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For David Ossman, Philip Proctor, the late Phil Austin, 
and the late Peter Bergman, a troupe of comic philoso-
phers known collectively as The Firesign Theatre.  Their 
influence can be found all over the following story.





Author’s Note
The following story began its life in the mid-

1990s when my then-collaborator, Mike Nuttall, 
and I wrote a pair of scripts that we hoped to de-
velop into a sketch comedy TV show.  The prem-
ise of the show was that the sketches—mostly TV 
parodies—would interact with a central storyline 
by either free association or by going in and out 
of actual TVs on the sets used for the story.  We 
were not able to bring the sketch show to fruition 
and time took us in separate directions, but I main-
tained an interest in the scripts, particularly the 
storylines.  Over the years, I rewrote and rethought 
those scripts, stripped out the sketches, and deep-
ened and explored the stories and characters.  In 
late 2016, after having rewritten those scripts as 
teleplays and audioplays and one screenplay, I 
thought I might take a flyer at turning one of them 
into a piece of prose fiction.  This story is the result.

Despite the many revisions and developments, 
this story would not be what it has become without 
Mike’s early involvement.  His influence on the 
final product must be acknowledged and recog-
nized.  I am happy to do so.





“They’re always polite, they always upsell, they never 
take a vacation, they never show up late, there’s never a 
slip-and-fall, or an age, sex, or race discrimination case.”

— Andrew Puzder, CEO Carl’s Jr and 
Hardee’s and former nominee for Labor 
Secretary on automation in the fast food 
workplace

“We shape our tools, and afterwards our tools shape us.”
— Marshall McLuhan

“Sure, understanding today’s complex world of the fu-
ture is a little like having bees live in your head. But—
there they are.”

— The Firesign Theatre





 Except for the flickering, you’d hardly know that 
it wasn’t the real Mr Greensbottom.  It seemed to 
grip the edges of the lectern even though the lectern 
was real and the holographic image of Mr Greens-
bottom wasn’t.  It was a great improvement over the 
previous year’s Mr Greensbottom, which blinked 
on and off several times and appeared in several 
places, the worst of which was when it looked like 
Mr Greensbottom had swallowed an unfortunate 
portion of Rob Lapidus, the Regional Transactional 
Director of Technological Deployment.  This year’s 
version had been tweaked and was almost indistin-
guishable from the real Mr Greensbottom, except for 
the flickering and the fact that the real Mr Greens-
bottom wasn’t transparent.

The holographic image of Mr Greensbottom took 
a holographic page from the real lectern and placed 
it to one side.  “And next up,” he said, “we have a 
guy that I love--that we all love--Ned Johanson—
uh—Jameson.”
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A weary applause rose throughout the banquet 
hall, and Ned Jameson, tall and bloated just past 
the point of portly, pushed himself slowly and with 
a wobbly sort of dignity out of his chair and away 
from the round table he shared with a half dozen co-
workers.  He straightened his tie until the knot was 
slightly askew and hiked up the navy blue jacket of 
his navy blue suit for no particular reason and start-
ed his way toward the stage, holding his head slight-
ly too erect and measuring his gate, making certain 
that each foot went in front of the other step after 
step after careful step.

Ned climbed the few steps that led to the stage 
with the concentration of a tightrope walker and 
journeyed to the lectern in a mostly straight line.  
The holographic image of Mr Greensbottom ceded 
the lectern, backing away and to the left. It clapped 
along with the crowd with a solemn regularity as 
it did.  Ned grasped at the lectern, which was sol-
id and boxy and stolid and dark, and steadied him-
self, first leaning slightly backward and then pulling 
himself forward so that he could balance some of 
his bulk onto his forearms and elbows.  He looked 
around the banquet room and took in all 32 round 
tables and the humanoid shapes hunkered around 
them, and he began to speak.

“Thank you, and thanks for that kind introduc-
tion, the holographic projection of Mr. Greensbot-
tom.  Maybe once I make 50 years, you’ll be willing 
to actually show up at my tribute.”

The holographic projection of Mr Greensbottom 
stiffened.  “Just get on with it,” it suggested.
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Ned complied.  “Isn’t he great?  Thirty-one years 
old and already he’s my boss’s boss.  Yeah, Zach, 
when I started with AMSO, you were still crappin’ 
your pants.  But seriously, it’s been a great 30 years, 
because AMSO is the great American company.”

The audience applauded with the enthusiasm of a 
refugee at a checkpoint  It had been a long evening, 
and the exits seemed further away than they had 
when the festivities had begun.  Ned shifted more 
of his weight to his forearms and elbows.  He con-
tinued.  “And I am sho sur that you—Oh!  I said ‘sho 
sur’ didn’t I?  Whhooo!  Well, yeah, darn it, I’ve had 
a couple of drinks.  But thas ‘cause I’m celebration-
ing because AMSO has been so damn so—say, that 
rhymes—good to me—“

The holographic image of Mr Greensbottom 
stepped forward and leaned into the microphone 
that did not transmit the hologram’s voice.  “That 
was Ned Jameson, ladies and gentlemen.”

A splatter of applause started up, but was eutha-
nized by Ned Jameson standing tall and trying to get 
a bead on the image flickering before him.  “Hey!” 
he said.  “I’m not done yet.”

The holographic image of Mr Greensbottom stood 
straight and looked vaguely in the direction of Ned’s 
eyes.  “I think you are,” it said.

Ned looked back at the flickering eyes suppos-
edly beside him.  “Well, think about this,” he said 
and launched a wild roundhouse punch that glided 
through the photons and particles and waves and 
pulled the rest of him through it as well.  He fell with 
a thud on his face and rolled slowly onto his back.
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“What were you thinking?” the holographic im-
age of Mr Greensbottom asked.  “I’m not really in 
Florida,” it said.  “I’m really in New York.”

Ned pulled himself to his feet.  “I don’t care where 
you are, you stinking son of a—“  He threw him-
self at the illusion in an attempt to tackle it and only 
managed to take out a folding table that had been 
all but denuded of the awards and citations that had 
littered it only hours before.

“He’s drunk again.”  
“I think you mixed up the word ‘again’ with the 

word ‘still.’”
Andy and Mel were seated at the 31st of the 32 

tables in the room in deference to their low rank.
“Or ‘continuously.’”  It was Andy’s turn.
“Or ‘professionally,’” Mel replied.  
Andy was a generation older than Mel or, perhaps, 

Mel was a generation younger.  It didn’t matter; they 
got along, it was easy and they were friends.

“The man likes a drink,” Andy said before finish-
ing his scotch and soda in a gulp.

Mel considered the last of his ginger ale.  It was 
pooled around a couple of decrepit ice chips in the 
bottom of the cheap plastic highball glass he was 
holding.  “That he does,” he said.   “That he does.”

A thumping sound came from the stage, and Mel 
looked up just in time to see Ned Jameson stum-
ble toward the still-flickering holographic image of 
Mr Greensbottom and fall through it.  He bounced 
mightily on his chest and rolled and rolled again 
and fell off the stage.

“I’m guessing that’s the end of the show,” Mel 
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said.
“Yeah.  We should go,” Andy said.  “We’ve got a 

flight to make in the morning.”
“You sure you don’t mind stopping by that golf 

course?” Mel asked as they both stood up.
“Nah,” Andy said, shaking his head.  “That’ll take 

a minute.  We’ll be fine.”
As they walked toward the exit and the night, 

they heard the voice of the holographic image of Mr 
Greensbottom moving on with the ceremony.

“And now on to somebody here in New York, 
Fred Herndon—er—Henderson.”

A smattering of applause from someplace far 
away melted into a man with the voice of a cabbie 
saying, “You jiminy cricket pest bastard!”  Mel and 
Andy heard the sound of a fist connecting with a 
jaw and the sounds of a scuffle ensuing, but neither 
looked back.  Neither broke stride.
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Not even the crunch crunch of Mel and Andy’s 
footsteps on the gravel path that led to the pro shop 
at Bended Knee Country Club could drown out the 
thwack thwack of the golfers practicing at the driv-
ing range adjacent.  

Mel sighed.  “I have no idea why I’m doing this.  I 
have no ideas.  I know nothing about golf.”

“Golf’s easy,” Andy said.  “Unless you want to be 
good at it.  Look at what it’s done for my career.”

“You’ve been in the same position for 27 years.”
Andy shrugged.  “I haven’t got fired yet, have I?  

It’s been good for something.”
“Okay, then, Mr Golf,” Mel said, “let’s say that it 

was your father-in-law.  What would you get him?”
Andy looked up at a cloud and considered the 

possibilities.  “A bowling ball.”
“They don’t have bowling balls at golf pro shops.”
“Then I’d go someplace that did.”
“Thanks for your help.”
“Anytime.”
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They rounded the corner of a long, low, grey 
building, which, they quickly came to understand, 
was the pro shop.  There was no light behind the 
windows, no view of racks and displays, of golf 
clubs and caps, of bags and windbreakers.  “I hope 
they’re open,” Mel said, his face scrunching like a 
sponge in mid-wring.  “Apparently, he’d really like 
a memento from Bended Knee.”

Bended Knee was a storied course, even though 
almost no one had heard of it until a televised PGA 
event sponsored by a Japanese car company--the 
Itsibiggi Open--had started up in 2003.  And now it 
was storied.  At least the TV announcers liked to say 
that it was.  And Mel’s father-in-law liked the idea 
of those stories.

“This is going to be bad,” Mel continued, “if this 
place isn’t open today.”

They reached the spot where the front door should 
have been and were greeted instead with a 72-inch 
television screen that had been mounted and em-
bedded in the wall.  Next to the screen was a sign 
that read, “Physical store closed.  Push button for 
virtual store.”  Below the sign was a brushed metal 
plate, and rising from that brushed metal plate was 
a brushed metal mushroom-shaped button that had 
the word “PUSH” carved into it.

Mel’s face continued to scrunch.  “I don’t know,” 
he said.  “I don’t like the sound of this.”

Andy frowned at him.  “Don’t be a pussy,” he 
said.  “Just press the button.”  And then he slapped 
the button before Mel had the chance.

There was a click, and the screen went from black 
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to gradations of blue with the blackest of blues at 
the bottom and a mid-range of royal blue at the top.  
A streak of almost white-yet-still-blue appeared in 
the center and spread toward each side and the be-
ginning of “Also Sprach Zarathustra” faded in and 
warmed to its well-known crescendo.  A deep and 
resonant male voice rose through the music.  “Since 
the beginning of time, man has searched for the true 
meaning of—“  There followed the sound of a golf 
ball being pelted into some distance, and a young-
er, lighter, more chipper version of the same voice 
chirped, “Golf!”

A new, sunnier image grew out of the sunset of 
the first one.  It was the fairway of one of the iconic 
holes of the iconic golf course, the long 15th, a hole 
that went 300 yards straight before veering off into a 
200-yard dogleg to the right. The green of the grass 
was bright and restful and lush and complete, and 
the trees that bounded it festooned with dark and 
restful green leaves.

The voice continued.  “The Bended Knee Country 
Club Pro Shop is now entirely virtual.  You can find 
anything you need here in every size and style, be it 
a sweatshirt—“  

An actor—a man not-too-young, not-too-old, not-
too-thin, not-too-fat, not-too-short, not-too-tall—
stepped into the shot.  He was so brightly lit that 
he stood out from the background and exposed it as 
a green-screen effect.  He wore a Bended Knee ball 
cap on his not-too-bald-not-too-hirute head and a 
Bended Knee sweatshirt on his torso, and he looked 
into the camera and smiled a dead-eyed smile and 

 8

That’s the Way of the World



said, “This sweatshirt is just the style and size I was 
looking for!”

A similarly not-too-anything woman joined him, 
bedecked in the same outfit.  The voice continued, 
“Be it a hat—“ and the woman said, “This hat fits 
like a glove!  And what a wonderful style!”

A second not-too-anything man joined them.  He 
was pleasant, placid, and forgettably attractive, and 
his lack of distinctiveness blended with the bland-
ness of the other two in a hypnotic swirl.  The voice 
chirped, “Be it a keychain—“ and the third person 
dangled a keychain like a pocket watch at the height 
of his breastbone.  “The fob on this keychain is just 
the right length, and look at how it glistens in the 
sun!”

Mel and Andy stood transfixed, engulfed by the 
keychain at the end of the fob.  The voice piped up 
again.  “Just press the virtual button marked ‘Open’ 
that is now hovering in front of you, and come in-
side a place you can’t get to and can never truly 
know.  Join us at the Bended Knee Country Club Pro 
Shop.”

And, as if by some magic spell, a large round blue 
transparent button melted into view, hovering in 
front of Mel like the ghost of a button that had died 
under suspicious circumstances.  Mel’s hand moved 
toward it as though it were no longer under his con-
trol to press it.  In a voice just this side of silence, he 
said, “Button.”  And his fingers reached the edge of 
the blue, and the light was painted on them, and he 
moved his hand forward, and it fell right through.

His body jerked forward and his eyes blinked,  and 
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he said something on the order of “whuh” and his 
balance went awry.  His right hand caught Andy’s 
jacket at the forearm, and he grabbed it and steadied 
himself, and Andy jerked a little too.  Andy blinked 
and said, “What happened?” and Mel blinked and 
thought and said, “My hand went through.”

And Andy said, “That’s not right.”
And Mel said, “I wouldn’t think so.”  And Mel 

tried it again and, again, his hand fell through.
“Maybe you’re doing it too hard.”
“Hard, soft,” Mel said.  “How can that have any 

meaning to something that doesn’t exist?”
“Who knows how this stuff works?” Andy said.  

“It’s like living with wizards and elves.  What you 
have to do is get the spell right.”  He waved his 
hands and arms through the image, right, left, and 
both together.  He pushed his tortoiseshell plas-
tic-rimmed glasses to the bridge of his nose.  “This 
thing is screwed,” he said.

A warning buzzer butted in, a screeching sound 
not unlike the call to battle stations on a destroyer.  
The voice that previously had sounded so soothing 
and then so chipper was now sharp and demonic.  
“Warning!” it shouted.  “You have entered a for-
bidden grid!  The network is unforgiving and will 
require rebootment!  Say ‘Please help me’ for tech 
support!”

Mel, who was about six inches further away from 
the television than he had been, yelped, “Please help 
me!”

At that, the button turned in the simulacrum of an 
old rotary-dial telephone.  The sound of it ringing 
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seemed to emanate from the phone.  The third ring 
was cut short, and a very bland male voice intoned, 
“Your call is very important to us and will be an-
swered in the order in which it was received.  Your 
wait time will be—” and there was pause.  Mel and 
Andy looked at each other and exchanged eyebrow 
shrugs and then the voice returned and said, “58 
minutes.”

Mel said, “What?”
And Andy said, “We can’t do that!”
“I know!  I don’t know what to do!”
Andy grimaced and puffed some air through his 

nose and put his index finger just slightly past the 
barrier of his lips and touched his teeth.  “I’ll tell you 
what.  We’ll stop by Elysian Fields Mall on the way 
home.  There’s a golf store there, and they’re sure to 
have something you can get for the old fathead.”

“Do you think they’ll have any Bended Knee 
stuff?” Mel implored.  “He really wants something 
that has the Bended Knee logo.”

“They ought to,” Andy replied.  “After all, it’s a 
storied course.”
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“May I have your attention, please? Air Malaise 
flight 909 has been cancelled due to lack of inter-
est. Thank you.”  The announcement somehow cut 
through the mingled noise of people talking, luggage 
being rolled along the hard floors, planes landing 
and departing, and the random sounds emanating 
from the restaurants, bars, and shops along the con-
course.  Elongated unmanned golf carts hummed 
and beeped along, most transporting passengers 
and luggage, others en route to some gate or other 
to receive and haul their bounty.  

Mel and Andy stood in reverent contemplation of 
the bank of monitors that detailed the various com-
ings and goings of the flights along that stretch of 
airport.  Their flight was still on time and still de-
parting from Gate 6, which was comforting and 
stabilizing information.  As they meditated on their 
good fortune, a zombie golf cart beeped its horn and 
broke them from their reverie.  They split like bowl-
ing pins, Mel skittering back into the wide corridor 
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while Andy leapt like a middle-aged Nijinsky into 
the seating area outside Gate 10.  Before either was 
completely out of the way, the machine lurched for-
ward and trundled away with an elderly couple and 
their bags strapped to the bench seat on the back, 
their eyes staring blankly at their confusing sur-
roundings.

Mel and Andy reunited in the machine’s wake.  “I 
need to find an ATM,” Mel said.

“Why?” Andy responded.
“To get cash,” Mel said.
“What?” Andy asked.  “Are you from the Stone 

Age?  Why don’t you just hunt for money with a 
club and a dinosaur?”

“Listen,” Mel said, “when the power grid collaps-
es and all the computers crash and the world is a 
dystopian landscape of violence and fear, you’ll 
wish you had some green on hand.”

Andy smiled and chuckled to himself.  “When 
that happens you and your ‘green’ will be screwed.  
Money requires a government to back it.  Roving 
bands of biker gangs rarely have a sensible mon-
etary policy.  The only thing that will have actual 
value is the only thing that ever does:  food and wa-
ter.  If you have food and water, you might stand a 
chance.  Which is why my attic is filled with canned 
goods, dried food, and bottled water, all purchased 
online with plastic.”

Mel looked his friend straight in the glasses.  “Sur-
vivalist,” he said.

“Luddite,” Andy calmly countered.
Mel pointed at a contraption on the other side of 

 13

That’s the Way of the World



the concourse.  “I think that thing that looks like a 
photo booth is an ATM,” he said.

Andy followed his gaze.  “Oh, yeah,” he said.  
“Ultra-secure.  It basically locks you in for the trans-
action.”

“Okay,” Mel said.  “I’ll meet you at the gate.”
“I’ll have a vodka tonic waiting for you,” Andy 

replied.
“You’re a good man.”
Andy dragged his suitcase toward the nearest 

bar while Mel dodged an assortment of other pas-
sengers, airport employees, and flight crews on his 
way from the even side of the concourse to the odd.  
The ATM did look like a photo booth, only slight-
ly slimmer.  The huge decal on its side proclaimed 
it to be “Sharkie, Your CyberTeller.”  The opening 
was a neat oblong hole with rounded corners.  Mel 
shrugged, stooped, and fit himself and his suitcase 
through the opening and sat on the tiny hard bench 
provided for customers.  As soon as he was seated, 
a hard door slid across the opening, and it was just 
him and the machine.  The darkness was complete 
until the area across from Mel started to glow.  The 
dull golden glow slowly formed itself into a face, 
a pleasant face, a woman’s face.  The image of the 
skin was smooth and flawless, the image of the hair 
coifed and serene.  The image was pretty without 
being beautiful, attentive without being warm.  It 
could have been anyone, but it somehow looked like 
no one.

“Welcome,” the machine said.  “Please insert your 
card.”
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A slot below the head lit up in green.  Mel fum-
bled for his wallet, extracted his bank debit card, 
and shoved it in the slot.

“Strip down,” the machine said, ejecting the card.
“What?”  Mel instinctively clutched at his collar.
“Magnetic strip down.”  An image of a generic 

blue bank card appeared in midair and flipped it-
self back-and-forth several times.  Mel took his card 
from the slot, flipped it, and reinserted it.  The image 
went away and the machine said, “Thank you.”

A sound not unlike a tongue being clicked on the 
roof of a mouth then followed.  It stopped, and the 
machine said, “Please enter your PIN number.”

“My what?”
“Please enter your personal identification number 

number.”
“Enter it where?”
A thin yellow light lit up and traced a line around 

the edges of a keypad.
“Oh,” Mel said.  “I thought maybe I should say 

it.”
The golden face hovering in front of Mel frowned.  

“Exposing one’s personal identification number 
number and thus making it discoverable by any 
hearing-enabled person is no longer legal.  Please 
use the keypad.”

“Okay.”  Mel pressed the first number.
“Four,” the machine said.
“I thought it was illegal to say it out loud.”
“Illegal for you,” the machine said, “not for me.”
“But that doesn’t—“
The machine cut him off.  “Please enter your per-
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sonal identification number number.”
Mel pressed the buttons, and the machine said, 

“Three, seven, eight.”  It paused and looked at him.  
“That is incorrect.”

Mel looked the image straight in its blank eyes.  
“How is that incorrect?” he asked.

The machine didn’t waver.  “Your personal iden-
tification number number should be four digits,” it 
replied.

“I put in four digits,” Mel countered.
“The first number you entered—four, I believe—

was negated once you interjected,” the machine said 
calmly.

“So, you just started over?” Mel said.
“That’s what you get for interrupting,” the ma-

chine replied.
Mel studied the floating golden head a second 

time, and then entered the code with four quick 
pokes.

“Four three seven eight,” the machine said.  “Is 
that correct?  Say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’”

“Yes.”
“Thank you.”
The clicking sound returned, and then the glow-

ing head smiled.  Mel recognized its expression as 
the one that a person might expect to see on the face 
of a cult member at the depths of their involvement.  
The face said, “Hello, J. Melvin J. Kaminsky.  How 
may I help you?”

Mel winced.  “It’s just Melvin J., and I need some 
money, please.”

The machine whirred and clicked.  “How much 
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money would you like?”
Mel hadn’t really considered that.  “Umm, I guess 

about $200.”
The machine raised the image of an eyebrow.  

“About $200?” it said.
“Okay,” Mel replied.  “Exactly $200.”
“That’s better,” the machine said.  “And just which 

account is this supposed to come out of?”
“Checking.”
“Well, that’s good,” the machine said, “because, 

if you had said ‘savings,’ that clearly wasn’t going 
to happen.  You’re more of a spender than a saver, 
aren’t you?”

Mel ran his hands through his hair.  “I really don’t 
see what that may have to do with anything.  Can I 
just get my $200?”

“First Bank of Buncombe County may have prod-
ucts that can help transform you from a working 
day drudge to a multimillionaire.  Perhaps.  Say, 
‘Tell me more’ to see a full 30-minute presentation 
replete with charts and graphs and boring people 
with white hair and sharp suits telling you exactly 
where you went wrong in life.”

“I’d rather not.”
The machine snorted.  “Somehow, I’m not sur-

prised,” it said.  “Anyway, some anti-business piece 
of legislation or regulation requires me to tell you 
that this transaction will cost you $18.40.”

“What?  That’s outrageous!”
“Plus whatever amount your bank decides to 

charge you,” the machine continued.  “Which is 
probably in the same ballpark.  Of course, you could 
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avoid that by opening an account with First Bank of 
Buncombe.  If that’s the route you’d like to go, just 
say, ‘Sign me up!’”

Mel huffed.  “There’s no way I’m doing that,” he 
said.

“Okay,” the machine said.  “Just be like that.  
Spend 18 bucks.  I don’t care.  What am I?  Your 
mother?”

“Can I get my money?”
“Do you accept responsibility for the $18.40 and 

any other charges that may accrue?”
Mel said, “I guess I don’t have any choice, do I?”
The machine was serene.  “Answer ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ 

please.”
Mel placed his hands flat over his eyes and rubbed 

his eyebrows.  “Okay.  Now which was it.  Uhhh.  
Yes.”

While the machine whirred and clicked, the im-
age of two hands, one holding a stack of bills, ap-
peared in front of the image of the head.  It licked the 
available thumb and started sliding the bills from 
the hand to a pile seemingly in front of Mel like a 
huckster counting out a big score.  A small stack of 
twenties emerged from a formerly invisible slot that 
now glowed green.  Mel reached for them, grasped 
them even, but they would not budge.  “What do 
you say?” the machine asked.

Mel sighed.  “Thank you,” he said.
The machine’s grip on the bills eased, and Mel 

took them quickly and placed them in his wallet.
“Would you like a receipt?” the machine offered.
“Sure,” Mel said absentmindedly.
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“That will cost you—$18.40.”
“Then, forget it.”
The image of the head seemed to lean forward.  

“Is that a yes or a no?”
“No,” Mel sighed.
“Then we are done here, and you may leave.”  The 

eyes on the image of the head closed, and the face 
took on a Buddha-like calm.  The hard door swung 
open, and Mel heard the final boarding call for his 
flights echoing off the hard surfaces of the concourse.

“I’m going to miss my flight!” Mel cried as he 
pulled his suitcase out of the machine and ran down 
the concourse.

The image of the head inside the machine just 
smiled.
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An experienced flyer, Mel sat in an economy seat 
with his laptop on the tray, his tablet on left side 
of his lap supported by the bulkhead of the plane, 
and his phone wedged between his belly and the 
front lip of the laptop.  Earbuds connected him to 
the phone, and he was on song six out of a shuffled 
possible total of 2438.  Devices dinged and bonged 
and buzzed until his portion of the plane sounded 
like a tiny carnival funway.  He almost didn’t no-
tice when the dull thudding sound of a news alert 
hit, captivated as he was by the song in his ear, the 
spreadsheet on his laptop, and the Facebook post he 
was composing on the tablet.  He considered all the 
options for the news alert and decided to open it on 
his watch.

The headline read, “CEO Takes Digital Hit,” and 
the dateline was New York.  He scrolled down on 
his watch and read:

NEW YORK — AMSO, Inc. CEO 
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Zachary Greensbottom has been re-
leased from his contract by the firm’s 
board of directors in an unprecedented 
move in the corporate world.  In what 
the Chairman of the Board of AMSO, 
Eb Geldraffer, termed, “a new leap 
forward in technological progress,” 
Mr. Greensbottom will be replaced by 
a software package called Execulon.  
“The algorithms used by Execulon can 
make the same day-to-day business 
decisions as a human CEO without the 
meetings or memos.  It will also save 
the company $20 million a year, along 
with stock options.”

Execulon will also replace the entire 
top level of management.  AMSO’s 
CFO, CIO, COO, CHRO, CLO, CSO, 
CRO, and CMO have also been re-
leased.  “We are very excited to have 
purchased the upgraded suite of ser-
vices,” Mr. Geldraffer added.

Although AMSO, Inc. employs 
over 10,000 people worldwide, those 
employment figures have dipped by 
over a third in the last three years.  Mr. 
Greensbottom, who had, before his 
dismissal, trumpeted the savings the 
firm had gained through an aggressive 
strategy of automation, has turned out 
to be its latest victim.

Although experts are divided on 
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whether leaks of this move had any ef-
fect on them, AMSO stock prices rose 
25 percent in early-morning trading.

Mel turned to share the news with Andy; how-
ever, Andy was asleep, slumped in his seat, a spy 
novel somehow clutched in his right hand.  It was 
only then that Mel realized that the pressure he had 
felt on his right shoulder was Andy’s head as it rest-
ed on him.  Mel chuckled quietly and returned his 
attention to his spreadsheet, his Facebook post, and 
his song.
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The concierge station at Elysian Fields Mall had 
not substantially changed in over 20 years.  It was 
still a long, scimitar-shaped desk with the represen-
tation of a wall at the back.  The word “Concierge” 
was spelled out on the wall in thin, silverish metal 
letters, and the Elysian Fields Mall logo seemed to 
sprout from it like grass from a bit of sod.  As Mel 
and Andy approached, the only difference that Mel 
could discern was the disappearance of a woman of 
advanced middle years who was dressed in a blue 
blazer and a white blouse and who sat behind the 
desk while dispensing advise.  Instead there was a 
72-inch flat screen TV.  A digital reproduction of the 
“Concierge” and logo combination on the wall float-
ed about the screen, which was otherwise a dark and 
royal purple.  There was no keyboard, no button, no 
anything that indicated what to do.  Mel and Andy 
stood at the desk and inspected all of the surfaces 
they could think to inspect.

“How do you start?” Mel asked.
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“How should I know?” Andy replied.  “Every 
time I come here, I know where I’m going.”

“Maybe it’s broken?”  Mel’s words began as a 
statement and ended as a question.

“Maybe.”
Suddenly, the screen lit up and the center of it was 

filled by a CGI cartoon who appeared to be stationed 
at the very station the TV screen was manning.  “Pee-
a-boo!” it said, its voice an arch incantation.  “How 
can I help you gentlemen?”

The cartoon was costumed as an old-fashioned 
department store floorwalker, complete with what 
appeared to be a cutaway coat with a white carna-
tion for a boutonniere.  The hair was made to look 
black and slicked back, and the cartoon had an im-
pressive widow’s peak.  A small, sharp mustache 
covered the upper lip.

“It’s not me,” Andy said, pointing toward Mel.  
“It’s him.”

The cartoon’s eyes darted in Andy’s direction.  “I 
see,” it said dryly.

“It’s me,” Mel said.  “I need to find a golf store.”
The cartoon looked toward the ceiling and stroked 

its chin.  “My database indicates that there are sev-
en purveyors of golf merchandise, clothing, equip-
ment, and lessons in Elysian Fields Mall, the Largest 
Surviving Mall West of Route 3.  Which would you 
prefer?”  A list of the seven appeared next to the car-
toon concierge.

Mel shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Which would—“
The cartoon shook its hand at him as though he 

were shooing Mel away.  “Oh, they’re all more-or-
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less the same, depending on what you want.”
“Well, I—“
“Do you want lessons?”
“Not really, I don’t—“
Five of the options melted away.  The cartoon 

pointed at the remaining two each in its turn.  “Be-
cause there’s an inline store called Jerry Flavin’s 
Swing Mender and a cart/kiosk called Keep Your 
Head Down, Nancy.”

“I’m not looking for lessons.”
“No.  Of course not,” the cartoon said.  “Because 

that would be too easy.”
“I’m not trying to—“
The two store options melted away, and two oth-

ers appeared.  “Tee Time is very popular for all your 
tee-related golf needs.”

Andy leaned forward.  “They sell only tees?”
The cartoon regarded him with disdain.  “They 

and a cart/kiosk called Hold Your Balls.  I’m sup-
posed to say that in a whisper.”

It was Mel’s turn to lean forward.  “I don’t think 
tees are what I’m after.”

One cartoon eyebrow arched.  “No.  Of course 
not.  You seem to think that if you just keep say-
ing ‘no’ that it makes you look discerning.  Well, it 
doesn’t.”

“Yeah, Mel.  That’s true,” Andy chipped in.
“I’m not trying to—“
“How about a hat?” the cartoon said.  “Everybody 

likes a nice hat.”
“Well, I’m not—“
The two previous choices dissolved, and a new 
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one replaced it.  “You can try The Head Shop--no, 
wait a second.  That’s bongs and papers and clips.”  
That listing immediately morphed into two more.  “I 
mean, ‘smoking accessories.’  You could try The Hut-
Hut Hat Hut.  It’s mostly football, but they might 
have a golf cap somewhere.  Or you could try a cart/
kiosk called Cover Your Chrome Dome.  Lord only 
knows what they have there.”

Mel squinted and tilted his head to one side.  “Isn’t 
there anyplace that just sells golf stuff?”

The cartoon harrumphed as the two listings fad-
ed away and a single listing took their place.  “Well, 
there’s only one store left.  It’s called The Pewter 
Putter.  They might be jejune enough for you.”

Mel brightened.  “It sounds perfect.”
“So did the Spanish Inquisition,” the cartoon of-

fered.
“How do I get there?” Mel asked.
The cartoon said, “Well—“ and a panel opened on 

the front of the desk.  A small robot rolled forward 
on its caterpillar tracks, and Mel and Andy backed 
away like courtiers showing obeisance to their rul-
er.  The robot swiveled and swung toward Mel.  It 
had a body like the header on an engine with erector 
set arms on either side.  The head was a flat screen 
monitor mounted on a bony metal neck.  The head 
tilted up and swiveled toward Mel.  A photo of Mel, 
in mid-speech with his left eye partially closed, ap-
peared on the monitor.

“I am you, and you are me,” the robot said.  An 
animation on the monitor intended to make it look 
as though Mel were speaking actually made it look 
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as though his mouth were an automatic garage door 
going berserk while reflected on a lake.  “Where 
would you like to go?”

Mel looked at the cartoon concierge.  “Didn’t you 
tell it where we’re going?” Mel asked.

“We’re not speaking,” the cartoon said, and the 
image disappeared into a small black ball which was 
replaced by the digital reproduction of the “Con-
cierge” and logo combination.

Mel returned his gaze to the robot.  “We need to 
go to The Pewter Putter—“ he began.

“And HallMart,” Andy interrupted.
“By way of HallMart,” Mel continued.
“Don’t worry about the concierge,” the robot said.  

“He’s an idiot.  Now, follow me.”  And the robot 
trundled away.  Mel and Andy shrugged at one an-
other and trundled away in pursuit.
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In a few minutes, they were nearing the HallMart 
store—“gifties and nifties for you and yours”—and 
the robot neither slowed down nor paused.  It’s 
monitor-head swiveled back a bit, and it waved 
a metal claw vaguely to its left.  “HallMart’s over 
there somewhere,” it said.

Andy said, “Okay.  It’s my stop.  I’ll text you when 
I’m done.”  And he peeled off in HallMart’s direc-
tion.

“Okay,” Mel said to the back of Andy’s head as it 
moved away to be lost in the crowd.

The robot said, “Don’t dawdle!” and Mel fell back 
into step behind it.

They hadn’t gone much further, perhaps anoth-
er 100 feet, when the robot suddenly made a sharp 
right turn and stopped at the door of an inline store.  
“Your destination,” it said as it extended a metal 
claw in the direction of the interior.

“But this isn’t the store,” Mel said.  And it wasn’t.  
It was, instead of The Pewter Putter, a store that sold 
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women’s undergarments called Elizabeth’s Regret.
“You’re welcome,” the robot said.  And then, with-

out delay, it sped away into the confusion of the foot 
traffic of the mall.

Mel looked around at the other stores on that level 
in that wing and saw nothing that looked remotely 
golf-ish.  He glanced inside Elizabeth’s Regret and 
saw a young woman mechanically folding merchan-
dise for display on a table.  He looked around to be 
sure that no one he knew was about, took a breath, 
and stepped into the store.

Bras, panties, negligees, peignoirs, garters, slips, 
and items the names of which he could only guess 
at surrounded him.  A slight scent of perfume hung 
in the air, and the music played low, with sultry sax-
ophones and muted trumpets flirting sensuously 
around the melody of “The Lady Is a Tramp.”  Mel 
approached the young woman with the confidence 
that he would display if he were approaching a 
puma.  She raised her head, her body still almost par-
allel to the table.  She was wearing a v-neck sweater 
that showed off a décolletage you could hide a ban-
dit in.  “May I help you?” she asked in a voice tender 
and low, a voice that wrapped a man like a sweater, 
a voice that worked like a tractor beam, implying, as 
it did, that the man in question was already halfway 
to lucky.

Mel realized that she had blonde hair and blue 
eyes and soft skin that was the lightest shade of tan.  
He stammered, “Well, I-I-I—“

“See anything you like?” the saleswoman asked.  
Her voice was still warm enough to melt chocolate, 
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and she moved just enough to give Mel a view of 
her cleavage that could be used as the image on a 
brochure urging people to visit it.

“Well, I-I-I—“ Mel repeated.
The saleswoman finally stood up.  “How about 

My Wonderful Breasts?” she asked.
Mel stammered some more.  “Uhh, am I allowed 

to—“
The saleswoman pushed her chest forward.  “It’s 

the My Wonderful Breasts brassiere.  This week, 
with every purchase of My Wonderful Breasts, you 
get a free My Caressable Thigh garter.  Does your 
wife have My Wonderful Breasts?”

“Not that I’ve noticed,” Mel replied.
“My Wonderful Breasts is the very latest in—“
Mel cut in.  “I’m sorry.  I’m in the wrong place.”
The saleswoman put her index finger to the edge 

of her full, pouty lips.  “You need something more 
intimate?  If you step over here, we can slip into 
Crotchless Panties and the Pet My—“

She had started to move, and Mel instinctively 
reached out to touch her shoulder.  It was far less 
supple than he had expected.  “No!  No!  I’m in the 
wrong store!  I need to get to The Pewter Putter!  I 
need directions!”

The saleswoman stopped immediately and sud-
denly stood ramrod straight.  “You have offered an 
invalid query statement,” she said in a more stilt-
ed, much less warm voice.  “Please refer to Flipflop 
Springhead Manual Number 2A.  Valid query state-
ments include, ‘How can I pay for that?’ and ‘Does 
this come in fire-engine red?’”
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“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mel 
said.

The saleswoman said nothing and did nothing 
except, every three or four seconds, emit a sound.  
Otherwise, she was perfectly still and perfectly qui-
et.  Except every three or four seconds.  Every three 
or four seconds, she very calmly said, “Wonk.”

Mel stood his ground, confused.  He looked 
around several times, like a prairie dog sensing 
a predator.  After a few “wonks,” the door to the 
backroom, which was behind the register area at 
the center back of the store, opened and a woman 
emerged.  The woman could have been about for-
ty, but had she been a bit younger or a bit older it 
would not have been a surprising development. She 
wore a brown cardigan over a nondescript floral 
and light blue blouse.  Her brown a-line skirt was 
long, and the hem almost buffed the tops of her feet 
as she walked.  She made her way toward Mel and 
the saleswoman with a brisk efficiency, zig-zagging 
around tables and displays.

Without saying a word, she came up behind the 
saleswoman, reached down the back of the sales-
woman’s skirt, and fiddled with something.  The 
saleswoman went completely limp momentarily 
and then slowly straightened up.  After another mo-
ment, the saleswoman said, “Loading personality.”

“These sales androids are great,” the woman said 
to Mel, “except that you spend half your day reboot-
ing them.”

“She—it—seemed very lifelike,” Mel said.
“Yeah,” the woman replied.  “Seemed.”
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“So, I was actually just looking for directions.  Do 
you know where The Pewter Putter is?”

The woman waved a hand at him.  “Listen, all I 
know is this store and the food court.  I hardly ever 
leave the computer in back anymore.”

“Thanks anyway,” Mel replied.  “I’ll find it some-
how.”

“Find one of those little direction-giving robots,” 
the woman said as she started back toward the back-
room.  “They’re supposed to be great.”

“Thanks,” Mel lied.  “I’ll do that.”
The saleswoman turned its head toward Mel.  “I 

will be with you momentarily,” it said.  “First I must 
install updates.  Installing update one of thirty.”

Mel patted it on the shoulder.  “Enjoy,” he said 
and began his walk back into the innards of the mall.
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Mel emerged from Elizabeth’s Regret to find Andy 
across from the entrance, seated on an ottoman that 
was situated in the middle of the corridor and next 
to a cart/kiosk that sold thong underwear called Fill-
ing Your Crack.  

Andy waved his hand.  “Hey, champ!” he said as 
he stood.  “Find any Bended Knee golf memorabilia 
in there?”

“Not so much,” Mel replied.  “How’d you know 
that I was here?”

Andy shrugged.  “I just asked one of those little 
robots where The Pewter Putter was, and he took 
me here.”

“You can’t knock consistency,” Mel said.  “What 
do we do now?”

Andy’s face lit up with satisfaction.  “We’ll get the 
app!” he sais.  He got his phone out of his trouser 
pocket.

“The app?” Mel replied.  “What app?”
“The Elysian Fields Mall app!  It’ll have a map!”
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“An app map?” Mel said.  “What kind of an ar-
cane device is that?  A map?  Never heard of such a 
thing. ”

“Still downloading,” Andy said.  “I couldn’t just 
download the mall’s app,” he continued.  “I had to 
download the app for the company that owns the 
mall.  And a bunch of other malls.”

“Maybe you can see where The Pewter Putter is in 
Parsippany or Yukaipa.”

Andy peered at his smartphone with the con-
centration of a jeweler cutting a diamond.  “Almost 
there,” he said.

“Maybe we should just wander around,” Mel said.
“There’s a method to this,” Andy said as he poked 

the screen with his index finger.  “Okay.  Okay,” he 
said.  “Here’s the map.  Now I just press ‘Find Me.’”  
Which he did.  “And search for The Pewter Putter.”  
His index finger darted and stabbed.  “And now, 
press “Show Me the Way.”  He stared at the screen 
carefully as the multi-colored ball twirled.

“What’s it say?” Mel asked.
“It says, ‘Look up.  It’s right in front of you, stu-

pid.”  Andy looked up to see Elizabeth’s Regret and 
sighed and slumped a little.

“I’m beginning to think that some database is out 
of date,” Mel offered.

“Yes,” Andy said.  “Yes it is.”  He looked around.  
“Let’s just ask somebody.

Mel leaned close to him.  “Be careful,” he said.  
“They’re not all real.”

Andy flagged down the first middle-aged white 
guy he could find.  “Excuse me.  Sir?”  The man si-
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multaneously stopped and leant perceptibly away 
from Andy.  Andy said, “You look like a golfer.”

“What’s it to you?” the man replied.
“Nothing,” Andy said.  “We were just wondering 

if you knew where The Pewter Putter was.”
“Oh!” the man said, his entire bearing changing.  

“I thought you were going to try to sell me some-
thing.  I had a droid approach me the other day—“

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Andy interrupted, “but 
we have a bit of a time issue.  If you know—“

“Oh, yeah,” the man butted in.  “Of course.  It’s on 
the Pomegranate Level in the Krebmeyers’ end next 
to Piercings ‘R’ Us and a cart/kiosk called Pokin’ 
Your Hole.”

Andy looked at Mel.  “Do you know what any of 
that means?”

Mel shook his head.  “No,” he said.
The man said, “Listen.  It’s simple.  You see that 

escalator over there?”  He pointed.  Andy and Mel 
both looked.

“Yeah.”
“There’s another escalator below it.  Go down this 

one and the other one, make a u-turn at the bottom, 
and go left down the first big corridor you see.  The 
Pewter Putter is almost all the way down on the 
right.”

“Thanks!” Andy said.  “That’s the most help we’ve 
gotten all day.”

“Except for the bartender,” Mel said.
“Yeah,” Andy said.  “Except for the bartender.  

How do you know all this?  Do you come here all 
the time?”
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“Better than that,” the man said.  “Up until last 
Friday, I used to manage this place.”

“Really?” Andy said.  “What happened?”
“The mall got bought out by an algorithm, and I 

got replaced.”
Mel said, “By an algorithm?”
“By an algorithm,” the man agreed.  “That’s the 

way of the world, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Mel said.  “It is.”
Andy put a hand on the man’s shoulder.  “So, 

what are you going to do now?” he asked.
“What else can I do?” the man said. “I’m going to 

mall-walk.”
All three shook their heads in unison.

 36

That’s the Way of the World



8

The greeting card that Andy showed Mel featured 
a cartoon of a rabbit on the front.  The rabbit was in 
a hospital bed and had an ice pack on its head and 
a thermometer in its mouth.  Emblazoned in large 
sparkly letters across the top were the words “Get 
Well Soon!”

“It’s amazing how specific the cards can get these 
days,” Andy said.  “Look at the inside.”

Mel opened the card and read the sentiment.  
“Wishing you a speedy recovery from the injuries 
you sustained when you took a swing at a hologram 
and fell off the stage.”

Mel closed the card and handed it back to Andy.  
“That’s right on point,” he said.

“Do you think Jameson will like it?” Andy asked.
Mel thought for a moment.  “Wait until after 

lunch,” he said.  “He’ll like it better once he’s had a 
few.”

Andy opened the card and looked at it careful-
ly.  “I saw a ‘Sorry to Hear About Your Alcoholism’ 
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card, but I just couldn’t pull the trigger.”
“Save it for the intervention,” Mel said.
A scream suddenly echoed along the wing of the 

mall, a young scream, a male scream.  Mel and Andy 
both looked up and scanned the corridor.  A stringy 
young man with purplish hair, a black t-shirt, a 
seemingly complete patina of tattoos, and objects 
in his earlobes the size of bread plates was making 
calming gestures toward a rather larger and less fes-
tooned gentleman who sat upright on an examining 
table in the midst of the cart/kiosk called “Pokin’ 
Your Hole.”  He had both fists clenched and an un-
happy expression on his face.

“Oh, yeah,” Mel said.  “There’s The Pewter Put-
ter.”

And there it was, indeed, directly across from 
Pokin’ Your Hole.  The Pewter Putter was a much 
more staid establishment, with black-framed bay 
windows on either side of the entrance and a fila-
greed sign hanging from a pole over the door that 
projected into the walkway.  

Mel and Andy stepped through the portal of the 
entrance of the store and the noise and babble and 
confusion of the mall proper fell away.  The thum-
pety dance music outside disappeared and was 
replaced by sonorous strings played with a chif-
fon-light touch.  A golf video played on a tastefully 
large screen that was embedded in a wall between 
oak-paneled bays that housed racks of jackets on one 
side and cubbyholes filled with shirts and slacks on 
the other.  Whispering commentators in the video 
expounded on shots, all of which were perfect; each 
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drive went straight down the middle of the fairway, 
and each chip and putt rolled in the hole.  Bursts of 
applause greeted every success.

A salesman glided out of a corner of the store.  He 
wore a golf shirt and slacks, both black.  The Pewter 
Putter logo was stitched in red over the shirt pock-
et.  He strolled toward Mel and Andy using a driver 
as an ersatz walking stick.  “Welcome to The Pewter 
Putter,” he said.  “Is there something I can help you 
with?”

Mel looked carefully at the salesman’s eyes.  “Are 
you a machine?” Mel asked.

The man looked perplexed at first, and then said, 
“You mean one of those android sales things?  No, 
sir.  I’m not.”  The man looked toward the floor.  
“They brought one in about six months ago.  It’s 
now my manager.”

A figure that looked like the father in a 1950s sit-
com stepped out of the backroom.  “Is everything 
okay, Timpkins?”

Timpkins turned back toward the figure.  “Yes, 
sir.  Everything’s fine.  I’m just waiting on these gen-
tlemen.”

“Good,” the figure said.  “Just remember what we 
talked about earlier.”  The figure’s right eyebrow 
raised.

“Yes, of course,” Timpkins said.  “I will.”
The figure said, “Good,” and slid back into the 

backroom.  
Timpkins took a sheet of paper from the drawer 

of a printer and a pen from his pocket and wrote 
something as he spoke to Mel and Andy.  “Is there 
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something I can show you, sir?” he asked.
Mel looked back-and-forth from Timpkins to the 

door to the backroom.  “Do you have any stuff with 
the logos of famous golf courses on them?”

The salesman thought for a moment.  “Well,” he 
said, “there’s the Twelve Rounds in a Night Beer 
Collection.  It comes with its own beer stein.  It’s 
shaped like John Daly.”

Mel frowned.  “I’m really looking for something 
that’s specific to the Bended Knee Country Club.”

Timpkins slid the sheet of paper toward Mel.  It 
read, in all caps:  “I am wearing a mic.  It can hear 
me.”

As Mel and Andy read the note, Timpkins said, 
“We do have a range of golf club covers—“

“That sounds good,” Mel said.  “I think he’d like 
that.”

“Great,” Timpkins said.  He retrieved the note, 
folded it neatly three times, and put it in his right 
front trouser pocket.  He then turned and walked 
toward the back corner of the store.  Mel and Andy 
shrugged and grimaced at each other and followed.

Timpkins stopped at a display which was set up 
on a round, cherry-stained table in the rear corner 
of the store.  A tablet stood propped on a plexiglas 
stand, surrounded by a semicircle of eight golf club 
heads on truncated shafts.  The club heads moved 
in a pincer movement each way around the tablet in 
parallel pairs, each pair being slightly shorter than 
the previous set.  Each pair displayed covers in a 
given color with the logo of a famous country club 
woven into it.  An animation on the tablet showed 
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covers with an even wider range of colors and logos 
to choose from fading from one to the next, like golf 
clubs ghosts scrambling to be the first one in a spec-
tral queue.

Timpkins opened an almost hidden drawer in the 
table, searched through it for a moment, and select-
ed a sky-blue club cover with the Bended Knee logo 
prominent on top.  He pulled it over the driver he 
still carried in his left hand in one elegant motion, 
moved the club over to his right hand like Fred As-
taire catching his top hat, laid the shaft across his left 
palm, and displayed it for Mel like he was showing 
him a diamond.

“Very nice,” Mel said.
“You can get a set of four of these babies for $25,” 

Timpkins said.
“Exactly the price I was looking for,” Mel said.
“Great,” Timpkins replied.  He laid the club on 

the table in front of the display, shifted around so 
he was facing the tablet, and poked the animation 
with his index finger.  The animation went away and 
an order form took its place.  “Just put your infor-
mation in there,” Timpkins said, “and you’ll have it 
day-after-tomorrow.”

Mel inhaled sharply and grimaced until he looked 
like he thought Timpkins was about to punch him 
in the face. “I was really hoping to walk away with 
something today,” he said.

Timpkins slowly shook his head.  “If you pay 
twenty bucks for overnight shipping, you could get 
it tomorrow,” he said.  “That’s about the best we can 
do.”
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Mel said, “That’s not good.”
“Now, I do have another thought,” Timpkins said.  

He reached down and picked up the driver.  He cra-
dled its head as though he were holding a newborn.  
“This club,” he said.  “This club might do it.”

“I don’t know about a club,” Mel said.
Timpkins smiled.  “This is the latest thing in club 

head technology,” he said.  He pointed to a small 
ring where the head joined the shaft.  “You see this 
little ring here?”

Andy, who was now on the balls of his feet and 
peering over Mel’s shoulder, said, “Yeah.”

“Well, that’s called the ferrule, and usually that’s 
purely decorative, but this one’s different.  Do you 
know why?”

Andy moved around so that he was next to Mel.  
“No.  Why?”

“Has either one of you ever heard of—“ Timpkins 
paused and looked at each of his prospective cus-
tomers in turn “—the piezoelectric effect?”

Andy’s eyes grew wide.  “No!” he said.  “What’s 
that?”

“Well, some genius figured out that if you take 
the kind of ceramic that’s inside the ferrule of this 
club and you apply stress to it, it develops an electric 
charge.”

A shred of a moment of silence ensued.  “Okay,” 
Mel said, at last, “that is pretty cool.”

“It’s true,” Timpkins said.  “You can look it 
up.  And what they’ve done with this club is they’ve 
put that technology inside it.  So when you swing, 
well, swing is stress.  And the stress of the club face 
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striking the ball is—“
“Zap!”  Andy had to restrain himself from leaping 

into the air.
“Exactly,” Timpkins said, a contented grin emerg-

ing across his face.
“That’s great,” Mel said.  “Really amazing.  But all 

I need is a set of those club socks.”
“Covers,” Andy corrected.
“Yes, covers,” Mel said.  “I don’t know much 

about golf.”
“Oh!,” Timpkins said.  “If you’re just a beginner, 

then this is too much club for you.  You need to know 
what you’re doing first.”

“Yeah,” Mel said, “they’re actually for my father-
in-law.  He plays a lot.”

“Your father-in-law?”
“Yeah.”
Timpkins looked at Mel as though he were about 

to deliver bad medical news.  “You’re going to give 
your father-in-law golf club covers?”

Mel shrugged.  “It’s a course he’s always wanted 
to play on.”

Timpkins shook his head.  “So, what you’re tell-
ing me is that instead of getting something from 
the place itself--something that might have some 
small sentimental meaning because it once resided 
a few yards from a legendary golf course--you’re 
going to give your father-in-law-—your father-in-
law, now—a set of club covers that he could’ve gone 
down to the mall and gotten himself?”

Mel looked down slightly and his lower lip jutted 
out the smallest bit.  “I was thinking about it,” he 
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said.
“That’s not how I would want to treat my father-

in-law,” Timpkins said sadly.
“I don’t have this problem,” Andy said.  “My fa-

ther-in-law’s dead.”
“Of course,” Timpkins said, “I don’t know what 

kind of relationship you have.”
“We’re good,” Mel said.  “We’re cool.”
“You’re close?”
“I wouldn’t say close,” Mel said through some-

thing between a grimace and a frown.  “I mean, you 
know, I’m sleeping with the guy’s daughter.  He al-
ways has me a little bit on my heels.”

Timpkins leaned toward Mel a bit.  “Then I’ll tell 
you what I would do if I were you,” he almost whis-
pered.  “I would take this Grandmaster Driver with 
Piezoelectric Effect Built Right In, slip this classic 
Bended Knee club cover over it, have my wife put 
some kind of a bow on it, and bam! you’ve made a 
friend for life.”

Andy looked at Mel and pointed toward Timp-
kins.  “That’s a good theory,” he said.  “Really good.”

“I did something like that for my father-in-law,” 
Timpkins said, “and he gets out of his favorite chair 
when I visit and insists that I sit there.”

Both Mel and Andy looked at him slack-jawed.  
“No way!” they said in unison.

“Okay,” Mel said.  “Let’s go for it.  But what about 
the club sock?”

Timpkins started herding Mel and Andy toward 
the cash wrap counter.  “Don’t worry about it,” he 
said.  “I can give you this display model to put on 
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this single club, and it will only cost you $12.95.”
“And how much is the club?” Mel asked.  His 

words sounded to him as though he were speaking 
them in a dream.  Someone else’s dream.

“It’s normally $399.99,” Timpkins said as though 
he were talking about a few quarters and dimes.  
“But, today only, I can give you a 20 percent dis-
count.”

“That’s pretty good,” Andy said.
“It’s still a lot of money,” Mel said a little quickly.
“The beauty part is that your wife can’t even com-

plain about the expense because the club goes to her 
old man,” Timpkins continued.  “Little girls love 
their daddies.”

“Yes, they do,” Mel said, nodding.  “Yes, they do.”
Andy put his hand on Mel’s shoulder.  “Mel, my 

friend, we are standing in the presence of genius.”
They reached the cash wrap counter, and Mel 

started to reluctantly remove his wallet from his 
back pocket.  Timpkins placed the club and the club 
cover on the counter and typed his password into 
the computer that controlled the cash register.  There 
was a quiet beep.  It didn’t take.  Timpkins smiled 
and chuckled lightly and put in the password again.  
The machine beeped again.  Timpkins sighed and 
said, “They make you change your password every 
other week and, apparently, I have forgotten the 
most recent one I did.  Let me think.”  He tried an-
other password.  Nothing.  And then another.  And 
then a third.  Nothing.  “No, no,” he said.  “It’s got-
ta be—“ and he typed in the next possibility.  The 
only response was a quiet “beep.”  “Here,” he said, 
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“let’s try this.”  And he smashed the keyboard with 
his fist.  It beeped.  “And how about this?”  And he 
smashed it again.  It beeped again.

The door to the backroom opened, and the ‘50s 
TV dad droid strolled out with a slightly mechanical 
gait.  “Is there a problem, Timpkins?” it asked as it 
approached the cash wrap counter.

“Yes,” Timpkins said.  “Here’s your problem.”  
And he took the still-covered golf club from the 
counter, pulled it back like a baseball bat, swung, 
and sent the android’s head sailing across the store.  
It caromed off a wall and scattered the club cover dis-
play like skittles in a pub.  The body somehow took 
another step-and-a-half before it collapsed against 
a rack of sweaters.  An alarm started to sound, an 
alarm that sounded like a foghorn saying the word 
“berzerk” over and over again, and Timpkins began 
beating the machine’s body with the golf club shout-
ing “How about this and how about this?” as he did.

Mel slid his wallet back in his pocket, and he and 
Andy backed away before race-walking from the 
store.  As they breached the entrance, four large se-
curity robots—larger, more brutal versions of the 
guide Mel and followed earlier—sped past them 
and into the store.

Mel and Andy stood outside the store, caught 
between the ruckus inside and the yelps of pain es-
caping from the customers of Pokin’ Your Hole, and 
stared at each other.

“I think I’ll just buy him a card,” Mel said.  “May-
be put a gift card in it or give him a hug.”

“Good idea, Mel,” Andy replied.  “Good idea.”
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