartnent, you probably wouldn't be sitting there so casually on the arm of the couch,
your thighs slightly parted, so delightfully rubenesque that a towel doesn't begin to cover

My legs flew together so fast ny knees knocked. "I'mcalling the police," | said. | turned
of f the TV and picked up the phone, punching 911 so hard it was |ike punching eyeballs
out.

"Don't get excited," his voice said, over the phone. "I can't see you. You can't see out of a
TV, can you?"

"Now you' re taking over ny phone? Cperator!"
"Victoria, slow down. \What exactly are you going to tell themat 9117?"

I was standing and | sat back down. He had a point. Maybe | was just stoned. This was
the first tinme | had tried this new dope.

I hung up the phone, pulled the towel tighter, and turned the TV back on

"Thanks," he said. The picture | ooked brighter. Behind the desk there was now a big sign
that said, THE JOE SHON | could hear a band warnming up in the background. "This

wi Il take some explaining," he said, "so maybe you should finish your bath and get
confortable. If you want, |I'Il call out for Chinese."

Chi nese? That settled it. It was the dope. | was relieved (even though it neant | was

going to have to cut down). | pointed the renote at the TV and fired, turning it off. "Hasta

la vista, Joe baby."

Yes! | went into the bathroom shut the door behind nme, and slipped back into the bath.
My wi ne on the edge of the tub was still cold. (I left the joint alone.) | was finally
rel axing again, letting the hot water caress the back of ny neck, when | heard appl ause.

I | eaned out of the tub and opened the door. | heard |laughter. Canned | aughter.
"I thought | turned you the fuck off!" | hollered.
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"I can work the renote," Joe said. "And |I'd rather be on than off. Anybody woul d. You
can't blane nme for that."

"Just go away," | said. "Please!"

"No need to be so hostile, Victoria. It's after eight-thirty, which nmeans we only have hal f
an hour."

"Hal f an hour till what?"

"That's what |'mtrying to explain, if you will just let me! Way don't you finish your bath,
then come out and watch the show for a few m nutes. Ten minutes."”

I pulled the plug. | dried nmy hair, no big deal with my new Lyl e-loves-Julia |ook. |I made
every nove slow and deliberate, as if | were super-stoned, though I knew by now it

wasn't the dope. Apparently it was real, like it or not. | dried ny fingers and lit the joint
and took a hit. If I"'mgoing to go off the deep end, | thought, m ght as well do a swan

di ve.

Even though Joe had said he couldn't see out of the TV, | sort of slunk around the corner

to ny alnost-wal k-in closet to get dressed

"May | suggest the black |ace bodysuit with the scooped peekaboo front and the stretch
satin back," he said.

Jesus! "You've been going through ny drawers?"

"How can | go through your drawers?" he protested. | peeped around the corner of the

cl oset and saw himon the screen, holding up his hands. They sort of sparkled. But didn't
people on TV all sort of sparkle? "You order your clothes by phone, that's how | know
about it," he said.

"Well, stay the hell out of my stuff,” | said. "And forget the bodysuit, it makes ne fee
like a sausage." | pulled on sone panties and covered up with the ol dest, unsexiest thing
could find--ny stepfather's ancient maroon terrycl oth robe--and went out and sat down

on the couch. Flopped down is nore like it.

"This had better be good," | said.

"Cuaranteed. Okay. Were to begin?" It was a rhetorical question. Now the sign behind
the desk was neon: THE JCE SHOW The canera was closer in, the lighting was better,
and | could see that Joe was about Letterman's age but better |ooking. But who isn't?

"To start with, as |I've explained, I"'mnot really a person,"” he said. "And this isn't really a
TV show, though you' ve probably already figured that out."
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"Thanks a lot," | said. Jesus!

"I amactually an entity created out of the electronic matrix, a temporary consci ousness
put together as a conmunications interface in order to make a |ink between ny Creator
and you, the people of Earth, through ..."

"Wait," | said.
"You want ne to start over?"

"No, | heard what you said. | just don't believe it. | don't intend to believe it. | amnot one
of those Elvis sighting | adies."

"If |1 could get the King hinself on THE JOE SHON" Joe said with a smle, "would that

convi nce you?" There was canned | aughter, and Joe rai sed one sparkling hand: "Only

kidding, Victorial | have very Iimted powers and bringing Elvis back to Iife is not one of
them 1 exist for one purpose only, to make a connection between ny Creator and your

Presi dent."

"Bill dinton?"

"I sure wasn't created and sent to Earth to talk to Al Gore. O Ross Perot!" Mre canned

|l aughter, and if there's anything | hate it's canned laughter. | stood up and hit the channe
changer on the renpote. Up, then down. Up, down.

THE JCE SHOW st ayed on

Joe held up his hand to quiet the laughter. "I'msorry, Victoria," he said. "I am an
entertai nnent entity, after all, made out of network TV. It's part of ny heritage to play for
| aughs. "

| sat back down. The canera noved in closer; Joe was o00zing sincerity, winging his
hands |i ke Arsenio. "A simulated human interface made out of talk show hosts and news
anchors has all sorts of special needs, including the need to get a few | aughs. And
appl ause. "

There was appl ause. Joe quietened it with a wave of his hand.

"Excuse nme?" | said. | was beginning to get angry. "l just want to turn you off, okay? I'm

not stupid. | know this is sone kind of Totally fucking H dden Video or sonething, and

it's not all that funny. So just tell ne the real deal and we'll all have a laugh--a small one--
and 1'll get on with ny life."

"Do you have somebody comi ng over or sonething?"

"None of your fucking business."
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"Ckay, okay. You said you'd give nme twenty mnutes to explain, renmenber?"
"Ten. And it's al nost over."

"Let nme try again. As | already told you, nmy only reason for being here, for being at all
for existence, is to set up a conmunications |ink between ny Creator and Bill dinton. So
your next question is, where do you cone in, right?"

"I don't have a next question," | said. "The whole thing is too incredibly stupid."

"You said you'd let me explain, Victoria. You could cooperate by asking the right
questions. "

"Ckay, okay," | said. "Wiere do | cone in?"

"I'"l'l come to that part in a mnute. First, let ne point out that this other intelligence, this
magni ficent extraterrestrial, ny Creator, is using a very short wi ndow for this

conmmuni cation, which is why it has to happen tonight. In eighteen mnutes, actually. It

may hever be possible again."

"1'"m supposed to believe that you are, like, an emi ssary from another intelligence?"
"I like that. That's a good word, enissary."
"What is this--thing? This so-called nagnificent extraterrestrial."

"It's not exactly a thing," said Joe. "It's huge, bigger than your entire star system It's not a
bi ol ogi cal entity; not even a consciousness, which is a focusing and linmitation of
intelligence--but an unlimted intelligence made up of electrical inpulses; a creature of

pure energy. Sort of a plasma cloud. Light years across and al nost invisible, all the way

on the other side of the galaxy. Are you following ne so far?"

That was the |ongest, npbst conplicated thing | had ever heard on a talk show. | was
i npressed in spite of nyself. | nodded.

"Good. Well, it so happens that right now, this evening, there is a brief nonment--about a
m nute and forty seconds |ong--during which ny Creator will be in direct contact with

this side of the galaxy, through a fortuitous fold in space-tinme. And when the opportunity
arises to nake a link, to reach out and touch sonmeone, so to speak, why not use it?"

"But-- Cinton?"
"Can you inmmgine trying to have an intelligent conversation with Yelstin?"

"So you're, like, up on Earth politics and everything?"

Get any book for free on: www. Abi ka. com

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Terry%20Bisson%20-%20The%20Joe%20Show.txt (8 of 23) [1/5/2005 11:12:50 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncoming/ T erry%20Bi sson%20-%20The%20J0e%20Show. txt

THE JCE SHOW

"It's not that conplicated, Victoria. Big dog bites little dog, that sort of thing. Wof
woof . "

More canned | aughter.
"l thought you were going to cool it on the conmedy."

"Sorry. I'll delete the laugh track," Joe said. He shrugged comically but the audi ence--or
rather the laugh track--was silent. "See? Anything for you."

"Ckay. So now, explain where | cone in. What do you want me to do--call the
Presi dent ?"

"No, no, no. |I'msetting that up through the Wite House staff. The actual conmunication
will be through a satellite link at approximately 9:04 Eastern Standard Ti me, when the
President will be aboard Air Force One crossing the North Magnetic Pole, and a

tenmporary alignment of the Aurora Borealis with the galactic lens will nmake this

ot herw se unt hi nkabl e transm ssi on possi ble. For one mnute and forty seconds. Thi nk of
it--an actual conversation between the |eader of the Free Wrld and an awesone alien
intelligence. Alien but friendly."

"How friendly?"
"Very friendly."
"So where do | cone in?"

"Well, to let ne use your phone line. And to help me maintain the link. That's the hard
part. So to speak. Maybe you want to slip into sonething confortable while | explain it
Have some nore wine. Another hit of dope."

"Not if I"'mgoing to be talking to the President."

"You won't be talking to anybody but ne. Besides, does Bill Cinton look to you like a
guy who's never snoked a joint?"

"Yes. | know for a fact that he's never inhaled."

"\WWhat ever. Anyway. You are the key to the whole process, Victoria. One, you are smart
and capable. Two, you read science fiction."

"No, | don't. |I watch Star Trek, the Next Generation, when there's nothing else on."

"Cl ose enough. Three, you are a Denocrat. And four, you |ook so good sitting there,
cross-| egged, with nothing on under your robe but those little white cotton panties."
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| begged his pardon. "I beg your pardon?"

I switched off the TV. It came back on. | wasn't surprised. | pulled the robe tight around
my neck; | was no longer sitting cross-legged. "I thought you couldn't see out of the TV,"
| said.

"I can't, exactly. But that was sort of an evasion," Joe said. "Light is just wave action, and
I"mall wave action. Inside or outside your robe is all the sane to ne. | know for exanple
that you are not wearing a bra; that you don't need one; that ..."

"This is either a sick joke or sonme kind of weird alien interstellar sexism"

"Maybe. Just hear nme out, okay? I'mgetting to the hard part. W chose you for this
operation, Victoria, not only because you are cute, and you are cute, but because we
figured you would have the the intelligence to understand and go along with it. If we
chose wong, and we may have chosen wong, it's a lost opportunity, since there's not
enough tine to set up another comruni cations link. | |ike your new haircut, by the way."

"What tinme is it exactly?" | asked.

The JOE SHOW si gn behind Joe's desk blinked off and was replaced by a digital clock
8:47. The clock blinked off, the sign blinked back on--and | blinked, thinking for the first
time that all this nmight, in fact, just possibly, be true.

And as soon as | thought that, | realized it was true. It had to be. Nobody coul d make up,
much I ess pull off, such a schene. "So you're for real,"” | said.

"Not for real," Joe said. "I'man electronic simulation, remenber? But |'m serious. Can
we tal k now w thout you freaking out and turning off the TV or calling 911?"

"l guess," | said. "You just switch yourself back on anyway."

"But it hurts ny feelings. Even if | am put together out of talk show hosts and news
anchors, | have feelings. At least, | think | do."

"Just explain, Joe. Please.”

"Ckay. The thing is, we need you to help me nmmintain ny consciousness.” H's hair was

| onger and darker. He was starting to |ook nore |like Howard Stern than David Letterman.
"Are you famliar with how an erection is caused in the human mal e by the bl ood
engorgi ng the organ you call the penis?"

"Fam liar enough," | said.

"Ckay. Then you probably al so understand how t hought, imagination, consciousness
itself, is made possible by the blood flow to the neural mass you call the brain."

"Get to the point," | said.
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"Well, this electronic neural sinulation we call Joe--neaning ne--conbines all that in

one electron flow pattern, since with a tenporary entity there is no need for |long-term
menory or reproduction. My Creator nmade it all one system to sinplify things. But it

makes things nore conplicated in a way, since to naintain the electron flowto the so-
called brain or consciousness circuit, we also have to keep the sexual circuit stinulated."

"You're telling me you can't think straight unless you have a hard-on?"

"That's it," Joe said. "OF course we are talking electronic sinulations here. Actually, |

don't even have a ..." He | ooked down at his |ap.
"Spare me the details,” | said. "Do you nmean this whole tine we've been tal ki ng, you've
been ..."

"Mai ntai ni ng nmy consci ousness by enjoying the conpany of a beautiful woman who j ust
stepped out of the bath. Victoria, |I'monly here because you turn ne on."

| didn't know whether to feel flattered or insulted. | felt a little of both.
"So you're asking nme to strip for you?"

"No, no, no. Not exactly. | know fromthe orders you place that you like to, shall we say,
panper yourself with el egant and exotic lingerie."

"There's nothing exotic about it, and | bought nost of it for my boyfriend," | said.
"You bought several things since you broke up with him"

"Maybe | decided to be my own boyfriend," | said, "And besides, | still say this is sexist
as all hell."

"Maybe it is," said Joe. "But | can't help what | am which is an electronic entity nmade out
of network TV, which makes ne very nmale, and probably what you call sexist. If you had
cable, or if | had been put together out of PBS, maybe nmusic or even politica

commentary woul d provide me with consciousness. As it is, it's visual sexual stinulation

A beautiful woman in beautiful things."

"White cotton panties are not exactly exciting lingerie," | said.
"Tell that to Elvis," Joe said.
I didn't know what to say, so | said, "Well, | don't know "

"What's to know?" Joe said. "Look at it this way, | didn't set this up and neither did you
We're both just doing our job. If it bothers you that damm nuch, then forget it. GCet
dressed and go out, or turn off the lights and go to bed. Al you'll niss is THE JOE
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SHOW And a chance to facilitate a once-in-eternity conmunications |ink between your
President and an incredibly wise and interesting and magnificent extraterrestrial that's
about eighteen tines the size of your entire fucking solar system"”

"Don't get so excited," | said. | got up for another glass of wine. As | walked to the fridge
I could al nost imagine Joe's wave-forms, or whatever he called them sparkling all over
my body, gently, like bath water. | was wearing a terrycloth robe, and the panties of

course, and yet | felt nmore naked than | had ever felt in ny life. The feeling wasn't
entirely unpl easant.

| poured nyself sonme wi ne and barely caught nyself before offering Joe sone. "Do ne
one favor and knock off the Elvis talk, okay? It nmakes nme feel like a nut case.”

"Done," Joe said. "Elvis is history."
"Now, what is it, exactly, that you have in mnd?"

"You know that sheer cami sole top and scoop front bikini with | ace inserts you ordered
fromVictoria's Secret, in the magenta?"

"Yeah," | said.

"I''"l'l bet you were planning to wear it tonight."

Actually, | was. "Actually, | was," | said
"Wl | 2"
Well, why not. | stepped into my closet to change. The cool new silk felt good between

my legs, and the |l ow cut | ace bodice did wonderful things with nmy nipples.

| felt alittle nervous stepping back out in front of the TV. "This what you had in m nd?"
asked.

"Does Father Cuido Sarducci wear a hat?" Behind Joe, on the show, | heard a cynbal
crash.
"That band is pretty bad," | said.

"They're out of here.
just like Elvis."

Joe cut themoff with a Letternan-1like gesture. "They're history,

"You are kind of sweet in your own way," | said. | could feel my nipples getting hard.
Looki ng down, | could see them through the camisole. | lit the joint and took another hit.
There was now a sofa to one side of Joe's desk. A woman in a short black |eather dress,
showing lots of leg, sat on it, next to a guy wearing blue jeans and a sport coat.
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"You have guests," | said. "W are they?"

"Nobody, really,"” Joe said. "Just generic. Part of the matrix. See how the show |ivens up
when you slip into sonething, shall we say, confortable?"

"Are you trying to nake nme bl ush?"
"Maybe a little. | like it when you blush there."
"\Wher e?"

"On the insides of your thighs."

The amazing thing (to ne) was that instead of closing ny legs, | opened themnore. Joe's
slightly out-of-focus snmile made me feel warm wel coming, even (I confess) a little wet.
Maybe he's the ideal boyfriend at last, | thought. Real and not real. Here and not here.

There was now a digital clock display inside the Oon SHON It read 8:56. "Aren't you
supposed to be calling the Wiite House?" | asked.

"I'mon the Iine right now," Joe said "I'min the Wst Wng, talking to Stephanopol ous.
He's the one who has to convince the President this is for real. W can't do it cold."

"He's cute, that Stephanopolous,” | said, shrugging the cam sole strap off one shoul der
"But how can you be talking to himand, you know, romancing ne at the sane tine?"

"Multi-tasking," said Joe. "It's what |'mbest at."

Was it the dope or was | feeling a faint twi nge of jeal ousy? "And Stephanopol ous, he
bel i eves your story?"

"Ch, yeah. We're alnost ready to put the call through to the, you know ... what's his nanme

"The President,"” | said. "Hey, Joe!"

Joe | ooked |ike he was about to nod off. He had his chin on his hand.

"Sit up!" | said. "Jesus! You're the one that told ne to wear this outfit!"

"Sorry," Joe said. "It's just that the link takes so nuch energy ... it's hard to maintain ful
consci ousness ... we're about ready to make the connection now, and you're doing fine ..

But how about that little itemyou ordered when you were still going with what's-his-

name ..."
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"Reuben," | said. "Keep talking." | stepped into the closet and out of the cam sole and
bikini. I found the little rose-colored silk thong, and slipped it on (or slipped it in, you
m ght say). Reuben hadn't been into bras but | had a feeling Joe was. | didn't have

anything in rose, but | found a pink |ace deni bra which barely covered ny nippl es.
added sone gold | oop earrings and asked, "Have you nmade the link yet?"

"I't's going through right now. The Borealis is shimering. The Galactic lens is lined up
Your President and ny Creator are about to nake contact. In only a few seconds, if we
can maintain this connection, we are going to nmake history."

Bef ore stepping back out into the room | checked nyself in the mrror. The great thing
about a $78 haircut is that it |ooks the same fromevery angle. Geat.

"You could say the sane thing about a mllion dollar ass," Joe said.
"\What ?" Jesus! "You can read ny m nd?"

"Only the nost superficial stuff,"” Joe said. "Surface electrical activity. Stuff about
haircuts. | find nyself hoping you'll turn around before you sit down."

| found nyself doing it. | found nyself enjoying it. | felt as if Joe's wave forns were
caressing nme inside and out, and | didn't mind the feeling that I was as al nost naked in
my mind as | was in ny body. | didn't feel |I had anything to hide. Not from Joe.

"VWhat el se do you find yourself hoping?" | said, stretching out on the couch with ny | egs
spread bl ushingly w de

"That you'll do what you just did."
"Now you' re the one who's blushing,"” | said.

"Must be because | |ike your earrings," he said with a snile.

On the couch beside his desk, the wonman in the short black |eather skirt was sitting with
her legs spread a | a Sharon Stone. The guy beside her was starting to look a little Ilike
St ephanopol ous.

"Great show tonight, Joe," | said. "Except for the band."
"Il fire the band if you'll slip your bra off."
"You already fired them renenber?"

“I''l'l hire themso | can fire themagain."
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"What girl could resist such an offer?" | was starting to |love THE JCE SHON it made

me feel witty as well as beautiful. | shrugged the straps off ny shoul der and pulled the
cups down, pushing ny eager, star-struck breasts up and out toward the bright |ights of
THE JOE SHOW Sone girls' nipples get snaller when they get hard. M ne get bigger

"I think we have contact!" Joe said. H s guests both applauded. | did too.

"Tell nme sonething about this Creator," | said, unhooking ny bra and taking it off
altogether. "What's he |ike?"

"What nakes you so sure it's a he?"

I had to laugh. There | was stretched out in nothing but a g-string and earrings. "Just an
intuition," | said.

"Well he's like a plasnma cloud. He has no mass but he does have a certain |umnosity."
"Not that kind of stuff," | said. "I nean, is he nice?"

"N ce?"

"Do you like hin®"

"Like hin? | love him" said Joe. "I adore him He created nme. He's given ne this
wonder ful exi stence, even if it's short."

Joe was sweet; no doubt about it. "Do you want ne to del ete something el se?" | asked
"Del ete?"
But he coul d be dense. "Take sonething else off," | said.

"Do | ? Does Leno have a jaw?"
| took off an earring. It rang when it hit the fl oor
"I was thinking about the little panty thing."

"I could tell you were thinking about it," | said. Were the insides of ny thighs blushing?
was feeling as lubricious as a dewy summer evening ... "But I'mgoing to leave it on for
now and give myself a little alnond oil rubdown. Besides, aren't you supposed to be

wor ki ng on this historic comrunications |ink?"

"I am" Joe said.

"Ml ti-tasking?"
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"You bet."

Joe sat back with his hands behind his shaggy head--he had a bad haircut for a talk show

host--while | rubbed hand-warnmed al nond oi
bottonms of ny feet, and the insides of ny thighs.
guys--is that they're so sinple. It's what nakes them both a pl easure and a pain.

Bill doing?" | asked.
“Bill?"
"He and your boss getting al ong?"

"Fantastic,"'
put the al nond oil away and took anot her

"Multi-pleasure is nore like it."

I lay back on the couch, glistening, and spread nmy legs just a little nore.

nice things, Joe. | alnbst wi sh you were

"l al nbst am"

hit of dope.

a real guy."

onto the backs of ny knees, and the
The t hing about guys--even simul ated
"How s

Joe said. "But who's paying attention?" "Thought you were nulti-tasking."

Just as an experinent, | pulled the tiny little rose silk thong bikini to one side and,

an experinent, slipped two fingers under

I heard a cynbal crash

and in between and,

just as an experi nent

Joe was sitting upright at his desk. He was |ooking at ne funny, as if we had just net.

"I thought you fired that band,"” | said.
"Absol utely."

"What happened?”

"Not hi ng! The Borealis w ndow cl osed, |

"It did?"

"You okay?"

think. The communication is over. It worked."

"Absolutely. It was great. The Wiite House, Bill on the phone, the whole thing. You

were great, too.'

"I was?" He seened distracted. | suddenly felt cold. | got ny terrycloth robe out of the

closet and slipped it on.

"Absolutely. Anyway, ny tinme is up. | have to go."
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"CGo?" | couldn't hel p soundi ng di sappoi nted.

"Yeah, see, the thing is, | have this Iong shut down protocol."

"Does that mean ... you die?"

"Yeah, but it's no big deal,"” Joe said. "Like | said, |'ma tenporary entity." The canera

moved in closer and Joe lit a cigarette, which | ooked strange, since people hardly ever
snoke on TV anynore, even on the latest |ate night shows. "Last cigarette," he said, and
heard canned | aught er

The canera noved in still closer. "How do you spell your |ast nane?" he asked in a | oud
whi sper.
"Wi-n-d-e-r," | said.

The canera pulled back. "Victoria Wnder!" Joe said loudly, mspronouncing it. There
was appl ause fromthe audi ence, or from sonewhere. Even the two guests on the couch
appl auded. Suddenly, irrationally, | hated them

“I''l'l call you, Victoria," Joe said out of the corner of his nouth, reaching across his desk
to shake hands with the guests ..

And the picture was gone. | was watching "Seinfeld" which | also hate.

I flicked through all the channels, but he was gone. No JOE SHOW | suddenly felt very
naked. | got dressed and went to bed.

The next norning while | was picking through the disaster area that was ny apartnent,
| ooking for something to wear to work, | thought about everything that had happened the
ni ght before, and | thought, No way! No fucking way.

And yet

There was the enpty glass, the half-snoked joint in the ashtray. The Mles Davis CD in
the player, still on PAUSE. The lingerie thrown about. Even the earring under the couch

| bought the New York Times on the way to work, but there was nothing in it about a cal
to Air Force One fromthe other side of the galaxy. But would there be? Like an idiot I
even checked the TV listings, though of course | knew better. No JOE SHOW

After an hour at work, | had put it out of my mind. | would have forgotten it altogether,
except that Joe did say he would call. For a night or two--okay, a week or two--1 al nost
expected to hear his voi ce whenever | picked up the phone.
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But | got over it. | did flip through the channels once or tw ce--okay, several tines--not
really expecting to find him But that was it. | filed it under Unsolved Mysteries and
forgot about it.

Then three weeks later, while | was standing in line at the Key Food on Broadway and
96th, nmy eyes lit on one of those bizarre supermarket tabl oid headlines:

HOUSEW FE STRI PS FOR STAR MAN
Her Sexy Chemise Powers Interstellar Sunmt

I had never bought one of those papers before. Imagine ny surprise when | read what

was essentially ny own story, with only the names changed. This woman, who lived in

Bend, Oregon, had been contacted by an entity she called Luxor, who ran a sort of game

show on TV, and who had enticed her into a formof strip roulette in order to "engorge

his faculties" so he could set up a neeting between an extraterrestrial intelligence and ex-
Presi dent Reagan.

Needl ess to say, she was not a Denpcrat but a Republican

First | was anazed. Then skeptical. Then pissed. Then curious. | tried calling the Wekly
Wrld d obe, but the paper didn't have a phone, only a box in Sioux Cty. So | called ny
only contact in the newspaper business, ny former best friend, Sharon, who worked

editing the Personals for the Village Voice.

I read her the headline and said, "I thought they made those stories up."
"They do," Sharon said.

"No they don't," | said, and told her in sone detail what had happened to ne. Maybe in
too much detail, because the story seenmed to nake her nervous. "Let me call you right
back," she said. But she didn't. She wouldn't take ny calls, either

I waited a few days, during which | scanned the supermarket tabloids for follow up
stories, but there was only the usual Elvis and saucer stuff. Finally | called Sharon at
work and | eft a nessage on her voice-mail: "Either return ny call or I will tell your
mot her what you actually do at the Voice."

She returned nmy call. "Can you neet ne after work?" she said.

"Fine," | said. | nmet her at a coffee shop on 21st and Park, hal fway between her office and
mne. Atall wonan with dark hair was with her in the booth when | got there. | was so

mad at the runaround | had been getting that | didn't pay nuch attention when Sharon

i ntroduced her as El eanor from NASA. | thought she neant the county on Long | sl and.
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"Gdad to neet you," | said, then turned to Sharon. "Now kindly explain to ne why you
are acting so goddam wei rd?"

"Because it happened to nme, too, Vickie. It happened to thousands of wonen."

"What happened?” | was going to have coffee but | decided to order a glass of w ne.
Sharon and her friend were both drinking w ne.

"A coupl e of weeks ago," Sharon said, "an electronic entity showed up in ny conputer at
home, wanting nme to wear |eather and lace for him"

"Leat her and | ace?"

"I have a little personal collection.”

"Were you snoki ng dope?"

"You know | don't snoke dope anynore. | gave it up when you did."

"Did he tell you he was trying to set up a neeting with President dinton?"
"The Dal ai Lama."

"And you believed hin"

"Don't sound so shocked, okay? To tell you the truth, Vickie, | figured it was some horny
hacker's denmented nasterpi ece, but harm ess enough. And |I'm kind of a hacker nyself.
Anyway, he got me going. Wth the conputer it's nore physical than with the TV. You
can run the nouse all over your "

"Spare nme the details," | said. "Then Joe's whole story was bullshit!"

"Not exactly," Eleanor from NASA put in.

"After | heard fromyou,'
Internet--"

Sharon said, "I got curious, and | posted an inquiry on the

"It was, 'Had safe sex with an electronic entity?' " Eleanor said, sniling shyly into her
wine glass. | realized who she |ooked like. It was the girl from SEX, LIES and
VI DEOTAPE, the nice one. The one with a guy's nane.

"--and by midnight |I had heard from el even hundred wonen on three continents," said

Sharon. "Al'l of whom had been contacted by an el ectronic entity and--"

"Contacted?" | said. "Seduced. Coerced. Raped, is nore like it!"
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"What ever. Don't get so excited, okay? You al ways have to get so excited. Persuaded,
let's say, to strip on the evening of October 11th under the pretext that----"

"El even hundred on the sane ni ght?"
"It's called multi-tasking," said El eanor.

"Anyway, " said Sharon, "to nake a long story short, they--we--all tell the sane story.
The tenporary entity, the interstellar plasnma cloud intelligence, the high-level neeting.
The details vary, but the results are all the sane."

"We all undressed for him" said El eanor
"We all took it off," said Sharon
"So it was a hustle,” | said.

"Sort of," said Eleanor. "But |ike any good hustle, parts of it were true. | know because
we at NASA had been--"

"WAit a minute. NASA the space agency?"

"l told you when you cane in," Sharon said. "Jesus!"

"We at NASA had been tracking this thing for over a nonth," El eanor went on, "and--"
"Tracki ng what thing?"

"The electronic entity. The thing you call Joe, and Sharon calls Reuben ..

"Reuben?"
"Just let her finish, okay?" Sharon said. "You never |et anybody finish."

"W at NASA had become aware that there was a free floating conscious entity in the
electronic matri x around the country in early COctober," said Eleanor. "It showed up in
NASA's global satellite links, in the Internet, in the cable TV system even in the phone
lines. W were still tracking it when it suddenly di sappeared on the 12th of Cctober.

What we found out later was that it had contacted thousands of people, all wonen,

wi t hout our know ng about it."

"But | thought you were one of them" | said.

"I keep ny private life separate," said Eleanor. "At least | thought it was private. Unti
saw Sharon's nessage on the Internet.”

"So Joe was real!" | said. | was relieved to discover that | hadn't been totally del uded;
alittle stunned. "A self-created el ectronic consci ousness!"
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"Not self-created," said Eleanor. "The part about the plasna cloud, the non-bi ol ogical
intelligence bigger than a star system-that part was also true. As soon as we knew what
to look for, we located it, all the way on the other side of the galaxy. And the plasma
cloud created the tenmporary electronic entity, there's no doubt about that; matrix nets
have inprints |like DNA. Right now at NASA we are trying to figure out a way to set up
conmmuni cations with the plasma cloud directly, since the interface it created for itself
was only tenporary, and is gone."

"And was such a fuckin' liar," said Sharon.
"But wait," | said. "If all that was true, Joe and his Creator, both parts of it, then what was
the lie?"

"All the rest," said Sharon. "dinton. Stephanopol ous. Air Force One. The Dal ai Lana.
Ronal d Reagan. M chael Jackson--"

"M chael Jackson?"
El eanor was bl ushing, |ooking down into her wi ne gl ass.

"Don't be so judgnental, okay?" Sharon said. "You are always so judgnental. But yes,
the phone call to the Dalai Lama or Mther Teresa or whatever--that part was all
bullshit."

"If all the communications stuff was bullshit,"” | said, "then what was the point? Wy
were we contacted?"

"Think about it," Eleanor put in, still blushing.
"Think hard," said Sharon.

"You girls are not serious. Joe--the entity--was just using us to--to get off? That was the
whol e purpose?"

"Sex," said El eanor.

"He was cruisin'," said Sharon.

"Either it was the electronic entity or the plasnma cloud," El eanor said. "Or naybe both at
once. NASA is still working on that."

I couldn't think of anything to say, so | said, "Wll, I'll be dammed." | waved for the
check.

"And there's one other part that's a lie," Sharon said, as we divided up the bill.
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"What's that?"
"The part where he says he'll call you."

"Ch that," | said, as we wal ked out onto Park Avenue to | ook for three separate cabs.
"That part | never believed."

t he end
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