Jonat han CARRCL

"FISH I N A BARREL"

KROPI K WAS EATI NG A liverwiurst sandwi ch when the kid cane in. No nore
than seventeen, the boy had the obnoxi ous | ook of sone one too smart
for his own good. A w seguy but no wi se guy. He marched right through
t he open door and stopped in the mddle of the nondescript office. Two
wi ndows, two large filing cabinets, two brown wastebaskets, two dented
and scratched green/brown netal desks. On the wall was a photograph of
the nost recent President of the United States.

The boy | ooked slowy around, as if trying to deci de whether or not to
buy the pl ace.

Kropi k dabbed delicately at his small round mouth with a white pa. per
napkin and folded it carefully into quarters before dropping it into a
wast ebasket next to his desk. Plus the kid had red hair. If there was
one thing Kropik didn't like, it was red hair.

"I found you!"
"You certainly did."

"I cannot fucking believe it! This place is a runmor, a myth. But here
| am I'mactually herel™

Kropi k disliked that kind of |anguage but refrained from protesting.
Red hair and a dirty nmouth. Wat a distressing comnbi nati on
Enbarrassed, he I|ooked at his half-eaten sandw ch. Liverwirst and
Bernuda onion. Creating a good liverwirst sandwi ch was a nodest feat
but a satisfying one nevertheless. The secret was in know ng the
correct brand of German nustard to use and the exact wdth of the
onion slice

"So. | made it. Now what ?"

"How did you find us?"

The boy crossed his arns and smled "I have ny ways." One could al npost

snel |l his smugness wafting across the room

"W are in the phone book. You only have to | ook us up. W' re also on
the Internet wunder governnental offices. It's just that few people
bot her . "

That took the wind out of the boy's sails. And how would one define
the precise color of that awful hair? Mdire orange than red, it was the
color of a carrot left in the refrigerator too long. Exactly! Dead
carrot red.

"There wasn't even a nane on the door or anything."

"People find us if they want to. W' re a government agency. It just
takes a little | ooking."

"I found you."



Al ways the di plomat, Kropik smiled warmy. "You certainly did."

Suddenly the boy seened at a loss for words. People who came to this
room were often speechless. O exhausted. Angry. Hysterical. Rarely
calm In fact few cal mpeople entered this place besides Kropik and
Aoyagi . But both of them were enpl oyees so they didn't count.

"I don't remenber ny nother. She died when | was really young."

Kropi k stood up and shuffled over to a filing cabinet across the room
He wore a pair of tartan wool bedroom slippers from L.L. Bean which
| ooked enough Ilike street shoes to pass for street shoes, or so he
thought. In truth he | ooked |ike an old man shlunping around in a pair
of shabby bedroom slippers. But then again, he was an old nan and
didn't pretend otherwise. Unlike his office-mate Aoyagi wth his
"Grecian Formula" hair dye and gold doodad charm hanging fromthe
ef fem nate gold chain around his neck. Aoyagi was still trying to be a
swinger, but even a word like that in Kropik's active vocabul ary
defined what decade he cane from

"Don't you want to know ny nane?"
"W al ready know. "

In surprise, the boy's nmouth twi tched open and then quickly closed. He
knew where he was but still couldn't hide his shock that the old
geezer knew who he was wi thout having to ask. "I just thought -- '

Al ready fingering through files in the cabinet, Kropik held up a hand
to stop him "Details aren't necessary. It's all known." His favorite
sentence. Forty years on the job but still he never tired of saying
those three words. Enjoyed seeing the | ook on people's faces after he
sai d them because the reactions varied so greatly. Some swallowed Iike
characters in a cartoon. You could see their Adam s apple swell to the
size of a PingPong ball and nove slowly up and down. Al that was
needed was a balloon over their head with the word "GULP!" witten in
it to conplete the picture. O they | ooked away, acutely enbarrassed
to realize there were no secrets in this office. Everything was known.
Remenber that tine in the bathroomwhen you thought you were alone? O
that inspired (albeit illegal) trick you pulled with your nother's
will? The dubious tax return, the secret bank account, the XXX
Internet addresses in Anmsterdam you dialed up at m dnight when you
t hought no one was watching? Forget it someone was watching. Your
wor st dream just cane true. And how Those were the people who | ooked
away. The Realizers. In a blaze of ugly trunpeting light they realized
that finding this office mght help in one way, but was also going to
flatten themin another.

Bormbs away! It was |like shooting fish in a barrel

Al so Kropi k knew sonething they didn't-- having entered this office,
they had to take what was there. Had to, like it or not. Some people
tried to pull back or literally run away but there were neasures to
deal with that. The | ess said the better

Finding the boy's file (robin's egg blue), he pulled it with a
flourish out of the cabinet and returned to his desk. He sat down and
centered the file in the nmiddle. The boy craned forward to see, his
curiosity making' the rmuscles in his neck bulge. The old nan gestured
for himto sit in the chair facing his own. The boy didn't nove.



"Come, sit down. | have everything you want right here."

Carrothead |owered hinself into the <chair as if sure the nonent he
touched down he would get a lightning bolt wup his ass. Al the
puff-chested bravado of before had disappeared. Now he was only a
skinny teenager with a worried | ook and a dry nouth.

The nonent Kropi k enjoyed nost had arrived. Putting both hands down
flat on the desk he conjured his best professional expression. "Every
one of your lost nenories is contained in this file. They are |listed
chronol ogically and begin the noment you were born." He paused to |et
that one sink in. From decades of experience he knew the best thing to
do was not nake eye contact. Having heard this piece of information
peopl e's eyes invariably didn't know what to do with it. As if having
suddenly been handed sonething burning hot, like molten lava, the
terrible heat stopped their brains.

"You nean, like, I'll renenmber what it was |like to be born?"
Kropi k nodded. "That's right."

The boy | ooked at the file and his brow creased. "And every other
menory | ever lost is in there? How conme the file is so thin?"

"Do you work with a computer?"
"Conputers suck." A dism ssive sneer

Kropik let that one pass. "Do you know what a Zip file is?" The boy
| ooked to see if he was joking. Kropik spread his hands apart as if to
show the size of a large fish he had caught. "On conputers, you work
with files. You create information and put it into separate files.
Sonetimes there's too much data for one, so you nmust condense it." He

brought his hands slowWy together till they touched. "There's a
program that creates what are called Zip files. They allow you to
crunch together a great deal of information and fit it all into one

file. Wen you' re ready, you unzip it and have everything you need."
He touched the blue folder on the desk. "This is your Zip file. Your

brain will serve to unzip what's here, if | can put it that way."
After a long silence, the boy nmurmured in a thin, timd voice, "I just
want to remenber my nmother. | keep trying to remenber her voice but |
can't."

"This will help."

Everything in the room stopped. The two people, the noise, dust notes.
Even the strong norning light waited to see what would happen next.
The irony being there was no questi on what happened next-- the kid had
to open the file and face his facts. Face his nusic. Face the face
he' d never seen before because he had been living behind it until this
very mnute

Larment abl y, Aoyagi chose that nonent to enter the roomeating a cheese
Dani sh and whistling "My Sharona." To his credit, he never would have
done it if he'd known what was happening. However, so few people
visited the office that it was usually ninety-nine percent safe to
assume no one woul d be there.



Be that as it may, the nmonment went up in snoke. Right the hell up!

"Sorry! | didn't know we had a visitor."

Al ways the professional, Kropik hid his anger behind the mask of an
i npassive face. "I was just telling himabout his file before handing
it over."

Aoyagi 's eyes flicked back and forth between the old man and the boy.
He knew what was about to happen and was checking the tenperature
between the two to see how things were proceeding. Unlike his
priggish, self-satisfied colleague, Aoyagi did not enjoy this job. He
enj oyed | cel andi ¢ wonen and Japanese literature but could not bring
those things into this office. He could only bring hinself from nine
to four, five stupefying days a week. Al ways waiting for the hapl ess
few, like this poor chunpy kid, to cone in with their hopes sky high
and their guards down. All of themnaively certain they would discover
in lost nenories what was mssing fromtheir lives. Instead what they
found was that nmost of those nenories were a withe of poisonous
snakes set to strike. No one got out of this office alive. And the
ol der Aoyagi got, the nore he cane to realize that applied to Kropik
and hinmself as well.

"What's your nane, son?" he asked.
Surprised by the question, the boy |ooked at him "M Iton Kropik."

The red hair struck Aoyagi nore than anything else did. He |ooked at
the boy's strange hair and then imrediately at the old nan. A d Kropik
had no hair. According to him he had been shaving his head since he
was twenty-five. Red hair, no hair. Al Aoyagi could focus on was that
difference. Not the fact the boy had exactly the same nane as his
tiresone colleague. Not the fact that there probably wasn't another
person on earth who owned such a |lousy nane. No, all Aoyagi could
t hi nk about was one had hair and the other didn't.

But old Kropik didn't appear affected by this staggering coincidence.
He had picked up a perfectly sharpened Yellow pencil and was softly
tapping its pink eraser end on his desk -- one of the nany signs he
was irritated. He was staring at Aoyagi with his patented "Can we nove
forward?" | ook. Kropik and his | ooks. Kropik and his life.

Once again Aoyagi realized how nuch he disliked his coworker. Disliked
him and his abstem ousness, his Oderly life, his oh-so carefully
wr apped sandwi ches. Disliked Kropik's opinions on everything (even
when he agreed wth them, disliked his safe, never nore than al
right, no-risk days, no-risk anything. The pressed sl acks, the nest
egg of safe investnents, the professional (dead) smle when in truth
the only smile he had in his heart was for order. Because Kropik was
nothing else but order -- al phabetized and col or-coded. Aoyagi was
sure if they cut the other's heart open they would find brown file
cabi nets and bar codes inside instead of blood and nuscle.

In this mserable room where people cane to try and undo the tight
knot of their failed lives via lost nenories, Kropik was content
pulling files and handing them over. Wth never so rmuch as a grunt or
alifted eyebrow when he saw these sad sacks one and all nelt into
jelly when they were confronted by the full ugly magnitude of their
lives in Cinerama, Dolby surround, eight-track twelve-track give the
dog a bone ...



At | east he could have been a sadist. If only Kropik had gotten a sick
ki ck out of seeing these people laid flat tinme after time after tine.
But not even that. He would hand over a file, watch the person inpl ode
and then offer themexactly one pale yellow (always yell ow, never any
other <color) tissue out of a box he kept in the upper right hand
drawer of his desk. Aoyagi often peeked in those drawers when Kropik
was out of the office to see if anything was am ss, had changed,
nmoved, was different. Never. Never once was a thing out of place. The
eternally fixed longitude and | atitude of his scissors, paper clips,
rubber bands. Everything exactly where it should be and al ways was.

Yet how could that be when day after day the man's job was to toss
bonbs into people's lives and be there to see them expl ode? How could
he never be touched, affected, worn down by the years of this terrible
j ob? \Where was his soul ?

Aoyagi often wept. He would tranmp disconsolately home froma bar, a
nmovi e, or a park bench, and sitting alone in his apartment, weep. He'd
had a wife, a dog, a cat. Al gone. None of them had cared what he did
for a living so long as he brought home a paycheck. H s wife left, the
dog died, the cat junped over the nmoon for all he knew. But that was
okay because he didn't nmiss them Over the years this job had stripped
him bare. The only things he seened to have left were a desire to
read, | ook at tall blond wonen and hope that whatever life he had |eft
woul d be better in eleven years when his retirenment began

Neverthel ess he still had enough conpassion left to carry a truckful
of sadness inside his soul for the people who canme to this office
hopi ng for redenption, a small nmiracle, at the very |east a way hone.
Weirdly enough, he knew he wept sonetinmes because he nissed these
doonmed strangers. \Woever came here was an optim st, a never-say-die
who believed redenption was still possible. Aoyagi m ssed them because
he m ssed that wonderful quality in himself and knew it was gone
forever. He had given up hope decades ago on realizing he woul d never
| eave this job. He hadn't had the strength or the necessary stuff to
wal k away while his courage still had a heartbeat and the horizon
wasn't an inch away from his nose.

"Ckay. I'll look at that fol der now "

Aoyagi's self-pitying reverie was broken by the boy's voice. H s hand
was out, palm up, waiting to be handed the blue file on the desk.
Kropi k asking Kropik. Pass MIton the file, MIlton

The only sign of the old nan getting ready was a stiffening of his
spine and a cerenoniousness in the way he pressed his hands together
cleared his throat. Ponpous old ass. |lust give the kid the bad news
and run for cover. That was al ways what Aoyagi wanted to do, but that
wasn' t al | owed.

"Here you are."

The boy took the folder and flipped it open. Fromyears of experience,
Aoyagi knew it took about ten seconds for the enormity of the first
menory to hit and then the enotional fallout would show. "And how was
your | unch?"

Fucki ng Kropi k! What a tine to ask that question! He was cold. One
cold heartl ess bastard.



"Fine." Aoyagi retorted, not looking at him trying to brush himoff
with the word, the ugly tone with which he said it.

"And did you end up having the meatl oaf ?"

Lunch? Meatloaf? How could he ask such stupid irrel evant things when
this kid was about to go nuclear? Brute. A weird word, a stiff antique
word, but it was the one that flewinto Aoyagi's mnd. WAs the guy
still human? If so, he was a brute.

Aoyagi gl anced at Kropik a monent and in that instant he mssed
everything. As the two bureaucrats |ooked at each other, the boy's
eyes scanned down the list he had been handed. H's expression never
changed not even when his eyes reached the bottom of the paper. |If
ei ther man had seen that they woul d have snapped back |ike they'd been
punched. But they were deep into a stare and their expressions were
al nrost identical: dislike, disdain, and disrespect that went back
forever and into every nook and cranny of their decades spent together
in this office.

"What is this shit?" The boy held out the single sheet of paper and
waved it up and down. "I don't know any of this stuff." H's voice was
accusation and question in one.

Now t hey | ooked at himand the men were nore confused than at any
other time on this job. Kropik had nmade a ni stake? Turned over a wong
file? Inmpossible! And to his nanesake, no less! Once his initial
ast oni shment passed, Aoyagi could barely contain his glee. This was
one bi g booboo! Their superiors would know about it before the day was
over and Kropi k's ass would be toast.

As if to rub in the m stake, the kid | ooked at the paper and said in a
[ oud whine, "I don't know anyone named Andrea Harnon. And |'ve never
been to Crane's View, New York. Is this sone kind of joker Wat about
my mother? You said | would remenber what she was |ike!"

He was | ooking at Aoyagi and vice versa. Neither saw the change on old
Kropi k's face when he heard the names. Hi s nmouth opened and cl osed as
if he were about to start chewing but decided not to. Wen words
failed, he did something he never ever would have, should have, could
have done in any other situation: he reached across his desk and
yanked the file out of the boy's hand. Snatched it right away.

Aoyagi gasped. The boy stood up and pointed an angry finger at Kropik.
"What the hell's going on here?"

Aoyagi stepped forward and pl aced a hand on the boy's shoulder to calm
him He didn't know what else to do. Sonething big and nysterious was
happeni ng here but he was dunmbfounded. His colleague had al ways been
as dull and habitual as a hundred-year-old Gal apagos turtle.

A d Kropik ignored them both as he concentrated on the paper. Seconds
| ater his nouth began nmoving again, and this time it went so fast that
he | ooked |ike a chewi ng hanster.

The boy saw it first and | aughed. "Your friend s going freako!"
Eyes on the page, Kropik slapped a pal magainst his broad forehead and

began rubbing it furiously back and forth, back and forth. Ws it a
nervous breakdown? Had he gone nmad?



"Andrea!" he shouted. "You should have told nme! If only I'd w,, Wen
his voi ce di sappeared, his chin began quivering again.

"So where's ny file? Huh? And what's his fucking probl enf"

What was Aoyagi supposed to do? The kid was the job, Kropik was his
coll eague. He didn't care about either of them but cowardice saved
him Cowardi ce and nothing else. Kropik would retire soon -- maybe
even today, fromthe looks of things. But if the kid weren't served,
Aoyagi would be in trouble. Wrd wuld get out. He'd be sumopned
upstairs. Anyway Kropik seemed all right -- he was just having a
little fit but nothing deadly or anything. After one last |ook at his
head- sl appi ng, eyebul gi ng, chin-shivering co-worker, Aoyagi went to a
file cabinet and slid open a drawer.

Earlier Kropik told the boy he didn't need his nane because everything
was known. But he didn't explain what he neant by that. As an enpl oyee
of this office, when a custoner arrived, you opened any file cabinet
drawer in the room Wthout know ng the name or anythi ng about the
person, whatever file you pulled was the correct one. This mysterious
process had deeply frightened Aoyagi when he'd first begun work years
ago, but like everything else he grew used to it. Open a drawer, |et
your hand fall on a file--Bingo. Sinple as that. M hand on your
secret history.

So while old Kropik continued to frown, grunt and burble to hinself,
Aoyagi went to a different cabinet and opened a drawer. But when he
reached in for a file sonething went wong. For the first time in his
| ong career, sonething stopped himfromtouching anything. Something
very strong and final. You can't cone in here, it said. Period.

"You can't go in there." The boy said behind him

Enmpt y- headed, enpty of anything after the shocks of the last few
m nutes, Aoyagi sinply turned and | ooked at the boy. "Wy?"

"Because he already has my file in his hand. It's the correct one."

They both |ooked at old Kropik who was crying now -- huge fat tears
streamed down his cheeks.

There was no expression on the boy's face, nothing in his facial
cast--no pity, curiosity, not even derision when he said, "He saw the
color of ny hair. He heard nmy name. You'd think those would tell him™"

Aoyagi remenbered sonmething. Once he was in the nen's room next to
Kropik as they did their standing business together at the urinals.
For sone reason he had unt hinkingly | ooked down at Kropik's dick when
he was finished and shaking hinmself off. The other man had absolutely
carrot-col ored pubic hair. Aoyagi had never seen such colorful pubic
hair on anyone. It was one of the only interesting things he had ever
di scovered about Kropik but he sure as hell never nentioned it.

Now | i ke a hamer blow, the menory of that color came back when he
heard the boy calmy say, "He still doesn't knowit's me. Look at
him"

A d Kropik was talking to the paper. Hi s eyes pleaded, his lips said
words with many syllables. He was asking for forgiveness, he was



trying to convince. Wo knows what he was saying but he was certainly
ent husi asti c.

Aoyagi didn't want to say it but did. "You're him aren't you? And
he's | ooking at his own nmenories."

The boy nodded, pleased to be recognized. "Finally soneone here gets
it."

"But Jules had no CHOCE, Modtther!" Ad Kropik shouted to a | ongdead
worman who had never |iked himvery nuch, truth be told.

"How coul d it happen? How coul d you not know yoursel f?" Aoyagi said it
nore to hinmself than to the boy.

"He's been here too long. He forgot what it's |ike to be human, doing
this job. That's why they sent ne. It's his |ast day."

A good deal of Aoyagi's carefully dyed hair stood up. "That's how it
ends? That's what'll happen to me? They'll send ME down here to get
ne?"

The kid shrugged. "Could be. Wen you were little, didn't you al ways
want to know what you'd be when you got older? So naybe when you grow
up you're not supposed to forget that little kid. Isn't that what this
job is all about anyway? Renmenbering what it was |ike?"

Aoyagi was able to stand | ong enough to see the boy | ead old Kropik
out of the room He had watched so many human w ecks | eave here. One
day it would be him |ed by a younger himhe wouldn't even recognize
when he entered the room This room this office where people cane to
reclaim what they thought they had lost, but which had only been
waiting for the right nonent to get them Get them good.



