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Every good book deserves a dedication. This book is dedicated to love in some of its finest manifestations. First, it is dedicated to the love between two sisters, Rebecca (Shrimp) and Beth (Sissy). Rebecca is a NaNoWriMo co-conspirator of mine who has the loving support and encouragement of her sister, husband, and two wonderful children as she works to find her muse each November. Keep writing, pursuing what you love, and believe in yourself, we do. This book is also dedicated to the love of a father for his daughter, Tee Morris and Sonic Boom, and the love the entire creative community has for both of them. Remember always, and especially when life gets tough, amor vincit omnia.
 

National Novel Writing Month, or NaNoWriMo, is an annual event where authors attempt to write a fully original novel in one month, November. If you begin no earlier than November 1st, and post your finished product no later than November 30th, you win! In 2008 there were over twenty thousand one hundred winners. The goals of NaNoWriMo are noble ones indeed. The main hope is to raise money, via author donations, to support youth and adult authorship projects. The other goal is to bring authors such as me into contact with a living, interacting, and zany community of like-minded writers who are, for unclear reasons, anxious to match wits with this challenge. So, on this November 1, 2009, I hurl myself into the void, aspiring to have the talent and the fortitude to climb this mountain, ford this river, bend... Okay, okay, I'll stop padding my word count... So, with solicitude, I humbly submit this novel for your consideration.
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October 31, 2009
 

Piers stared out the front window, studying the epochal battle about to unfold. To one side of the village, a massive army of dwarves roiled as it flowed to meet the goblin horde, approaching from the north. The bloodlust ran hot, plain for all to see, on both sides. Centuries of enmity and mutual loathing were about to be resolved with cold, hard steel, in this place, at this time. As if Nature itself understood the significance of the battle, a dense pall of clouds and freezing rain swooped down on the assemblage, portending to make this very bad event considerably worse. War cries from the dwarves could just barely be heard above the unearthly, unintelligible howls of the monstrous army which was almost upon them. Soon the streets would muddy with the bloods of the dying. Soon, the gates of whatever paradise each side believed in would swell with new arrivals. Soon the village would lie in ruin, the innocent victim of geographic bad luck, crushed and pounded by the cataclysmic fury of these frenzied combatants. Soon, the dawn would be blotted out by the smoke from the burning buildings and the burning flesh.
As Piers stared transfixed at the combatants, he felt strangely apart from the battle. He knew he should be frightened and that he should run like a wild stallion for safe quarter. But fear and human weakness be cursed! He had to stay and be a witness to the spectacle!
"Soon, Piers, soon."
He stirred ever so slightly, aware of an angelic voice calling to him. What had it said?
"Piers, please, we'd better leave soon or it will be all over." He turned begrudgingly to look at her, as she stood in the doorway, shepherding their two small children ahead of her.
He's doing it again, Samantha realized, his eyes were fixed on some distant horizon and his thoughts were elsewhere.
Weakly he queried, "Pardon?" Yes, Piers reflected, his mate was probably correct. Right reason begged flight, but courage was needed to counterbalance haste.
She responded with no small amount of annoyance, "Piers, honestly, sometimes I think I married Walter Mitty. We have to get out of here fast or the birthday party will be all over and the kids will be heartbroken."
Feebly, Piers replied, "Huh?"
She stomped her foot emphatically, "Piers T. Langland, you live in a world by yourself more than anybody I've ever seen. Haven't you heard a word I've said in the last ten minutes?" She crossed her arms and pleaded, "What have you been daydreaming about this time?" Then she rolled her eyes and cajoled, "Not that silly NaAno thing again! Land sakes, you'll drive me batty if you keep this up!"
Glancing out the window to confirm disappointedly the street was empty, save a few kids on bikes and his neighbor Phil pulling into his driveway, he turned back now fully awake. "NaNoWriMo, honey, National Novel Writing Month. Not NaAno. Well, yeah, I was just figuring out what to write about this year."
"Piers T., please tell me you're not going through with this again, not after what's happened the last two years. You know I'm still miffed at you for what you put us through, and the boys at the plant still call you Henry Limpet for all the crazy daydreaming you put them through."
"Those knuckleheads are just razzing me. It doesn't bother me, it's all in good humor."
Angling her head so as to lower her right eye, allowing her to gaze up at him as menacingly as she could, which admittedly wasn't much at all, "I'm not razzing you, I'm serious you big Palooka."
Looking down, to fully reflect the injury he felt, Piers protested, "It's not that bad, honey. I'm not hurting anyone, and I do so love it."
She shook her head affectionately now and reassured him, "I know you don't mean any harm, sweetie, but you just get so, ... you know, flaky every November."
"I want to pick the best subject, that's all, dear. I only have the thirty days to write the entire thing and make it good. I have to focus a lot, but I still go to work and eat three squares a day and bathe. I'm not a total flake."
"You're looking from the inside, honey. I'm looking from the outside. The rest of us are looking at you from the outside." She smiled warmly. "So to prove you're not coming apart at the seams, can we go to your niece's party now, before she has her next birthday?"
Perchance a bit too contritely, he said, "Of course hon'. Let me grab a coat and we'll be off." She punched affectionately at his shoulder as he passed by and then they left.
As he drove the short distance to his brother's house, he kept wondering whether the dwarf/goblin war idea was the one. NaNoWriMo started tomorrow, and he didn't even have a sketchy plan yet. He'd be a goon to waste precious writing time simply choosing a plot, but, then again, he'd hate to pick another loser's topic this year. Last year he forced himself to pen nearly fifty-two thousand words on a novel where pigmy forest animals learned how to drive cars and shave and act like humans, all the while frolicking merrily in an enchanted forest. He felt like hurling every time he even stumbled across the manuscript, and he had almost forbad Phil, his November co-conspirator, from seeing, let alone reading the drivel. No, this year he would pick a winner, even if - Heaven forbid - it cost him extra time. Why hadn't he realized the contest was approaching sooner, so he could get a head start on this part? What a moron he could be. But he'd made his bed, now he'd have to lie in it.
So, the war thing, it was okay, right, not too bad? He tried to encourage himself, cheer himself along. He caught himself actually starting to turn to Samantha to ask her opinion before his better sense snapped his head back to the road. After he carefully described his vision to her, even leaving out the gory parts, she would give him one of those patented blank stares of hers before possibly bothering to tell him she really didn't want to hear about that type of nonsense and was he kidding or into the cooking sherry again - some equally disparaging remark. He could run it by his Twitter friends later, if he was still uncertain. Of course, that ran a risk, because most of them were doing NaNoWriMo too, and a great idea was a precious commodity. He would have to be cautious.
Crap, who was he kidding? They wouldn't steal his battle theme. He wouldn't - it was way too lame, a way too already-been-done-to-death, clichéd, hackneyed, Tolkien wanna be. Any direction he went in would either be a direct or subconscious rip-off of some prior work. No, fresh, he needed fresh. What hadn't been done, or at least not overdone? Hard assignment, but not impossible. Every topic can't be accounted for - a little imagination and he'd find something wonderful.
"You're not going to get us all in a car accident because you're lost in Piers Land, are you?"
Samantha had a way of catching him when he was thinking, didn't she? "No, dear, I'm paying close attention. What gave you that silly impression?"
She pointed generally in front of the car, out the windshield. "When that circular light turns from red to green, most folks push the gas pedal and drive away. You not only have three cars behind you leaning on their horns, you actually missed the entire green."
Sure enough, he quickly confirmed the light was briefly yellow, then red again, and there was a tremendous ruckus behind them, wasn't there. Piers defended, "I was worried about the cross traffic. I didn't want to get us all killed."
She scanned to the left, then to the right, then back to the left, "Yeah, right. I'll just bet you were worrying yourself sick."
"Better safe than sorry, hon." Her turning to face him wordlessly ended any pretense he might have had, "Okay, I'll pay more attention to the traffic conditions, maybe be less cautious." An icy stare continued to frustrate his defenses. "A lot less cautious, okay?"
Before one of the honkers could pull along side them, the light returned to green and Piers sped away. Within half a block, each one had passed him with hand gestures he was glad his kids were too young to comprehend. "Daddy, what's wrong with that man's hand?" asked the oldest. That drew Piers an additional look from Mom. Fortunately, the drive was short, and his foibles were forgotten as the children scampered out of the car and into the backyard, where the festivities were in progress. As Sam chased after them, he was left alone, and he realized he could slip in the front door, hide away in the house, and probably never be missed. The plan was a success. He slipped in and out of the kitchen unnoticed to snatch some refreshments and then into the vacant living room.
He leaned back in the recliner, munched some chips, and contemplated how good life was at that particular moment. After a short while though, he had to sit the chair back up, as he could feel the unmistakable heaviness in his eyelids which portended a nap. He could ill-afford a snooze with so much to contemplate. He did rest his head back to ease the strain on his neck, but forbad himself to sleep. If goblin wars were out, which genre? Pure sci-fi, time travel, gender roles, fantasy, what? He knew he was equal to any task, could write in any arena if he so desired, so there was no practical limit.
The sounds of the children playing out back wafted in, and the pleasant, warm fall breeze tip-toed through the room. He did like those stories where the male lead had a pseudo-hostile relationship with a beautiful female counterpart; perhaps something along those lines would fit the bill. What could they do, what adventure? If he constructed the relationship well, the adventure could even afford to be a bit derivative, as the hook would be in the sparks flying between the leads and the sexual tensions. That was always a pleasure to read. Let's see, they could.... they could be in.... some far.... what was that sound he heard, disturbing his train of thought? It seemed to come from all around him, but it was loudest out back where the kids were romping. Well, one of the many adults out there with far less weight on their shoulders just now could handle whatever was up. He had to work on his plot. The woman would have to be beautiful, in a conventional manner, but not entirely stock. He could give her a quirky nickname maybe, or.... what in the world? The sound was even louder now, and the back door was rattling, like something crashed through it, or there was a lot of vibration coming from the pool area. Looked like he'd have to find out what the commotion was about after all. Samantha would kill him if he ignored some serious event. She'd really kill him if she noted his absence in a crisis, since she would know what he was up to.
He rose slowly, feeling the pressure of the air trying to keep him in his isolation, but there was nothing for it - he had to go. Rounding the hall to the kitchen, he saw a bench or small table fly through the window, smashing violently into airborne splinters. Crap, this must be worse than he thought. Piers broke into a fast trot. As he exited though the sliding glass door and caught his first view of the backyard, he could not comprehend what he was seeing. The center of the yard over the pool was obscured by a dark swirling cloud - no a vortex. Diminutive lightning bolts danced about the margins, and an unholy wind blew away from it in all directions. Children, some clutched by adults, others unchaperoned, were scattering in every direction away from the cloud. None of the adults seemed the least bit interested in confronting the apparition. Apparently they were too frightened to stand in defense of what was rightfully their own turf. Suddenly, a deafening roar issued forth from the center of the vortex and Piers recognized it to be the full-blown manifestation of the sound he had heard from the house moments ago. There was surely no creature on Earth which could emit such a siren, and almost as certainly, no machine of this world either. Any lingering doubt he had as to the issuer's unearthly origin ended when first several ragged tentacles and then one or more irregular heads emerged from the central flux. Not good, very not good! Surely the best strategy would be to high-tail it like the others - but that would not be right! Someone needed to confront this abomination, and that someone, for the foreseeable future at least, was one Piers T. Langland. He charged forward, bending to grab the pool-cleaning pole as he passed it. Barely in time, he raised it to bat away a slimy arm randomly but ominously angling in the direction of his brother, who was dashing to the back gate with a few children herded before him. The deflected appendage thudded on the ground harmlessly, but immediately arched back into the air in the shape of a question mark, intent on seeking the source of its redirection.
One of the heads, presumably the one in charge of the offended tendril, oozed in his general direction, hissing and popping as it advanced. An elliptical patch atop a protuberance which must have served as an eye swung menacingly from side to side searching. Piers pivoted his metal pole toward the approaching nightmare, which must have confirmed to its satisfaction that he was the guilty party the arm sought as it began to lurch more rapidly toward him. The gaping maw which had produced the horrific growl earlier appeared to one side of the eye bud, opening hungrily in his direction. This time when it roared, a fetid breath which surely could only have originated in Hell swept around him, all but knocking him down. Primal fear and intestinal revulsion battled inside Piers to dominate his flight response, but somehow duty and purpose prevailed, and he stood his ground, waving his lance in defense.
Clearly this abomination was the victor of many a death struggle, an advantage Piers sorely lacked. As he braced himself resolutely for a frontal assault, the creature arched a pendulous arm just above ground level around and behind him. It affixed multiple suction cup fingers to his backside and lurched him into the air, tilted horizontally. Piers was able to maintain command of his weapon, and cursed loudly at the cephalopodic demon, trying to will it to fight fairly - not that fair play and right reason would apply to the likes of such hell-spawn as this. As the monstrosity hurled him to its mouth and certain annihilation, Piers valiantly impaled his staff into the creature's forehead, that is between the eye and the mouth, and with superhuman strength was just able to stay his course a few feet before the chasmic void. A hateful cry of foul rage and spittle pelted Piers as they locked in mortal combat, two opposing forces bent on domination. No stalemate persists long, and Piers's fate seemed sealed as the menace brought several other powerful tentacles into the fray. The arms both pummeled and tore at him, shaking him mercilessly and drawing him ever closer to his destiny.
In some ungodly mockery of propriety, as he was inched forward, the bestial cries emanating from the throat of doom seemed to transfigure from meaningless malice to a machinations of voice as it squealed his name. How this sub-sentient horror could know his name was incomprehensible, but it taunted, "Piiieeerrrs, Piiiierrrs" as it buffeted him ever more violently. Surely he was about to meet his Maker. No hope was justifiable. It lifted him closer, ever closer, shrieking more loudly, "Ppppiiieeerssss, ..."
"Piers, honestly, Piers honey wake up! Nap time is over." His wife shook his shoulder a bit harder, contemplating pouring the remainder of her cold drink on him if this attempt to rouse him failed. He awoke with a not inconsiderable start, flinging his arms out defensively, causing Sam to lean back rapidly, out of harm's way. "Easy Big Guy," she teased. Must've been a doozy of a dream you got going there." Then she scowled slightly and challenged, "You're not actually dreaming about this NaNuNaNu writing thing too, are you?"
Even in his half-asleep state, he had sense enough to see the peril in her words. "No, sweetness," he reassured her, "you just woke me up too fast I guess."
Dubiously, she scoffed, "Yeah, I'll just bet."
Attempting to change the subject quickly, he stated the obvious. It was the only thing which popped to mind soon enough. "Guess I fell asleep, didn't I?"
"You sure did. Funny, you seem to have missed the whole party didn't you?" Smiling warmly, she added, "But I bet I can still snag you a piece of the cake if you'd like."
Sitting up straight, he said reflexively, "Oh, thanks, sweets, but that's okay."
"You sure?" she invited. "It was real chocolaty and moist?" She prodded his arm gently.
Thinking better of his initial response, he agreed, "Sure, why not, that sounds good."
"Okay, tiger, I'll be right back. Then we're ready to head home."
As she slipped around the corner, he replayed the dream he just had. Maybe it would make a good dark science fiction story. Monsters from an evil void, innocents at risk, brave hero with no rational hope of success or survival, damning the odds and chivalrously soldiering on. Hey, not bad. Not good, but not ridiculous. At least not too ridiculous. He'd keep it in mind, in case he didn't come up with another better choice in the next - what, few hours? He pulled out the small notebook he carried for just such occasions and began to commit the outlines of the dream to paper before the images could fade away as they seemed too do all too often, all too rapidly. As he scribbled madly, Samantha came back with his cake ala mode. She paused, choosing to observe just how inattentive Piers could be when cake and a potentially angry wife hovered close at bay. Her cynical assumptions that he would indeed be very inattentive were confirmed in spades. He even failed to notice her when Sam began to lightly but insistently tap her foot. Finally, he slowed the pace of his documentation and then stopped altogether. Only then did he ever-so-gradually rotate his head to note, and then acknowledge her standing there, frowning, tapping, and suspending the dessert actually very close to being directly over his lap as if it might be deposited there in disgust at any moment. Sheepishly, he remarked, "Thanks honey, that sure does look great." Still it suspended, like Damocles's sword, precariously threatening to cool his afternoon significantly at her slightest whim.
She relented slowly, lowering the treat to his waiting arms, still on the plate which she had brought it on, "You writing me a love note for being so nice, or working on you-know-what?"
With a very unconvincing smile on his face, he asked, "Would you like a love note?"
She frowned ominously, "A lot more than I'd like to have you working on that darn book."
He flipped to the next blank page. Writing as he spoke, "How do I love thee, let me count the ways...." He trailed off and smiled.
She begrudgingly smiled back at him. Sam then forgave him, "You big dodo, that's cute. Here, eat this before I decorate you with it and then let's scram."
Later that evening, after dinner and putting the kids to bed, he tentatively announced he would be in the office and excused himself. He was pleased to discover she let him scoot away without any admonitions or entreaties, indicating that this hour was appropriate for private endeavors, even including his silly writing competition. What a break. With the starting gunshot only a handful of hours away, it was imperative he select a topic and actually outline some of the action, create some characters in his mind. He might even stay up a little past midnight so he could pen the first few words of his opus, assuming he had one conceived by then. No, there was no maybe possible! He must select a theme, and he must start on it tonight, period, end of story. He could ill-afford to fritter away precious hours or, perish the thought, days, thinking and planning when he needed to be writing. Fifty-thousand-word novels didn't fall out of one's head spontaneously. Let's see, fifty thousand words in thirty days. That would be an average of one thousand six hundred and sixty-six words, four single-spaced pages, per day. Four pages wasn't much, but he had work, family and social obligations, and that stupid Thanksgiving was in there somewhere again. Two, maybe three days wasted driving, eating, socializing and making happy, when he could be creating. The holiday alone would cost him five thousand words. There were no other birthdays or anniversaries or holidays he could think of, so that was good. Then again, he never could keep the events calendar straight, so there could be a few rocks in the rapids he'd overlooked. Oh well, no helping that, he'd just have to make up pages when he could and hope for the best, maybe even hope for a bit more than the best.
He placed himself significantly in front of the Mac and opened a blank Pages document, hoping that this milieu would help generate inspiration. What to write? How about straight science fiction? He loved sci-fi, and there were no real limits to the genre, literally. Yeah, a space western, who didn't love those? Good guys chased by bad guys, spacecraft, new worlds with exotic aliens, light speed, the usual shtick. This he could do. What a relief, what a load off his mind, some resolution in the realization of a plan. What time was it? 10:35 pm. Well, he really wouldn't be cheating if he put down a few lines now. People on the East Coast were doing it, and Europeans had been at it nine to ten hours - they could be half done by now. Yeah, he wouldn't hurt anyone or violate any firm rule, a minuscule false start wouldn't be a head start; he would remind himself come November 30, if, and it was an improbable if, he was still writing, that he had to lay down his pen one and a half hours early. It would never come to that, but this was a proper deal, not a deceit.
Okay, space opera. He rested his head on his crossed hands and thought about a title. "Space Opera"? No, that was silly. "Space Wars"? No, too close to Star Wars. Leave off the space part. Okay, "My Life as an Astronaut"? How lame was that? "Come Journey to the Stars With Me"? Man, where was his revolver? Well, leave the title for now, just launch into the tale and let the magic flow. Soooo... "Our hero, Captain Alpha, finds himself in a fix this time." Hey, nice! An homage to the mid-twentieth century style, then add today's edge, yeah!
 

* * *
Orbiting the planet Goredoon, Captain Alpha checked again with his first officer, Relledma Harliquinta, "Any word back on my message to Dark Overlord Pembrel?"
In spite of the volatile situation, the silken-furred beauty's voice was its normal seductive purr, "No, my Captain, nothing but worrisome silence."
He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "And you hailed on all known frequencies?"
Bowing reverently, "Yes, my Captain. Shall I try again?"
With a reassuring smile, rich in confidence and control, he beamed, "No, Number 1, I think he heard us, and I think he's given his final answer with that worrisome silence." Squaring his powerful shoulders to the view screen, he barked out, "Prepare to enter the atmosphere and set course for Castle Doomsroar. Alert the crew, to battle stations every lovin' one of them. We're going in hot and bound for glorious victory or glorious death, whichever the Makers have chosen for us."
Bowing more deeply, then looking up at him wantonly, wantingly, Relledma throated, "Yes, my Captain, my fate lies in your hands, as my body wishes to also."
As his craft plunged deeper into the air, heated by the friction, pulsing with the resistance of the outer layers pushing back at his thrusters, Captain Alpha cocked a smile at Relledma's face and quipped, "Easy, mate, easy. First we must struggle against odds we should not beat, then against foul fiends we should not best. Only then we can worry about ourselves."
Their revelry was interrupted by the harsh sound of an explosive light bolt striking the hull. The gallant ship shuddered, listed, but then reset a true course. "As always, my Captain, your words are prophetic; Pembrel means us no good."
For several tense moments, the boat recoiled and twisted from another assault, but soon the castle was visible in the distance, arcs of power volleying forth intermittently in their direction. Drawing himself to his full virile height, Alpha called to Relledma, "I will speak to the boys one last time. Pipe this through to the entire crew echo it down every corridor and every passage." He inhaled a profound breath.
Before he could begin however, she asked intently, "Captain, do you require me to somehow inhibit the female crew members from hearing your words?"
He turned to see her shrugging in misunderstanding. "No, my dear, I was speaking metaphorically. When I said 'boys', I meant it as in 'the boys,' - you know, the crew, my underlings."
Now Relledma's face belied more intense confusion. She puzzled aloud, "But the some of the boys are girls, unless - "she placed a shocked hand over her gaping mouth," - unless the boys who are girls are really boys dressed as girls, and I never suspected..."
Impatient with her concrete train of thought, if you could call it thought, he interrupted, "No no no the boys are boys and the girls are girls. Trust me, I look at everyone medical file before they ship with me." He hesitated a moment when a particularly powerful bolt rocked him almost off his feet, but was then able to continue, "I said it allegorically. Maybe I should have said simply 'the crew,' but I didn't so let's drop it." He gestured toward the view screen and prompted her, "We have a battle to fight just now, you remember?"
Really confused and really pissed, she actually snapped back bitchily, "Hang on, Alpha, hang on there a cotton-pickin' minute. First you said metaphorically and then allegorically. Which is it, because they're not even close to the same thing? Words are precious, you can't just throw them out there and leave them like...." She trailed off as she looked up to see him now pointing an animated finger at the screen, mouthing the word 'the battle' over and over. She straightened her back, snapped a salute with her right hand, and thumbed a lighted button with her left, "Channel open to The Boys, sir."
Using both hands to dust his uniform jacket, he huffed, "That's better. Let's try and maintain some focus and decorum even when we're rocketing toward certain brutal death, shall we?"
She snapped an even brisker salute, "Yes, sir, Captain, sir. Is that all you wanted to tell the crew?"
His eyes nearly exploded out of his head as he gasped, "Was that thing on, just now?" He pointed now at the com panel.
Her face almost betrayed a wry smile as she stoically replied, "Of course, my Captain, you said you wanted to speak to The Boys." The laugh she tried to suppress let a cough of a giggle out of one corner of her mouth as she heard her words echo back from the adjacent corridors.
"I did, I mean I do - crap." He recomposed himself and sallied forth, "Bo... Fellow crew warriors, this is your captain speaking. As you all know, we are speeding into the breach, to battle the arch villain Dark Overlord Pembrel, and our heartfelt prayer may not be enough to stay the hand of Death as..." Alpha's words ebbed to a whisper and finally stopped completely as he shook his head violently back and forth. He turned to look up from the computer screen and cried out in what could only be characterized as a childish whine in a faintly British accent, "Piers, honestly, I cannot go on."
More than mildly stunned, fingers frozen above the keys, Piers stammered, "Pa-pa-pardon?"
Hands now on hips, Alpha snapped, "You heard me, I can't do this any more."
Piers mumbled, thinking it was to himself, "I'm talking to my character."
With a surfeit of attitude, Alpha quipped, "Of course you are, but I'd appreciate it if you'd listen more than talk, okay?"
Blankly, as he was quite distracted by events, Piers consented, "Okay."
With disrespectful self-congratulations, the Captain inquired, "That's better. Where was I?"
Slowly, Piers updated him, "You... can't... go... on?"
Pointing up quickly, Alpha launched ahead, "Ah yes, that is it! Really, Piers, I simple can't continue to say this drivel. It's templated, overly maudlin, poorly thought out, completely unrealistic, trite on a good day, as uninteresting as a video of a Congressional Hearing, ponderously stilted, and completely inconceivable."
His level of affront brought his speech back to a more energetic pitch. "You don't like it?"
Angling his tiny head, Alpha shot back, "What part of my diatribe did not fully convey that impression?"
Confused about the roles here, Piers had to query, "I'm the author, I write and you... you do what you do. It's not like I require your permission or you need to like it."
Floridly condescendingly, Alpha dismissed, "Normally, yes, I'll grant you, but some cases mandate an exception to the general rule. This," he pointed around widely, "is just such a case."
Adding fuel to the fire, Relledma leaned into view, raised her hand half way up, and with a sheepish grin meekly added, "I'm not too crazy about my participation either."
Frustration was taking its toll on Piers's composure. "You're not even human, you're the alien!"
Squaring up her shoulders defiantly, she wagged a digit-like appendage at him and asked, "What's that supposed to mean? My hypothetical planet of origin means I can't have an opinion? That I don't recognize the putrid scent of lousy writing when I pass near it?"
Raising his voice noticeably, "Look, you two, I really don't need this. I have a deadline, a schedule to maintain plus I don't need this."
Alpha spoke down his nose, which was hard, given his tiny size and the awkward angles involved, "That really doesn't change the fact that this is unadulterated, one hundred percent void-of-redeeming quality, prime cut crap you're attempting to churn out here."
Looking down, Piers replied, "It's a first draft," before instantly wishing he hadn't felt the need to remediate some portion of his blame by tossing out that excuse.
"Right, and given time and a lot of red ink, you can mold it into a work of art. Yeah, like I haven't heard that like a thousand times before. Sometimes, I'll grant you, a genius of an editor can pull off a miracle, but not in this case Jocko, not with this train wreck. It's DOA, DNR, do not pass go and do not collect $200, push-it-off-a-cliff-with-a-bull-dozer kind of stinky pile of rotten doggy dung roasting in the midday sun."
Piers rallied in defense of his craft, "You don't have to be insulting to be critical, you know."
Flippantly, Alpha sniped, "Where's the fun in that?"
Relledma chimed in, "And I was being as tactful as I could till you started with me."
Clenching his fists tightly, closing his eyes, and trying not to scream, such that he'd rouse the family, Piers whined, "I am sorry if I hurt your feeling, Relledma. I didn't think you had any because I hadn't written any in yet far as I knew, but I'm sorry. Captain Alpha -" as he spat out the moniker harshly, Piers realized just how trite and ludicrous it truly was, "- there may be some weaknesses in this early draft, but I simply will not accept that A) I do not have the right to write what I choose, B) you have any say-so, let alone veto, over my creativity, or C) I am arguing with my preliminary text over its content. When I open my eyes I'm going to save this document, go to bed after knocking back a good deal more tequila than right reason dictates I should, and in the morning I will continue to write Love in a Deep Space Nightmare if and as I please. Is that perfectly understood?"
The species of smile that formed on Alpha's face - the precognitive, self-assured, anticipatory malicious joy it held, the utter and complete satisfaction it conveyed as to what words would soon pass the self-same lips - was the type that everyone wishes, just once in their lives, they could genuinely boast to wear as it heralds surely the pinnacle of one's wit, the zenith of one's intellectual competence. With that smile of all smiles fading, he spoke, "Love in a Deep Space Nightmare, that's what this is titled?" He twirled his index fingers downward, pretended to suppress a guffaw, guffawed, and continued, "Well, if I wasn't certain up till now, that positively seals it, doesn't it? My dear Piers - I trust I may address you by your first name, my dear Piers - that is the worst title in the history of titles, and attached to what promised to be among the top ten worst novels ever conceived, would make a perfect pairing if it were to proceed to its conclusion. But allow me to disabuse you of any notion that it can, will, should, or possibly might happen."
Voiding his prior threat, Piers reopened his eyes and challenged, "How is it that you are going to stop me? You, a few silly, overly effeminate I might add, ticks of code on a silicon chip are hardly in a position to stay my hand."
Rallying energetically, and now partially restrained by Relledma's hand on his shoulder, such was his ire, Alpha boomed, "Oh yeah, you want to see how? Don't push me, you with your stupid 'right reason' and 'stay my hand.' What planet are you from? HeadUpMyAss orbiting the star OutOfTouch, because archaic old saws are all I can muster?" As he spoke he persisted in trying to cast off Relledma's hold.
Piers rose to his feet, certain that some form of physical violence was the only reasonable path open to him now. He started to yell, "Look you imperious little fleck of ink -"
"Excuse me! Both of you calm down and shut up this instant." Before them stood an aged, rotund man with a bushy beard and a menacing scowl, someone used to having his will obeyed and incapable of brooking dissent. "You," he waved at Piers, "sit down, and you," pointing at Alpha, "put a sock in it or I will!" Both complied with these demands, such was the force of his conviction. "That is better, but not one word from either of you or so help me I'll demonstrate to you what I can do with a red hot probe and a couple of spare moments."
Simultaneously, all three of the prior participants asked, "Who are you?"
Clearly slighted by his lack of celebrity, in his thick German accent the curmudgeon parroted, "Who am I? You dare ask who I am?"
Piers decided some diplomacy might be in order, and sycophantically reassured, "Now, please don't get mad, we're all calming down now. It's probably just the poor lighting or the late hour, but I'm sorry, have we met?"
Some of the furrows in the old fellow's face eased as he admitted, "Well, technically no."
Hands back on his hips, an annoying and a little too frequent habit of his, Alpha challenged rather than asked, "And you and I, have we met?"
Putting his hands up apologetically, the old man grumbled, "Again, technically no, but..."
Angry now for some reason alien and not immediately obvious to the others, Relledma barked out, "Then who the hell are you and what right do you have to either be here or tell any of us what to do?"
Alpha started nodding energetically in agreement, but Piers was chagrined to add to their challenge, as this fellow's patience and humor seemed pretty limited attributes. Sure enough, the old goat was spitting mad as he retorted furiously, "I am The Evil Dark Overlord Pembrel, you provincial numbskulls."
The Overlord stomped his feet thunderously, and Piers noticed an unhealthy looking bulge in the veins of his forehead. He asked calmingly, "But I haven't written you yet."
Alpha, always the prankster it would seem, needled, "Yes, and wouldn't it be 'the evil dark' Overlord, with not all of those letters needing to be capitalized?" Alpha turned toward Relledma and cupped a hand to his mouth to suggest intended discretion. He then veritably yelled, "He is such a drama queen. I bet he's wearing panties fluffier than yours, my dear." She snickered back as quietly as she could while still being clearly heard to do so.
Reflecting what Piers had accurately predicted to be a remarkably short, hot fuse, Pembrel lunged at Alpha's throat, crying, "How dare you, you insolent son of a dungwommer!"
It was all Relledma could do to keep them apart while Piers tried to exert some authoritative control. "Hey you two, let's try and be civil at least. Now break it up." As Relledma forced them apart, and they both backed up a few paces, Piers chastised, "Now Alpha, that was not really helpful, that last comment, was it?"
"Slash!" he spat back at Piers.
Alpha's acerbic personality instantly brought Piers's nerves back on edge. Piers questioned, "Slash what?"
"No you jerk-ass wannabe, Slash, is my new name. Stop calling me that sissy 'Alpha.'"
Spiraling out of control, that's what they call this type of situation Piers realized. He was uncertain whether to attack 'Slash' for his insolence, find out more about this Pembrel character, or retrieve the ax from the garage, physically redistribute his laptop, and end these phantasms once and for all. You're better than this Piers, he tried to remind himself. You're better than this, and you are better than them, and it's go time for the winners and blow time for the sinners. The very picture of cordial control, Piers remarked, "Okay, everybody, deep breath, let's remember we're all friendly, kindred spirits. I'll resolve a few issues with Mr. Pembrel, and then we can speak about Alpha's name, my novel, and everyone's -" he raised a placating hand to Relledma, who appeared to be taking some umbrage, "- everyone's concerns and reasonable issues."
Apparently unable to control himself well at all, Pembrel thundered, "Overlord Pembrel, Overlord, not Mr."
Parentally, "Ah ah Overlord Pembrel, it's my turn now, not open forum. And let's all use our indoor happy voices, shall we?" The three characters looked amongst themselves uncertainly. "There, see how much nicer that is?" cooed Piers. The trio shared mutual glances which suggested they were beginning to doubt the soundness of their creator's mind. "Okay, Overlord Pembrel, how is it that you are here, providing us all your valued insights, when technically - and I use your own word here - you don't actually exist yet?"
Scuffing a wingtip at the ground, Pembrel muttered, "Good question, I guess. And maybe it would explain why anyone with a pulse wouldn't recognize me on sight." He breathed in and out profoundly, organizing his thoughts, and continued, "Well, the three of you were carrying on so, and you were clearly at an impasse, so I felt someone had better take control before it came to blows. So I, eh, elected to preview myself and try to get the show back on the road."
"Interesting, and thank you for that effort. But, technically - again, you descriptor not mine - how could you exist, since I hadn't penned you yet?"
Trying to look honest and caring, which is not easy for an Evil Overlord, Pembrel clarified, "If I told you, I don't think it will make you any happier or add anything positive to this process."
Closing his eyes briefly in consternation, before composing to continue, Piers implored, "Thank you for your concern, but why don't I be the judge and jury just now. You go ahead and tell us how you came to be the harbinger which you are."
"Okay, but don't say I didn't warn you. Well, you were, as Slash suggested, heading down a pretty tried and well-trodden path, so it wasn't any trouble at all to predict what stock character I'd appear as. So I jumped the gun, cut out the middle man, and stamped myself out with a literary cookie-cutter." Piers reclosed his eyes, a good deal more forcefully than a moment ago. "I told you that you wouldn't like my explanation very much."
Opening his eyes again, focusing on relaxing his neck muscles, Piers snarled, "Yes, you did, and I asked for it, didn't I? So there you have it. Thanks for your candor and input."
Placing his hands in his pockets, the Overlord assured, "No problem."
A deep breath later, Piers confirmed, "I'll just save time and stipulate that you are not entirely infatuated with the story either, correct?"
Forcing his hands deeper into the pockets, "Is it critically important to my role here to answer that question?" Pembrel looked off to one side nonchalantly.
Fingers poised to return to their prior fist configuration and through clenched teeth, Piers fumed, "No, thank you, it will not be necessary for you to specifically answer that question anymore."
Still looking askance, he mumbled, "Thank God for minor miracles."
That was just a tad more than Piers was willing to currently put up with. "I beg your pardon, Mr. Pembrel?"
Rocking on his heels, still looking away, Pembrel quickly lied, "'Then go on, Piers,' - I said, 'then go on, Piers.'"
Piers glanced at the time, then back to Pembrel. Lied to by his own proto-character at 12:46 am, wonderful. Just peachy. "Look, folks, it's getting kind of late, I'm probably tired, there's a bottle of booze calling my name downstairs, and I'm sure y'all have a million things to do, so why don't we just call it a day and pick this up when clearer heads will more likely prevail?"
Silence. A little more silence. Then Slash spoke up for the group. "Ooookay, if you think that's best."
"What!" the author finally screamed and put his head in his hands. "What, why don't you just say it and save us all a little extra pain."
"Well, it's just we can, technically meet again tomorrow if you insist. However, since I can iron-clad guarantee you this book is never going to happen..."
Head still deeply imbedded in his palms, Piers finished the thought, "...so why don't we just stick a fork in ourselves 'cause we're done, pull the plug, clean break, no-contest divorce, get outta Dodge with our egos intact, right?"
Pembrel added with some surprise which was really genuine, but really didn't help, "Hey, that line's not half bad."
Relledma leaned in, bracing herself on Slash's shoulder. "You can hear the tequila calling? I can't hear a thing."
Piers rolled his chair backwards in as controlled a manner as he could, bent down and unplugged the computer with a solid jerk, and sat back up to afford himself the only satisfaction he would be taking from this entire bizarre evening. He was pleased to see the screen's collapse to darkness as the unsaved files he'd been struggling with zap irrevocably out of existence.
 

 

 

 

November 1, 2009
 

Thank goodness the first fell on a Sunday this year. Piers woke with a refreshed and peaceful outlook. Time was on his side, fortune and nature smiling implicitly on his fortunes. Success was not a lock, because it was far more certain than a lock could ever hope to be. He fantasized that his luck was so outstanding, so wondrously perfect, that he could probably remain in bed the entire month, and the book would write itself. But where was the sport in that? Flinging himself from the covers, a frenetic smile on his face, he hurried to the shower so he could breakfast quickly, then he could repair to the study with alacrity, surging toward his inevitable victory. Life was good!
It was perhaps halfway through his high speed showering that he remembered that his brother and some cousins were coming over around 11:00 am, with wives and kids, to watch the game. He petulantly scoffed, that this early in the season, no game mattered that much. He couldn't recall who the opponent was, so it was probably no one worth watching bungle their way through a four-hour debacle. Well, he wasn't going to get out of this one, since the gang was coming to his house. Sam would never let him slip away like she did at his niece's birthday party yesterday. He was on the hook for hosting and barbecuing and clean up and Hell's bells and little fishes, what a lousy break.
With all that family coming, someone would inevitably feel perfectly welcome to linger for hours, munching and talking and pissing away the entire day. Oh yeah, Samantha's sister Bess was coming, the predatory talker, who was unable or unwilling to acknowledge any and all visual, verbal, or physical cues to stop rambling on endlessly about nothing, all the time without any apparent need to draw breath. Oh yeah, he was screwed! Even if she didn't corner him directly, which she usually couldn't because he was always aware of his surrounding, sneaking about the house like a secret agent, vigilant for a verbal ambush, he was screwed. Sam, beyond all reason and tolerance, actually loved chatting with - or rather listening to - her big sister. So even if he managed to avoid any and all contact, Sam would bear it for hours, so Bess would never leave and he could not drop his guard. He shuddered to think how ugly it could get if he were in the study writing, and she wandered in and unloaded on him. Sam would have to pee sooner or later, and perish the thought that Bess could sit there quietly for three minutes waiting for her. No, she'd spend the three minutes rifling the house for other victims so she could suck the life out of them too. He'd be a juicy sitting duck, and Sam wouldn't rescue him quickly, because she'd be having too much fun looming in the doorway behind her sister where only Piers could see her, putting on a puppet show with her hands, showing one hand flap open and shut interminably, while the other wilted under the assault.
Sure, he could take his laptop elsewhere, not lie exposed in the study, but that was his special place, his place of power, and he needed all the power he could get to make a good start on this project. He couldn't leave to work at Starbuck's or anywhere else even if he wanted to, because, again, the party was at his house. So it was what, 7:45-8:00 am now? Breakfast with the family, clean up, one or two chores, and he'd have basically zero time to himself until this evening at the earliest. He couldn't stay up too late tonight because of work tomorrow, so maybe he'd steal an hour or two later, maximum. He was so screwed. He eased all the muscles in his torso, standing up a little taller in the shower, and relaxed. No reason to hurry now, he could take a bath if he wanted to.
And so went November 1st literally. True to his premonitions, he had maybe one hour the whole day where he could have sat down and written, but that didn't actually help. He really didn't need to write, he needed to plan a topic. This he could do while watching TV, performing chores, or napping, so he multitasked rather than plopping in front of the computer needlessly. Probably the result of his industry being thwarted at such an early hour, Piers basically sulked all day, which even drew criticism from Bess, which wasn't saying much, as she was always looking for verbal ammunition, since she fired off so many syllabic assaults in the first place. He ran through a laundry list of plot lines, assiduously avoiding anything even close to space opera. Not too surprisingly, he came up empty again. Of course he did. How was he, a sensitive artist, supposed to create a masterwork while shopping for more ice and chips or watching CSI Somewhereoranother? He could not. Creativity, true inspiration required both the correct setting and the correct frame of mind. Hadn't Newton sat under that apple tree specifically to see gravity? No, inspiration was a fickle force, and had to be nurtured as much as an open campfire in a pouring rain. Piers was discouraged, a bit, but he was plucky and he would rebound. After all, November had twenty-nine remaining days, and he'd once written almost two thousand words in one weekend, for a term paper in college, so he had nothing to fear. He was bolstered by a blind self assurance so why should he worry?
 

 

 

 

The First Week of November, 2009
 

Mondays were Mondays, and survival was always Piers's goal more than self-actualization or personal growth. Even as he drove to the plant he knew his chances of stealing any time for NaNoWriMo was a push. Lunch was always a chance, but not reliably so this early in the week. The wholesale paint business was cyclical, and though it was at an ebb now to some extent, Mondays were definitely the most frenetic and unpredictable days. Working through lunch when you're the boss is more common place than noteworthy. Luckily, he had a thirty minute drive, so he elected to forgo his treasured podcast novels from Podiobooks.com, turned the music down low, and pondered his options yet again. He still could do the dwarf thing, or some dwarf thing. Maybe the dwarves could appear in modern day America? No, Tee Morris already did that in, Billibud Baddings. Perchance dwarves fighting an evil mage. No, that was done by Tolkien. Dwarves and....maidens in distress? No, that was Snow White. Okay, forget the dwarves. How about... horror? Everybody loved horror - Steven King, Anne Rice. Hey now, he was onto something here: horror! There were so many scary things to write about that it was like catching fish in a barrel. Why hadn't he thought of this earlier? This was too easy.
He was personally lukewarm on most mainstream horror, chain saws and screaming teenage girls, but there was a universe of marvelous fiction out there centered on zombies, vampires, werewolves, ghosts, that expansive genre. His major problem was narrowing his focus down, the arena was so vast. What was his favorite angle, and which time frame, ancient or modern day? He could even place the action in space, like Crescent and Alien had. Not too frightening though, didn't want to scar the bejeebers out of anyone, especially himself. Nah, some of that stuff was too intense and made him uncomfortable. Luckily, he was still most definitely not in any hurry, plenty of time to decide. He was pulling into the parking lot, so he'd have to put this process on hold for now. By the time he was at his desk checking messages and emails and working on his second cup of coffee, the subject selection process was completely out of his mind.
Lunch came and went, busier than usual, so he never had a chance to even consider NaNoWriMo for the briefest moment. The afternoon looked to be one disaster after another: damage control here, fatherly advice there, not-so-gentle persuasion almost everywhere. He scanned his schedule for the umpteenth time, noting a new entry: 3:30 pm Hammerstein and Fletch, 'account and change.' What could that be about? He did not recall the names, which though not unheard-of, was unusual. Running a business today, especially a family operation, meant a lot of hands on, personal care, so he knew most customers pretty well. 'Account and change,' what did that mean? Maybe follow-up on a change to an account? That made sense, he guessed, and he didn't recall them because their account was dormant, maybe. He'd need to speak with the secretaries though and encourage them to be more clear in the future.
He was actually, in spite of his usually sharp business focus, kind of glad to hear that his 2:45 pm appointment and 3:00 pm meeting were rescheduled, giving him a few free minutes. He pulled a ringed binder labeled "NaNoWriMo" from his desk, grabbed a pen and wrote on page 1: 'Horror', followed by several sub-options, 'vampire,' 'undead,' etc. He considered the undead. What if you came back from the dead, and didn't know you had? Yeah, unbelieving undead. There'd be the smell thing, hard not to notice you were rotting away, but maybe he could get around that. Cold area, village of people with bad noses, nearby rendering plants? Not overly promising, but possibilities did exist. He leaned back, hands wrapped behind his head, thinking of ways around the smell and flesh-falling-off thing. The movie Sixth Sense got around it because Bruce Willis didn't know he was a ghost. That kid Halley saw ghosts and maybe didn't know Bruce was one. The scenes with other people, well just barely worked and when you saw it a second time, it was way too obvious. So how would he do this with a rotting body, not a ghost? What if the undead guy was a hermit, so no one realized he was dead? But that was profoundly dumb. Who wanted to read about an undead hermit? Piers certainly didn't. What if the undead was lost - no, resurrected far from home? Why would that help? It wouldn't, it was stupid. Forget the traveling undead. What if you were undead, but parts still worked, like your heart? You might not be dead then, so you wouldn't make a very good undead candidate. Maybe he should abandon this path of reasoning. It was sounding pretty dead itself. No, he was a writer, he was better than this. Press ahead. Heck, if this were easy, anybody could do it.
Okay, what if the zombie was around other zombies and none of them knew they were dead? Then no one would complain about the smell, because they'd all be in the same putrefying boat. Okay, okay. What would his hook, his plot twist, his creative wrinkle be? The undead town, zombies walking around doing... what? How about keeping on, going to work, school, court hearings, regular life stuff. Okay, so we have Zombietown, full of busy, non-introspective rotting people. They can't tell they are expired because... because the light is dim, yeah. If it were dark enough, you couldn't see that your family, your coworkers, and you personally were putrefying, and you couldn't smell it because everyone was stinky. Okay, but why was it dark? That didn't happen except at night. Maybe the sun could be dimming, yeah, like way in the future, running out of nuclear fuel. Okay, future zombies going about their business. Possible, but a tad boring - someone has to kill someone or eat flesh, right? The sun, yeah, the sun's dark, so crops don't grow, so you start eating other zombie flesh, because it's the only food out there. Piers could see this beginning to work. But if you were eating your neighbors, wouldn't it dawn on you sooner rather than later that you were acting sort of... unconventionally? Weirdly, in point of fact?
Well, what if you were so like zombied-out, that things like eating each other didn't seem unusual, and everybody did it so it wouldn't be such a stretch. Okay, not bad. Plus if it's dark enough, you might not see well enough to know you were eating passers-by, and therefore wouldn't be upset. But if you couldn't see well enough to know what you were chomping on, wouldn't that strike you as like odd. "Hey, it's really dark, I can't see the ketchup to put some on this hunk of meat." That would leave a gap in the storyline. Of course, there was always some leap of faith involved in sci-fi/fantasy: faster than light speed, wizards and dragons, William Shatner can act, that kind of stuff. Better not to use a leap here if he could help it, because he might soon come to a point on the decision tree where he'd require one, and then he'd have two. Employing the fewest possible leaps of faith was most definitely the best way to go.
What if their eyes grew huge, so they could see better in the dark? No, that wouldn't work, because if they could see better, then they'd see themselves falling apart. Maybe people didn't think eating one another was unusual, because people ate each other even before they were undead freaks of nature. Yeah, everyone was a cannibal, so it wasn't unusual. Man, that meant the regular society was hella odd. Why were the living human-eaters? That would be most odd, unless lots of species did so too. This would, of course mandate there was no Darwinian selection. Aggressively cannibalistic species wouldn't last very long, now would it? Perhaps it was simply that norms had shifted. Okay that could happen. This might just work. Low sunlight caused famine would make the earth one big Donner Party of feasting mutant undead. Perfect! And his plot hook, what kooky thing would they do, or what point could he write to? It didn't have to be a good ending - since this was after all horror, it need only be horrible. The conclusion, oh yeah, a zombie doctor would diagnose that everyone was dead and cure some but not all the other zombies. Then there could be a war between the different life status groups, and he could have gory explosions and machine guns. Everybody loved that. Man, this was really going to be hot. This book wrote itself, it was so good. He begged himself to remain calm, but was a movie deal that unrealistic? Not at all. Hollywood vomited out one or two horror movies a month, that's maybe twenty a year. To make twenty movies, you have to choose twenty stories, and his could be one of them. Man, this was hot. He was so stoked!
He needed to start writing in earnest, now that he had his plot. But, once again, life threatened to deny the world his fabulous tale. The intercom spat in, "Mr. Langland, your 3:30's are here. Shall I show them back?"
He depressed the button harder than necessary and implored, "No, I need to wrap something up, give me five."
"Yes, sir, I'll let them know."
He slapped at the button again. "Better make that ten."
"You got it, boss."
He hurriedly looked for his pen, the one he actually wrote with. He clearly had a pen, but it wasn't the pen, and there was no reason to chance proceeding incautiously. He wouldn't call it a lucky pen, but, well, he just needed to find it. He searched his briefcase, ah yes, there. He put down a few of his thoughts, but where was that recording device, the dictation thing he was going to use for the Podiobooks version he was going to do when he was done with the text? He was short on time and felt it was quicker to say the words rather than physically writing them. Where had he put it? Not in the attaché. No, but he knew it wasn't at home, he definitely left it here at work. He rifled the desk drawers. Nothing. The bookcases didn't hide it, where-o-where was it? The fridge, yes, his office refrigerator. He put it there to preserve the batteries. Sure enough, it was in the butter tray. He sat down, dried it off, slid the pen safely to one side, and started to press 'Record.'
Before he could push down however, he jumped at hearing, "Ready yet, Mr. L?"
Piers asked with clear irritation, "I said give me ten, Trudy."
Firmly, Trudy came back with, "It's been thirteen, I waited a few extra to see if you'd call me."
What a lousy break. Well, he'd jotted a few ideas, and how could he forget much, when it was all so good? Can't keep the customer waiting. "Show them back, Trudy, if you please."
Two persons he did not recognize were ushered in. Piers rose, smiled broadly, and shook their hands in turn, "Please, gentlemen, sit, make yourselves at home." He motioned to a pair of chairs across from his desk. He still didn't recall them: this could be awkward. Best to be up front. "So, help me out here, gentlemen. Have we met before?"
They smiled obliquely at each other, then one of them, the shorter, older-looking fellow said, "We do not believe so. I am Mr. Fletch, and this is my associate Mr. Hammerstein." All present nodded mutually.
After an extended silence, in which Piers assumed one of them would continue to state their business, he had to ask, "So what are you here for today?"
They looked again at one another. Most odd. Hammerstein spoke, "We have an appointment. We were referred to you by an associate."
That wasn't too helpful. Maybe he could draw out some words with the connection, "Ah, an associate. May I ask who he is?"
Fletch, after a couple seconds too long, "Why, yes, you may." He fell silent, and they both sat there like mannequins you wouldn't want in your store.
This was not going to be easy. "Well, I'm sure you know we're a wholesale paint distributor. Anything to do with paint is our business, and we want to help you do yours as much as possible." One of them smiled faintly, he wasn't sure which. "You're in the retail business?"
Hammerstein, bowed slightly and said, "No, we are not."
Pulling his own teeth with old pliers would be easier, and more pleasurable. "Construction?"
Fletch, still stiff and expressionless as a statue queried, "Construction of what?"
Piers now rubbed his face with one hand. "No, I'm asking if you're not in the retail sector, are you perhaps in the construction trade? We're a wholesale supplier, and I'm running through the possible reasons you'd want to deal with my company."
Hammerstein, "Ah, we see." Fine, thought Piers, maybe he would get somewhere now. "No, we are not associated with the construction trade as far as we know."
"Well, whatever the reason, if your company needs a good deal on a great paint, we're the place to come, have been for twenty-three years."
Piers anticipated correctly that they would rotate their heads at one another before one of them answered, which they did. "We thank you for your kind offer, and will keep it in mind on the off-chance the need should arise."
Fully exasperated, Piers challenged, "Well why would you two need a lot of paint?"
They looked at each other a good deal longer, then Fletch cleared his throat and said, "We cannot think of a reason why."
Trying not to hide his frustration now, Piers challenged, "Then why are you here to speak to me? I sell paint, lots of paint. People who need us need lots of paint."
For the first time, they both looked decidedly uncomfortable, squirmed visibly, and replied, "We were here to see if we could interest you in our small accounting firm, Hammerstein and Fletch. I'm certain we made that completely clear when we called today."
Piers was speechless. He rocketed a glance at his schedule. 'Account and change.' How about 'accountant change'? "Gentlemen, I'm afraid I must look quite the fool. My secretary was less than clear, unclear in fact, in her recording of your call. Please accept my deepest apologies."
Though they clearly were having some misgivings in regard Piers and his potential account, Fletch lugubriously reassured, "Perfectly understandable misunderstanding. Let me reassure you we could not possibly take any offense."
Regrouping, Piers attempted to salvage some modicum of face by asking, "So, please tell me about your firm. I'd love to hear all about it." He would rather place leeches on his open eyes and wait for them to fall off when they were sated with his blood, but he had to be cordial.
The shared expression between the accountants reflected a clear underpinning of doubt in the wisdom of pursuing this any farther, but Hammerstein finally turned and said unconvincingly, "It would be our pleasure."
The next fifteen minutes expired as they droned on monosyllabically about the benefits offered by their team, and Piers struggled to pay the slightest attention. It occurred to him that he had his pad open, and was ostensibly taking notes on what they said, so why not avail himself of the chance to put some of his plot lines note down before the sharpest impression faded? He was so clever. He hoped his gloating did not show threw his faint of an interested expression. These two probably never saw an excited expression when they spoke, and would surely know something was amiss if they observed anything other than somnolent stoicism. He was good, oh yes, he was just that good. As they went on and on, he nodded expressively from time to time, to convey approval and understanding, and he composed. Amidst claims of actuarial superiority and file back-ups that were more reliable than Fort Knox, Piers started first to put down words, and then to sketch some preliminary images, to support his visions.
The presentation was, however, somewhat distracting, so his concentration faltered. Hence, he ended up drawing more than writing. He was not a gifted artist, but he was competent, if not a journeyman. He lacked the ability to draw well using just his imagination and needed a model or vista to render a credible image. However, zombies did not require technical excellence, just flare and edginess, with interpretations permitted, based on their mythical nature. Something about on time delivery of payroll, early warnings about significant tax changes were mentioned, along with something about blah blah blah, oh, and blah blah also, mustn't forget that. He realized his outward manifestations of attention were probably waning, so he decided to draw these two stiffs as zombies. Exactly why that seemed such a good idea was something he could not recall well later, but at the time it seemed to combine looking up at them and zombie drawing. We will probably never know. In any event, he penciled them in as they sat there, with their laptops displaying shrunken heads, as opposed to spreadsheets, and partially-consumed clients lay strewn around both randomly and voluminously. A dreary castle made up the background, and bats, of course large vampire types, flitted overhead. At some juncture Piers apparently stopped glancing up for reference pointers and drew more and more energetically, pulling from his desk the occasional color pencil to add dimension and contract. A lot of red was not unexpectedly applied.
He reached a point where the zombie-scape was beginning to really take shape, and Piers was developing a real pride concerning it. That was probably when he blocked in the title near the top of the page: 'Hammerstein and Fletch' line one, with 'Back From the Dead' line two, with 'Eating Your Competition's Brains for You One Account at a Time' line three. It was a balanced, centered pyramidal design, one of his better by his reckoning. The letters were of course garlanded with moss and spiders. Somewhere shy of completing it, he became aware of an inappropriate silence in the room, but was too consumed with his efforts to pay it proper attention. When he was finished, aside from a few touch ups which would require an eraser and a sharpening of his red pencil, he became vaguely aware of a presence behind him - two presences, as it turned out.
He was setting his pencil on the desk when he finally looked back to see the accountant supplicants staring aghast at his creation. As mentioned, Piers's artistic skills were less than perfect, and he would have needed a camera to accurately capture the combination of shock, hurt, anger, disgust and, above all umbrage which were mixed on their faces. The most remarkable aspect of that missed photo, the one which would have distinguished it from one of many pictures of upset peoples' faces, was the precisely identical looks on their mugs. Reality was, once again, superior to any image one could conjure from fiction. The time Piers had to enjoy this sculptural vision was, as such beatific images are want to be, all too brief. Shortly after he took notice of his guests, they wordlessly returned to their seats, silently gathered up their possessions, and mutely passed from the room, never actually looking at him as they went about their egress.
Piers sat quietly at his desk, staring at his still open doorway. He was uncertain what the ramifications of this enormous, world-class, top-ten list, once-in-a-lifetime faux pas might be, or become. The oddest element for him to place in perspective was that, aside from himself and his taciturn ex-prospective accountants, no one knew or would ever know what had transpired here and now. Was he to classify it high among his numerous and painful public acts of humiliation and monumentally inappropriate behavior, or near the summit of the catalogue of the even more numerous, and in many ways more painful, private and personal episodes of mortification and self-destruction? This would be a tough call. He would clearly never tell a living soul of the escapade, but he began to distress over whether, if he were ever to be subjected to torture, would he mention it rather than face a horrific death? Tough call.
Well, no use crying over spilled milk. H & F Accounting were irrevocably part of the history of Langland and Sons Wholesale Paint Distribution, not its future, and he had a brilliant story to write. "Trudy," he asked the intercom excitedly, "What's on the horizon?"
"After the oh-so silent accountants, boss, nothing till tomorrow. You're a free boss, Boss."
Still holding down the button, he crowed, "Excellent."
She patronized back, "That's what I like to hear, Mr. L. Throw financial security to the wind and have some quality leisure time."
"Absolutatootly, Trudy. Oh, and hold my calls unless it's the missus."
Cheerily she chirped, "You got it."
Piers looked greedily at his desk clock: 4:16 pm. Outstanding! He could compile his notes, launch himself into a preliminary beginning, and be home for dinner only a bit late, and he would be coming from work, so Sam wouldn't get mad at him. Brilliant! He flipped back to the scenarios he was working on before the H&F Stiffs Inc interrupted him. Ah, here they were. Messy, very messy. He'd have to transcribe them, which was for the best anyway, lock the ideas in their proper order. It took him ten minutes to move the essentials into one continuous paragraph, sorting and arranging them as he went. So, drum roll, here it was, the hook, the knock-out theme for his winning entry in NaNoWriMo: Zombietown, where busy, non-introspective rotting work-a-day people, who were cannibals when alive are still eating each other because no crops grow since the sun is fading, until the zombies who were doctors and still practice medicine cure half the zombies of being dead, so there's a war between the disparate groups where lots of people/undead get blown up and eaten.
Piers reread the passage. There had to be some mistake. He went back to see what essential, unifying, interesting elements he'd left out. There was the part about big eyes, but he'd rejected that. No, it was basically all there. He read it again, out loud this time. He read it again, to himself. After five minutes he depressed the button on the intercom. With the unmistakable whine of the shredder going simultaneously, Trudy heard him concede, "I think I'll be heading home a little early today. Lock up when you leave, okay."
Later in the week, Piers made it a distinct point to take lunch away from the office and alone. He was ready to try again to come up with subject for his slightly delayed novel. He brought along two pens as backup in case one went dry, a pencil as emergency backup, a new spiral notebook, and his Dictaphone. He was glad he hadn't donated that fake leather briefcase his brother-in-law had regifted him two Christmases ago. It took something of that unusual and impractical size to easily hold all his paraphernalia. The fact that he had to drive past a few of his usual haunts, since their tables would not afford him the space he required, subtracted a few critical minutes from his creating time, but there was nothing to do about that. He couldn't write without the proper equipment, and if having available the essentials meant that adequate space must be had, then it must be had.
He finally settled on Ernesto's, a cheery if greasy Mexican diner he liked once in a while. He ordered at the counter, filled his drink, chose an appropriately large table for four, and sat down. Then came the unloading and organization of his tools. He was a planner, so he arranged things to leave space for the tray which would eventually arrive. The peripheral implements formed a tool halo, while the notebook occupied the center area but could easily be slid to the right when the meal came. It took a few extra seconds to locate the second pen, which seemed to have lodged in the loose lining, but he did retrieve it and align it in its proper place. Just as he picked up his 'lucky' pen, manipulated it into optimal fit, and took a drink of his soda, with his left hand of course, Ernesto himself was heading toward him, a heavily-laden tray in one hand, waiving energetically with the other. He pulled up alongside the table, identified the area now being vacated by the pad as the tray's destination, and reached it in, warmly greeting, "Mr. Langland, how are you today?" Piers replied he was well. "That is marvelous to hear." Ernesto placed his tray hand, now empty, on his hip and asked incredulously, "Are you loosing weight?" Piers replied that he was not, as best he knew. "Well, you look very athletic. Hey, no chips and salsa?" To save time, Piers had foregone the salsa bar, knowing confidently that the meal itself would have sufficient bulk to tide him through the afternoon and a good deal longer. He replied he didn't need chips, but Ernesto could not be consoled: chips were apparently required. "I'll bring you some Señor Langland, just a few. I'll be right back." And indeed he was, with a minor mountain of chips and four plastic containers of various salsas, in case they too were needed. Piers thanked him, cordially if not enthusiastically, as both men struggled to find room for the unplanned additions on the tablescape. While moving and repositioning the writing tools, Ernesto asked cheerily, "You getting some work done over lunch?" Before Piers could answer, if he had planned to respond in the first place, Ernesto advised, "You know, you should try and relax, not work so hard. Relaxing at meals can add years to your life. They proved it in medical studies."
Hoping to redirect the flow of unwanted conversation, Piers said, "It's not business, Ernesto, I'm working on my book."
Rather than having the desired mollifying effect he'd intended, this response elicited an elevation of both the owner's eyebrows and a smile of considerable admiration, "Your book," he marveled, "That's wonderful, Mr. Langland, I did not know you were an author."
Now Piers was torn. He really did not want to prolong this interaction more than necessary, but a chance to talk up this treasured facet of his life was hard to pass up, as such opportunities were lamentably so rare. This consideration was sufficient to place enough pressure on him to relay, "Yes," raising a hand in modest admonition, "Not quitting my day job just yet, but yes." Beaming pride with every syllable, Piers chortled, "I am an author."
"That's fantastic," Ernesto announced with genuine awe. Normally Ernesto would leave his customers in peace to enjoy their meals, but with this revelation, he made an exception and continued, "You book is about paint?"
His crest falling slightly, Piers replied, "No, it's not about paint Ernesto."
"Business in general," Ernesto wondered aloud, "since you are such a master. I would like very much to read your book on business when you're done, if it's not too technical."
Having now to look down a moment, Piers's voice dropped several decibels and he confessed, "No, it's fiction, a novel."
Manifesting some uncertainty, Ernesto popped an eyebrow upward and asked, "Fiction eh? I did not know you were a novelist." Why did Piers think there was a faint current of doubt in Ernesto's remark? Ernesto then queried with gusto, "Romance, or perhaps spies and beautiful women? Yes, that would be more like you, very sexy, lots of guns and fast cars, eh?"
Wishing to will him away now, Piers replied somewhat sheepishly, "No, it's science fiction."
The outward effect this revelation had on Ernesto's face seemed, to Piers's untrained eye, similar to the response he might have elicited if he'd instead responded 'bondage porn' or 'child slavery,' or something which carried similarly negative connotations. Now inching back like he might have done routinely in the first place, Ernesto concluded hesitantly, "Science fiction, my, that's wonderful, very creative. Well, I must leave you to eat," he pointed to the pad, and shrugged, "and to your labors." Piers thanked him as he strode away and started to eat, all the while rolling the pen in his right hand, possibly to milk out some helpful words.
By force of habit, Ernesto continually circulated through his establishment to make certain his clientele had everything they required and to engender a firm image of his conviviality. Hence, it happened that he returned to Piers' stable ten minutes later, inquiring deferentially, "How is everything Señor Langland?" Fine, Piers reassured him, everything was fine. "More chips?" No, thanks, he had plenty. "Well, you let me know if there's anything else you need." Then he made a mistake, well, a mistake as far as he was concerned. For better or for worse, if you spend all your days wondering after people's concerns and desires, caring, or at least displaying the outward trapping of caring, making vacant inquiries becomes altogether automatic, incorporated as it were into your soul. This was probably the motive force which compelled Ernesto to accidentally inquire, "And you book, how is it coming?"
Piers, mistakenly it would seem, forgave whatever negative impression he might have taken from their earlier conversation. He didn't want to discuss being stuck at the beginning, so he smiled warmly, and said, "Just trying to get the juices flowing, no real writing yet."
There were several potential aspects of this response which might have lead to Ernesto's confusion. As a non-native speaker, he was not, it turned out, familiar with the idiom concerning creative juices and flowing. As with all idioms, in whatever language they appear in, the natural tendency to try and resolve a literal meaning can lead to gross misunderstandings. In this case, Ernesto being a chef, well a cook, meant that his immediate preconception of 'juices' had to do with those which flowed out of his roasting meats. The resulting mental picture was quite irreconcilable. Mr. Langland's meal contained sufficient sauce, and what did au jus have to do with a novel, even if it were this silly science fiction?
The compounding of an error is what really leads to the most unfortunate of the untoward effects it can create. Piers mistook Ernesto's befuddled look to be one of actual interest, so he went on blithely, "I'm flattered you take such an interest in my writings, Ernesto. A bit surprised too. Are you a big sci-fi fan?"
Quickly imagining a noose tightening around his neck, and anxious as always never to offend, Ernesto regrouped, "No, not a big fan, not really, just interested that you of all people should turn out to be a science fiction author."
What was that intended to mean? Piers straightened ominously, at least as far as Ernesto was concerned. With one eyelid beginning to twitch, Piers asked, "Why does that strike you as odd?"
Backed up, but always hard to corner in this arena, "No, señor, not odd, what I meant to say was, what other books have you written?"
Thanks to vanity's effect on one's judgment, Piers missed the non-sequitur. He blithely summarized, "Well, just one other so far." Ernesto nodded with an inscrutable grin. After allowing enough time for him to ask, and hearing no request, Piers continued, "My first book is titled Our Forest Friends? with a question mark, since the title was a play on meaning." Did Ernesto look frightened, or was Piers mistaken? He then reprimanded himself for being so thin-skinned. "I could bring you a copy, if you'd like to read it?"
All but inaudibly, Ernesto replied in a rush, "Yes, that would be wonderful. However I must go now I think I heard the cook drop something. The ham-handed fool!"
Piers had not heard a noise reflecting an accident in the kitchen. Neither did he catch the specifics of the owner's remarks. He was fully focused on placing a reminder in his day planner to bring Ernesto a signed copy of the book, which he'd had printed after last years NaNoWriMo was completed. Where had he put that case of books? Hadn't Samantha said something about under the stairs, where it was dark and dry? No biggy, he'd look tonight. Piers finished what he could of his meal, including a few guilt-chips consumed so as not to offend Ernesto or allow them to go completely to waste, checked his watch (which indicated he'd best be returning to work), and restocked his equipment into the valise. It mercifully did not register with him that he had written down perfectly nothing. He actually left the backup pencil on the floor, where a salsa cup had knocked it. He was not, you see, concerned or under any specific imperative, as he had weeks, literally, before the competition closed. As necessity is the mother of invention, so a lack thereof is the soporific for creativity, it would seem.
 

 

 

 

The Second Week of November, 2009
 

The dawning of the next week found Piers no closer to his objective in finding a topic for his novel. The slightest shades of blackness, making them grayness were creeping in around the periphery of his large and glowing optimism, as to whether he was crowding himself for time. Luckily, his self-confidence was such that he could set these unfounded concerns aside, focus on the here and now, and continue to search for the perfect subject. As the wisdom of the ages admonishes us however, there are many (in this case more than many) slips 'twixt the cup and the lip.
It was a Wednesday morning of this second week when he finally forced a period of time to free itself up to allow him to work on his plot. This unusual and that unavoidable barrier had prevented him from dedicating much time to it up until then. How could one account in one's sound planning that, for example, his friend and neighbor Phil would twist his ankle badly on Saturday while his family was on errands, so Piers would have to drive him to the emergency room and wait there for hours? What soothsayer could have foreseen half of Sunday being consumed with a dramatically-priced sale on clothing at one of the largest and most fashionable department stores in town? Monday, the reader may thoughtfully ask, what about Monday evening, or Tuesday evening for that matter? To force the loss of those opportunities, the Universe threw at him nothing less daunting than Cub Scouts Monday. Tuesday, it was a call from his brother, who required advice on how to interface with their parents in regards the latter pair's reticence to warm to his next prospective wife, who through no fault of her own was twenty years his junior, not the recipient of a technically-completed high school degree, and was blessed by nature with a remarkable set of breast implants - all of which, especially the breast thing, seemed only to exacerbate the parental disgust for the prospective third Mrs. Peter Langland. But the author digresses.
Wednesday presented itself cheerily as Piers's next bona fide opportunity to accomplish some novel writing. He was determined to show those who cared that he was capable of forging time to bend to his will and forcing the muses to dispense to him at least one full aliquot of inspiration. "Trudy," he informed the intercom in no uncertain terms, "I really do not wish to be disturbed for the next hour, is that clear?"
"Yes, sir it is," she dutifully replied.
Good, he would now wring a plot out of his capacious imagination. He held his pen (yes, the pen) and looked down upon his notebook, but had setup none of the other trappings of his trade, as at Ernesto's, such was his commitment to focused, non-indulgent, productivity. Okay then, the genre. Not the space thing, not zombie, and probably not dwarf wars. So what remained? Tons of stuff did, literally. Leaving off the more insipid venues of traditional fiction, such as historical or mystery, there were vast expanses of sci-fi/fantasy themes. There were Harry Potter, Eragon, Twilight, Ender's Game, Left Behind, and untold other prospects. Well, he corrected himself, those were books, not genres, and he would never stoop to plagiarism, be they codified, established, time-proven, time-worn, time-tested and retested examples. They were written, much as his subsequent works might be (once he was a full-time author), not in a juvenile, pedantic, intellectually ingenuous manner, but instead were approachable, familiar, and in most cases, interchangeable! This, of course, was simply another way of saying the books were user friendly and user friendly was a good thing, if you asked Piers.
Would any of those do? He was not sure. He rested back and thought hard about trite and overdone approaches. Hmm. As he sat contemplating, he detected out of the corner of his eye a black flitting pass his office window. Though it caught his notice, it didn't at first register as anything significant. It did, however, catch his full attention after it repeatedly flew by his window several more times. He went over to window and looked from side to side, but saw nothing unusual, and of course the flitty phenomenon did not now repeat itself. Needless to say, he was shocked when he rotated to return to his desk and found a man sitting in one of the chairs. The fact that he was dressed in black, aside from the red piping on his black cape and the white stitching on his black gloves, was less unexpected than the fact that he'd appeared in the chair so rapidly and so silently. Frozen where he stood, Piers challenged, "Who are you and what are you doing in my office?"
In some lilting foreign accent Piers couldn't presently place, the mystery guest pointed to the desk chair and entreated, "Please, Piers, sit. You should after all be comfortable in your own office."
Lacking a more clear or appropriate plan, he complied, but then re-challenged, "So who are you, and what is this all about?"
Nodding courteously, the uninvited guest replied, "I," he placed a palm on his chest, "am Refrengie, and I am here, as it were, on business."
Given his aforementioned atypical dress, Piers was not long in inquiring, "You want to buy wholesale paint?"
Tossing his head back to laugh, revealing the need for significant restorative and cosmetic dentistry, Refrengie laughed, "No, my friend. That is rich, though. No, I am not the type to need paint via any channel in the foreseeable future, and for some time after." He chuckled a bit longer before returning to say, "The business of your book, my good man, that is the essence of my visit with you today."
Lately, Piers was having a run of situations with such a plethora of questions and confusing aspects that he found himself flagging in his ability to respond in a timely and adequate manner, and now he was confronted with another. Was he to concern himself first about this character's odd and unconventional clothes, his inexplicable appearance out of thin air, his knowing of Piers's struggles to set a course for his novel, or how it could be that someone could not even conceive of needing paint? Now that last one was odd. Who could or should live in the perpetual darkness of an unrefreshed coat of a bright and cheery color, or properly maintained soothing neutral tones? He elected to address the most obvious and important issue first. Pointing a demanding finger at Refrengie, Piers challenged, "How do you know about my issues regarding my NaNoWriMo story?"
"That is not easily explained, my friend. Why don't we simply assume I know of it well and proceed to its resolution?"
Obdurate now, Piers stated flatly, "No, I don't think we will do that. I want to know how you know. Did Ernesto tell you?"
Distinctly off-put, Refrengie quipped, "Ernesto the cook? You think I interact in any way, shape, or form, with the likes of him?"
Piers was not certain he liked the way he intoned 'him,' and was on the verge of telling this pompous fool just that, when right reason prevailed and he asked more importantly, "Then who? Someone must have told you, announced it to the world in some manner, how else could you know? Certainly my wife wouldn't bother to mention it," he decided to return the insult, "and I know she would not speak with the likes of you." How clever he was, how devastating his wit could be.
"No, Piers," Refrengie implored, ignoring the snub. "Your wife was not the one. Look, I don't think it would be, er, constructive to discuss the nature of my information. I'm here to be helpful, positive, constructive. Please let us move forward."
Glowering, or at least trying to glower, Piers demanded yet again, "Who?"
With a sarcastic look on his face, Refrengie snapped, "Oh, very well, it was Slash. There, are you happy? We learned of your logjam from Slash."
Resting back dumbfounded, Piers was barely able to throat, "Alpha, you're friends with Captain Alpha?"
Concentrating now on the fit of his gloves, Refrengie corrected, "Hardly friends." He shrugged with some manifest distaste. "Even I have some standards."
Piers attempted to clarify the nature of Refrengie's report, but actually said, "You, waaf, your, you, I mean he - Alpha/Slash and you, "he meshed his digits pantomiming things getting together and interacting.
"Ah, you wonder after how it is we came to speak of you and your little problem?" Piers nodded in agreement. "Well, I recall it was the other day at the gym. Yes," he confirmed to himself. "Yes, that was it, I was on the treadmill, and he likewise, droning on endlessly as he does about himself, and he happened to mention an interesting anecdote from his week. Turns out it was with you and that strumpet Relledma. Well, long and short of it, I discovered your need, and came nearly as quickly as I could to help remedy the situation."
This historic update afforded him time to regain his wits, so he could ask, "You belong to a gym with an aborted character from my imagination?"
"Precisely." Refrengie confirmed, smiling to reflect his appreciation of Piers's quick understanding.
Drooping noticeably, Piers whimpered, "Well, that explains that, doesn't it?"
"So," Refrengie remarked as he leaned forward, "back to my proposition. You need a genre, I am a genre, albeit an over-employed, endlessly and mindlessly resurrected genre, so I reasoned we could do business."
Piers, now holding the sides of his head with his hands for support, queried, "You're a genre? I thought you said your name was Refrengie. I can't really say what it is you look like, but a genre it is not."
Responding as if mildly put out, "Well, if you wish to be literal and unimaginative! Alright, let's say I am iconic of a genre, is that better?"
Waving with his right hand, Piers dismissed, "Whatever, fine, you're iconic."
"Very well, as I have cleared up who I am and what I represent, may I now proceed?"
"With what? You going to drink my blood and turn me into a vampire too?"
After letting a significant interlude pass, Refrengie rose on the armrests and protested with indignation, "How dare you! Had I know you were as stupid and condescending as Slash tried to convince me you were, I should not have wasted our time granting you an opportunity such as this."
Now the peacemaker, "Now hold your horses here. I'm sorry, you're right, that was uncalled for and childish." Appealing with both his hands and his eyes, "Look at it from my standpoint. This is fairly weird here, am I right?"
Easing back, but only slightly, and a definite edge remaining in his odd voice, "Well, we'll see. Apology accepted, but please do not treat me in a churlish manner simply because I represent the forces of darkness which are bent on destroying mankind. We are quite sensitive on this point, so please don't forget it."
Remorsefully, Piers pledged, "You have my word on it." Piers needed again to satisfy his mounting curiosity and asked, "Who's 'we'? You keep referring to yourself in the plural. Are you royalty or something?"
Fearing he might be the brunt of yet another harangue, Refrengie retorted, "How insulting do you think you can be towards me with impunity?"
"What?" Piers asked, arms outstretched. "I was asking why the 'we,' not goading you. Man, you evil icons are pretty hair-trigger sensitive, you know."
Resting back fully now, Refrengie eased-up, "Oh, okay then. Sorry, you've just got me going, and then this 'we' thing. Sorry."
"No prob, but why the 'we'?"
"We as in my Guild, the members of my Guild."
More dumbstruck than usual, Piers asked, "You guys have a Guild?"
Mildly annoyed, "Well of course we do. It's not like we're in a union or a fraternal organization. Guilds have been around almost as long as we have and serve an important, some would say critical, function, especially with the advent of the Electronic Age."
Shaking his head slowly in disbelief, Piers remarked, "I think this is more than I need to know."
Wagging an index finger at Piers, Refrengie replied sternly, "Scoff at us if you will, but if our Guild did a better job at doing its job, you would not have misspoken so badly just now."
Reluctantly, as they were getting far afield from whatever it was they were talking about, a frustrated Piers inquired, "Okay, I'll bite. What misspeak?"
Now twisting the wagging digit into accusation, Refrengie demanded, "You're not trying to be cute with your 'I'll bite,' are you?"
"I think someone's a little hypersensitive here," Piers had to chastise. "Are all you vamps like this?"
Coldly, haughtily, Refrengie snarled, "A vamp is a human female with loose moral convictions who uses her charms to seduce and exploit a male. We are vampires. Please do not suffer me to hear you employ this offensive contraction in my presence again."
With consummate satisfaction, Piers sat back in his chair and chided, "I rest my case."
Refrengie was clearly not amused. "Very droll, ver-y droll. As for your misspeak, it has to do with our status inside the Guild."
"Okay, explain. Please go on." Piers invited open endedly, still smiling.
"Well, you see, I am only a Second Level Supplicant."
Now with a professorial look on his face, Piers clarified, "And that means?"
"It means I am not allowed to transfigure mortals. Only a Level 4 is allowed to do that."
Dropping any pretense of interest his face might have formerly held, Piers drooped. "I'm rethinking the wisdom of asking in the first place."
Continuing as if Piers had not spoken, Refrengie chirped along, "3's can, under direct supervision of a 4, if that 4 is certified in Legacy Passage, but under no circumstance would a Level 2 be allowed to attempt such a thing."
Pulling as firmly as possible on the conversation's reigns, Piers directed, "Fine, fascinating, thanks for the 4-1-1. Now, as to why you came in the first place?"
Again, as if Piers had not spoken a word or voiced an objection, Refrengie cheerily continued. "The politics at that level are more frightening than what we inspire in you blood-bottles."
Fully resigned, head in hands again, eyes closed, "Do tell."
Refrengie smiled chattily. "Oh, I do. You know what we say, ask a Level 4 a simple question and you get a hearty hand clasp, three contradictory answers, and an excuse as to why they cannot answer the question that week." He finally looked over to Piers with sufficient attention to note he was looking back with his face in his palms, third and fourth digits splayed apart to stare in perfect disbelief at him. "More than you need to know?"
"Just a tad," whined Piers.
Straightening up with a snap, Refrengie warmly relayed, "My bad. So, where were we?"
Able to shake his head with his hands still embedded in his palms, Piers conceded, "I have no idea."
Refrengie looked upward, visibly appeared to count things above his head, and finally returned to Piers. "Your topic and our offer."
Reluctantly dropping his hands, Piers concurred blankly, "Ah, yes, your offer."
Rising to his feet, aware, from instructional internet courses he had been required to take, that an energetic presentation is essential in a sales pitch of this nature, Refrengie began, "You may think you are only mildly interested in the genre I am offering to make available to you today, but I'm here to tell you it's not any paucity of interest you may have, but a simple lack of information." Stepping toward Piers, to forestall any initial dissent, Refrengie bounded on, "Yes, many an author has said, 'I don't know enough about vampires to adequately capture them on paper', or, 'What are the statistics on market penetration and sequel carry troughs for vampiric novels, as opposed to werewolf tales or ghost stories?'" He now remembered to gesture toward the client, inviting response while clearly conveying the rhetorical nature of his remarks. "Well, I am here to guarantee to you, the author, that you do not need have these or any other similar concerns. No, I say, we, the members of the Guild of Human-vampires or Any Related Demons - if you prefer, GO HOARD - have already answered those questions. We can supply that information, help with those sales projections, link you with demographic data which no other plot-line team can supply." He was really getting up a head of steam. Continuing energetically Refrengie expounded, "No, if you can even find the witches and warlock organization, you'll find they are completely unprepared to offer our network, our complete package of support." Piers felt a quiet panic build, fearing he would die of natural causes before this pitch was completed. "We are the oldest and the best, with an aggressive, user-friendly, can-do approach to writer support." Pointing skyward, "In conclusion -" thank the Maker, thought Piers, "- let me extend to you our offer to deliver this book - but that's not all! We will include our commitment to not just this project but an endless series of sequels, spin-offs, and, if you act in the next ten minutes, prequels will be supported at no additional cost."
He turned thunderously to Piers, certain that he'd be clamoring to sign onboard. He was stunned to find Piers sitting quietly, with a constipated look on his face. "Yeah, wow, that's nice."
One eye started twitching ominously as Refrengie said, "Nice? You think it's a nice offer?"
To patch the apparent schism building between them, Piers back-tracked, "Well, yeah, it's a real nice offer, very generous."
With mounting pent-up ire, Refrengie hissed, "Are you familiar with the roots of the word 'nice'?"
After swallowing hard, Piers stammered, "No, not actually, you know, entirely."
"It comes from the Latin nescius. Ring any bells?"
Barely audibly, Piers mumbled, "No, not that I recall."
Refrengie slammed his fists on Piers' desk and bellowed, "It means ignorant, from the verb nescire, not to know. You, my rubic chum, are nice, very nice. In fact one of the nicest men I've ever had the ill-fortune to meet."
"Please don't get mad Refrengie."
"It's a little late for that, I can tell you that for nothing," howled Refrengie.
Piers held both palms in Refrengie's direction and pleaded, "I'm not trying to insult you or GO HOARD."
Refrengie crossed his arms and angled his torso judgmentally, then chided, "Well you certainly did a bang-up job of it while not trying."
As placating as possible, Piers beseeched, "Please accept my sincerest apologies." Oddly, it did not at this juncture strike Piers as strange that he was attempting to appease a potential genre.
Calming a bit too quickly to not attract notice, Refrengie opened his arms and invited, "So you've reconsidered our offer? You are ready to commit to vampiric subject matter?"
Now, reticent to be duped into acquiescence if he was being manipulated in that direction duplicitously, Piers corrected him, "No, Refrengie, that's not what I said or meant to convey. I am sorry if I slighted you or your hoard, and I am definitely a poor host if I upset my honored guests, but as to the project itself, well..."
Instantly the consummate salesman again, "Well, you needn't decide now. The fact that you are still open to us is so encouraging that I take heart. In fact, since I can see you have some questions and concerns I have been unable to address, I have taken the liberty of placing a call to a Level 3 I work closely with, and she is, as we speak, rushing here to help you fully understand what we offer."
Stunned, Piers asked, "You called her, just now?"
Nodding confidently, Refrengie reaffirmed, "Excellent customer service is GO HOARD's goal."
Pointing off the left, for unclear reasons, Piers wondered, "But how? You didn't pull out a cell phone or anything."
Smiling coyly, Refrengie explained, "We do not require mechanical tools. I simply addressed her, and she responded."
"Like telepathy?" Piers puzzled.
Bobbing his head to consider briefly, Refrengie confirmed, "Yes, like telepathy."
"Wow, that's so cool."
Refrengie snapped his fingers, then pointed at Piers. "Yes it is, isn't it? And that's my point exactly! Aren't we amazing, unforgettable and fully remarkable? Who wouldn't yearn to read about us? I'm impressed that you see these aspects so intuitively; you're indeed astute."
No small amount of reproach in his voice, Piers asked, "Refrengie, you're not blowing smoke up my butt, are you?" Wordlessly, Refrengie pointed both hands to his chest and made an excessively dubious expression, as if questioning how it was even possible to think such a thing. "In fact, come to mention it, you're turning-me-over, aren't you?"
With the earnest expression so commonly found on caught schoolboys' faces, Refrengie defended, "Turn-you-over? What ever do you mean, my dear Piers?"
This ungodly abomination was good, he had to give, well, the devil his due. "Oh no, don't give me those innocent big black eyes you bloodsucker. You know perfectly well what I mean. You forget," he pointed around his office without taking his gaze from Refrengie, "I'm a salesman too. When your fish-on-the-line threatens to spit the hook, you pull a "T-O," a 'turn-over' and try to seamlessly pass them on to a more senior salesman, one who can presumably use their superior skills to boat the catch."
Attempting inscrutability, Refrengie exclaimed, "Why Piers, my good man, how could you even think that of me? All I care about, let me repeat, all I care about is your NaNoWriMo novel. Pound a stake in my heart if I'm lying." He thumped a fist on the side of his left chest as he spoke. "I only want the best for you. If my colleague is better equipped to give you the needed input, to help you make the best and most informed decision, then my immortal life has meant something and I can go to my coffin this dawn knowing I've aided one tiny pebble on this beach of life we all share as brothers." He bowed his head gently, eyes shutting as he did.
He spied up with one squinting lid open to discover the source of not one, but two pairs of clapping hands. The first pair, Piers's of course, was accompanied by that of a sultry goddess dressed in a flowing black gown which continued to waft in the still air of the office, while her jet-black waist-length hair remained incongruously calm. As Refrengie first noted her presence, so did Piers, and as Piers did he asked with what in reflection was remarkable nonchalantness, "The Level 3 must be here."
Bending deeply in greeting, she veritably whispered, "Yes I am. Imperia Brimwoe." She held her right hand out arched downward. "At your service."
Piers lightly shook her hand, and asked, "Here to help pitch me on your genre no doubt."
Seductively shaking her head, she murmured, "No, my love, I am here to help you make the correct choice - in any way I can."
Cheerfully, he clutched her hand and responded, "I'm honored."
Gliding, literally gliding, over to her partner's side, and hooking her arm over his, "Refrengie here informs me you are ever so close to signing on with us, just the slightest reservation staying your will."
Tilting his head to Refrengie and clicking his cheek with his tongue, Piers corrected, "Not actually that close, truth be told."
Radiating confidence and supreme control, she countered, "I'm sure you are closer than even you realize. You've heard our strengths, seen our commitment to product support, know our timeless appeal. What could possibly cause you to waver?"
"Well, since you ask so nicely, and as I hope to end this little get together in real time, may I be frank?"
She pursed her crimson lips and blew him a kiss, inviting, "You can be anyone you wish to be, love."
Condescendingly Piers commented, "Cute, but it wouldn't help."
Pouting ever so coyly, she flirted back, "And why not? You'll come to find I generally get what I want."
Dispassionately, Piers replied, "Be that as it may, I am afraid, in spite of both your best efforts, Herculean as they have proven, I cannot write a vampire novel, now or in the near-term future."
Slight irritation creeping into her tone, she challenged, "You sound resolute. How is it that you can be, given that our genre is so ubiquitous, so alluringly marketable?"
Matching irritation with irritation, Piers responded, "Yes, that's partly the issue, isn't it?"
"Do tell."
"I do. But," Piers sat down in his chair as he spoke, "there's a larger, less surmountable barrier which prevents me from using your services. You see, there are a few fundamental problems with vampire stories I simply cannot get around." Their patience silence indicated that he should proceed. "First, in spite of the need to suspend disbelief when reading science fiction/fantasy and horror stories, there is inherent to vampirism too great a leap of faith for the rational, thinking mind to take."
Clearly sarcastic, now that the prospect seemed certainly lost, Imperia quipped, "And you, little Piers Langland, are the first author clever enough to discover this flaw, missed or ignored by the likes of Stoker, Rice, Cusick, Elrod, and many more wealthy businesspersons?"
Doggedly, he returned, "Well I guess I am, aren't I."
Crossing her arms slightly faster than Refrengie did, she mocked, "Well, don't keep us waiting. We may be immortal, but time's a-wasting." Her foot tapped ever so impatiently.
Oblivious to her rancor, Piers explained, "Well, vampires spend volume after volume chasing after human blood right?" Neither deigned a response. "Even modern vampires do. But doesn't anyone get that it's crazy, it's actually ridiculous?"
Pushed too far to not lash out, Refrengie called out, "Ridiculous, is it? And how would you know, you stupid corpuscle donor?"
"Hey, don't get mad, you asked and I'm being as analytical as possible here. Anyway, look, in every story, you guys lust after blood, it causes us to notice you and destroy you, barring the interminable sequels, so why risk it? I mean, if I'm a vampire, I'm getting a job at the local blood bank and never quitting; problem solved." Before they could respond, as he could see them rising to match the challenge, "I know, you like fresh blood, or the thrill of the kill, or you're sociopathic and don't think like we do, but no, those arguments just don't hold water." He chuckled to himself mostly, "Or hold blood in this case." After a second, he continued, "I can't overlook the fact that if vampires simply lay low and drank less risky blood, they'd live forever unmolested. Even in ancient times, you'd get a job in a morgue or something, drain the recent, uncoagulated dead, no one being the wiser or caring at all in the first place. It would even be a boom to the embalming industry you have a desirable skill and a place in proper society. No sentient creature such as you propose to be would be so stupid to risk the inevitable and brutal demise you always suffer when there are such mind numbingly obvious ways to easily avoid the whole angry mob thing."
Ever the determined saleswoman, seeing an opportunity to possibly revive this prospect, Imperia asked, "Even assuming you are correct, if simply everyone is too blind to see that obvious glitch, who cares? Why should you deprive yourself of tapping into such a vast if unprepossessing reader pool? They love this stuff, you shovel it out blithely, and it's win/win."
"If it were only that simple."
Refrengie also sensed a possible opening. "Ah, but it can be just that simple. Simple themes for simple minds. What can be, pardon my repetition, more simple?"
Dropping his brow a noticeable amount, Piers chided, "I cannot accept the selfish cruelty which is part and parcel of your genre: the victimization of the innocents."
Both representatives shuffled nervously at this, and it was only reluctantly that the lead responded, "No crueler than other horror plot lines, and a lot less cruel than some." Her exotic accent faltered momentarily as she addressed Refrengie. "Have you read that latest King novel about the dome? Talk about gratuitous violence!"
"No, it's that the horrific cruelty is inflicted on one sentient by another. Okay, aliens enter a spaceship and rip everyone apart, bad, but not premeditated. Giant bugs suck your head off, or monsters kill mindlessly - but that's just it, it's mindless. I cannot accept such horrendous behavior, such victimization from rational beings. It's offensive."
Holding out a last hope, she implored, "To you maybe, but not to the purchasing public."
Righteously, Piers proclaimed, "To me is all that ultimately counts. The shortcomings of others do not excuse them in me."
Squaring up her shoulders and smiling unexpectedly warmly at him, Imperia conceded, "Truth be told, it's always rather bothered me too, but some of us do not have choices how we are represented, do we?"
"I'm truly sorry." consoled Piers, "Is there something I can do to help?"
Steeling herself quickly, Imperia reassured him, "Oh, it's not that bad. It bothers me, but I can live with certain character inconsistencies and still rise to face another dusk."
Nodding affirmatively, Piers remarked genuinely, "That's good to hear."
She turned officially to Refrengie and stated, "Well, I'm off to try and close another deal. Would you be a dear and wrap things up here?"
"My pleasure." he bowed deeply, "Anything else I can help with, please let me know."
Raising her arm to shroud her face as she spun to leave, Imperia sang out, "See you at the quarterly sales meeting." She flung herself out the window and turned, as might be anticipated, into a large bat, and flew away.
Looking back from the window, Refrengie remarked pleasantly, "Nicest boss I've worked with in centuries. Quite a remarkable little lady once you get to know her."
Piers couldn't resist teasing, "Nice as in nescius nice?"
Refrengie laughed warmly. "No!" Pointing a still gloved finger at Piers, he added, "Good one though. No, she's a real pro, and wicked as a Scrabble teammate."
"So?" questioned Piers.
"So, fare thee well, my friend. Thank you for at least listening to my pitch, and by all means, contact me if you reconsider. November is flying by, tempus fugit and all."
Reaching out to shake his hand, Piers concluded, "Many thanks Refrengie." As an afterthought, he added, "One last thing if I might."
"My pleasure. What?"
"This meeting, the one just now."
Not gleaning the drift, Refrengie furrowed his brow and queried, "What about it?"
"Correct me if I'm wrong, but couldn't one call it my interview with a vampire?"
Refrengie puzzled visibly, "I suppose so, why?"
"Have you ever met Anne Rice?"
The light went on. "Ah, yes," he giggled softly, "I take your meaning." Wiggling a finger in Piers's face, he complimented, "You are the clever one, aren't you?"
"So have you?"
Waving his hands palms down, Refrengie announced flatly, "I am not permitted to disclose confidential client information such as that."
Piers smiled literally almost ear-to-ear and confirmed, "But you're not saying no, are you?"
With false anger, Refrengie protested loudly, "I'm not saying anything, nothing more, not a word! I'll be going now, good sir."
He double-timed it toward to the door, hands raised in mock defense. Piers asked quickly, "No window, dramatic exit and all?"
Retuning to look at him one last time, he pointed to the window and simply remarked, "Level 3, remember? I'm still just a Level 2." With that he disappeared, albeit conventionally, down the hall.
Piers mumbled, "So much for a vampire novel." He found 'the pen' and rested back into the chair, deep in thought.
By Saturday, with the second week drawing to a close, Piers began to harbor a trace of doubt, of growing concern, as to whether he was going to have enough time to choose a topic and pull the NaNoWriMo thing off. He had wracked his brain time and again without coming up with a decent plot. What other avenues were available? Having actually only completed one full-length novel, the one from last year's contest, it wasn't like he had a large fund of experience to draw on. He was not acquainted with anyone who was an author as far as he could recall, so he could not pimp them for help. It wasn't like there was a topic board or reliable blog he could write to and ask for a subject. Moreover, he felt it was an essential part of his craft to come up with something on his own. Why be a writer if you have nothing to tell others? Well, aside from the huge bucks the top ones garnered, along with fame, notoriety, and virtual immortality, given that the great one were read down though the centuries. But he knew instinctively that those things were not for him. He was a pure artist, following his own star, and wasn't it his fellow author Milton who'd said, "Fame is not a plant which on mortal soil grows"? No, his destiny was as a lone-wolf, a vagabond, a traveler, and his fame would be wrought in Heaven, not West LA or New York.
He reminded himself he was straying off task with his apologia. The dark embrace of procrastination was to be eschewed at the best of times, and these were far from the best of times. Where was he going to come up with inspiration? What did people, his end users, want to read about? The force of the blow of understanding rocked him figuratively on his heels. What did people want to read? Ask them! He would discretely ask people he knew and trusted what topics floated their boats, and with absolute certainty, a juicy topic would fall to him from the Tree of the Common Man. It was so simple, so perfect, it was a pure wonder he hadn't thought of it before.
Hence it happened that when he was getting a haircut that afternoon, he asked his chatty barber Don, "Hey Don, what sort of things do you like to read about?"
Dropping his arms and stepping back a stride Don asked, "You mean which magazines?"
"No, which subjects, you know, what types of books." The twisting of Don's face belied a lack of comprehension which threatened to cause physical damage to his countenance. Piers clarified quickly, "You know, when you choose a book, what type do you like?"
Raising his arms to once again clip, he said, "Oh, you mean like Zane Grey?"
Trying not to move his head with sharp objects buzzing about, Piers confirmed tentatively, "Well, okay, yeah, like Zane Grey. That would be like Western novels. You like to read Westerns?"
Now not missing a beat, Don droned, "Nah, not really."
"But you like Zane Grey, right?"
Don pinched up his face and responded, "Nah, not really."
Raising feebly an arm under the cape, Piers appealed, "But you just now said you did."
"No, I said Zane Grey was a type of book, not that I liked him or would choose a book he wrote."
That went poorly, but he'd take another shot, "So, if you were going to choose a book, what type would it be?"
Ominously stepping back again, Don grumbled, "Do I have to choose one?"
Having more and more trouble not moving his head, Piers defended, "No, you don't have to, but if you were going to pick one, what would it be?"
Back to cutting, Don replied blankly, "I don't know. I think I'd choose the Bible."
Caught off guard, Piers questioned, "You like to read the Bible?"
Twisting his face oddly, Don muttered, "Nah, not really. Well, I guess I can't say that, 'cause I don't recall ever reading it before."
With his eyes closing into the all-too-familiar frustration of late, Piers cajoled, "If you don't like to read the Bible, why would you choose it if you had to choose a type of book to read?"
Stopping again, and raising his arms with comb and scissors aloft, Don responded resolutely, "You said I had to choose, so I chose the Bible."
"No, I didn't say you had to choose, I said if you had to choose, what would you choose?"
"Yeah, like I said, you were making me choose, so I chose the Bible."
This was disintegrating rapidly. "Okay, fine, you select the Bible. Why that type of book? Do you like spiritual books?"
Don was then back to his trademark reply, "Nah, not really."
"But you'd pick the Bible, why?"
The answer did not affirm significantly Piers' attempt to communicate with Don on an intellectual subject. "Mostly 'cause it's the only book I know."
With a poor effort to hide his incredulity, Piers wheezed, "You don't read books, Don?"
"Nah, not really."
Determined to study scientifically this incredible phenomenon, Piers inquired, "What was the last book you read, Don?"
Stepping back maybe three to four paces this time, Don demanded ominously, "Why do you ask, Mr. Langland?"
This didn't sound positive, especially from someone whose wrath could include a very bizarre hairstyle with a bleeding bald strip down the center. "I'm making conversation here, Don, that's all." The barber remained uncomfortably distant. "Small talk really. The last book I read was Pride and Prejudice and Zombies by Seth Grahame-Smith. There, I told you the last book I read. Now you tell me the last book you read." His invisible hands, still under cover, flipped back and forth. "Small talk."
Perhaps this tortured discussion would have taken a more amicable turn had Piers mentioned the penultimate book he'd read, which was The Seventh Son by J.C. Hutchins. Don would certainly not have known the book, or Hutch, but the title would not have been so absurd as to make Don even more edgy about being somehow, for some cruel reason, taunted as he had been, unbeknown to Piers, all the way through what little school he had completed. Don rose to his toes nervously as he contemplated his response, all the while struggling to recall what the last book he'd read was, in case he elected to suffer an answer to the slings and arrows he was being outrageously subjected to. Finally, after an undeniably long period of tense silence, he kicked his right foot on the ground nervously and answered, "I think the last book I read was Goodnight Moon. I read it to one of my kids a couple times I think. Not sure who wrote it though." He cleared his throat expectantly, "Does that help?"
Hoping to end this ordeal with his scalp in place, Piers stammered, "Yeah, great, Don. Yeah, that's a good one for sure." Quite unhelpfully he added, "It's by Margaret Wise Brown, she was great." Don snapped his scissors rapidly as they dangled by his side. "So we about done here?" He looked perfunctorily at the mirror, "My hair sure looks great to me. I look just like Tom Cruise." There were, as it turned out, a good many sensitive, indeed raw-festering-open-sore sensitive, subjects to do with Don's unfortunate and ultimately unsatisfactory life which, had Piers somehow known, or telepathically divined, would have steered him away from mentioning certain subjects. Piers had just now learned, for example, about Don's literary incompetence. Another tender spot Piers would have been better to be cognizant of had to do with the rejection and abandonment Don felt when his oldest, and then third youngest child, had joined the Church of Scientology, never to be heard from again, aside from the painful annual solicitation they made for their new family of like-minded brethren. To mention as prominent and as dubious a spokesman for said church around Don was, on the best of days, fool-hearty. This day was not even close to good, because, along with various lesser anomalies of health and fate, his varicose veins throbbed, as did his head from the interrogation, and his heart from the mention of his Sid and Nancy, the lost children.
It was, in summary, not unanticipated that Don's reaction, manifest in his response to Piers's query as to the doneness of the haircut, was not as convivial as it normally might have been, though did relay with astounding clarity, given his educational shortcomings and intellectual shortfalls, the message he wished to impart unequivocally to Piers. "You are done. Please leave, now. If, in the future, you find yourself in need of hair services, I hope and trust you will take your business to any number of shops which are not this one. Is there any doubt in your mind as to what I have just said to you?"
Laying a $20 bill on the armrest and lurching toward the door, Piers relayed a full and clear understanding of the words and intent expressed by Don. "Good day, sir. Thank you. I have eyed with interest that new barber on Moffett Street, so I will take your recommendation to heart. You can be most assured of that." He was out the door, thankfully with all the parts of his head in their proper places. As he passed the next storefront, he was able to ascertain in the window that his hair did not in fact look altogether silly or inappropriate. It would not require repair services for at least several hours.
Piers was not a quitter. He was capable and determined, in point of fact driven, when the situation called for it. The nine months he'd belonged to the Cub Scouts in his youth proved that in spades. His idea of polling the public was not a bad one: he had simply selected a poor candidate in Don. By Sunday, he was prepared to solicit the opinion of others, more completely vetted others. He had planned to stop by his favorite bookstore that day anyway, and it was while driving there that it occurred to him to pick Robert's mind. He was the owner of Reader's Delight, one of the last privately operated true bookstores left in town. Robert was not only extremely well read, but as the proprietor, would be very much in touch with the public's latest inclinations. Perfect! Additionally, he knew Piers was a writer, so he'd understand easily why he was pursuing this particular line of questioning. He found the store relatively empty, which was good. He could monopolize on Robert's time without interruption or guilt. Plus, the owner was loquacious to a fault, so eliciting his opinion would not be difficult. After the usual hellos, Piers asked directly, "Robert, what's your favorite topic, when it comes to selecting a book?"
Thoughtfully, "You mean for the store, or me personally?"
He was speaking to the right man this time for certain. "You personally. I know you read it all, but what's your special theme, most treasured genre?"
Kneading his beard vigorously, "That's a tough one, Piers. They're like my kids, you know, hard to choose one over another." He pondered a bit longer and answered, "Leaving aside the classics, which are the Holy Grail as far as I'm concerned, my choice would be general fiction."
Wishing to pin him down further, Piers fine-tuned, "As opposed to suspense, mystery, romance, or historical?"
"Yes, exactly."
"But I really want to know what theme, what flavor of novel do you drool over?"
"Ah, I take your meaning." This brought on a significant pensive period, finally ending with the pronouncement, "Loss and regret."
Piers summarized, "So books that deal with how the characters handle loss, resolve regrets?"
"Precisely. Seeing an author wrestle with such human issues and leading us to a credible conclusion, well, that's the nectar of the gods to me; it doesn't get any better."
Now that was helpful, tremendously. That was a good topic, one he could certainly handle. He thanked Robert profusely for his insight, purchased what he'd come for, and left filled with renewed hope and vigor. Now, he was prepared to ask some of the people he knew about their losses and regrets, and possible tease out the bare bones of a plot line, based on real angst, real redemption. This was shooting fish in a barrel! The only problem he was going to encounter was how to select from the multitude of alluring choices he would be left to choose among. This was so sweet. That evening, he and Sam were planning on having an informal gathering with some neighbors, drinks and appetizers; surely he'd find someone to ask there.
 

* * *
 

As people milled about, Piers studied them, like a panther on a branch, deciding which one to choose. As he sat there alone, Greg from two doors down plopped into the chair next to him and asked, "So, Piers my man, how's it hanging?" He was a bit rough around the edges, a mite coarse, but an amiable fellow none-the-less.
Piers leaned over to shake his hand and responded, "Hangin' just right, if you ask me." They both chuckled softly. Then he asked warmly, "How are you and that lovely wife of yours?"


"We're doing okay. Marilyn is probably going to get laid off in the not-too-distant future, so things may be getting tight, but, hey, that's life, right?"
Furrowing his brow, Piers genuinely commiserated, "Sorry to hear that, Greg, I truly am. Your jobs alright isn't it?"
"Yes, to be sure, so we'll be fine; thinner but fine." They shared another soft laugh.
Too bad, thought Piers, what a bad turn of luck. Then it occurred to him, he could ask Greg about regrets, loss, what Robert had mentioned to him earlier. Sure, why not? Greg was easy-going, and would almost certainly not go off the deep end like Don had yesterday. No, he was far too reasonable and thoughtful to be anything other than helpful. "Hey, Greg," he began, "Can I ask you an off-the-wall question?"
"Shoot."
"I'm doing some research about what people think is important, mind if I ask you?"
"No, sounds intriguing, please do. I insist."
"Thanks, Greg. Okay, so I'm wondering what type of things people regret, what they would change, given the chance."
Raising an eyebrow, Greg observed, "That sounds heavy, Piers. What, you like Kevin Costner in Field of Dreams, you going to grant my wish, ease my pain?"
"No, it would be nice, but don't get your hopes up. I just want to get a feel for situations or events which people worry about over the years, things they can't let go of, you know?"
"I got you, sure. So what, you want me to list them all? Keep in mind that I have a fairly long list, Santa Piers."
"Cute, no, and you don't have to tell me anything too personal or too private, just a specific regret."
"Okay, I got it. Now let me think." And he did. He rested back and finished off most of his glass of wine before he was ready to speak. "Okay, Professor, I think I got one."
"Great."
"Matter of fact, it's very fresh in my mind, happened just last week."
Taken back a bit, Piers worried, "Wow, you sure I'm not prying into something too personal now?"
"No, won't bother me. I'm an open book, don't ya know."
"Suit yourself, but let me know if you have regrets telling me."
"Funny guy."
"Hey, at least I offered."
Swigging the last of his wine, he gathered himself up and began, "So last week, Marilyn and I are at dinner, we like to go to Clarke's Steakhouse, over on Third. Brenda is along with us, and we were having a pretty good time, so..."
Piers put up a hand, "Brenda, who's she?"
Dubiously, Greg asked, "You haven't met Brenda?" Piers indicated he had not. "You sure, my ex-wife Brenda?" After a brief pause, he recalled, "Oh yeah, the divorce was final before I moved here, wasn't it." Piers shrugged to relate he was not familiar with the exact time-line. "So, well the three of us were having a nice time, cocktails, pleasant conversation. You sure you haven't met her, tall, legs that won't quit, butt you can bounce a quarter off of it's so tight?"
Piers was actually concerned he'd forgotten her, Greg being so insistent, "I really don't think so, and it sounds like I'd recall her from your description."
Shaking his head, Greg marveled, "Weird, she comes by now and then. Anyway, I was asking her how the ship was, and she..."
"Hang on," Piers stopped him again. "What ship? She works for a cruise line?"
That brought a hearty laugh out of Greg, "She may own one, but isn't likely to work for one. No, she spends most of her time sailing the world on her sixty-seven-foot Jeanneau. Well, when she's not working at her foundation. So I was asking Brenda about..."
More than a little frustrated with Greg's inability to tell his tale congruently, Piers interrupted again, "Hang on, wait, what foundation?"
"Oh," he shrugged, "It's a small one, you probably never heard of it. She runs it out of New York and Paris, small office in Rome some of the year, small potatoes in the charitable community really. So I was just..."
"No, hang on there, what foundation does she run?"
Titling his head, suggesting it didn't actually matter that much to say, Greg relented, "It's a non-profit called Hold On to the You. It provides one-on-one support and counseling for fashion models who are down on their luck, you know, put on a few pounds, maybe getting past twenty-four, that type of calamity. So, we were..."
Placing his hands on Greg's arm to stop him, Piers tried to remain cool as he clarified, "Wait, you moved here maybe six or seven years ago tops, right?"
Looking annoyed to be answering such a peripheral set of queries, Greg scoffed, "Yeah, six and a half, what's your point?"
Unsure how to tactfully phrase this, Piers reflected, "Well, this is a nice neighborhood and all."
Greg concurred impatiently, "Yeah."
"It's just, if your ex from eight years ago is like a multimillionaire, why would you move here, with all the choices great wealth could afford you?"
Sympathizing now with the non sequitur, Greg chuckled, "Oh, yeah, I see you point. Nah, the money is hers, she made it since we split, legit."
"Wow, that's has to be a lot of money."
Greg shook his head thoughtfully, and agreed, "Yep, it sure is. Shortly after she caught me cheating and we separated, she took a job as the secretary for a tiny dot-com startup company. They didn't have two nickels to rub together, so after a while they paid her mostly in stock options. I bet you can guess the rest of the story." Piers whistled loudly in reply. "Tell me about it. If it wasn't for this wandering eye of mine," to elucidate, he actually pointed to his right eye, "we'd still be together and you and I would not be having this conversation, 'cause I'd be living large. So, back to my greatest regret." Piers knew now this was going to be a good one. He was positively salivating. "So there we are, having a good time, and ..."
"Hang on, wait," Piers rudely interrupted for clarification yet again. "You and Marilyn have a casual dinner with your ultra-rich-jet-setting ex?" Some of his confusion might have come from the fact that while Piers might not have known the ex, he did know the present Mrs. Montenegro, who, stalwart as she was, could hardly be characterized as either svelte or comely, juxtaposing her somewhat insufficiently with the image he was forming of the former Mrs. M, especially combined with the current wife's distinctly jealous and incendiary temperament.
Looking at him squarely, Greg hissed, "That seem odd to you?"
Sheepishly, Piers expanded, "Well, yeah, I mean, the two women get along? It seems, I don't know, odd. Most second wives aren't so... open-minded I guess."
Clearly judgmental, Greg quipped, "It never seemed odd to any of us."
Apologetically, Piers retreated. "Hey, more power to you! To each his own, I say. So, go on, your regret."
Begrudgingly at first, before settling back to his amiable nature, Greg acquiesced. "Like I was trying to say, there we were, having a nice time, when the waiter comes over to take our order." That seemed like an uneventful enough event to Piers, so he let it pass. "The wife orders the surf and turf, and my ex the poached salmon," Greg swallowed hard before continuing, "then he turns to me."
"Uh-huh," encouraged Piers, wanting to get though the preliminaries and to the confrontation, cat fight, or other incredible conflagration which must be in the offing.
"Well, leaving out some of the boring history, it hit me, should I order the prime rib like I'm about to, or go with the chicken marsala."
Piers thumped back in his seat, which he had been approaching the edge of just now. "The chicken marsala?" He mumbled it, rolled it around in his mouth, trying to taste the significance of the words.
"Yeah, I realize, I'm in a tough spot, under the gun, don't you know."
Clearly shaken and unable to modulate his confusion's level, Piers mumbled, "You were?"
Thinking that he'd heard Piers say 'you were, period' not 'you were, question mark,' Greg thanked him, "You bet, glad you see it too."
His confusion was grading into befuddlement and Piers exclaimed loudly, "See what too? I don't see anything!"
Greg turned his head around the now quiet room, to alert Piers that the volume of his protest was socially inappropriate, then continued, "Like I said, I was in a pickle. You see, if I order the beef, Brenda, my ex, will judge me as slowly suicidal, given the family history I have for premature coronary heart disease, and use this information to deepen her conviction that I am morosely depressed over leaving her for Shazandra. I don't want her pity or her 'I told you so' look after I'm going to set my menu down. At the same time, if I order the ribs, I'm tacitly supporting Marilyn's confidence in having selected a rather fatty, calorie-laden meal, compared to the obviously more sensible and lady-like selection of the fish Brenda has chosen. You see where I'm trapped here?"
Piers lunged first toward Greg's throat, then, thinking better of it, settled for jumping out of his chair, arms raised high over head while he screamed, "Who the hell is Shazama?"
Appalled, Greg rose to reassure the others in the room that all was better than it seemed to the casual observer, and to force Piers back into his chair. Those tasks completed with a modicum of success, he pleaded, "Calm down, you idiot, what's got into you?"
Panting, Piers gasped, "I think I may lose my mind, you and your tangential story telling. You left Brenda and married Marilyn. Who is Shazama?"
"Shazandra", Greg corrected. "She's the one I mentioned my stupid wandering eye focused on, who Brenda caught me with playing hide-the-salami with in the RV we parked alongside our old house."
Now back to simply confused, Piers observed, "Oh, I see. You didn't mention her name, and from the context of you narration, I had wrongly assumed there was no gap in your female companionship."
"Whatever," Greg scoffed. "Anyway, my eye only fixated on Shaz for a minute or two, but that's another story."
Aghast, fearing Pandora's Box of convoluted stories might be opening yet again, Piers implored, "No, stop! Tell me the regret thing, while I'm still young, please."
Reluctantly now, Greg angled his head and agreed, "Okay, but just to get it done. Man, what bug flew ten feet up your ass?"
Piers only exclaimed, "Thank you!"
Greg literally turned a cold shoulder to Piers and snapped, "Man!" Then after partially compose himself once again, he continued. "Well, there I am. My eyes shot back and forth from the menu, then back to Bradley -" Greg held up both hands to command 'halt,' "our waiter Bradley before you jump out of your skin again - , and back to the menu. I was trapped by indecision! I can feel the heat of the moment, the pressure cooker steaming up, the weight of the world crushing down on my shoulders. Then, so help me, I blurt out 'chicken marsala' like it's a type of disease or something, slam the menu down, knocking over my martini I might add, and have to shut my eyes I'm so emotional." Pausing, with the pain of that moment reflecting plainly on his face, he then rallied, "That was it, my greatest regret." Greg looked scornfully at Piers, for having made him relive so unpleasantly the unpleasant evening so recently endured.
Piers ran his hand so forcefully through his lopsided hair that it hurt, and implored, "For the love of all that is holy, Greg, what was your regret? You told me, in a tortuous and incomprehensible manner, what happened, but I don't glean what, from so many excellent candidates, might be the greatest of your multitudinous regrets!"
Entirely uncertain whether he was going to grace such a harsh assessment with a response, but also figuring pragmatically that, in for a dollar is in for a dime. Greg relented and said though nearly clenched teeth, "I really wanted that prime rib! The guy at the table next to mine had a two pound slab, rare, steaming, slathered with horseradish, the juice seeping into a baked potato the size of a pit bull's head, tender broccoli dripping with a hollandaise sauce that I could smell, hell, I could taste it, from where I sat. I wanted that beef and I ordered the lousy, overcooked to dryness chicken with mixed steamed vegetable and as small a portion of rice pilaf as I've ever seen misrepresented as a side dish, which was, I'm here to tell you, in spite of being just as overcooked as chicken jerky, was served colder than a witch's teat and salted to the point that right reason would suggest it was prepared to remain fresh until early next year."
As the reader may be learning, Piers was not blessed with top-notch interpersonal skills. Affable as he may have been, and as intelligent as anyone the product of as good a college education as one can receive working part-time and needing to take out no loans of any type to complete can be, he lacked the insight to know when it's best to get out of Dodge before the bad guys ride into town and shoot you mercilessly in the noonday sun. A smart person would have thanked Greg and rapidly walked away. A dense Philistine would have sat there mute as a boulder. A fool with a blood alcohol concentration high enough to exhale a solvent would have the common sense to at least change the subject. Piers, however, pressed on. Oblivious perhaps, desperate for a plot line to be certain, but exhibiting the absence of tact at the level of a neurosurgeon and the sensitivity of, well, a neurosurgeon's, Piers commanded, "Hold on, wait. I have to understand this. You cannot leave until I know." All eyes were now most definitely fixed on him, their glasses set on the nearest surface simultaneously like they were participants in a mass hypnosis parlor trick. "Was your regret that you left Brenda, that you humped Shazandra, that you left Shazandra for Marilyn - assuming without the support of your track record that she was the only other object you porked before your current nuptials - or that you didn't support your current wife in her culinary selections?"
In another situation, Greg would have simply decked Piers, or at least splashed him with his drink, had the glass contained any remaining wine, and stomped away. With all the neighbors watching like a baby was teetering on the edge of a cliff during a powerful storm, and Marilyn looking over hoping against all hope that Greg was indeed not the fool here, as was, it turned out, often the case, Greg elected to hiss, "No, I regret I didn't order the prime rib because it really sounded good." If any of those in attendance were not baffled yet, they were now.
Piers, the one cursed with such poor people skills, was resolute. He rose to his full height, then to the balls of his feet, took as deep a breath as the laws - if there are laws of human physiology would - permit, and corrected with a bellowing voice documented to have been heard as far away as the Anderson's house, since they were reliably antisocial and never attended this type of event, and they were able to report verbatim what he announced to Greg, which was, "No, you do not regret ordering the wrong entrée, you absolutely positively do not have that as one of your greatest regrets. You may, on reflection, wish you had chosen alternately, but that may not be among your greatest, soul-wrenching, life-altering regrets. Not even in the top one hundred, the top one hundred thousand." Several in the crowd inched toward Piers, many more toward the nearest exit. "You, you simpering noodle-brained fool! You could be still be married to a gorgeous billionaire who loved you like a demigod, you could be doing one-on-one sessions with needy fashion models working for a charity called HOTTY, you could be banging Shazandra, you could regret spending all of your days selling useless health supplements to obsessive imbeciles who hope consuming the dust off a flea's ass will keep them alive one day longer, and you absolutely should regret marrying this -" for clarity, he pointed toward a cowering Marilyn, "- ill-tempered heifer who has the remarkably poor taste to both blob around this neighborhood wearing lycra, a privilege not a right, and to nag at you so loudly and so often that she is referred to as Ol' Faithful by everyone present in this room behind her back, but," he pointed to the floor for some reason and repeated, "but your greatest regret is not the chicken marsala last Saturday at Clarke's Steakhouse on Third."
He was done. He took what might have been the first breath since his frenetic diatribe began. That is when Greg, released by the bonds of the earlier calming constraints he had felt, punched Piers very powerfully indeed in the belly, pushing him clumsily back into his chair. As Piers gasped for what he hoped to be another breath, he was detached to a large extent from noting his immediate surroundings, but in spite of the pain, he heard distinctly the sounds of many people hustling from the room, and of seemingly every one of them applauding loudly. He, the one who read people tragically inadequately, knew in his heart of hearts that the adulation was for him, and not Greg, as he nearly passed out in that chair.
 

 




Third Week of November, 2009
 

Piers found he was unable to get any NaNoWriMo writing, or rather planning, done Sunday because of the pain in his abdomen and the efforts and lengths he had to go to in order to avoid a bad case of husbandicide from the distinctly less-than-happy Samantha. She would not be assuaged by reason or charms, from her design to place him in a defensive position, one characterized by him being (her words, not his) the world's most insensitive, socially blind, confirmed moron not only ever to live, but who would ever live in the history of the planet Earth. Piers thanked his good fortune and her proper upbringing that she never used profanity, or he might have been subjected to a far more cutting dissection of his personality or lack therein.
Monday, being Monday, and busier than normal, was hardly able to allow Piers any time to prepare his novel. He actually got the vaguest of impressions that Monday, as a cosmic force unto itself, begrudged him the opportunity to do any writing, bent on punishing him on account of the horrendous affront he transgressed on Saturday - Saturday being, as one might guess, a good chum of all the other days of the week, and hence a recipient of a good deal of support and protection by its brethren days.
Whatever the reasons, sane or insane, he was developing the distinct feeling that nothing short of a miracle was going to permit him to choose a topic and write the fifty thousand words needed to complete this year's challenge. He wasn't certain he had enough time left to write his name fifty thousand times in the interval left to him, let alone create a novel. To quit was anathema, in spite of the diminishing odds. The only thing that comes from quitting is you become a quitter, and that was no row he'd be hoeing, end of story. He needed now, Tuesday morning, to stop pussyfooting around, pick a plot, however informally, and set to the task of depositing some words in his saved file. Simple would be best, critically so, he reasoned. The term 'romance' popped miraculously into his head. Of course, what a break! What literary genre could be simpler than The Romance Novel? Successful authors spat out two or three finished pieces per week, and they were read with equal rapidity. He'd not actually read, or at least finished, a romance novel. What he knew of them confirmed that it was an area most suited for and directed at the feminine audience, and that there was no specific talent involved in creating them. In fact, the little he'd seen suggested talent was specifically not required and that it might actually get in the way. His writing prowess was superior to any talentless wannabe author in the romance genre, and he was now going to prove it. His forte was science fiction and fantasy, he liked historical and horror (aside from vampires, but the readers already know that), but he was only fifty thousand words from owning this puppy, this romance dog.
Romance? Easy, boy meets girl. (In this novel, that was the only option! He had somewhat accidentally spent a few hours reading alternate versions of this combination and ratio in Robert's bookstore when Robert was busy getting a large order ready for the local junior college, but Piers would be sticking with the 'mainstream.') The couple are both hot-bodied, bodices are ripped off, maybe even by a bodice-ripper, and in the end, every good character is happy and every nefarious character is put in his/her place, learning an important lesson about true love, as opposed to love's lesser manifestations. And lots of at first chaste love, followed by the sweatier variation, lots of the sweatier stuff, again and again. The things basically write themselves. Okay, he needed vessels to move though the clichéd idiom, a time period, and a setting. Well, time, or lack therein, suggested the particulars be, in reverse order, the setting similar to Piers's home and office, the time period now (so he need do no extraneous research), and the vessels would be remarkably similar to Piers and those he shared his life with. Why not? Simple and expedient, familiar persons and surroundings. It wasn't like it mattered, as long as enough tears were shed along with a like quantity of clothes.
To incorporate the efficiencies time mandated, he'd use his wife and friends, along with himself, move them like chess pieces, write it down, and then simply go back and change the names and other details, and, bingo, he had a winner! He was sitting at his desk at work, drumming his fingers on the desk. So the book would start here, applying the KISS principle (Keep It Simple, Stupid) his father was so fond of repeating.
* * *
 

Piers sat at the plant nerve center, drumming his fingers on his mahogany desk, custom-made by craftsmen of a lost art in Borneo. Millions of dollars, and possibly millions of lives, hung in the balance, based on the next words he would speak. Should he leverage the company, roll the dice, and all but certainly quadruple his wholesale paint empire, or remain true to the hard-learned tenants his father had taught him, based on the lessons learned forging this business from the cold steel of a family retail paint store? He reached again for the phone to call New York, but jerked his hand back at the last possible instant. How could he make such a powerful decision when he could not even decide which woman he was to love? And how could he choose? Surely he would be cruel to one lover, in choosing the other, and how could he, Sir Piers of Langland, be cruel to anyone he loved as much as he cherished these two angels?
And there was the empire to consider. If he chose Trudy, his loyal secretary turned passionate temptress, over his loyal and devoted wife Samantha, the divorce settlement would surely ruin any chance he had to forge the business into a corporate giant. If Langland & Sons didn't grow into a large multinational corporation, then how could he ever afford to have his Siamese triplets, Moe, Larry and Curly [he'd definitely polish that up in the rewrite] separated, so they could pursue their three chosen lives, one as an arctic explorer, one as a priest, and one as a small-business insurance specialist with State Farm, respectively? Why had cruel fate turned on him so? Why did Sam have to be lost at sea during a three-hour tour and go into that coma on that remote island, only to come back into his life seven years later? His pain, the lonely hours, and his chaste love for Trudy could only be denied for so long.
It was when he had needed Trudy to accompany him to that wholesale paint conference [he'd work on that too, later] at the Club Med on hot and steamy Amour Island, that she had made a wrong turn, thinking she was entering the devotional chapel but instead entering Piers's bathroom just as he reached for a towel after showering, that he had given into their mutual love and ripped her minuscule bikini top off her ample bosom, that he made the journey which could not be retraced, the journey to new, redeeming, pure love, that ended his unrequited hopes that Samantha could ever return from the dead. And only after four and a half days of sweaty passion, their only link to the outside world being frequent calls to room service and that one brief run to the local clinic, did the momentous hour arrive when room service brought him, along with a magnum of champagne and two containers of whipped cream, the telegram from the Coast Guard that Sam was found, her coma was cured, and she was at home cooking him a proper meal, awaiting his return from the business meeting, that he realized there might ensue in his life certain awkward and uncomfortable moments. This premonition of his was made almost immediately fact when Trudy, who had already popped the top off her can and was layering whipped cream upon his warm nether regions, asked with true love in her eyes as her naked form towered over him what the contents of the telegram had been. Did he, she whispered, wish to dictate a response to her here and now, while, though her blood ran hot, right reason had yet to fail her.
Curse cruel fate!
Curse his weakness!
Curse the fact that he had attended basically none of the sessions and the conference was almost over, and how could he face his accountant and in good conscience write this trip off as a business expense!
Curse cruel fate!
But that was History 101. He was back at work now, and he had to face the music [vs. firing squad, he'd think it over in editing] and decide between two worlds. [Wait, maybe it was three worlds. There was Trudy as opposed to Sam, grow the business or not, separate the kids or leave them conjoined. Piers grabbed a sheet of paper and scribbled frantically, then pulled the calculator out of the desk. All totaled, there would be two women with either of six triplet/business outcomes, which made twelve]... and decide between twelve worlds. Then the phone rang; it was New York calling. They wanted an answer. He reached for the receiver just as he heard heavy footsteps sounding off the polished hardwood floors of the hallway, approaching passionately. Heavy, so that would no doubt be Trudy he reflected [no, not because she's fat - well, the real Trudy was a whale, but this Trudy is pregnant with his triplets; please, reader, do not judge these tortured characters, just read the words]. He put the phone to his ear, said, "Hello," and heard a distant voice berate him for taking so long, for caring so much about his family business, for worrying about too many people who were not Piers. But he stopped hearing those words when he saw the .44 magnum in Trudy's trembling hand as she stood there in his doorway. She held it at arm's length, pointing it at where his heart would be, if he only had one, tears streaking her budget-friendly mascara.
But he stopped noticing that Magnum when he turned to see Samantha crawling though his window. The rain from the powerful storm ran from her like the rivers of Asia, and as it puddled at her feet, she raised a pump-action shotgun, water pouring off it too, pointed it at his head, where his brain would be, if he had one, and she rammed a round into the chamber. To add insult to prospective injury, she then lowered the muzzle toward his groin and placed her trembling finger on the trigger as she thumbed the safety off.
How well he deserved this fate, how well he'd earned this express train trip to the gates of Hell. He only hoped both passion-vixens fired at the exact same moment, so they could both kill him, as they both deserved to. That brought to his attention the fact that while Trudy aimed a deadly shot at his heart, Sam was going for effect more than lethality with the crotch-shot, and hence might not earn the full measure of satisfaction from her actions. Should he tell her to aim again at his other head? Should he sell the wholesale paint business? Should he cancel the order he'd made just online, not ten minutes earlier, for Science Fiction: The Best of 2008, because as surely as dead men told no tales, they sure as heck didn't read them either? Should he beg for mercy, mercy he so surely did not deserve?
The New York fellow shouted in his ear for an answer now, Trudy timorously clicked the hammer of the Magnum back and Sam inexplicably pumped a fresh round into the chamber, dropping a perfectly serviceable shell onto the drenched floor, rendering it useless.
What a desperate nightmare of demises the wages of his sins had purchased him. He rose to his feet, accepting his cursed fate. All the while he held the receiver to his ear, so he could hear the dressing-down East Coast was rightly pelting him with. Just as the shots rang out as one, only then it dawned on him that Sam was now going to hit his shins, and Trudy his belly button, so they'd have to probably move much closer to his sprawled-out bleeding form, probably spazzing on the floor, and fire who knows how many additions rounds before actually killing him. Only then did he wonder why he was writing a romance novel in the first place. This was crap! Really, this was actually not crap, because crap, any form of crap, would be offended to be compared unfavorably to this, this double crap!
Until that very moment, Piers had not realized that there existed a form of writing, or reading for that matter, which was so far beneath him that he'd need a backhoe and several hours' digging time to get to it. He was so better than this! In fact, if this was the only format he could employ to finish NaNoWriMo, he would infinitely prefer not finishing, not even starting it. He closed MS Word without reservation, and took effete pride in clicking firmly on the 'do not save changes' option. He stood and marched off to lunch. Lunch yes, but not at Ernesto's, he cringed; that would be counter-productive.
By Wednesday, a light panic had settled into the confines of Piers's head. It was just a little-bird-chirping-in-the-distant-tree panic, not primal, gut-wrenching, climb-the-walls-and-exit-the-ceiling panic, like those in a teenage chainsaw movie. But it was undeniably a low-level dread. How was he supposed to create when a pall of anxiety socked his mind in like a dense London fog? In his admittedly brief literary career, he had never been forced to write under the gun, subject to duress. How did an author deal with these emotions, these predicaments? Had he the benefit of a group of peers to reflect off of, his burden could be eased. If he had the advantage of matriculating in that writer's program at the local college, perhaps he would be trained how to manage his present state. He guessed it fell under the general heading of 'writer's block,' but he had previously assumed one had to start a work to have it blocked. What was what he suffered from called, if anything? He guessed it didn't really matter, but what, 'prewriting block'? 'Antepenning hesitation'? 'Beginous interuptus'?
Robert in his capacity as book-seller handled books, but didn't really possess knowledge as to book creation. Wait, books! Yes, he'd definitely seen books on how the write a novel, or a biography, or children's books. What harm could it do to consult one, or several? He was not a novice, but even a Grisham probably needed a hand now and then. Sure! So, after work, he'd stop by The Reader's Delight and see what advice he could glean. It only took a moment for a queer concern to enter the back of his head, more on the right side. Did he want Robert to see him reading books about writing books? Piers had made it abundantly clear to Robert that he was a published author in the science fiction arena. Would it do for him to be seen consulting a book clearly designed for rank amateurs? Hardly. He knew someday his writing career would supplant his paint career, once he had sufficient volumes and publicity under his belt. Letting a prominent local literati even suspect some remedial intervention, and his master plan could be set back two, maybe three years. That would not do at all.
Fortune, smiling as always on Piers, grinned once again, as there was a large Barnes and Noble right on his commute home. He'd leave work a good bit early, so he could spend some time there, yet still arrive home on time, so Sam didn't suspect he was letting 'that NaNoNo Thing' get the best of his goat. He was fairly certain she had meant to say 'get the best of him', or possibly 'get his goat', but after his November sojourn into suboptimal relationship dynamics, he had felt it was best to keep his speculation to himself. Especially after what she had now permanently dubbed 'the Saturday from Hell.' In fact, it occurred to him clearly for the first time, he was going to have to do most if not all of his writing this month at work, so as not to fan a flame which required extinguishers, not accelerants. So it was that he arrived at the big box bookstore around 4:15 pm, and was able to find several volumes which, on casual inspection, seemed to match his needs quite nicely. He bought several, making certain to put the receipt in his wallet, to facilitate returning them. He was, after all, a pro, and cursory inspection would doubtlessly confirm that he was closer to contributing to one of these than requiring its content. He was especially glad, however, that Robert had not seen him there. While he made no pledge of fidelity to the specialty store, he felt like a cad dropping nearly $75 at this 'other shop.'
Thursday, he pulled the brown grocery bag from his trunk and held it low, concealed partially on the other side of his body as he hurried past Trudy's desk. He moved with some alacrity, so that she couldn't see he had brought writing paraphernalia to work, lest word of it somehow found its way to Samantha's ears. He hurried past her also because he couldn't help feeling she somehow intimated her role in his aborted romance novel to an alarming extent. Piers particularly worried the bikini ripping and whipped cream scenarios had telepathically jumped from his head to hers. Silly, yes, but there it was. He uncharacteristically added the further concealment afforded by closing his door. He didn't bother to look at his stack of messages, or open his email, or check for important phone messages. He was a man on a mission, and these mundane concerns were not for him, an artist, with a major contribution clearly lying just beneath the surface of his creative lake. Creative sea? No, maybe creative moat? No, that was confining and ridiculous. Creative lake it would be, small enough to reflect humility, but no mean puddle or stagnant backwash. Yes, he liked that term creative lake.
He pulled from the bag what had promised to be the most useful-sounding text, titled How to Write a Good Novel and Get it Published by some professor at Ohio State. Skipping the preface and introduction, he skimmed the preliminary chapters, and started paying attention when he found something to the effect of 'how to get started.' Blah blah blah, proper frame of mind, blah, blah know your subject, blah blah realistic goals. Take a class, a writer's workshops! If he had that kind of time he wouldn't have consulted this book, now would he? Okay, finally, choosing a topic. Yeah, yeah, write what you know; like any person with an IQ above room temperature would want to read fiction set in the wholesale paint warehouse. Wait, here we go, selecting a theme. Know your fears? What kind of BS was this? Evaluate your fears to help avoid traps and pitfalls. What did fear have to do with the price of tea in China? He read on. The professor maintained that concerns can block success. Sounded a bit New Age to Piers, but he was getting desperate, so he read on. An author's fears, reservations, or concerns could consciously or unconsciously cause him to fail. Lack of talent, no problem in his case, was not the most frequent culprit in derailing a writing project. If you worried that you couldn't do it, or that people wouldn't like it, or even be able to access it, or whether or not you had a great enough idea, or stressed over how to conclude the story, you could in effect sabotage your own novel.
Well, if he put it like that, it did make some sense. He hoped the solution need not involve psychiatric counseling or extensive desensitization, but he'd see where this went. Reading on, he understood that major psychological assistance was not what he was advised. "Good writing can only occur when you're at ease, confident in your own ability to compose your story. Make a mental list of you fears, to help avoid traps and pitfalls. Simply examine your fears and worries. Seeing them physically can help you both recognize and remediate them." Okay, not too crazy. Maybe his fear to do with the deadline had his creativity spooked. Possibly, his fears, based on the dubious quality of his premiere effort, haunted him more than he knew. In the end what could it hurt? He acknowledged he needed a tiny priming to get the locomotive of his creativity roaring down the tracks, so what the heck?
He grabbed a stack of about twenty sheet of paper from his printer, tapped them straight on his desk top, picked up 'the pen,' and wrote a large underlined heading 'Piers's Fears.' Man, he was good; maybe he should consider a poetry contest after he finished NaNoWriMo. Okay, first fear, not enough time left. Second, the last book was kind of weak. Sort of obvious so far, but now he needed to reflect. What were his fears? Third was easy, don't piss off the wife. Fourth, the obvious 'maybe I'm not good enough,' which was silly, but modesty demanded it be there, right? Fifth? What would be another reasonable fear? Worries about not being a commercial success? He didn't plan on making any money off this project, at least yet, so was it a concern? Well, easy enough to write it down, ink is cheap, right? Sixth, um, he was afraid of spiders. He reread the section in the book twice, but could not decide. The professor was clear about committing the worries to paper, but did not say precisely what kind of fears. He must have meant fears regarding writing and performance, but he really wasn't that precise. He did not specifically say, "Do not include outside fears, or silly ones, like phobias." No, he hadn't. Well, if there was to be any benefit from this exercise, he'd better do it correctly, and it wasn't like he could call Ohio and ask for clarification. Could he? He checked the copyright: 1988. This was the seventh edition. Flipping to the back jacket, he noted the author retired from teaching in 1996. Probably dead by now. Okay, calling him was out.
Wait. Piers typed the name in Google. It showed several references to this book, and a few about someone similarly named. No website. He tried the name and added 'obituary.' Nothing. He checked Ohio State's homepage, looking to see if this guy was still listed as professor, emeritus perhaps. Nope, nothing in the English Department pages about him. Did he even ever work there, Piers began to wonder. He entered the full name, Francis David Patrick, and different dates, so as to maybe pull up an old catalogue. Nothing. Weird, the man had three first names. What cruel parents he must have had - it wasn't like they couldn't see the problems coming. Some forms wanted first name last, and others first name first; what calamities would an errant comma make in identifying their child. Maybe it was a family name, like a tradition, so they had to. He entered 'parents of Francis David Patrick' into Google, but this was too general. He tried the same with the book title, and the same with Ohio State, but nothing. What were his parents named? The blurb in the book mentioned he was born in Winston Salem! Piers Googled the town, and several variations of Francis David Patrick's name, adding 'parents of,' 'family tree,' and 'genealogy.' Still nothing. Maybe this was a pseudonym! No, that didn't make sense. Why would a college professor use a nom de plume? He wouldn't, that's why. So how was Piers going to establish why the man's parents named him with three stupid first names? He jotted this vexing question next to 'Fears' on his outline, and doodled around the area for quite some time before the boldly written word 'Fears' caught his attention.
What in the name of heaven above was he doing? He was supposed to list his fears, not work out historical facts about some book's author. He slapped the butt of his hand against his forehead, then repeated the action for good measure. Focus focus focus! If he couldn't apply himself to this task, how could he affix himself to the larger one he cared about? He slapped his forehead a third time, to emphasize the point to what allegedly lay inside. He was not going to call Professor Patrick and ask about the list, stupid stupid stupid. He was going to list all reasonable fears, learn something important from that and be done with it.
Where was he, oh yeah, six: spiders, seven: scary old houses, especially at night. How that could bear on his inability to cough up a plot line was something to sort out at the end. A professor would not have advised this if it wasn't proven academic procedure, P-A-P. Piers was simply following P-A-P and was obligated to proceed. Fears eight through twenty-three were, not necessarily in order of severity, clowns, cities with the first letter 'K,' premature death, painful death, lingering death, death by asphyxiation on a submarine, death by strangulation of any cause, death by electrocution for a crime he had not committed, fear (he considered the concept of fear itself to be frightening), fluffy cute kittens (no good reason, but there it was), Guatemala, foods with sharp thorns (cactus was the only one he could think of, and he'd never eaten it, but fears, all must agree, need not be rational), having a pin hidden in a dessert lodge in his throat, K-6 reading textbooks (probably PTSD, he could only assume), attack by invisible sharks in public pools (which could only happen when you were alone in the pool - weird, eh), marionettes (OMG, don't even say the words marionette of a clown!), those kind of people who push themselves on you and won't stop talking and get too close (possibly that was seventeen to nineteen, he was not certain, but he countered it only as seventeen to be safe), infinity (apeirophobia, he was not making this up), thistles (what a horrible word), public toilet seats (but who wouldn't be), menthol cough lozenges, death during sex (what a way to say I love you), midgets with eye patches, and, he shuddered to even think the words, nothing frightened him more than candle wax. He wasn't afraid of candle wax; that would be silly. No, he was afraid of hot liquid dripping wax. It was the devil's own. It burned the skin and was impossible to remove until it solidified. If it landed in his eye he would rip the globe out of its socket. If a large enough amount of it somehow got in his throat and then cooled, it would harden into the exact conformation of his windpipe, and he would die with hot burning wax in his throat, and couldn't even scream, because the wax would be stuck there, and the coroner would turn to his aid and say, "Why the hell did this idiot put that much liquid candle wax in his throat? Didn't he know he'd die with a horrible burning feeling and that he couldn't scream," he'd point at the lumpy cylinder of wax, "because this damn wax was stuck in his throat?" He convulsed as he sat for about two minutes, then cleared his throat to the point that it felt red and raw, which oddly helped. He then scanned the room for outlaw candles. He forbad them at work, such was his fear, blaming their expulsion on 'the fire code,' but had to involuntarily check nonetheless. None lurked where he could see them, and he'd check the rest of the office area within the hour, just to be sure.
He felt he had made a good faith effort in amassing his fears as the good Francis David Patrick had requested. Piers could now proceed to self-growth or step two of the plan - whatever the cluck of a professor had in store for him next. Plus, he was so sweaty thinking of all those gross abominations that he was soaked to the bone, and had barely the strength to wield 'the pen.' Allowing a few minutes to pass for his constitution to be restored, he brought the book back and read the following section to see what he was supposed to do next. There was nothing, no directions as to how to employ or scrutinize the list, the moronic list he's spent all this time compiling. He re-read the earlier section. "Good writing can only occur when you're at ease, confident in your own ability to compose your story. Make a mental list of your fears, to help avoid traps and pitfalls." Wait, it didn't say that earlier! The text read 'make a list,' not 'make a mental list.' These were two extremely separate concepts. Making a mental list meant, like, be aware fears are possible. Make a list meant make a frakking list, like he had. What good was the list he now held crumpled in his trembling right hand, if he was only supposed to make a fairytale list, a Loch Ness meets Bigfoot list, a Mary Poppins will check your work when you're done list?
Piers was not a vengeful or petty man, but now he actually did hope Francis David Patrick had endured a traumatic childhood, an absolutely intolerable one, and that his parents know they were setting him up for low self-worth, and considered it one great big joke, and told all the other folks in the nursing home the story three times a day. He found he hoped the incompetent professor was dead. It would save Piers the trouble and legal ramifications of murdering him if he ever ran into him, any time, any place. He took the time to unwad the list so that he could have the satisfaction of hearing the shredder, yet again grind one of his stupid miscues into pulp.
After lunch (hardly a restorative meal, but a physical break), Piers found himself sitting at his desk, massaging his temples. This was getting serious. He had only twelve days left to complete a fifty thousand word novel! He wasn't certain it was possible, not only for him, but for anyone other than Steven King, maybe Patterson too. But their books sure must be easy to write, based on how they read. Stop, he commanded himself, stop wandering this very instant. Focus. He looked at the shopping bag of books lying on the floor where they handed landed after he shoved them off his desk a few hours ago. Should he condescend to retrieve them and try another text? He was certainly out of alternate directions. Bah, humbug, he would return the lot of them. Absurd notion that he had anything to learn from remedial instructional manuals. He was a published author. Phil, his next door buddy and kindred spirit, was all too fond of chiding him for that remark, maintaining that self-published from a vanity press may have been correct in fact but not in spirit when it comes to defining a 'published author.' Phil, a friend to the end, was nonetheless clearly both narrow-minded and jealous. This did nothing, however to resolve his impasse.
He bemoaned once again not knowing any peers to hash things out with. He knew no authors and he didn't even know an English teacher with whom he could discuss his quandary. He knew no scholars of any ilk, arts, sciences, agricultural or religious, who could even afford him general instruction regarding endeavors connected with producing an intelligent book. Well, no use berating himself for matters which were currently out of his control. Maybe he should make the lateral move of enrolling in a creative writing course at the junior college, but that wouldn't bail him out of his present muddle. He gathered the books from the floor and considered when to return them. He could do it now, on the way home, or this weekend, since there was no particular hurry. Something flashed in the back of his mind, the byproduct of his recent musing rousing the hint of a memory. Barnes and Noble, this weekend, what was he trying to remember? He hadn't planned on going there that soon. If he was going to browse a bookstore, it would be Robert's every time.
He played the mental video of the excursion to buy the writing texts. He saw the section of the store they were housed in, he saw the information station, and the cashier's area. He was leaving the store, he reached for the door. Bang, that was it! When he'd reached for the door, he saw the flyer inviting one and all to a 'meet the author' event at that store this coming Saturday, 1-4 pm. Signed copies of the book available, coffee and cookies, that sort of thing. There was going to be a real living, breathing successful author at his local store for three hours in two days. Piers could pick his brain, parley artist to artist, insider to insider. This was such a break, like the dam bursting apart and sweeping away not only the village but the whole valley too.
What was the name of the book? Come on, Piers, you can do it, what was the book? Try as he might, he lacked the sufficient clarity of mental imaging to see the title. No problem, he'd call the store and simply ask them. He retrieved the number, called the store and selected though a short call-sorting algorithm. "Barnes and Noble Books, where you are always our first edition, Keri speaking, how may I help you today?"
"Hello, Keri. I saw a notice posted there the other day, about a meet the author this weekend."
Cheery to a fault, the young man sang out, "Yes, sir, that would be 1:00 pm to 4:00 pm the 21st of November."
"Can you tell me who the author is again, and what the title of the book he's discussing is?"
Approximately four times cheerier, Keri chirped, "Yes sir, I can."
After a brief silence, Piers prompted, "And?"
Down to twice the initial pep, Keri questioned, "And what, sir?"
"And I was hoping you could tell me his name."
Back to quadruple strength, Keri yodeled, "Oh, excuse me, sir, I see the problem. You asked if I could tell you, and I can. You probably meant to query would I tell you, correct?"
Having to first look at the receiver before responding, Piers groaned, "Well, technically you're correct. Please excuse my mistake."
Incredibly, defying the laws of perkiness, Keri was able to rise to five times cheery. "No problem, sir, it happens to me all the time."
Shaking his head softly in judgment, Piers agreed snidely, "I'll bet. So the author and the subject?"
"Did you want the author and the title sir, or the author and the subject? They're not the same thing, and I want to help you the best way I can."
Left hand to his forehead, Piers mumbled, "Let's live on the edge here and you tell me all three, okay?"
Keri failed to receive Piers's last transmission, but he did reveal his reasons for being so particular in his requests, "You see, sir, we are subject to random calls from agents paid to test our compliance with established corporate protocols, and I cannot risk assuming you are an actual customer."
Eyes closed, massaging temples, head bend downward, Piers hissed, "May I speak to your supervisor please?"
With perkiness to spare, Keri shouted, "Yes you may, sir. I am happy to help with your request." Keri, competent at little it would seem, only placed his palm over the bottom of the microphone section of the phone, allowing Piers to hear a muffled, "Uncle Edward, this possible consumer wishes to speak with you. What would you..."
The rest of the trailing words were lost, then a slightly irritated voice came on. "Hello, this is Ed, how may I help you?"
"Uncle Edward?" queried Piers with a wry smile, unseen but perceived clearly by Ed.
Preceded by the sound of a falling crest, Ed admitted, "Yes, sir, I'm his uncle."
Piers could not resist piling-on. "My condolences."
"He's from my wife's side, lest you ask. Now, how may I help?"
"Yes, I'd like to know who the author is this weekend, and the topic." He knew he could now be straightforward, as Ed sounded more enculturated than his nephew.
"Oh yes, that would be Dr. James Fedsmont, and the book he's presenting is Summary and Review of the Program Languages of the 20th Century." Normally Ed expected a 'thank you' or similar response, but he heard nothing during a reasonable period of time. "Hello, you still there?"
"Ah, oh yeah, I'm still here." After a few seconds, Piers pleaded plaintively, "Could you repeat the title?" Hope, which is said to spring eternal, was nonetheless drying up on Piers's end of the line. The second reading of the title did nothing to allay his concerns, but he did thank Ed, and hung up. This book certainly sounded as technical as it could possibly be. The title also suggested Mr. Fedsmont was a prototypic engineer, light on creativity and heavy on the concrete. He undoubtedly did not win over the publishing house with his ability to turn a phrase or structure a character. There was, unfortunately, no changing the facts. James was not just his best shot at consulting with an honest to goodness author, it was almost certainly his only shot.
To his credit, Piers did try to work on his book, whatever it might be, that Saturday morning, but was not unexpectedly light in the results column. So, when he entered the bookstore at 12:30 pm that afternoon, he was driven with a grim determination born of what could only be labeled a frustrating month. He quickly ascertained where the display would be, and consequently figured out who Mr. Fedsmont was. He was still fussing with the stacking of his books, and the placement of his banner, so Piers elected to leave him be for the moment, that moment being not yet 1:00 pm. He was comforted that there was no obvious line waiting to meet the author. In fact, he could not see that anyone awaited James besides himself, which portended well for his chance to pick his quarry's brain.
1:00 pm rolled by and Piers decided to see if anyone was waiting to meet the computer guy. He reasoned that if he went to speak with him, and others were waiting, he'd be forced by social pressure to step aside, and he might not find a reason to start up a subsequent conversation. Having a book he wanted personalized was an automatic entrée to start a conversation, but why would he stop by a second time? He might be desperate, but he did not want to be perceived to be a lunatic or a stalker. After fifteen to twenty minutes, sure enough, a few people did approach the table. They would exchange what seemed to be remarkably few works with the author, smiled, attempted to shake his hand, and left with a common nervous bow, like they were all clones or something. After a fairly significant period passed where no one presented themselves, Piers inhaled deeply, pulled his pants up higher, steeled his will, and walked casually toward the table. He paused a few steps away and made a point of visibly studying the poster setup on the stand, announcing the book. Nobody was watching, including the author it turned out, so his convincing performance which demonstrated spontaneous but intelligent interest was lost to the world. He nonchalantly drew up to the table, picked up a copy, and considered it too with a spontaneous yet contemplative demeanor. For a second time, his convincing enactment was invisible, an equal loss in a world with a paucity of excellent acting. Noticing that James was yet to look up from his laptop, Piers cleared his throat, an action he was given to understand was a universal call for attention. Perhaps the man was hard of hearing, because he did not look up. Piers stepped closer, and said, "This is a nice book you have here."
Only then did he earn an acknowledgement. Fedsmont looked up over his coke-bottle glasses and nasally commented, "Thank you, I'm very proud of it. Would you like me to personalize a copy for you which you can then take to the front counter and purchase?"
Say, this fellow must know Ed's nephew! "Thanks, that would be wonderful." He handed him the copy he was clutching.
"To whom should I address my written remarks, sir?"
"Um, Piers, to Piers would be fine."
He quickly penned "To Piers, best wishes, Jim Fedsmont 11/21/09."
Without looking up he handed the book to Piers and returned his full attention to his laptop. Oh my, he'd been dismissed without a chance to strike up a conversation. How was he going to engage this fellow in a conversation which would help draw forth his creativity, if he was dismissed already? Words hurled themselves out Piers's mouth, "So, I'm an author, you know?"
There was a clear conflict discernible in the motions of Fedsmont's head. He was clearly struggling between not looking up, not responding, as was his preference, and looking up, acknowledging the readers, as had been the specific instruction given him by both his wife and his psychologist, who as it turned out were one and the same person. Now, it is not at all surprising that a man incapable of shaking hands, one who cannot adequately interact with strangers, would have a psychologist. While it strains credulity that he would ever date, let alone marry another human, it is well beyond statistically improbable that James's psychologist, someone presupposed to have at least a modicum of insight and intelligence, would marry a patient of hers, most particularly one such as James. Considering that she benefited from the fund of knowledge which four years of twice-weekly sessions preceding their marriage afforded her, their nuptials, in point of fact, defied belief. James, in those copious sessions, revealed to her information and secrets which would make even a half-rational woman steer romantically well clear of him. These semi-interesting facts have, of course, nothing whatsoever to do with Piers learning authorship skills from James Fedsmont. The vignettes are thrown in gratuitously, as they may afford the reader some insight into human nature. The essence of great literature is, after all, to inform as well as to entertain and uplift.
Ultimately the advice which she'd pounded into James again that morning prevailed. His head rose in a slow, jerking motion. He said with quiet resignation, "No, I was unaware of that fact." He then recalled that he was under orders to smile also and formed his best rendition of one with his thin lips.
Piers could see the head was about to begin its descent again, and blurted out, "So what was your motivation, how did you and the subject connect up and stir your creativity?"
The face did not set behind the laptop screen, which was a good sign, but the look on it was positively inscrutable. There began to appear waves of physical distortions in addition to waves of emotional disruption across his visage. The latter might have been assumed to be the more worrisome, but it was the former which should better have been heeded, but as it is known widely, it is best not to get ahead of oneself in the telling of a tale. The latter, the emotional spasms which curled across his face reflected in part his fundamental disdain for speaking with anyone, most extremely strangers, coupled with the impact the word 'creativity' had after striking his anima like a middling-size meteor. He was aware the word existed in the English language, and comprehended fully the Merriam-Webster definition, having committed the 1983 edition to memory in 1986; there was no problem there. What was emotionally unsettling to him was the use of the word 'creativity' in the context of James Fedsmont.
James was wracked with incomprehension as to what this Piers fellow intended when he asked about his creativity. He was unaware that he possessed any, and certainly was at a loss trying to see how it had been employed compiling his book. Now, of course those on the outside of Fedsmont's head understand that something akin to creative effort had to be a factor as in, say, setting up the table of contents, or the partitioning of text from illustration. He, however, did not see it as a creative process, for obsessive-compulsives don't see their rigorous and laborious arranging of elements as creative. They place things in the order they must be in, the place where they do not upset the mover, the location where the tension of the cosmos is at a nadir. Indeed, having never done anything in his life which he could recall at this uncomfortable moment as inventive or new, he was mentally trying to find an orange not out of a bowl of apples, but out of a bowl of hammers. And so he sat there, waves of confusion and panic crashing through the front of his skull and pounding onto his face.
As mentioned, there were also physical waves occurring, observable perturbation of the contours of his head. These, as alluded to, heralded a more significant Freudian crisis threatening to unleash itself, if not heeded quickly and effectively. The generator of these disturbances were the oscillations, small but very high in frequency, which came into being as his head moved first down to hid behind the screen, as the voice in his head was screaming for him to do, and the counter-force originated from the snapping back up of his head to face this maniac, as the voice of his dearest wife commanded him to do. These gyrations, at first of widely varying amplitude and wave length, became more uniform over the forty-five seconds Piers stared in horror at him, and a resonance was developing which caused larger and larger swings of his head, and then his entire torso, which threatened to fling him off his chair if they were not dampened soon.
Piers, blessed with an excellent memory, replayed the tape of the words he'd used which had elicited such a cataclysmic response. 'So what was your motivation, how did you and the subject connect up and stir your creativity'? Wow, those sounded like innocent, insipid words if ever inoffensive words were spoken. How could they have called to life such a juggernaut of waveforms? The answers, as they resided in the innermost and darkest recesses of Fedsmont's id, were naturally undiscoverable and unknowable to Piers, so the motive force they manifested could not, in all fairness, have been anticipated or comprehended by those outside the wavering head of James Fedsmont. In fact his wife, with her professional and intimate knowledge of James, had not, and would not for five and a half years more, penetrated that far, so that she might come to know the nature of the volcano which now threatened to blow. But the impending eruption was evident, not only to Piers, as he stood nearest Fedsmont, but to an ever-increasing radius of casual observers and concerned mothers, in the nearby children's section.
At the very moment when logic dictated that Fedsmont was about to explode, possibly literally, a slight woman ran through the ring the fleeing crowd formed, placed a hand on either of James's shoulders, no mean feat given the energy manifest in his movements, looked him squarely face to face and shouted, "Poobee Bear, it's okay, honey. Poobee Bear, can you hear me, it's okay, calm down now. You're getting that way again." Piers, the lone person not to have distanced himself from Fedsmont, owing to his feelings of responsibility for somehow calling this demonic manifestation to life, was staggered to hear these words. First, that anyone would be so brave as to approach this runaway train was heroic. Second, that Fedsmont was 'getting that way again' suggested it was not an isolated incident, that it had occurred before. That was incredible. This type of thing would make the local news if observed, and make The Fedsmonts YouTube stars if recorded. Third, Piers simply could not believe anyone called their spouse, for this was surely Mrs. Dr. Fedsmont attempting to intervene, Poobee Bear. It was just too wrong, too unacceptable. Had the crisis been any less acute, Piers was certain he would have gone up to her and done her the favor of slapping her in the face, and Poobee's too for good measure, for employing such an offensive nickname.
Over a few minutes, Mrs. Dr. Fedsmont was able to extinguish the threatened eruption, and had her husband speaking again, albeit shakily and in broken syllables only. She was heard to curse herself several times, to the effect that this was a bad idea of hers, and that he was not ready for 'prime time' yet. Piers caught himself reflexively looking around at the store, pitying the hapless couple, distraught that anyone might mistake this suburban bookstore as anything akin to 'prime time.' It was, at best, 'waste of time,' or anachronistically 'out of time,' but 'prime time' it would never be.
In the end, the good doctor lead her man away, her cooing and him mumbling, and several tense staff members broke down the display and carried it to her waiting car. Piers slapped the side of his thigh, upset as he was to have let what would surely be his only chance to speak with a real author slip, or rather stagger, away. The only thing he'd learned, the only particle of intellectual satisfaction he'd gleaned, was that after seeing the psychologist who would marry her patient James Fedsmont, he was no longer baffled as to the why's of it. Her slightness of frame and statue might suggest she would be to some remedial extent physically appealing, making her pairing with him improbable. Seeing her from the front, however, went a long way in explaining why, well, let them charitably be dubbed her marital options, were limited to such an extent as to make James seem even remotely desirable or potentially selectable. She was not simply reptilian in form and movement, but she possessed a distinctly lizardish face, hauntingly so, to be honest. Piers was thankful she had not thrust her tongue out between her lips. This additional image might have been all that was needed to throw the terrified crowd into an uncontrollable mob, fleeing not only the mad scientist but what would must surely be his demented cloning-accident escort. As he shuffled toward the door, dejected, he made himself say over and again that she was probably a very nice person on the inside and that he should not be childish and allow himself to prejudge of the quality of her soul by her outward appearance.
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Given that Piers, as an adult, had never cried - well, at least not wept - he assumed his current mood was a low as it would likely get in his life. He sat in his office at home, two hours before dawn on Sunday the 22nd, the day commonly accepted to be the start of the calendar week in the United States, making this the beginning of the last week of NaNoWriMo. He felt exactly as he imagined the condemned man felt entering the square where the gallows had been erected in his honor. He intuited, though, that he felt worse than your average about-to-have-your-neck-snapped-like-a-dry-twig kind of guy did, on several levels. For one thing, that person was going to die, thus placing an exact limit on the period of indignation he need longer endure. Piers's shame and humiliation after failing to complete his challenge would follow him for presumably an eternity to come. For a second thing, hopefully the dead man walking had at least enjoyed the crime he'd committed to warrant the ultimate penalty. Piers had enjoyed nothing these last few weeks, and looked to be enjoying a good deal less in the coming nine days. Finally, the arch-criminal deserved his fate, being after all, an arch-criminal. Piers did not deserve such an ignoble demise. He, the opposite, having done no wrong, only wanted to create a work of beauty that others could enjoy. He was the very definition of a good guy, with the white hat, white horse, and all other potential trappings.
In the darkness which enshrouded him, he stood, strode confidently to the doorway, flipped on the light switch, and smiled defiantly. The look on his face, possibly a parody of Errol Flynn, was odd, as there was no one to see him appear so indomitable, so protagonistic. Also, the performance was marred by his tripping on the corner of his desk and nearly falling, since, as the reader will recall, he began his journey in a dark room. Weighed on balance, the two visuals, one good and one bad, cancelled each other out, but it hardly mattered to document them accurately, since again, no one was watching. Tenacious and clever readers have all but certainly divined the reason for this impromptu display. Yes! Piers was, however anonymously, announcing to the world that he was not going to quit. There was no P-I-E-R-S in Q-U-I-T. Well, there was an 'I' in both, but the five letters of his name combined were not contained in the four letters taken as a group of 'quit,' and that was what was actually symbolic. They would have to pry 'the pen' out of his cold, dead fingers to make him stop trying to finish NaNoWriMo. He was not speaking, only thinking these words. No one had heard him in the first place, but he did reflect that it would actually be the cold dead fingers thing, not the pulling of the pen, which would prevent him from writing the novel, but he just as quickly cast aside such concerns, such non-literary concerns, for their inherent inconsequence.
He sat back down, positioned his notebook, heaved a sigh, and readied himself to think. As far as he could recall, he had pretty much eliminated the vampire, space adventure, monster, and romance genres. He recalled he'd thought about dwarf wars, but come to mention it, he had not eliminated it fully. He did not follow through with it because of the Halloween birthday party and his optimism over finding a better topic. Yes, he had not hit a wall. Maybe this well-trodden terrain would support yet another novel before it muddied up completely or turned into creative quicksand. How many Tolkien-like books did he know of? Quite a number, but did that rule out another iteration? He had had some disparaging, derogatory thoughts about the triteness of stereotypical fantasy stories, but his need not be cookie-cutter in nature. He could explore a new, undiscovered angle on elves, gnomes, wizards, those kind of characters. Yes, why not? He was a creative writer, he could easily tease out a fresh plot line, a hidden insight. This was, he reassured himself, probably not going to be just easy, but in the end was likely to produce an important document. Readers throughout the ages were destine to remember his masterpiece fondly. Was it, Piers fantasized warmly, premature for him to invoke the word 'classic?' Perhaps it was, but one facet of an individual's character he detested fiercely was false modesty and he refused to bow to it out of false modesty. For not unexpected reasons, the word 'focus' blessedly forced itself to the fore of his conscious mind.
So, what could be said which had not even been thought of before? He made a list. There were seven principle fantasy figures: elves, dwarves, ogres/trolls, wizards, demons, sprites/faeries, and of course humans. Well dragons were part and parcel of standard fantasy, but they should never, in Piers's considered opinion, be primary characters. All he had to do was make up a set of interactions which had not been done, or at least not overdone, and he was home free. Okay, the good ones would group together and the... wait! That was rote production, don't go there. So, should he put a good with a bad, would that even work? Frodo teamed up with Sauron? Not promising, he didn't want to strain credulity too badly. A dwarf paired with an elf? But he would defy the stereotype. He could alter the dwarf. Okay, a greedy dwarf? Nah, they tended to be greedy already, mining all that gold and hiding it. How about a mean dwarf? Yeah, a demonic dwarf, who is a cannibal, and is driven by an insatiable avarice to own all the gold in the Realm. And the elf, he's no almost-immortal-super-powered-friend-of-the-forest-and-all-living-things. No, he's a punk, no, a sociopath, completely unable to know right from wrong. He crushes kittens and gives hitchhikers holding running chain saws a ride. He cheats on his wife and his taxes. If he had a sacred sword, he'd pawn the stupid thing. And shades, he wears sunglasses, even indoors, a real hard-ass. Nice.
Okay, the counter point, maybe a troll, they were always nice to employ. Well, they weren't nice, but they were standard and readily accepted by fantasy readers. Hence they had credibility. So the troll would want to do something beneficial, there's a twist. And he'd be a tiny little troll, no bigger than your thumb. Troll Thumb! Piers already had the name. He could hang with an ogre, people expected that, but his ogre would be, eh, really smart, an intellectual ogre, a handsome, scholastic ogre. And instead of stealing and killing, this ogre wanted to give books to all the children of the main village in the center of The Realm. Okay, this was coming together. Had to be a wizard. An ambiguous fellow though, not good or bad, sort of noncommittal, wishy-washy, yeah, that was hardly even a stretch; wizards were a peculiar lot by anyone's standards. So this ogre tries to persuade the magician to give some of his books to the kids, but the wizard wavers, so the troll and the ogre steal the books, like Robin Hood. No, that was like Robin Hood. Avoid clichés. They cannot convince the wizard, so they ask a friendly demon to act as ombudsman, work out a lend-lease type arrangement. Now, a wizard's books are not usually suitable reading material for children. They are rare, old, and written in ancient languages, so this would have to be a child wizard, yes, a really immature and maybe even developmentally delayed wizard, who collected kids' picture books. Okay, there's the thread of a plot, tension to resolution, internal conflicts. This was good stuff.
So the evil dwarf and the delinquent elf try to stop the tiny troll and the humanitarian ogre, because they hated school, and books are tools of the Dark Lord as far as they're concerned. Hang on though, an evil dwarf is really an ogre, right? And a good ogre is in effect an elf. For that matter, a happy little troll is, after all said and done, a fairy, while the punk-ass elf is hard to differentiate from an ogre, - the regular kind, not the one Piers was depicting earlier. Friendly demon, wasn't that oxymoronic? It could be a friendly man; Piers hadn't brought in the seventh group yet. Okay, not a nice demon, a nice man. So, switching around the names of the players which he had used, he had, really, an cannibal ogre and a standard-issue troll fighting a bookworm elf who worked with cute little fairy, asking a man to help them give books to children, which a simpleton wizard had hoarded.
Piers stood up quietly, walked to the half way open door of his office, grabbed it with one hand on the knob and the other on the wood, and pulled it rapidly toward himself as he leaned his head slightly forward. It connected with a resounding thud, and did, as he'd hoped draw blood. This task done, he returned to his chair, placed a Kleenex on the gash, and looked at his outline. Aside from the retarded wizard part, he had a fairy and an elf fighting a troll and an ogre, oh, and there was a nice man too. That was the stereotype he'd set out to avoid and now he was parroting it, and doing even that poorly. Aside from a wizard no member of the consuming public would conceivably want to read about, his story was absolutely and terminally boring tripe. Oh bother. Well, at least now the dwarf war theme could fully join its friend genres in the not-going-to-happen bin.
Piers, for the first time in his life, questioned whether he was a writer. Like Icarus must have felt, wings melted, that maybe he was not meant to fly, Piers had the most minuscule but undeniable intimation that perchance he was having trouble with NaNoWriMo because he was not a true author. He was the hog gluing paper wings on his haunches in preparation for his fatal leap from a cliff. In other words, he was doomed, because it was not in his nature to create any or all things literary. That would explain two important things. It would resolve why his forest animals novel of 2008 was repugnant not only to him, but also to the three persons he'd browbeaten into reading it (at least they said they'd read it before they hated it). It would also account for why his 2009 effort was having trouble taking flight. He flashed on the images of albatrosses' vain attempts to launch themselves from a beach he'd seen on You Tube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6zGEbVxr0mk). The icon of an albatross seemed to fit him all too well. Perhaps he'd have a family crest designed just so he could stick a big fat albatross across the center. Despair, cold, dark, and endless hopelessness, began to enshroud his soul, extinguishing all warmth, all life, any meaning. He was a non-writer, he was an indistinguishable member of the common herd, he was a denizen of the reading public, not the creative elite. He was just plain old Piers the wholesale paint guy. He was....
The indomitable image from the 1960's cartoon opening for Underdog flashed succorously to mind. "There's no need to fear... Piers is here!" He physically batted the images of his failing, of his falling pig, his inept albatross, out of his brain. He was someone, he was creative, he was a writer! He would overcome these doldrums, this extended block, and sure as the Pope's Catholic, sure as a duck breaks wind on water, and as surely as a bear poops in the woods, he was going to prove it. How he would was not important. It only mattered that he would. He, actually to his eternal discredit, began to sing the parts he could remember from 'the sun will come out' refrain from Annie's, Tomorrow. It was neither pretty nor garnered any merit to his character, but it was mercifully heard by no living soul other than Piers him.
As the day passed it never escaped his notice that so did the grains of sand in the NaNoWriMo hourglass. He analyzed, rather than fretted over, strategized rather than stressed over how he would break up his heretofore adamantine logjam. How would he unravel the Gordian Knot of his plot? Few options remained and no rational one he was aware of. It was only later in the afternoon, when Samantha reminded him he would be bacheloring it for dinner since she had her quilting group and the kids were at Grandma's, that a thought occurred to him. It was surely a drastic plan, a dangerous plan, but these were desperate times. The fool heartiness of the plan, the amount of caution it cast to the winds of fate, was insanely great. But it was a plan. He would do it. So, when Sam asked late that afternoon if he wanted her to throw something in the oven for him, he responded that he did not. When she asked mildly concerned, as she slipped on her gloves and took her car keys from their peg, what he was planning to do for dinner, he incorporated lying to his blessed soul-mate into his already cursed plan, and said he did not know yet. He said that she need not worry about him. Two damned lies, not just one! For he knew, oh yes, he knew. Piers was committed to his maniacal plan, and she should worry. Tears, wailing, wringing of hands - all were possibly appropriate, given the magnitude of the transgression he now embraced like a clandestine lover.
He kissed her forehead goodbye, stood watching her drive around the corner, and only then entered the house. He had to force himself not to lock the door to the garage behind him, because desirous of solitude as he was, she was coming home in two or three hours and he didn't want her to feel unwelcome. He calmly approached the phone. He reached below the counter and split the phone book open to the dog-eared flap he knew all too well; he could have done it in the dark. That would be foolish, of course, since he could not read the number in the dark, but he definitely could have found the page, then turned the lights back on and seen the number. That, however, would have been melodramatic and pointless, so he was not going to do it. He fingered the tawdry number, raised the receiver, and waited breathlessly. He might as well be dialing 1-900-STRAIGHT-TO-HELL. Oh why, he all but pounded himself in the chest, had his right reason fled and left him so bereft?
"Luigi's Pizza Haven, our girls really deliver, how can I helps ya?"
If Piers was starring in a Hitchcock movie the black and white camera would focus in now on his lips; they would fill the entire screen. "Yes, I'd like to order a pizza."
In his thick, but not clearly authentic, New Jersey accent, Luigi replied, "A course sir, what kin'a pie ya want?"
Only the razor's edge remained between Piers and his full completion of his selfish, wanton act. Only three words remained separating him from his ruinous design. He sealed his sin in stone. "A pepperoni pizza." There, he'd said it. No retreat was now possible, no backing away from the deed could occur.
Casually, as if not privy to the dastardly nature of this tragic opera, Luigi inquired, "Sure, what size?"
As if his actions thus far were not horrific enough, as if the peccadilloes were not mounting up like cord-wood in fall, he ended all hope of redemption. "Large, please, with extra sauce."
Luigi knew his red sauce was spicy. Luigi knew his sauce was thick, dense as the Earth's molten core. Luigi knew, from personal experience and endless customer complaints, the physical ramifications of the words "extra sauce," innocent though they might seem. With this sure and certain knowledge, being the uncaring Midwestern boor that he in reality was, Luigi had the audacity to simply ask, "Delivery or pick up?"
Piers whispered, "Delivery." That word, that terrible word, congealed his destiny.
"Right, thirty-five to forty minutes, we're kin'a slow tonight, okay?" Piers said that it was okay. It was just fine. Piers gave him the address.
He walked to the oven, turned it on to three hundred fifty degrees, flipped off all but the under-counter lights in the kitchen, and sat in the pale light at the kitchenette, waiting.
The Faustian contract Piers had so blithely entered into is undoubtedly clear to at least ninety percent of readers. For the benefit of the foreign patrons of this book not native to American culture and its idiosyncrasies, the ramifications of what Piers did need to be made clear. Eating a large portion of extra-spicy pepperoni pizza that late in the day, well, it was nuts. The heartburn which would ensue was destine to be monumental - the stuff of legend. By 2:00-3:00 am he would be twisting in agony, barely able to stay asleep. (Hence, do not try this at home.) That was why he did it secretly. Samantha would kill him not only for the cholesterol he was overdosing on, but for the masochistic level of heartburn he was sentencing himself to for such a ridiculous reason.
After the instrument of his transgression, the pizza, had arrived, and he was well into polishing it off single-handedly, Piers took heart and prayed his desperate plan would bear the desired fruit. Every time he'd been foolish enough to eat even a modicum of spicy food this late in the day, he'd had vivid-grading-into-horrific dreams. Probably, though he had not researched it, he would sleep so lightly and so uncomfortably while attempting to digest this truckload of greasy lava that his dreams would mirror his discomfort, and were likely to be more dynamic in a you-are-a-one-weird-dude manner. He was counting on the ill effects of this meal to help him. He hoped against all rational hope that he'd have a dream remarkable enough to suggest a plot line, without being so macabre or stupid as to make it useless to him. It was a very fine line, a very fine and precarious line he was walking. He could be blessed with the salvation of a great theme, or simply cursed with a bad night's sleep and heartburn all day Monday. If Sam found out, along with the 'I told you so's' and 'what the heck were you thinking's,' he was going to have to hear the 'we need you around' speech admonishing him not to eat himself to a premature grave before the kids finished college. He was taking an all but unjustifiable risk.
So it is not surprising that after he finished to whole pizza, he placed the receipt in the now empty box, took said box directly to the garbage can, where he made an extra effort to bury it under several pieces of previously-established refuse. When he was back in the house, he not only opened the windows to air out the telltale fragrance, but made a pot of decaf coffee to further hide his transgression. By the time he and Sam were in bed, she was none the wiser. As he pulled the covers over his body, he was snug in the knowledge that 'the pen' and his notebook were safely concealed beneath the bed, and that he demonstrated with actions not simply words, his level of commitment to his craft.
 

* * *
 

He walked down a long, unlit, seemingly endless corridor. His boot heels clopped along on the wooden surface, loudly announcing to anyone nearby that someone was coming. The sounds of his steps reflected the hesitancy he felt, knowing neither where he was nor where he was heading. He was not afraid so much as confused. He was, after all not in the habit of walking down infinite hallways in the dark, and he owned no boots. After a while, he began to see the light, the one marking the end of the darkness. He neared the end, and the space opened into a huge, well-illuminated but sterile and cold room. It was empty, as far as he could see, save for a solitary desk many yards away, occupied by a thin, hunched man. As he clopped closer, for he felt he had to approach this solitary man, he could see that the methusalean relic was writing furiously in a ledger or large notebook. Piers was amazed smoke did not rise from the page, such was the frenetic speed and determination with which he wrote.
Piers stopped a respectful distance from the desk and waited dumbly, listening to the scratching of the plume, for he could see now the man employed a feather quill, not a contemporary pen. He continued on maniacally, oblivious to Piers, never needing to dip the nib in the huge inkwell at the top of the desk. Piers leaned forward to confirm that the scribbling was producing script. It was. How such a volume of words could come from an unreplenished quill-tip was difficult to say, but there they were. The man turned to pull something off the wall behind him, all the while oblivious to Piers.
Somewhere along the timeline, Piers noted the entire environment was colorless, shades of gray peppering white and black extremes. This also struck him as odd, but he'd wait until later to decide what this signified. The odd fellow rose and left the office twice, once through the left side doorway, and once climbing up through the ceiling on a metal ladder attached to the wall. He actually climbed out the ceiling and his footsteps could be heard walking rapidly across the roof. It sounded to Piers that the old boy did not go too far though, before returning to the ladder and lowering himself back into the room. What was unbelievable was that even with these movements he did not seem to notice Piers, and certainly paid him no heed.
Piers finally tired of the poor behavior he was being subjected to and asked rather forcefully, "I say, old man, what's the meaning of all this? Who are you, where are we, and what is it that you're doing?" He tapped his riding crop on the table, and only then did he realize he had a pronounced British accent. This drew not even the slightest reaction from the reprobate. He did not slow in his documentation or peer up with even one eye. This was raising Piers's ire, something even an odd fellow in this odd place was ill-advised to attempt. With more volume, authority, and British accent (probable from the Manchester region, for Anglophiles in need of knowing), Piers demanded, "Come come now, don't force me to turn ugly on you. I'm simply asking for a civil response. Who are you and what is this all concerning?"
Only after at first decreasing the velocity of his pen, then stopping completely and slowly resting it in its holder atop the desk, did the old man relent and recognize Piers's presence. With a creaking slowness which reminded Piers of the Rock of Ages, the ancient gnome raised his head and eyed him up and down carnivorously. After a moment he snapped while pointing to the side, "Well, don't stand there with your teeth in your mouth, sit."
Piers, not wishing to convey subservience or deference, made a demonstrative effort out of smoothing the blue facing of his 8th King's Regiment coat (circa 1748) he was wearing and only then deigned to sit where he was directed. "So I'd...."
A powerful slap of both palms on the desk cut him off as the curmudgeon ordered, "Silence! This is not about you so I'll thank you to hold your tongue until you have something to say which I would like to hear."
Now this was terribly off-putting for Piers, not to mention difficult to take in, let alone comprehend. Who was this cad first to ignore, then to cajole, and finally to chastise him? He was a Staff Colonel in The King's Regiment and a proper gentleman. "Now see here, I don't think I like your tone, and I have half a mind to request an appointment with your supervisor."
Making no attempt to disguise his contempt, he quipped, "Well, Piers, at least I'll agree that you have half a mind, at best that is." He then laughed a mirthless laugh, and there could be seen faint puffs of dust exiting his lungs with each peak effort.
"I have been patient up till now, but I'll thank you to show some common courtesy and supply me with some answers."
Wheezing loudly the antediluvian lout howled, "You've been patient! It is I who have shown laudable forbearance with you, you pinhead."
He made to rise and announced, "Well, that just about seals it. I should think you will be hearing from your superiors in a very short bit, and I trust...."
Confidently the old goat loudly directed, "I trust you'll sit back down so we can get on with it." He pointed again to the chair Piers was in the process of vacating. "And please lose that silly accent and those inappropriate clothes. It just plain silly. You're a Monty Python parody of an obsolete dinosaur, and a bad one at that."
Indignant, but slipping back to his normal voice, Piers exclaimed, "I beg your pardon!"
Eying him with an inclined head, the old man snapped, "As well you should. Look, you dimwitted toad, we have a limited amount of time here, and if you persist in wasting it on your childish fantasy, well then I've completely wasted my valuable time."
"But I haven't the slightest idea where we are, or who you are."
Shaking his large head in disapproval, he explained, "You're dreaming, you nincompoop."
Looking around hurriedly, Piers replied, "Dreaming? Why, that's absurd. Am I dreaming or are you the one who's creating this? And I'll thank you to be a bit less insulting if you will."
"Whose dream!" the old man shouted, frustration boiling over. "You are such a tool, you know that don't you? It's your dream, you goon. You think I'd dream you! If I could dream, it would involve someone of the female persuasion a lot younger and way better looking than you, I'll tell you for starters."
Piers looked around with some desperation. His expression suddenly eased, and he vocalized, "This cannot be my dream. This dream is in black and white. I dream in color."
The old man placed a disgusted hand over his face and dragged his wrinkled features down before saying, "Color is it?" Instantly the total landscape burst out in glorious colors, bright shimmering hues and tones, so powerful and intense as to actually press Piers down further in his chair. "There, that better?" the old guy taunted. "Enough color for you, or do you want some pastels too, maybe sparkles and polka dots?"
Leaning forward toward his adversary, Piers challenged, "If this is my dream, why would I create a shit like you? I'm not into self-abuse, for your information."
"You are a grade AA moron, for your information." He clenched both fists and said, "It's your dream, yes, but you did not create me. In fact, if you could create a character, we wouldn't need to be having this little meeting."
Incredulity straining his voice, Piers stammered, "Wait a doggone minute. If it is my dream and I'm not dreaming you - well, that's makes no sense at all. If I have a dream, and you're in it...."
"Look, you pathetic loon, you dream, I come to you in your dream, we talk. That's how this is done. Always has been, always will be. Now can we get started or do you want to flap your gums till dawn's early light?"
Emphatically, Piers ordered, "No, we are not going to start anything until I have a better understanding of this experience. Who are you, who can come to people in their dreams? You the Tooth Fairy?"
Both hand tightening over his face dangerously, the old man could barely spit out, "I am going to have to be a whole lot nicer to the boss so she will stop giving me numbskull cases like you. I'm your muse, you dork, and muses come to you in your dreams. Everybody knows that, even idiots like you."
As if he was not fully confused before, Piers was now a good deal more rattled. "If you're my muse, wouldn't you like, like me, not be so insulting for one thing?"
Demonstrably annoyed, he mocked, "Why should I 'like, like you'?"
Offended, Piers reasoned aloud, "You're my muse. My muse should have good thoughts about me, be a positive advocate."
"Imbecile!" the muse scorned. I'm your muse ad hoc, just for now. My only job isn't to be your stupid muse. What, if you have a psychiatrist, and I hope you do, is he your groupie shrink? He doesn't treat any nuts other than you?" Slapping the side of his own head, the muse corrected himself, "What am I saying he? I should be saying they!"
Piers tried to ignore the snub and queried cautiously, "But isn't my muse my muse?"
Employing a hillbilly accent, the muse mocked, "You talk real pretty and smart, same like me, don't yuh, cousin? 'My muse my muse,' my how you string them thoughts together." He took a deep inspiration, then continued, "Look, I'm a muse, got documents and everything. I work as a muse, I help certain people be more creative. In your case even I'm not that optimistic, but be that as it may, I'm temporarily assigned to you, so can we get started?"
Entirely uncertainly, Piers replied, "Okay, I guess."
The muse's thin lips parroted, "'Okay, I guess.' What a maroon!" Collecting himself again, he began, "So we are here to discuss your lame attempts at writing this NaNoWriMo thing. I have to say, very few of us are real excited about this supposed 'contest,' force creativity and all that. But," he said expansively, "we're not here to discuss my opinions, but to help get you on track."
More uncertain, Piers mumbled, "Thanks, I think."
The old fart raised the back of his hand at Piers, as if threatening to slap him for that remark. "Give me a reason," he challenged, "give me one good reason."
"Why can't you be nicer, at least act civilly? Your excess attitude is quite counterproductive, you realize?"
"You can't even glue three words together for a story, now you're trying to tell me how to do my job? What a doofus maximus you turned out to be."
Realizing it was pointless to try and squeeze prudence from this rock of rude, Piers asked, "So, how does this work? You slip me an outline, I wake up and fill in the empty spaces, and I'm a winner?"
Truly disgusted, the muse scorned, "There are so many things wrong with that summary, I'm not even going there."
"What! I haven't worked with a muse before. How should I know? Why don't you tell me, mister muse-atude?" Piers was rather proud of that little contraction, muse with attitude. He had to remember that one.
For the first time since acknowledging Piers, the muse softened slightly and admitted, "Yes, that's true, I know that. There was a, well, a problem last year, obviously." He just had to add the dig at the end.
Defensively, Piers called forth what little bravado he had left and challenged, "What's that supposed to mean?"
The muse lowered his brow sternly at Piers. "The happy Mr. Squirrel helps the brave Warrior Bunny lead Ogre Bear away from the Forest Village. What a shock to think that you did that without any help from us."
Piers was getting quite testy now. "Hey, at least I tried, and I did finish - without your help as it turns out, so there." He placed his thumb on his nose and waived his finger aloft at the muse.
"It was not my blunder, but I'll be the first to admit that someone screwed the pooch. It turns out you were assigned to a new muse, since it was your first real attempt at a full length novel." Piers raised a finger to rally a defense his 2007 effort, but quickly decided that would add nothing to the quality of his general case. "Anyway," the muse continued, "just before starting on your file, that muse was caught using a big plagiarism pyramid scheme and lots of supervisors looked pretty stupid - but that's another story. Anyhow, they're drummed out of the Arts and Letters Corp, and in the confusion, Headquarters neglects to reassign someone to you. So you were left to your own devices and produced the refuse which you did."
Unable to suppress his curiosity, Piers wondered, "Where does a muse who's kicked out go? What does he do?"
With impatience highlighting his response, the muse shot back, "You think we have time for twenty questions?" Piers's tightening lips forced him to respond, "Okay, she went into advertising. You happy now, we can go on?"
"Hold on here, my rookie muse is booted out and lands a job as an advertising muse - how's that make sense?"
"Duh!" The muse's arms flew up above his head. "Integrity and truthfulness are not prerequisites in that arena, hello. She's actually made middle management in record time, sort of a rock star it turns out."
"This is so not making sense."
Petulantly, the muse chastised, "Sorry, valley boy, now I really must get to it. I have to start by saying that there were those who felt we were throwing water down the well by offering you aid, seeing how badly you've bungled things so far this month."
A spark of anger entered Piers's tone. "And would 'those' individuals include you?"
Breathing deeply though his nose before starting, the muse finally answered, "That is 'need to know' information. I can tell you this: I'm a professional and when I'm assigned a case, I give it my level best. No one has ever complained or questioned my commitment and no one ever will." He gestured silently, inquiring if they could proceed. Piers rested back deeply into his chair, exhibiting that he'd listen passively but not happily. "Fine, so here's the deal. I will go over some general pointers, make one or two great suggestions, leave, and then you wake up and either make the grade or fall flat on your face. That part is up to you. Then I'm done. Then we're done. Above all, don't get cocky."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mr. Muse."
Pointing a long bony finger at his face, the muse warned, "Hey, don't get testy with me. I don't need that kind of crap. I'm stating facts here, Mr. Captain Alpha/Blow off the vampires/Piss off the Romance Department Man. Confidence is warranted when and only when an author has proven his or her chops. There's no welfare state in Museville. You earn what you get and then you work for more, period."
"Alright already," Piers said with clear frustration. "Then get on with it. I think I may need to get up and pee pretty soon, and I'd hate to rush you." He really laid it on thick with the "you." Malcolm, for that was the muse's name, picked up a fly swatter resting next to his right hand and swatted him on the left forearm. "Hey, what was that for?" Piers howled in protest. "It really stings, you know."
Leveling the tool at Piers now, Malcolm menaced, "Stings? It's meant to hurt. I'll swing harder next time. It's for because you're being such a wise ass and I am authorized to deal out corporal punishment when and if needed, so keep that in mind, you scrote."
"I'm not supposed to feel pain." Piers all but whined. "That's why people pinch themselves to see if they're awake or dreaming."
"Boy, you're quite the expert on things you obviously know nothing about, aren't you, you cluck head." Committed not to engage the muse every time he was baited, Piers sat back again, mute. "That's better. I can actually hear myself think. Where was I? Oh yeah, a few pointers. First, don't try so hard. Starting a book isn't like a pushup contest, where the harder you try the better you do. Relax, listen for us, maybe we're whispering, maybe not, but listen gently. You can't pound inspiration out like you can the dregs of a ketchup bottle."
Forgetting he was still miffed at this jerk, Piers asked, "How am I supposed to know if I'm simply trying, or pressing too hard? It's not like there's a meter coming out the top of my head."
Malcolm smiled wryly. "That makes a good visual, maybe I'll see what we can do. No, seriously, that's the practice part. You're not going to get good at this for several pieces of fiction, so just try and learn from each effort. Okay?"
Nodding thoughtfully, Piers concurred, "Okay, that seems reasonable."
Malcolm rolled his eyes. "I'm so glad to hear you approve. All the guys back at HQ will be able to sleep better tonight when I let them know. So, second, whether you get it from us or come up with it on your own, you're not going to hear a clarion horn announce the plot. Your inspiration will be whispered softly and almost always one time only, so listen well and pay attention. Sweat the little things, because that's where it will come from."
"Thanks, I will try."
"Third, and this is important, so don't forget it, you have to write. Not talk, not think, not scratch your hairy belly, you have to pick up that stupid pen of your and w-r-i-t-e write. You can't be one of these whiny New Age pricks who pisses and moans about not feeling the muse, not being in the mood, BS like that." He made a rock-hard fist. "Let them try and feel this muse, and I'll feel their teeth with a right hook."
"But I have been trying." Piers protested. Okay, now I realize maybe I pressed too hard, but I put in a lot of time and effort. That has to count for something, doesn't it?"
Sounding sincere at first, Malcolm scorned, "Sure, Piers, it counts for a whole lot. Your hard work and a $20 bill will get you a crack-whore for ten minutes in a dark alley." He swatted Piers again, higher on the arm, and definitely harder. Piers howled a protest once again. "I just told you, you gotta pick up the pen, rap on those keys, slice open your finger and use blood, but somehow you gotta write." He made insultingly large arcs and loops in the air with his hand, indicating he was writing. He ended that display flipping both palms in Piers's direction in irritated dismissal. "You put in beaucoup time and effort, but you didn't pick up a pen and just do it."
Hoping to save face, Piers parried, "Hey, I started the space opera thing. I was actually producing text."
"Oh, my bad, I meant to say pick up a pen and write something that doesn't suck like a gaping chest wound."
Protesting the foul, Piers cried, "Hey, you tell me to just do it, then that I did it badly. You can't have it both ways!"
"Calm down, Mr. Artist, keep your pants on. I'm saying there are several points to keep in mind, and remember I told you it takes practice."
Encouraged somehow, Piers queried, "So all us novelist start out this way, sailing from the same port?"
Back to shaking his head in the negative, Malcolm snorted, "Hardly."
Crest-fallen, Piers mumbled, "So everyone doesn't get this same speech?"
Incredulous, Malcolm howled, "Tell me you're kidding, please, so I don't have to beat myself to death with this fly swatter."
Naively, Piers pressed on. "We don't all get the same lecture?"
"No, Dickens and I skipped this session, and Shakespeare almost never needed my input."
Piers pointed at the swatter, "So you didn't hit Hemingway with that?"
Bouncing it in front of his face, as to test its weight, he chuckled, "Oh, I did use it on him quite a bit, but not for the writing thing. That he was good at. He needed it 'cause he was such an SOB and a womanizer. It didn't do any good, mind you, but it was fun as all get-out whacking him every other time he turned around."
Now Piers was concerned and changed the subject accordingly. "You worked with some great ones, I'll give you that, but they are all straight literature. I write science fiction and fantasy. Can you do those?"
That question earned him two swats on the top of his head. "Great authors are universal and great works of fiction are transcendent. Genres are label by small-minded bureaucrats and book sellers, designed to fool everybody into thinking that this is better than that and that we're better than you. It's a load of crap. It doesn't matter if you're writing epic novels or cookbooks, great writing is a constant, and it's a miracle and a wonder to behold." He sat back, apparently very proud of his cleverness, before proceeding a bit too dismissively, "So, back to you. Those are the points I needed to cover at this juncture. Any questions?" Piers indicated that he had none.
"Okay, so the couple of great ideas. You got a pen, so you can write them down?" He knew full well Piers didn't carry a pen in his dreams. After Piers displayed appropriate consternation, Malcolm giggled and let him off the hook. "Of course you don't have a pen, you pinhead, you're asleep. You're imagining this whole thing." He gestured around widely to include the entire dreamscape. "Just try and pay attention and write it down in that notebook under the bed as quickly as you can, before it slips away, okay?" Piers indicated he would make the fullest effort possible. "So, you like sci-fi. Okay, try this. Write a tale of a man who struggles with the mundane, aspires to the unattainable, and is bound by the realities he's imposed on himself."
Not wishing to seem ungrateful, or to be struck with the swatter again, Piers tentatively queried, "Thanks, that does sound awesome. But it's a little bit general, you know, generic actually." Before Malcolm could react, he went on, "Now don't get pissy, cause I really do appreciate the wise council, but couldn't you give me a little more to go on? And how is that sci-fi? I didn't hear any wild imagination, or did I miss that part?"
"Do you have gum in your ears along with too much wax? Didn't you hear what I just now said about the limitations of narrow intellects who impose genres and rules on creativity?" He lifted the swatter menacingly.
Quickly, Piers conceded, "Oh yeah, I heard, and I take your point, it's just the fairly vague direction you're providing me. Can you at least give me a couple character names and scene sketches?"
"You want me to whip up a rough draft and get it to you by noon? You pathetic hack."
"Not how it works, right?"
"Damn skippy, you twenty-percenter. You write a great story about that man, and I'll be the first to shed a tear."
The constraints of his time limit looming larger with each passing heart beat, Piers asked unobtrusively, "You mentioned a couple great ideas. What was the other?"
Malcolm twirled the handle in his fingers demonstratively. "Smart-ass to the end, aren't you, you pig?"
"Sorry."
"Yes, you are sorry, but I said two, so two it will be." He smiled challengingly and waggled a finger at Piers's face. "Construct a story about a place where all men think they want to live, and show how that wonderland is a fool's paradise."
Wishing to demonstrate understanding, Piers stated, "You mean like Westworld, the movie with Yul Brynner?"
Shaking his head with an obviously broken heart, the muse bemoaned, "No, not like Westworld with Yul Brynner." Then, reconsidering, he admitted, "Okay, maybe a little like that." To prevent Piers from smiling any more completely, Malcolm halted him with, "I would have picked the re-release version of the movie Lost Horizons of Shangri-La based on the novel Lost Horizons by an old friend of mine Jim Hilton, but okay, you got the drift."
"You worked with Hilton?" There was some considerable respect showing through.
"More like he worked with me, but yeah, we turned a few phrases did we, back in the day."
"Wow."
Snapping his fingers and then pointing at Piers, Malcolm quipped, "Wow back at ya."
"So you're saying I should write a book like Lost Horizons, but more sci-fi?"
The only thing that saved him being struck with that infernal fly swatter was that Piers was wising up, and he ducked in plenty of time. "No, you idiot. I didn't say to write a book like that and I don't want you to write a book like that. What I want is for you to consider what Jim was trying to say, trying to tell us about ourselves. Then do the same thing with a sci-fi theme, letting us know what you think the human spirit is capable of, both for good and evil, and write that book. Look, I like you more than I did ten minutes ago, so I'll give you one more clue, okay?"
"Absolutely, I'd love that. You really are The Man."
"No, I'm The Muse, your muse, but that's beside the point. Here you go: Make the man the copilot of a spaceship carrying the last survivors from a colony destroyed in the distant future. There, I may have said too much, but like I said, you're growing on me like moss."
Assuming for argument's sake that he had been complimented, Piers admitted, "That sounds good. I know we got off to a rocky start and all, but thanks, really, thanks."
Beaming confidence his muse replied, "No problem, my man."
Smiling, Piers hazarded, "No insult, now I'm 'my man'?"
Smugly, Malcolm retorted, "Get over yourself, you whack-job. Where I'm from, being called a man is an insult."
Piers had to admit defeat with grace. "Touché." Then more seriously, he questioned, "So, muse, do you think I'm capable of it? Can I write a book which doesn't suck like an open chest wound?"
With the first demonstration of candor he had shown, Malcolm admitted, "Honestly, Piers, I have no idea. Isn't that wonderful?"
Right back to confused as all hell, Piers wondered, "You don't know? A) How is that possible and B) How is that wonderful?"
"You lame-o, it's A) possible because it's not my job. I'm a muse, an inspirer, not a literary critic or a judge of talent. It doesn't matter how hard you blow on a bunch of wet twigs, you ain't never going to start a fire. And for B) it's wonderful because, by the fruits of your hands, the workings of your soul, we will come to know if you are or are not equal to your quest."
"Hang on, you're a muse, and you say 'ain't'? They say that's not a real word, and it sure ain't kosher."
An enormous smile accompanied the muse's proclamation, "Artistic license. If a muse says it, it's beautiful."
"Well, I really wasn't kidding about having to pee," Piers announced, as he rose from his imaginary chair. "So I think I'm going to have to breakup this little love fest of ours."
"Yup, I know, I could feel your bladder swelling from where I sit too."
"So, will we meet again?"
"I'm not allowed to say."
"But? I definitely hear a but in there."
Malcolm beamed. "Smarter than you look, aren't you?" Piers bowed. "But, let's part with till next time, not goodbye, shall we?"
Reaching over to shake his hand, "Till next time my friend."
Looking at the hand as he faded away, Malcolm chided, "How many times do I have to tell you, I'm not your friend, I'm your muse." He was gone. Piers awoke with a throbbing ache in his pelvis, and scurried off to relieve his discomfort. As soon as his hands were dry, however, he committed the points his muse had revealed to paper. He then rested back in bed and wondered a dangerous thought: how often could he get away with eating too much pepperoni pizza and live to tell his tale?
Unfortunately the calendar demanded that the next day be Monday yet again. Piers was determined to save some large portion of the day and devote it to writing his NaNoWriMo, but the chaos effect that is the beginning of the week was capricious, so he had to hope as much as plan for an opportunity. He also knew he'd have trouble being creative during the morning, because his heartburn felt worse than a red-hot spear impaled though his midsection. The morning was blessedly hectic, but by mid-afternoon, the pace slackened enough for him to be able to ask Trudy to hold his calls, he closed his door and focus on his muse, literally. He had brought along the copious notes he had made last night, and he reviewed them once more. He listed the more important points first on a separate sheet, and then tried to distill the plot suggestions down to their essences.
As clear as the discussion had been he found he had to rely more and more on his notes, since his recall of the particulars had pretty much evaporated. This was not unusual, as dreams are always quicksilver, but that meant he was relying quite heavily on his written summaries. This made him nervous. He was given to obsessing, as the reader might already have guessed, and he wanted to keep the spirit of the advice alive and not corrupt it with over-analysis and ruminations. He was, again as the reader might have guessed, having a hard time of it. He did try to throw himself into a story, as he'd been counseled, but the three to four times he had tried, he was quickly derailed by uncertainty as to what to say, which thread to follow. The overwhelming feelings of confidence and direction he had earlier in the day were being crushed under the weight of his building trepidations and uncertainties. He was, he had to confess, spooked by the second plot suggestion he'd been given, the one about the space copilot. He envisioned that the moment he penned word one, Slash would barge in and give him a ration of his effete crap, and Piers knew he did not need that along with all he'd been though since their last encounter. Funny, he reflected, how an author could so fully despise one of his own characters.
To his credit, he had put his reservations aside and did try to tell the story of a far-flung colony in the depths of space learning of its condemnation. The intrepid colonists struggled to plan a flight to safety, but he kept losing direction when it came to how to set them forth. He had some loose ideas for character construction and for the physical set-up he envisioned, but he knew it would take him a lot of time and effort to do any justice to the concepts, and time was currently his literary enemy. His mind vacillated between deciding to forget the competition and hammering out of a quality product, or muscling ahead with NaNoWriMo, because he had set it up as a sacrosanct goal. As the afternoon wore on, he could feel flocks of butterflies circling to land in his intestinal tract, such was the state of his indecision. He could not have it both ways. Was it to be contemplative fabrication or an insipid throw-together? Each moment he considered these two options cost him an irreplaceable unit of time. He had committed himself to do or die so far, so he boldly elected to stay that course. If, and it was an ever-increasing if, he finished the book before month's end, then he could set himself to writing a proper novel after, unhurried. In this case his muse's inspiration would not be ignored, only delayed. He felt a renewed vigor with this decision. He would slam out a fifty thousand and one words of pulp-quality effort, and then create his journeyman's story.
Of course, he was now basically back to square one. He had no story, insufficient time, and surely all-but-zero hope of success. But that had never stopped him before. Unexpectedly he beamed to himself in the privacy of his office. He had just reminded himself of the perfect vehicle to whisk him to victory: pulp fiction. Absolutely! It was writing's boiler-plate genre defined. A few hoods, a dame or two, lots of shooting, how could he miss? Down and dirty, fast and furious, he could taste it already. Images of him pounding on the typewriter like Mickey Spillane, smoke rising from the friction of his efforts on the keys danced in his head. Ten to fifteen thousand words a day would not be a chore but a necessary limit he'd hold himself down to, so he didn't finish too quickly and spoil the suspense. Well, it wouldn't be that easy, but it was possible, just possible, with all of the Thanksgiving break to concentrate, that he could pull this one out of the fire.
Piers had read some pulp stories - not too many, as they weren't his favorite cup of tea - but he'd been though a few. Plus he'd seen almost the first half of the movie Pulp Fiction twice, so he had a favorable advantage on that count. It wasn't like there were a set of inflexible rules, serious do's and don'ts, like in, say, formulaic romance novels. The stories required action, blood and guts, not historic research and life-like details. Still, he was going on short notice into relatively uncharted waters, so he'd most likely need a leg up, some angle to prevent him from tripping up, or worse yet, hitting a block. How could he immerse himself so completely that he was basically living and breathing this stuff, and not have to repeatedly rekindle the feelings needed each time he started to put pen to paper? Ask the question, get the answer! Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. William Langland, for raising up such a genius of a son. Piers would method act pulp! If he thought like a pulp hero, walked like a pulp hero, he'd never have to waste time slipping in and out of the mindset. Now, he was not an idiot, as Malcolm might have suggested, so he wouldn't dress like a cheap hood or carry a gun, at least not a real one. He would be subtle. He would mix in nuances only, no hardcore manifestations, just a hint of the essence of the punk assassin. This was so cool. He was so going to slam dunk this competition.
The processes he had just committed to would explain to the initiated why the next words Trudy would hear over the intercom were, "Hey, toots, anyting pending before I blows dis joint?"
She had worked with Piers for many years so nothing he did or said actually surprised her, but she truly had no idea what he had just asked. She was, by upbringing and nature, a helpful person, eager to please to a fault. Hence she wanted very much to break the code he was speaking in so she could respond constructively. "Sir, are you pushing down on the lever fully?" It was her first thought as to why he'd miscommunicated so badly. She had observed that when he was off in Piers Land and not paying attention to the task at hand, his fingers tended to apply variable pressure to the switch, causing a garbling of his voice.
"I'z pushing down buttons, not pushing up daisies, sweetheart. I want'a know if ders anyting cooking 'for I split."
Trudy began to sweat, tiny little beads across her forehead. What was she to do? The best she could splice together, he had blown out his ting joint, maybe couldn't walk, and needed her to bring him flowers. But that made no sense. Flowers to the hospital, yes, but to the accident scene, no. And he had definitely called her sweetheart, which he never did. He had eyed her strangely last week in a way that made her vaguely uncomfortable, but she'd written it off as him being in one of his phases. Best to own straight up to it, so she asked, "I'm sorry, Mr. Langland, could you repeat that? What did you want?"
"Look, babe, what'z ya prob? All I'z axeing is whedda da coast is clear, no coppas wit roadblock tryin' to stop my getaway." She couldn't see it, naturally, but he popped his collar up, making his look more dangerous. "If you'z know what'a mean, toots, der's plenty a trouble on my tail, and I gotta be free."
She was no longer simply sweating. She trembled like a very dry leaf hanging precariously onto its tree on a particularly windy winter's day. Tears began to well-up in one eye. What had he said? What did he mean? She should get up and go into his office, in spite of the closed door. He hated it when he was disturbed when he closed the door, but yes, she rose determined. She needed to address the source, go right to the horse's mouth and learn what it was he requested.
Halfway across the room her stride hesitated somewhat, then Trudy came to a complete stop just in front of his door. She repeated a few of the words she had, or at least thought she had, understood. Something about trouble, breaking free, and ax was involved. "Coppas"? Did he mean to say "coppers," as in cops, the police? Oh my goodness, he was being held hostage in his office by desperate criminals who threatened him with an ax and had already broken his ting-joint, so he could not flee! Oh, the poor poor man! And he was trying to tell her in code of his predicament, and she was such an idiot. She rushed back to her desk and tremulously fingered the intercom. She tried to modulate the panic in her voice so the murderous scum holding her friend and financial benefactor in mortal peril were not alerted to her discovery. "Mr. Langland, this is Trudy. I understand what you were asking." Just as she didn't see him pop up his collar earlier for dramatic effect, she could not see the puzzled look on his face as he heard her message. He actually turned to look at the speaker and drew closer to it, as if that might help him comprehend her words. It did not help. "You must remain in your office, sir, and please God stay calm, I mean, you stay there till I arrange for your final, next, appointment to arrive, sir."
Back unconsciously to his normal voice, Piers wondered, "They are not here yet, my last appointment?"
Fighting like a champion to suppress her tears, Trudy quavered, "No, sir, not yet. But don't think this is your last appointment. You'll have many many more appointments, sir."
Dumbfounded, Piers puzzled, "I have many more appointments scheduled for today?"
With an overt laughing sob, Trudy cried, "No, sir, Mr. Langland, not today. After your next appointment, you take some time off." She couldn't help blowing her nose, then continued, "Maybe you and Mrs. Langland, your lovely wife, can take some time off with those young children of yours, take a nice vacation."
Quizzically, Piers echoed hollowly, "A vacation?"
"Yes, sir, maybe to the Poconos."
Quizzically times two, he parroted, "The Poconos? We should go to the Poconos after my next appointment? Trudy, I'm a little confused here."
Trying to keep her volume conversational, she maternally reassured, "Of course you are, sir, but please be strong?"
Quizzically times ten, Piers found himself attempting to verify the incomprehensible. "Be strong in the Poconos?"
All but signaling her emotional collapse, Trudy decompensated, "No, sir, in your office."
"Trudy, are you okay? Hey, I'm coming out to see you right now."
In spite of what right reason demanded of her, she screamed the command, "NO, SIR! DO NOT COME OUT OF YOUR OFFICE!"
Confused now to the infinite power, but not wishing to evoke a complete psychiatric meltdown, Piers mollified, "Okay Trudy, I'll stay here, but maybe you should call someone for help, I mean seriously, maybe dial 9-1-1."
She screamed again, but with less fury, "No, sir, I will NOT call 9-1-1 right now. You stay calm, I will call your next appointment, and then we will all take some time off."
"Fine, fine, Trudy - but you have to call my next appointment? They're not here yet?"
"Of course they're not here, sir. I haven't called them yet, but if you will shut up and let me, I'll call them and they can be here in less than five minutes."
Piers, as the astute reader may have established, was no stranger to strangeness. Throughout his life, oddity and irregularity tended to billow in his wake. A more typical, perceptive individual would have come away from the proceeding interaction having observed several red flags, enough to warrant further inquiry and investigation. Piers, however, merely shrugged once, and then reveled in the opportunity afforded him to work a little longer on his pulp novel. He returned his fullest attention to his desktop computer, and actually began writing the opening scene for his story. He elected to forgo using 'the pen,' as he was too short on time to even consider producing a long-hand copy and then transcribing it to Pages. It was about the time, maybe fifteen minutes into the story, at the part where Kurt the rogue assassin grabbed Molly the buxom heiress, by the arm and pulled her into a passionate kiss, that the SWAT team simultaneously burst through the window and rammed down the office door. Since they had gas masks on, they used that advantage to toss several canisters of tear gas in just ahead of their entrance. Professionals that they were, they dispersed fluidly, one pressing the barrel of his assault rifle on Piers's nearest temple, while the others fanned out, kicking over every potential hiding place or retreat, looking for suspects. To their credit, reflecting excellent training and frequent drills, it took them less than thirty seconds to establish that Piers was in fact alone in the room, and forty-five seconds total to extricate him coughing from the room. Since action was their trade, not academics, it took them quite a bit longer to reconstruct what had actually happened, including the role pulp fiction had had in having summoned them to the rescue. Once the specifics were understood, and especially after the details were made clear to one Lieutenant Wilson, a humorless soul, it was Wilson's task to pass this information on to a large group of reporters. Said reporters were having, to Piers's great detriment it turned out, quite a field day at the lieutenant's expense and a difficult time controlling their growing mirth and unprofessional giggling at Wilson's expense. As a result, the collective representatives of the local constabulary, that is, the entire SWAT team, all individually let Piers know they were not pleased.
Angering a recently humiliated man, one with aspirations for career advancement and ultimately political office, who is carrying a loaded machine gun, is never wise. It is in fact, perilous. Piers was, in the end, impressed with the lieutenant's resolve to never repeat this type of scenario, to never see Piers again alive, to never have his face rubbed in dog shit (his words, not Piers's) again, and to never ever have his ass reamed out again by a superior officer for listening without question or reconnaissance to the words of deranged psychopaths. The volume of spittle deposited on Piers's face and the number of times the business end of the weapon accidentally struck his forehead during his dressing-down by Officer Wilson were both impressive and undeniably compelling. To make absolutely certain the level of his displeasure with this pair of lunatics was perfectly unambiguous, he issued not only a citation for the false summoning of sworn officers, but a bill for the personnel employed and a personal guarantee that the DA would, in the immediate future, issue a warrant to show cause why Piers's pansy ass should not be sentenced to county jail time for this circle-jerk of a charade (again, his characterization, not Piers's). To dispel any shred of lingering doubt that a completely impenetrable person might harbor as to just what a negative impression Piers had made on him, the lieutenant took the time to return to speak privately with Piers after the rest of his crew had left. He reminded Piers that he would be alone somewhere, sometime, when no one else was around, on some dark night, and his back would be exposed. He, Lieutenant Wilson, would have this blessed rifle in his hands - he clarified by supplying the weapon's name as he held it aloft. The gun was incongruously named Harry (a possible homage to Dirty Harry, a form of hero worship, but the origins of the pet name will probably need to remain unknown.). Piers, he promised, would not even hear the shot that exploded his dick-sucking head into a cloud of useless pus. The inappropriateness of the mixed metaphors not withstanding, Piers assure the good lieutenant that he fully understood the authenticity of his feelings and the level of his resolve, and rather idiotically offered to help in any way he could, so please just let him know, before the policeman stormed away without bidding him good day.
A trip to the Poconos actually sounded good by the time the last of the public employees had left the plant. Any unrealistic fantasy he might have had of availing himself of said respite was quickly rent asunder by Samantha. After learning of the hostage crisis first from the police and later, from a lieutenant whose name she could not recall what actually transpired and why, Sam was not inclined to vacation with Piers at any point in the foreseeable future. She, to her eternal credit, did not strike him, tempted though she was more than once during their debriefing in the kitchen. He inquired whether she would be able to estimate the period of time during which she was likely to remain upset with him. He was disappointed to learn that not only was she not certain just how long it would be, but that only after an indeterminate amount of time in which he'd be sleeping on the couch would she be filling him in on that detail. Not to be witty, or to try and modify his sentence, but rather with genuine interest, he asked if she was keeping in mind that Thanksgiving was only three days away. He was not given to optimism when she responded that she'd see. He did not press her to clarify whether she meant she would see if the Langland family would be celebrating the holiday, if Piers would be celebrating it, or if she was canceling Thanksgiving nationally.
No, by the end of Monday, November 23, 2009, he knew beyond any doubt that he should go to bed, ask no questions of anyone, and be eternally grateful if he woke the next morning having not been murdered by any number of interested parties. If his justifiable fears were not enough to disrupt his night's sleep, the fact that if indeed he awoke tomorrow he would have seven count 'em only seven days left not only to start his book, but to finish it.
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God created the world in seven days. Jesus rebuilt the temple of his body three days after dying. Granted, They were divine, while Piers was clearly a lesser force of nature, but it did endorse the fact that miracles could happen. Rome was not built in a day, but Piers was only writing a brief novel, not constructing an eternal city. Befuddled as he was, with tired clichés the only hairballs his spent mind could cough up, he reminded himself that the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, and he knew that take that single step he must. Wow, that sounded lame. Well, what did the universe expect? All he was trying to do was partake in a stimulating writing competition, and as a consequence he was pummeled, swatted, insulted, and threatened with violent death for his efforts. Now his mind was incapable of worthy thoughts, of intelligent productivity, of offering forth anything but mung, verbal smegma. It was not his fault nor was it his responsibility, whatever that meant.
Snap out of it Piers, he cajoled himself. You are better than this self-pity, well above mean self-reproach. You are an artist, and you are a warrior. You will fight for your right to write. Yes! Nothing good will be handed to you, and addled as you were, sullied and trodden upon as you currently found yourself, you would overcome. You would either prevail or go down in vainglorious flames, like a World War I ace after the final dogfight. And so it was that he hoisted his head off the kitchen table that Thanksgiving morn. After wiping up a bit of drool which had slipped out during the two hours in which his face had been adjacent to the Formica, he poured a fresh cup of coffee, to signify his fresh and renewed commitment, and marched off to his study to create.
He had lostTuesday and Wednesday as chances to get any writing done for "technical" reasons, things which, by necessity, had taken precedence. These included, but were not limited to:
1. Contracting a carpenter to fix the rammed-open door of his office;
2. A window company to replace the glass entered so dramatically though;
3. An industrial hygienist to clean the tear gas residue from the walls;
4. The clean-up company to try and abate the smoke, which was everywhere, from the rugs which the heat of the canisters had melted;
5. A carpet company to replace the therefore ruined carpet;
6. His trusted lawyer, to try and keep his pansy ass out of jail;
7. His business and, separately, his personal insurance agents, to set up claims;
8. His worker's comp insurer, to expedite Trudy's physical (mostly smoke inhalation, but to some extent a tear gas-related flare of her chronic asthma) and psychiatric (duh!) claims;
9. One of the larger florists in town to arrange delivery of an inordinate amount of flowers to one very irate Samantha Langland (though she had threatened twice Monday evening to revert to her maiden name of Bouzer, repugnant as both the silly name and the practice of maiden-name use were to her);
10. Father McMurphy at Saint Crispin's Parrish, to swing by and bless the entire Langland & Sons Wholesale Paint warehouse, such was the moribund state it was in (Piers was neither Catholic nor particularly religious, but he was desperate and fully at his wit's end, so he added this to his "to do" list);
11. Several prolonged fits of inconsolable crying and moaning of varying duration and intensity, with scattered wailing and self -flagellation, which he sporadically fell into throughout the day;
12. Answering and then calming down from several graphic and threatening cell phone calls from someone promising in a harsh whisper to make him suffer "The Tortures of Hell" (whatever they might be) soon and very soon. He could only suppose this was Lieutenant Wilson contacting him by way of reminder, but the whispering made it hard to be certain;
13. Two extended episodes of despondent grief, hopelessness, and despair;
14. Lunch, which he mostly picked at, and dinner (which he had been encouraged both days to take on his way home by Sam), which he was able to eat, but on Wednesday threw up twenty minutes later;
15. Cleaning vomit (chicken-fried steak vomit to be encyclopedic, peas, and mashed potatoes on the side) from the floorboards of his car;
16. Vacillating for two hours that Wednesday evening on whether to swallow the entire bottle of Valium tablets he stared at with such indecision, and;
17. The time wasted crying himself to sleep, one and a half hours to be precise, partly because he elected to take only one Valium, the recommended dose, and partly due to the worn nature of the family room couch.
But today was a new day! Since most of the individuals he'd contacted over the last two days would not be available for input and updates, he was free to do his will, at least until Samantha woke up. After that, he had best spend the day groveling and attempting to earn a ticket to the family banquet she would be preparing. His aging mother and father would be there possibly for their last Thanksgiving together, so Piers simply had to attend. But for now the author was his own master. Plus, his cell phone was off, and he had found by 3:00 am that he needed to leave the landline off the hook, so even Lieutenant Wilson would not be interrupting to stop him from placing pen to paper - metaphorically speaking, as he'd be using the computer in actuality.
Same dump, different day; what to write? He had exhausted his repertoire of genres. Well, screw it! He knew in his bones he could not finish a valuable treatise in five days. Similarly, he was not going to break ranks and run like the coward he was not. He would start on a real book, no lean-to of a construct, no piecemeal fabrication, shoddy design and all that. He would stride confidently and resolutely into defeat while writing as quickly as right reason would allow, and know he was failing nobly, proudly, and indeed triumphantly. Plus, he'd have a good leg up on a story he could finish skillfully at his leisure. So from the seeds of his loss would grow great works. He felt better. So, with now the entirety of literature to choose from, which fruit would he select? No brainer here, his area, the one he basically owned, was sci-fi/fantasy, so he would create a masterwork in this genre for the benefit of his reading public.
It is curious how fate and the human mind work; both are so capricious, so vexing to predict and comprehend. Why had he not thought of it before? A sequel! A sequel to his first, and so temporarily his only novel. He could do Our Forest Friends? II. No, that would have to be Our Forest Friends II?, right? How could he incorporate the question mark and the ambiguity it conveyed while indicating the this was Opus II? Blah - he dismissed this as trivial, something he would sort out with time. As valuable as re-titling was to reader retention, he didn't really need to worry about attracting back the three persons who had read, or at least maintained they'd read, Opus I.
So what would those plucky little denizens of the dark woods be up to this time out? In volume one, he had introduced Mother Squirrel, Uncle Tortoise, Friend Lamb, Mr. Moose (he was such a funny moose that it made Piers snicker with fond remembrance whenever he thought of that rascal), oh, and the enigmatic force that was Walter Weasel. The antagonists were probably better, more credible, than he recalled. There was Dr. Duck and her lackey Ratty Rat. They were a colorful and dastardly pair if ever there was one. And his heroes, responsible for the plot resolution, Chipmunkicus and his steadfast friend and counterpart Eye Hawk (Piers was devilishly clever with that pun, Pulitzer Prize clever if you asked him). When last we left the crew, Duck's evil plan to rule Forestville was going down the crapper due in no small part to Hawk's courage and the lucky break Weasel had caught noticing the damn hadn't fully breached allowing him to get Bro Beaver, so it could be repaired just in the nick of time, which all was naturally allegorical to the plight of the starving children in the Asian subcontinent.
Dr. Duck was cast out of The Realm, warned under penalty of confit de canard never to return - but she could, couldn't she? She was, after all, a megalomaniacal loon. And Ratty had absconded, so he could rejoin his master. Piers didn't want to repeat all the same elements simply to produce a product, like Jaws I-IV, Saw I-V, Ender's Game I-XI, or Dragon Riders I-Infinity. No, a modicum of taste and propriety was called for in the life of an author, vapidly easy though the money might seem if those factors were ignored. He would introduce not just new characters, but new ideas, new stories. Oh yes, he'd do what might well be the first sequel to be read-worthy.
Like a divine flash it hit him: a prequel, not a lame sequel (or a lame prequel for that matter). This time out he would lay an historical background which validated, anticipated the action of Our Forest Friends? Readers everywhere must be on pins and needles wondering what could have turned a pretty and popular duckling like Dorothea, aka Dr. Duck, from the devoted protector of Pleasant Pond to the insatiable destroyer she would become in the fullness of her year on Earth. Was Chipmunkicus imbued with magical powers by Pater Pumpkin, as he maintained in Chapter 15, or was it only the response to massive doses of anabolic steroids coupled with illegal stimulants and bulk quantities of caffeine which made him the force of nature he was? We would find out, wouldn't we?
 

* * *
 

Samantha's shrill screams could be barely heard the three feet he was beneath the forty-two degree waters of the pool behind their suburban house. With leaf-skimming pole in hand, in her unlashed housecoat for all the neighbors to see, for all the neighbors' children to document with their cell phone and later post on YouTube, Sam clamored, trying to hook Piers or at least provide an anchor should he choose to grab the pole. She was just about ready to dive in after him (after shedding her robe, as the internet now confirms) when he broke the surface and drew a breath. In digression, to clarify, in point of fact the video records on YouTube would not be nearly as damning had she not been wearing, that Thanksgiving morning, her "I'm going to forgive you, Piers" undergarments given to her for hosting a Naughty and Nice bridal shower for her niece the summer before. He most likely would have not resubmerged had Sam not, in an attempt to provide metallic support, struck him soundly on the top of his head, forcing him under again briefly. But in the end, he swam to the ladder, heaved himself out, and flopped onto his back.
With Piers covered now in her pink robe, Sam squatted rather lewdly beside him and queried whether she should call 9-1-1. Though he shivered profoundly, he implored her not to call anyone because he would - and he was sincere on this point after Monday's escapades - rather die than summon the authorities. "Piers, sweet love, whatever possessed you to jump in the freezing pool? You're not trying to kill yourself, are you?" In response, he offered a tremulous shrug of his shoulders. "Because of last Monday, honey, you maybe tried to kill yourself because you screwed up so badly the other day?" Rapidly and definitively he shook his head to indicate that was not the reason. "Then why, honey, why might you have tried to drown yourself?" He was hypothermic, hypoxemic, and would pass out briefly after saying it, but Samantha was ninety percent certain he said something about stopping himself from writing a pre-squirrel - however, she could not in her wildest imagination comprehend what that meant. By the time he was awake, warm and lucid on the couch, and she had a jogging suit on, she forgot to ask him to clarify his reasoning. She was just happy to have him safe and in one piece. He might have been a goofy flake, but he was, in the end, her goofy flake, and she loved him as much as she could.
Not unexpectedly, the rest of Thanksgiving Day yielded no further opportunity for him to write. Instead, it was filled with family revelry and frequent reassurances from Piers, when asked repeatedly by every member of the festivities, especially Sam and his mother, that he was not going to try and hurt himself ever again. This brings us to Black Friday. Never was a day so aptly named. Independent of its symbolism for retailers' balance sheets swinging to the positive, or black, and distinct from the icon that it has become for conspicuous consumption, its name hinted at what Piers's day would be like. This is, as the reader with a clear memory of the month he'd had, possibly very hard to fathom. How was it that he could have a time interval so horrible, so harrowing, so kill-me-with-a-rusty-spoon-though-the-eye-socket bad, and yet still have room remaining in the horrific column to allow the singling out of one particular day as Black? It might at first blush, seem absurd to make such an assertion. Alas, the reader will discover that this story of a man's descent into darkness, gets real ugly real quick [I, your dutiful author, actually hate to be the one to tell the tale, but there is really no one else who volunteered, and I am not irresponsible enough to ask anyone else to do it. Those with small children and the clinically depressed should best leave the room, figuratively speaking].
One additional digression for irony's sake needs to be mentioned. What happened next would never have taken place if we did not live in such a me-firster, take-what-you-can-get world. This refers, of course, to spam. No, not the alleged food product, but the internet variety. For had Piers, when checking his email that morning, not been so en guarde for illicit notifications, the events which transpired might have been averted. Well, that and had Malcolm only remembered to impress upon Piers that not only was his job description that of muse, but that it was actually his name also. If Piers was armed with this knowledge, it would have been a different day. You see, the muse wrote him an email shortly before Piers left the house late that morning, warning him specifically not to do what Piers had decided to do. But because Piers felt the email without a return address sent by Malcolm Muse was probably yet another Nigerian pyramid scam, he deleted it unread. To top it off, Malcolm's email identity was now tagged "spam," so further communication via this convenient channel was no longer possible. Piers was additionally to be faulted for not noting that it was from "Malcolm, Muse," which should have been read as "Muse Malcolm," and seeing the first name set apart like that might have tweaked his attention. Oh well.
After Sam, her sister and mother-in-law in tow, had set off to see what bargains they could hunt down, Piers was free to hang around unattended. He said he would nap and snack on left-overs and watch sports on TV and that no one should worry and that they should have all the fun in the world. He smiled and waved goodbye as they pulled out of the garage. They murmured amongst themselves how well he looked today and how a little rest would do him a world of good, and then they promptly forgot about him: out of sight, out of mind. The expression itself is premonitory of dark events unfolding, is it not?
Of course, the reader will easily guess what Piers did next. Yes, he went to his home office didn't he? He sat down, unsheathed "the pen" and sat to write his novel, the one no force of nature seemed to be able to deter him from. "The pen" symbolized that he would be creative and unhurried, and that whatever he put down would be all the more potent. It felt good to be an author.
Within an hour, he was absently twirling "the pen" atop the table, and thirty minutes later was kicking it with his finger like a football, attempting field goals over the monitor. He was, as fate would have it, as proficient at making pen field goals as he was at writing novels, so he tired of this quickly. What to write, now that he was unhurried, unencumbered as it were, by deadlines and time limits? In fact, the traumatic events of the last month had created in him an aversion to even considering genres. If he thought of dwarves, he shrank, of vampires, he curdled, of outer space, he froze, and do not even think the word "pulp", or his mind would lock up. It would be quite the trick, writing a book without a setting, without a theme. Even recalling the words of his muse, that he might, in effect, not be completely devoid of talent, did not rally a thought or an idea from his imagination. If the muse was so confident in Piers's ability to take the trouble of meeting personally with him in a dream, hadn't his prowess merited it? It was no stretch to conclude that he was going to write great words in the end, because why waste a visitation on a failed-to-show-up talent? No reason whatsoever, which proved he had a novel in him, probably many, end of story. So what was it that held the him in the present from the him of the future who would be basking in the warm, fan-filled glow of sweet success? What barrier other than Father Time stayed his ascent? Why was he so unable to proceed? If he only knew what wonders he was to achieve, he could set out directly to accomplish them.
It was that mean-spirited muse's fault. Why had he not simply told Piers what he was to write, instead of giving him tiny hints and vague clues? He was fairly certain that worthless muse could have cut directly to the chase and simply handed him a copy of the book he was destined to write. Petty little twit is what he was, back stabbing and...
The future! His books of the future! If he knew what they were, he could write them. How infantile he'd been. How thick was his skull? All he had to do was figure out where he was heading, and then, knowing where he was, he could proceed directly from here to there. Child's play. All he had to do was see the future, and he was home free. But wait, this was more stupid than ridiculous. How could he know the future? It wasn't like he could look it up in the newspaper, right? Astrology was going to be absolutely no good, as were fortune cookies and chicken entrails. No, what was he thinking? Maybe the muse could tell him, but it wasn't like anyone else could. Of course he was right, stupid and right, right?
Wrong! There was one desperate hope, and it was not nearly as crazy as it sounded. He was going to produce great fiction, no-brainer. So in a theoretical, quantum-mechanical sense, the books already existed in the future. All he needed to do was tap into them; even a partial glimpse would suffice. And if the two-bit muse wouldn't help, Piers knew someone who just might fit the bill. He would, at no risk to himself or his artistic integrity, consult a paid professional. He would ask a gypsy! Absolutely why not? She might have valuable insight, foresight, into what his books were, or should that be what his books would be? Whatever! And if she didn't she'd tell him straight up, he'd only be out a few Yankee dollars and would have a unique experience in the bargain. What could go wrong? Nothing, that's what. What possible harm could there be? None whatsoever. What, then, was he waiting for? Nothing at all. He would just check his emails one last time, then off he'd go on a convivial outing, seeking a pleasant time on this very pleasant day.
It was at this juncture that Piers noted a stray email from a Malcolm Muse, a scoundrel no doubt, some ragamuffin charlatan wishing to separate him from his hard-earned money. Well, to Spam Hell you go and tell your friends hello from me, he thought vindictively as he depressed the proper keys. It turns out Malcolm, a very competent and actually quite personable muse, had learned of Piers's plan to consult a psychic and hazarded to contact him directly to try and dissuade him. It wasn't that Malcolm was able to know the future; he just cringed upon hearing of Piers's attempt and knew nothing good could possibly come of it. Malcolm, peach of a guy that he truly was, felt a heads up was the least he could do. He could see events to come no better than, say, any gypsy soothsayer con artist, and he wanted to spare Piers the trouble he was going to. So it goes.
How does one find a competent psychic? Every tattoo parlor has one next door, and every tourist trap part of town has them in street booths, but if they could see the future, they would have seen how bleak theirs was going to be and taken a civil service job. No, he needed to find the genuine article, close by, and one not consumed with bargain shopping so she would be available today. Well, the internet was good for everything else he'd searched for, so why not this? He Googled a few variations. Wow, mostly he got what he searched for plus the words "scams" and "victims". Not promising. He tried an advanced search excluding the word "scam". Better, fewer titles with "scam," but most were filled with phrases like "for your next party" or "clowns, mimes, and psychics." Very unpromising. Wait, here was a listing for one Psychic Colleges of the Universe nearby. He clicked the link. No way to tell if they were legitimate, but wait, here was a link to local certified graduates. Well, that was something. An academic psychic institution wouldn't very well sully their reputation recommending frauds and circus performers. He scanned the list. Most were downtown - far, but not that far if no closer alternative were possible. Here was one right down the street from his ex-barber Don's shop, a very respectable part of town and close by. He clicked the link to her homepage. There was a vague photo of her; she looked to be in her late fifties, maybe older, which was good. Longevity in that business hinted at propriety, which in turn hinted at quality. She'd been at her location since, wow, since 1989. That was quite a strong endorsement. There were testimonials, and a few of the people commenting on her skills had names he recognized. Not that this couldn't all be fabrications and lies, but it was better than someone on the street corner with a folding table and worn tarot cards. Having established he had nothing to lose, he wrote down the address and left to meet the mysterious and world famous Madame Sofia Rose, Queen of the Gypsies and Master of the Occult. Plus she took Visa, MasterCard, and American Express. Perfect.
He found her parlor (he thought that's what these were called, not stores or shops) rather easily. By the time he actually stood in front of the door, reading a very yellow newspaper article about Sophia Rose taped to the inside of the window, he began to develop cold feet. He was being an idiot again, wasn't he? He began to shuffle his feet and inconspicuously back away. This was apparently a common sight, somewhat anticipated, it turned out, by the helpful staff of Madame Sophia's establishment. Just as he turned to leave, the door creaked open, freezing him where he stood, and a very solicitous middle-aged woman popped out like a jack-in-the-box and took hold of his forearm. In a very thick Eastern European accent she beseeched, "Come, sir come, Madame has been expecting you. We are sent by the Forces of the Occult to aid and guide you. Now come," she tugged a little harder. "It is not good to keep Madame Sophia waiting. She is extremely busy, but knowing you were coming, and knowing of you great need, she has cleared a small portion of her schedule to accommodate you, in your hour of need." By the time she finished, he was in what must have been the waiting area, and she not so subtly pushed him into a metal chair. "Sit, please sit sit, rest here while I tell Madame you have arrived and help her prepare for this painful reading she will undertake because she believes you must know the truth." Before she left through the curtains, she handed him a paper cup with some lukewarm tea and said, "Here, drink this while you wait. It will help." She was gone. Help what, he wondered? Help the wait or the reading? Did it contain a mild hallucinogen? Best not to tempt fate, even though he seemed to be in their line of expertise. He set the cup down on the well-worn coffee table and waited quietly.
Within two to three minutes she exploded through the curtains, the state of whose repair suggested there were not too many such entrances left in them, and announced way too loudly, but with good authority, "The Seer will see you now." Was she unaware, by way of being a non-native English speaker, how poorly it sounded to say the seer will see you? Maybe in Transylvanian the words were sufficiently different to excuse what was such an awkward phrasing on this side of the Atlantic. By the time he had decided to drop worrying about syntax errors by complete strangers, he found himself in a very dark sitting room... er, parlor. He was ushered into a large wooden chair on one side of a small circular table. Opposite him was a once elegant (if gaudy) now threadbare high-backed lounge chair, empty for the time being. There was the mandatory large glass orb in the center of the table, and a deck of tarot cards were splayed open on the table to the right of the chair. A tingling, possibly cymbalish music played very softly in the background, and there was a distinct smell in the room, a not-so-subtle smell, and it took Piers just a few seconds to identify it as liver and onions cooked till quite well done.
The assistant, if that's what she was - he was unsure of either her role or her name, as she had not bothered to introduce herself - silently glided over to stand to the left of the vacant seat. She stood there for a few uncomfortable moments, prompting Piers to ask, "Am I supposed to..."
As if he had stepped up to the First Lady of the United States and asked if those were her real breasts during a formal White House reception, or been picking his nose up to the finger's second joint while addressing the Pope, the assistant lunged forward and demanded, "Silence! You must not disturb the spirits who dwell in this place. Only speak if Madame asks of you a question." Her hands then dropped back to their crossed position around her ample bosom.
If she asks me a question? He clearly had no history to predict how these things were done, but how was she going to know what he needed if he didn't tell her? Was she psychic or something? On occasion, more frequent than optimal, Piers could be just that dense. In any case, everything was now on hold as a stooped crone limped into the room, robes flowing in spite of her slow velocity, a testament to how light sheer fabrics can be made nowadays. She gracelessly angled into the chair, breathed a profound breath, placed both hands on the table, and proceeded to sit there silent as one would have expected of the corpse she had all the outward appearances of being. Piers was reassured to some extent finally when he noted that the corkscrew hairs emerging from her nostrils pulsed up and down at odd intervals, reflecting that the Madame Sophia was at least moving some air in and out. His ultimate reassurance the she was still on this side of the Veil came when she spoke. Actually, the raspy, dry modulations emanating from her mouth were hard to characterize as speech in the conventional sense of the word. But the sounds did suggest they were generated with a purpose in mind. They drew the fullest attention from the assistant, who reacted as if she were hearing the this woman speak for the first time ever and that she was surprised that she would be so graced as to be addressed by such a paragon. Piers thought he heard, "I am Madame Sophia Rose, Queen of the Gypsies" (that part was easy, since it was written over the front door) and, "**** to ****antici***today."
Gertrude, for that it turns out was the assistant's name, translated the part after "Gypsies and" as "Welcome, you traveler to my abode. I have anticipated your coming and will devote myself to helping you today."
Piers started to respond "thank you," but an admonishing left hand rose from Gertrude, reminding his of his charge to remain quiet. She proceeded next to relay from Madame's vocalizations that he was now free to ask any question of her, but he was warned not to say anything which might upset the spirits. This part vexed him a bit, because he was provided with no examples of topics to avoid, but he anticipated he would be asking general questions, mostly literary ones, and it was hard to imagine that helpful spirits would be off put by such artistic queries. Oh, unless F. Scott Fitzgerald's shade was present; he would be jealous of any author writing a successful second novel. Best to keep that in mind. Perhaps he broke protocol or perhaps it was just an aberrant first question, but Piers's initial request was, "I hope you don't mind, but I want to set up my computer and get out a notepad so I can write down what Madame relates to me. I'm hoping there will be a lot of text transferred, and I'd hate to have her repeat herself, fragile as her voice sounds today." He then rapidly and obliviously began unloading the full briefcase he'd brought along (remember the really big attaché?). He pushed the candelabra over when he opened his laptop, and had to shove the parched flowers aside to make room for the spiral notebook, two backup pens and three pencils, and a small picture of Samantha. Why he'd found it necessary to bring along that photo is inexplicable. It reflected poor boundary limits and an overly-sentimental bent. He also created a ruckus when he had to stack the briefcase precariously on top of everything spilled out on the table, rifling its capacious interior to locate "the pen," which had slipped under the lining.
The response of the psychic team to his frenetic setup was instant and dramatic. First to manifest disapproval was Madame Sophia Rose herself, with what proved to be the first facial expression she'd exhibited in days. It was a distinct and menacing scowl. Gertrude, more animated by reason of relative youth, blurted out loudly, "No recording devices! None are permitted, please to put them away immediately or Madame cannot begin."
Piers, insensitive imp that he was, completely ignored these protestations, and in fact was surprised when he finally looked up to note the level of disapproval his actions were subject to. In confirmation of being the oaf that he was, he asked cherubically, "I'm sorry, is there a problem?"
Sternly Gertrude pointed expansively at his paraphernalia and instructed him, "All this must go, now. Madame and the spirits speak only to you. No recording devices of any type are allowed."
Thinking erroneously he comprehended their concern, he stated in his defense, "No, the computer is not recording sound. I only need it to efficiently write down what Madame tells."
Crossing her arms resolutely, she persisted magisterially, "Not permitted, period." She seemed adamant on this point.
Realizing he might be jeopardizing the entire project, he began putting away the Macbook, but asked by way of bargaining, "Of course, ladies, my apologies. I trust however I can use the pen and paper. You see," he exaggerated as opposed to lied, "I have a remarkably poor memory, and I'd hate to lose any of Madame's wisdom when that could so easily be avoided."
They must not have been as strict on this aspect, but their suspicions had been aroused, and so they were more circumspect than they might otherwise have tended to be. Madame Sophia suddenly, speaking quite clearly, ruled on the point of order. She held up the boniest index finger present on a living human and said, "One paper, one pencil. No more." Taxed as she was by the effort, she slumped back into her cushions and pitched her chest heavily.
Reluctant to be so confined, but also reluctant to be overly obstreperous, he acquiesced, "Okay, one sheet, for now, and one pen." He held up "the pen" defiantly to indication that he, not Madame, would determine what writing implement he used. Gertrude shrugged noncommittally.
Background is probably best provided here. The degree of concern displayed by the proprietors was based on a good deal of history, both general and personal, concerning mediums and recordings. Generically, they hate dealing with either skeptics or true believers anxious to document the validity of psychic interactions. It's bad for business either way. Detractors' documentations of lies and deceits were obviously unhelpful. True believers' well-intentioned attempts to prove the validity of the psychic method always seemed to fall short of being convincing for some reason. Moreover, even ostensibly favorable recordings detracted from mystique and mystery which had been created with such effort by this venerable industry. Closer to home, so to speak, Madame Sophia and Gertrude had been the victims of several legal actions during their careers. The laundry list of legal actions they had been involved in ran the gamut from false advertising to income tax evasion, but they were specialist, as it were, in attracting civil lawsuits. These were brought by mostly ex-customers and their relatives, but Madame Sophia held the distinction of being the only psychic ever to be sued by the Environmental Protection Agency - an interesting tale in-and-of itself.
In terms of incarcerations, Madame, unbeknownst to Piers, had spent three months in county lockup not two year prior, and was still in fact on probation for a simple misunderstanding about the payment of property taxes. Gertrude, Piers would learn later, had spent four years in the Federal Correctional Institution in Tallahassee for what was judgmentally labeled extortion, and then another three years four months in the same facility for simply returning to discuss the nature of the chief witness's testimony against her shortly after her initial parole. It was no wonder that they were sensitive to the scrutiny documentation can bring. The pair were justifiably suspicious of anyone they perceived by their desires to record events as posing a threat to their livelihoods. This is not simply understandable but really quite justified. Independent entrepreneurs are often persecuted by narrow-minded institutions. Hence these two women were forced to be always on the alert for yet another assault on the bastion of individual capitalism that spiritualists stand to defend. It's a pity Piers lacked an understanding of the historical context of their objections, as he might have been more sensitive and events might have proceeded more amicably. So it goes.
When, and only when, everything including the portrait of Sam was stowed away and the attaché was on the floor did Gertrude reluctantly announce, "You may now ask Madame Sophia Rose, Queen of the Gypsies, your first question." You see, in spite of their raised alert level and dramatically increased circumspection, Piers did exhibit all the other qualities valued by the psychic establishment in a lucrative, long-term client. He was, they astutely and rapidly determined, for they were if nothing else if not consummate professionals, both malleable and, most importantly, dumb. They did not want to lose a good "mark," as his type was affectionately known in the trade, simply because they were overly wary.
Innocently, Piers asked mostly to himself, "Where to begin? Well, I'll just brief you on my background and you can ask for clarification as the need dictates." Already he was being mentally crossed off the "set the hook" list by both women simultaneously. He would be what they tended to refer to as a "treat 'em and street 'em," or, more generally, a "one-night stand." [These colorful idioms really add to the flavor of understanding the nuances of the trade, don't they?] He continued, "I am a published author." The blank stares and absence of questioning forced him to continue. Funny that they didn't even want to know the names of his works, or at least compliment him on such a laudable status, but then again, they did not know him well as of yet. "I am currently not so much blocked in my attempts to start my next book as I am... um... uncertain (that was a good euphemism, wasn't it?) as to the exact direction I should be taking. You see, I am confident I have greatness in my future, I just need some help starting so I can achieve it, if you know what I mean?" The embalmed looks on their faces confirmed that they hadn't the slightest idea what he meant. Gertrude was now wondering if there was enough of the liver and onions leftover for Armand, Madame Sophia's great-nephew who was apprenticing with them, to have dinner, or whether she needed to run to the store for resupply. Oblivious to having lost them completely, he leaned forward and placed the back of his hand to the left corner of his mouth and added conspiratorially, "My muse told me as much, so you see I'm not just full of myself."
They did not think he was full of himself, they thought he was insane. Insanity was, however, not a problem so much as it was merely an issue to bear in mind in their line of work. Piers had incorrectly felt that name-dropping his muse to a pair of spiritual insiders would lend him not just additional credibility, but cachet. It did neither. It confirmed he was crazy, but again, that was not necessarily a negative, only a factor. Confronted with stone faces, stone bodies in fact, as if the Gorgon had just passed though while looking in their direction, Piers continued a bit tentatively, "So you see, Madame Sophia, if you could tell me some of the content of any of my future successes, and of course all of the titles would be nice also, then I will thank you kindly and reward you handsomely."
The last part, the critical part, promptly snapped the pair back to this time and place. Madame Sophia tugged at her assistant's sleeve, leaned in her direction, and said something raspy. "Madame wishes to know if you want her to reveal the secrets the tarot cards hold for you?"
Smiling encouragingly, Piers asked, "Will that help with the book thing?"
They looked at each other, genuinely confused. Gertrude, a real pro, confidently answered, "We cannot predict the tarot. She only reads them and tells you their message."
Piers checked his wristwatch quickly, then concluded, "A bit rushed for time actually, so if it's not mission-critical, we'd better hold off at least for now." Looking back attentively, he suggested, "Could she just, I don't know, roll her eyes back in her head and tell me about my novels?"
After a pause, again Madame Sophia pulled Gertrude closer, said something, and released the sleeve. "Madame wishes to help, but you must be a little more specific with your questions." Actually she had said, "This son of a thousand fathers wants me to perform circus tricks and maybe dance like the organ grinder's monkey?" Gertrude felt her version was less inflammatory and, in the long-run, more helpful.
Reflecting the first blush of impatience, Piers chastised, "Now really, I don't think I can be more specific or clear. I will write many wonderful and popular books. She simply has to spy into the future, read a small portion of the body of my work, and pass along the contents to me. How difficult can that be?" His foot was tapping under the table.
Again, the pair shared a private communication, after which a clearly rattled Gertrude asked, "Madame wants to know if maybe you want to know of your love life? Do you want to know if your wife is faithful, if your boss is plotting against your success?" This was, again, more an abridgment than verbatim. She had said, "My hemorrhoids are killing me. Blow this idiot off and let's get back to Oprah." Gertrude was not anxious to write off a potential payday so capriciously.
Piers was now manifestly irritated, which of course the two witches appreciated not one bit, and snapped, "No, my wife is faithful, I am faithful, and I
am the boss, so again, no. Just look through the mists of time, read maybe even just the back cover blurbs to me, and I'll be out of your hair for now."
Perhaps it was the "for now", or perhaps it was simply his condescending tone, but even the miserly Gertrude was out. "Sir, we are professional psychics, but we cannot read your books of the future. We contact loved ones who have passed, we offer insight into daily problems, but we do not do what it is you seem to require." Looking to Sophia for a final confirmation, she then robustly proceeded, "So we will ask you to bring your account up to date and then you may leave with our deepest blessings." It was a very classy way to say "pay and get out now." She could polished indeed despite not being a native speaker.
This, of course, would never do as far as Piers was concerned. He definitely wanted to know here and know what he had authored in the future, and he still held out, against all rational hope, that he could miraculously complete his NaNoWriMo. No, these side-show freaks were going to have to give it the old College of the Psychic Universe try, or he simply would not leave. His folding of his arms signaled that he had thrown down the gauntlet, and both the veterans recognized the signal for what it was. Unfortunately Armand was not around. He possessed both the blessings of youth and the tutelage earned from several learning stays at juvenile hall. As experience had proven, he could intimidate and/or physically force him off the premises after extracting at least the $40 and they'd be done with Piers for good.
Gertrude would try it the old fashioned way. "Sir, you must pay and then you must leave. Please give me $40, cash only, and depart before I call the police."
In spite of his recent run-in with the law, several aspects of which were far from resolved, he seemed to miss the "call police" part. Perhaps Piers simply would not be insulted or denied. In any case, he howled, "Look, I'm not done! I want my insight and then I will gladly leave this dump. So, a few titles, one review - come on, my patience is wearing thin." He thumped his knuckles on the table for effect. Plus, it just occurred to him that he did not have $40 in cash on him, and a trip to the ATM amidst this rancor was unlikely to be allowed.
Had she said call the police?
Madame Sophia Rose, remaining in her seat but now clearly comprehensible and articulate, barked out, "Listen, buster, I've broke men twice your size with these hands." She held her arms up to indicate which hands she was referencing. "Now get out before I shove your pansy ass beyond the Veil myself." In spite of her decrepit facade, she sounded convincing. Perhaps if she had stood, maybe even walked out and left him for Gertrude to handle, Gerty being an alternate on the Romanian Olympic Shot Put team three times in the 1980's, events would have ended better. Either Madame Sophia's fragility or her pugnacious personality prevented that, so she remained where she was.
Gertrude swung around the table like a cat, albeit a very large and well-fed cat, seized Piers's collar, and lifted him out of his chair with a grunt. He was impressed. She backed him against the wall, still suspended, and adroitly held him there with one hand while the other patted around his rump area, looking to acquire his wallet. She was a business woman of the old school though and though: you play, you pay. If she had extricated the wallet and then thrown him to the pavement, followed by his empty wallet, as was her normal and current plan, again, things most definitely would have ended differently, better.
Irony is a funny thing. Not so much "ha ha" funny, more ironically funny. You spend your life plying a trade, and you think you'd be its master. Even in a profession of as much ill repute as that of a psychic, one would think it would prepare you, steel you as it were, with regards to all things psychic. Perhaps if Madame Sophia Rose had actually had spiritual abilities, or was even open-minded as to the possibility that a greater realm lay just beyond her vision and comprehension, yes, again, thing would have ended differently. In any case, it was at this precise poorly-timed moment, with Madame Sophia Rose affixed defiantly to her chair and Piers suspended and being frisked that Malcolm elected to play peacemaker. He had tried to warn Piers off from the whole attempt, but was thwarted (as the reader will recall). He had followed with growing concern the events in Madame Sophia Rose's parlor, and was now aghast. Malcolm hoped to help Piers avoid further compounding the conflagration, as Piers had done so unerringly thus far. So, goodwill ambassador of the metaphysical plane that he was, he appeared suddenly in the large crystal ball located directly in front of where Madame Sophia Rose sat resolute. He offered a cheery and loud, "Now, folks, let's all try and calm down, indoor voices and best behavior." He clapped his hands to draw even more focused attention to himself.
Seeing what seemed to be an actual dispossessed free-floating spirit in their crystal ball provoked dramatic yet widely differing responses from the two women. Gertrude dropped both Piers and his wallet and ran screaming from the room. She could be heard clearly from an impressive distance, in spite of having left the building. Madame's reaction was more one you'd anticipate, and one you'd just as soon not witness. She let out one feeble, high-pitched squeal, and collapsed sideways in her chair, wedging between the arm rest and the table. She was most assuredly not moving, and even as close as he was, Piers could not be certain her nose hairs were moving either.
Several things came together quickly, so pay attention. Gertrude, cutting the figure which she did, screaming so as to make the legendary banshee envious and moving with surprising speed, attracted much peripheral attention. The first person who noticed her burst from the front door was Don, sitting in one of his barber chairs looking at the newspaper, as business was slow. There was no love lost between him and Sophie, but they were small business owners on the same block, so he owed her some loyalty, if not respect. Knowing there was no good reason for that bitch Gertrude to fly down the street screaming like the madwoman she was, he immediately called the police. Meanwhile, back in the parlor, Piers was torn between flight and first aid, and was leaning toward the former when he noticed that in his scuffle with the assistant, his briefcase had been kicked open and its contents strewn about the room. Some identifying article could be down there, so he was stuck with helping the old bat. He stepped over to her side, uncertain what to do. Malcolm, feeling very responsible for this unfortunate turn, offered his best advice. "Check for a pulse, you blithering idiot." Piers tried to finger her carotid, but her high collar made this difficult, and he had never actually felt for anyone's pulse other than his own, so he was both incompetent and inexperienced. His rising panic did not help matters. Malcolm shouted out, "Loosen her collar, you poor excuse for a baboon." Piers neglected to acknowledge the insult, focusing rather on trying to help. He ripped open her collar, and in doing so, the entire aging front of her dress. He felt for her pulse, but could not confirm one.
In the meantime an all-units police call went across the airwaves: possible robbery in progress at Madame Sophia's address. Lieutenant Stan Wilson was among those alerted. He had been recently reassigned from the SWAT team to routine patrol because, in the words of his captain, "Maybe pounding a beat for a while will pound some brains into that fat ass you call a head." Police in general, it turns out, are terrible about mixing of metaphors, but that's a separate story. Stan was two blocks away, watching for people to run a problematic stop sign, and the fifty-seven tickets he'd written in two hours accurately reflected his foul mood. He was overjoyed to hear the call. Now he could kill someone. He flipped on the siren and lights and punched hard on the gas. A block away, he was moving at such blinding speed he nearly hit a fat lady running in front of him screaming, heading toward the address of the call. Turns out Gertrude had thought better of abandoning her oldest friend, and oldest meal ticket, and was returning to see if she could still help. That she was running was acceptable, but why she was still screaming was harder to justify.
Back to the chase. As Lt. Stan screeched to a stop in front of the parlor, he bumped up onto the curb and came to a halt half-way across the sidewalk, nearly striking a tall young man who was strolling down the street paying no attention to his surroundings whatsoever. This, of course, was Armand. He was smiling and paying no attention because he was reflecting on the recent and highly satisfying conquest he was just now returning from, and the rapture he reflected upon was just that sweet. An older client of theirs whom he had been putting the full-court press on just for the challenge, and for some of those enormous coyote-breasts of her's, was involved in a traumatic hostage situation that week. She was so afraid of being alone that she called him not four hours earlier asking how soon he could be there with a box of condoms, and he demonstrated to her that he could be there really almost immediately. At any rate, his moment of bliss was now ruined, all the more so when he saw the policeman who almost impaled him pull his revolver out and charge into his great aunt's studio.
Inside, Piers wrongly assumed that the siren he heard was an ambulance which just pulled up out front. He felt energized and began to relax, but jumped with a start when Malcolm yelled, "If you can't feel her pulse, put your hand over her heart and if you still don't feel anything, you have to start CPR, you moron." He was, after all, inside a thick glass ball, and could not hear the sounds suggesting trained help had arrived. So Piers dutifully placed his hand over her heart. Feeling nothing, he leaned in and simultaneously placed his ear on her exposed chest, to listen for heart tones, all the while keeping his hand over her heart. Actually, and truly unaware of the transgression, as he listened over her heart, his right hand slipped down to encircle her weathered but once clearly ample breast. As she was still seated, he attempted to push her chair back, to pull her to the floor, so he could start CPR on a firm surface. At first the chair wouldn't budge, but then lurched backwards, so his right hand reflexively grabbed the breast to catch her and prevent a compounding broken hip.
So this was what Lt. Wilson, Armand, and the now-mute Gertrude saw as they approached the door to the reading room. There stood the man who had ruined his promising career, the man dragging his sainted aunt to the floor by her naked breast all the while, as it appeared to Armand without his glasses, sucking on the other exposed breast, and the man who had not paid for his session and had scared the urine out of her (literally). Malcolm turned to look at the three new arrivals, screamed a profanity which need not be repeated, and disappeared from the ball with a poof. This is when Piers looked up. His instantaneous flash of relief from seeing that help had arrived vanished as quickly as Malcolm had when he studied the help's faces. One, the Lieutenant, signaled immediate trouble. He knew by her clenching fists that Gertrude was not contemplating medical assistance just then. He of course was not familiar with Armand yet, but Piers knew instinctively that any man who looked at you with such clear and unmitigated murderous lust was the harbinger of only ill.
This is the point at which Piers should have alerted them to the precarious state of Sophia's health and asked for help, and they would then set aside their quest for vengeance in favor of a help-first-kill-later approach. This did not happen. Piers only blurted out something similar to, "BBllleeehhhh." It turns out that none of the three would have chosen in any case to provide aid at the deferral of animalistic rage. They were quite simply beyond that stage of civilized interaction. Like a three-headed monster, they independently lunged for the door as one force. They were looking at, respectively, Piers's throat, to throttle it, his heart, to rip it out if he had one, and his crotch, to pull that free from his body in spite of the clothes he wore. Piers turned to face them, and his neglecting to release the poor woman's now thinly-stretched breast did nothing to ease their blood lust. He stood there pivoting back and forth, looking for a method of escape. There was, he concluded rapidly and correctly, no escape possible. He knelt down, resting the woman gently on the floor, and incongruously began one-person CPR, five-to-one compressions to breaths, just like he'd been taught.
A classic pratfall in Three Stooges movies was when all three try and fit though a door at the same time and got stuck. They would struggle to get through the doorway, and the public would laugh riotously. Transfer that visual, only instead of dull, moronic expressions, substitute now the blood-thirsty, demonic faces exhibited by this trio. Luckily for Piers and for Madame Sophia Rose, they really did wedge together like branches in a beaver's dam. Gertrude, being the shortest, was able to flap her shoulder to attempt extrication, but this did little in terms of achieving actual release. They all pushed chaotically and with increasing force toward their depraved goals, but were, at least for the present, literally stuck. It finally occurred to Armand to back out of the formation, but doing so caused them to all fall backwards to the floor as a unit. They sat up synchronously and looked amongst themselves as if just discovering they were not the only people on Earth. However, bestial determination soon reignited in all of them, and they stood up, advancing on Piers once again.
Stan could have simply shot him, trumping the others for the kill, but he chose not to. Curiously, it was not from any concern about accidentally hitting the old gypsy; he honestly could not care less whether he killed one, the other, or both. No, he placed his service revolver back in its holster and secured it there as he advanced because he wanted to personally feel the last breath Piers could draw through his crushing windpipe as he closed his hands around that scrawny neck. He desired it more than he had lusted for any woman he'd ever "stooped", as he referred to love-making as for no doubt deeply Freudian reasons. Stan also pined to manually terminate Piers more than he had lusted for any man either, truth be told. Stan's bisexual habit was unknown to most who knew him, but was very libidinous indeed.
This time they did manage to enter the room at about the same time, but avoided the prior logjam. They all choose however, to swoop down for the kill from the same side of the table, inadvisable in hind-sight, which is always so damnably clear. As their individual velocities increased, and the area around Piers lessened, they bumped into each other like twenty-somethings in a mosh pit. Comical as it might have appeared, had anyone been watching, the force of their interactions again toppled them all to the floor. Stan whacking his head soundly on the table as he fell. Gertrude landed with a belly-flop on Armand's knee, producing a loud pop from the joint and knocking the wind out of her fully. The trio, to their murderous credit, struggled to gain their mutual prize, so tantalizingly close, yet so far by reason of personal incapacity. Stan jumped up, only to find he had received a concussion bad enough to produce such powerful vertigo that the room flipped around him violently. It took all of the strength he had acquired through years of intensive training not to vomit. He dropped, however, to the floor like a wet towel.
Armand rose equally fast, perhaps unaware that his knee had been injured, but quickly and unequivocally found that was a mistake when he collapsed in pain, grabbing the knee. He rotated as he fell backwards, driving his shoulder into Gertrude's chest as she lay supine and gasping for breath. It was probably only due to the superior nature of the Romanian physical education program that the blow did not kill her there and then. But it certainly did hurt, and it did nothing to assuage her conviction that she would die on her back there on the floor having never taken another sweet breath. Consequently, the three rolled around layered on one another for a time, recuperating where possible and moaning piteously. Piers would look up at them on occasion, like one might from a small raft to the sharks and crocodiles circling one's tiny boat, but he doggedly continued his resuscitation efforts, and, for unjustifiable reasons, hoped for the best.
As one or the other struggled to advance, it became obvious to all three that they were competitors for the pleasure of killing Piers, and, as jealous suitors are wont to do, began to try and gain an advantage over the next person. An elbow here, a kick there, a bite when the opportunity presented itself, were offered to handicap their opponents. This competitive spirit did that much more to slow them, but they advanced none-the-less, like the pseudopods of an amoeba more than rational individuals, but they approached incrementally. Piers found serendipitously that he could continue CPR while aiding his cause by occasionally kicking at the nearest threat, pushing the writhing mass temporarily back a critical foot or two. He was aware however that his life would soon be over, possibly three times over, but he knew he must continue. He was a Langland, and could not run like a coward, as warm and inviting as that seemed to him just then.
In frustration, realizing the resistance of the other two had delayed his gratification of killing Piers long enough, thank you, Stan staggered once more to his feet, drew his pistol and aimed nearly point blank at Piers's pus bag head, and began to fire off rounds rapidly. As it turns out, even point blank can be a barrier when your serious concussion causes your head to seem to rotate rapidly and your eyes to flip back and forth in their sockets. Most of the bullets struck the roof, and the closest he came to hitting anyone was when the crystal ball exploded on the table. Concerned readers should be reassured that Malcolm was long gone by now. The shots did, however obscure the sound of backup officers and a paramedic unit arriving. As a result, every participant was shocked when a blue blur flew through the air and tackled Lieutenant Wilson while the two on the floor were similarly restrained, and two trained individuals relieved Piers of his medical duties.
Piers collapsed back against a wall and remained there trembling until he had been cleared by the paramedics, and was then, along with Gertrude, placed under arrest and booked into county jail. Stan and Armand were arrested and sent under police custody to the county medical facility for expert evaluation. Madame Sophia showed a good heart rhythm and pulse when evaluated on the scene. She was even enough of her old self to swear profusely though her oxygen mask at Piers and to make various hand gestures as she was rolled away. She was not formally arrested, mostly because she was felt to pose such a limited flight risk. In reality, no one gave her a snowball's chance in perdition of surviving the next twenty-four hours, so why bother. Malcolm was off scot free, as Gertrude was the only party to even mention him and everyone figured she was just plain nuts.
Saturday afternoon was when Piers's attorney, a busy man of late, finally arranged bail. Piers was able to return home, but was under one of the darker clouds in recorded history. Samantha may or may not have berated and yelled at him, as wives are prone to do in such situations, but seeing his sad state, she refrained, adding much to her personal merit. It also would have been cruel and unusual, since Piers went straight to bed and remained there in a fetal ball for the next thirty-six hours, rising to use the restroom just twice and taking only sips of apple juice when Sam begged him long enough and hard enough to get him to comply.
Monday mornings are traditionally much maligned, being as they are the delineators between the fun weekend and the unfun work week. Piers, as alluded to earlier, was not a fan. All that changed on this Monday, November 30th, 2009, and he would because of this one day's effects, become a loud advocate of Monday's valor and worth. It began inauspiciously enough, actually quite problematically, with his arraignment before a local magistrate, appearing for the violation of a veritable laundry list of civil and criminal offenses. Disturbing the peace, assault and battery, aggravated assault, defrauding an inn-keeper, resisting arrest, damage to private property, defamation of character, trespassing, and loitering were some of the blackguard against him. Most were what Bernie, his attorney, called "technicalities" and "add-ons," and would never stand up in court. Piers was none-the-less concerned. He asked Bernie what the maximum sentence would be, if he were to be convicted on all counts. Bernie said, "Don't worry, kid, that will never happen." He pressed, asking if it did happen, even though it couldn't, what kind of number he was looking at. "Look, kid, if you want the worst case scenario, I'll give it to you, but it's not going to happen." Piers asked for, received, and was immediately remorseful for having ignored counsel and insisting he be told the worst-case outcome. He was crushed to learn it totaled upwards of twelve years in state prison.
When the judge entered the courtroom, tapped her gavel, and the proceedings began, Piers was understandably dry-mouthed and shaking, while Samantha and her sister wept respectfully in the first row. Bernie beamed confidence. The district attorney Bill Smith stood limp-rigidly at his desk. His eyes darted back and forth nervously for unclear reasons which were most likely deeply internal in nature.
Her Honor began, "Good morning Mr. Langland, Councilor Stein, Mr. Smith. Please be seated." Addressing the defense table, she continued, "I'm sure you both are aware of the serious nature of the crimes with which Mr. Langland is accused?"
Exuding self-assurance, Bernie smiled, "Yes we are, Your Honor."
Formally, she tapped a stack of papers and said, "Fine then. Normally I would ask you to enter a plea to each charge at this juncture, but there are so many mitigating circumstances and unaddressed issues that I will ask you a few questions and probably make a few rulings first, if that's okay with you, Mr. Stein?"
With additional confidence, Bernie replied, "Of course, Your Honor, that will be agreeable to us both."
She began, "Now Piers - may I call you Piers?" He indicated that she may. "Now, Piers, I would like to understand a little better what happened and why. You own a paint business in town, and have lived here most of your life, is that correct?" He stated that it was. "I can see you have no criminal record, and are active in many social and civic-minded groups, so your behavior on Friday the 27th and Monday the 23rd seem out of character. Why were you going to visit Madame Sophia Rose's place of business?"
Stammering at first, but then loosening up, Piers began, "I went there to ask her help in writing my latest novel."
A quizzical look on her face, Her Honor asked, "You were aware she represents herself as a medium?"
Head down, Piers replied, "Yes."
"Were you there to conduct background research for this novel?"
Head lower, he said, "No, Ma'am."
"Then what kind of help were you expecting?"
Snapping his head back up, Piers expanded, "Well you see, I'm a published author, but I've run into a bit of writer's block. I went to her to get specific details about and general directions of my future books. With her insights and my native talent, I would then be able to head in the direction I am destined to go in the first place."
The judge stared blankly at him for a few seconds, then at Bernie, and then back to Piers. She clearly stated to say something, but aborted the attempt as her shoulders slouched. Collecting herself rapidly, she then asked him professionally, "And did she tell you what the books you would write were, Piers?"
Head lower again, Piers answered, "No, Ma'am she did not. She, or rather her assistant, asked me to leave."
Narrowing her eyes, assuming she was approaching the crux, the judge inquired, "And did you leave when asked?"
Dancing his shoes on the floor he replied, he waffled, "Well, not exactly." He then looked at her inquiringly. "You see it's sort of complicated... ah, hard to explain."
With her official mask of office in place, Her Honor reminded him, "That's what we're here for, Piers, to get the story straight, as complex as it may be. Let me ask you simply, when the assistant asked you to leave, what did you do?"
He looked toward heaven with a studying expression before answering, "I said I did not want to leave without the information I requested, they insisted I leave, the assistant lifted me against the wall and stole my wallet, Madame Sophia collapsed in her chair, the assistant ran screaming from the room, I started CPR on the old lady, and then a policeman named Wilson, the assistant, and some man I'd never seen before all tried to kill me while I was helping Madame Sophia."
Very seriously, she queried, "So you were asked to leave, you questioned the request one time only, and then you were assaulted by Gertrude. She then inexplicably fled the scene, you began CPR, and the three persons you mentioned tried to interrupt your giving of that assistance by trying to murder you. Are you telling me that none offered to participate in your efforts to save Madame Sophia Rose or call for additional help?"
Piers bobbed his head gently. "Yes, that's pretty much it."
She shook her head back and forth, "This just gets weirder and weirder." Looking back at Piers, she remarked, "But weird is not a crime in and of itself, not in my court. Why do you think three people you hardly knew, one of whom you had never even met, wanted to kill you so passionately?"
He started to say something, but Bernie placed a restraining hand on his arm and answered instead, "Objection, Your Honor, that calls for speculation which I don't think my client should provide."
"Sustained," she said quickly. "Piers, without any speculation on your part, do you know why these strangers wished you harm? Did they, for example, tell you why?"
He thought a moment and then said honestly, "No, I don't know why. I have some suspicions as to why, but I do not know their motivations."
She was satisfied with this answer. "A point I cannot come to terms with, one critical in the reconstruction of the events which took place, is what caused Gertrude to drop you and run yelling from the room and Sophia to pass out or die. Do you have any insight which can clarify this for me?"
Piers thought long and hard about that. He had elected to omit the muse part when speaking to Bernie, so he wasn't prepped for this question professionally. He was twisting in Gertrude's powerful gasp, head banging on the wall, and he heard a voice which he assumed was Malcolm's and saw a glowing in the ball, but he had not at that juncture specifically seen the muse, and hence did not know it was him speaking. He honestly replied, "No, Your Honor, I do not know why she dropped me and my wallet and ran from the room screaming and I do not know why Madame passed out when she did."
"So the assistant actually removed your wallet forcibly, while restraining you physically?"
"Yes Ma'am."
She raised both eyebrows, smiled whimsically, then said, "Will you both rise." They did, though now Bernie was emoting less total confidence than before. "I think I am now prepared to set the record straight and resolve these charges. As you may or may not know, Piers, my task here today is to determine if you need to be formally charged with any crime, and whether you are to be held pending the trial on those charges. Additionally, if there are civil actions pending and you are in my opinion a flight risk, I must have arrangements made to see that you meet your obligations. I think I can say with some confidence that you committed no crime. The most serious was the resisting arrest charge brought on behalf of Lieutenant Wilson, but I feel I can dismiss this charge outright." Piers stared confused at Bernie, who was back to his earlier level of beaming. "It turns out Officer Wilson has been suspended pending criminal investigations on several counts, as well as multiple civil complaints. The indiscriminate firing of his weapon while grossly impaired in a room full of unarmed civilians who posed no apparent threat seems to have been the last straw. Well, that and the two clean drop guns which the Emergency Room staff discovered he had taped to either ankle. Excuse me, are you familiar with that term, Piers?"
"No Ma'am."
With considerable disgust, "It is a reprehensible practice of dirty cops. They carry with them an unregistered, untraceable pistol, and if they shoot someone unarmed, they drop the weapon to make it look like they were justified in firing in the first place. As I say, Officer Wilson was found to have not one but two in his possession when his clothing was cut-off in the ER. His superiors have expressed to me no interest in prosecuting you for anything, especially as regards Wilson. In fact, they made mention of presenting you with some type of award, but that's for them to tell you about. I don't anticipate the Lieutenant will be bringing any civil charges against you either. Mister Wilson will have a multitude of considerably larger fish to fry for the foreseeable future."
Bernie announced, "We are pleased to hear that, Your Honor."
She referred to her papers, saying, "As to Gertrude and Armand, they both have multiple warrants outstanding, some quite old and many quite serious, so I don't think we need to worry about them pressing charges or bringing actions."
Even more energetically, Bernie all but shouted, "We are pleased to hear that also, Your Honor."
Staring seriously at Piers, she said, "That leaves only the matter of Madame Sophia Rose." Much if not all of Bernie's smile dissipated. "She is the only one left who could wish to press assault charges or bring suit." She let that hang a tense moment before smiling warmly, "But, I spoke to her by phone in the hospital not twenty-five minutes ago, and she assures me she plans no action against that "sweet young man" as she refers to you Mr. Langland." Piers was dumb-struck. "You see, she learned that you did CPR on her and presumably saved her life. She said a gypsy can never harm someone to whom they owe a life-debt. Also, with Gertrude and Armand in custody, her brother came forward to look after the business. She found out through him that those two had been swindling her mercilessly, so she further credits you for that revelation. She said when she's better, you can visit anytime for free readings, your family too. Seems you've made quite a friend there, Piers." He continued to be dumb-struck, only harder.
Bernie simply yodeled, "We are pleased to hear that, Your Honor."
"So," she concluded striking, her gavel, "All charges dismissed and you are free to leave, Mr. Langland. I regret that your personal property found at the scene must be held as evidence in the matter of Stanley Wilson, but it will be returned to you as soon as possible. Thank you both for your time, and have pleasant days both of you." She disappeared to her chambers rapidly, to the sound of Bernie thanking her repeatedly.
That evening after dinner, Piers sat moping at the kitchenette while Samantha did the dishes. She offered friendly small talk, but he was not in the mood. After he had sulked long enough, she encouraged, "Sweet-heart, don't be so glum. The judge dropped all the charges, and the police are even giving you a plaque. You're not in trouble with any of them, and I'm not mad, so why don't you cheer up? Heck, Trudy called from work to tell me everything ran smoothly without you, so that's not a problem. By the way, she sounded happier than I've heard her in a long time. Did you give her a raise or something?" To that question he could only shrug. "Well, then what's got your so piqued?" She knew of course, but wanted to hear it from him.
Finally he grumbled, "It's the NaNoWriMo thing you probably don't want to hear about again. I wish I could have finished. Darn it all, I couldn't even start it. I think I'm this hot-shot author, and I cannot come up with even one lousy idea." He slumped back in his chair, head resting on one palm. Sam giggled softly to herself. "What?"
"I was just thinking, maybe you could write a story about the crazy month you've had trying to write the story. Not that anyone would believe you, but it would sure be kooky." She giggled softly to herself again as she dried a plate.
Piers started to respond in the negative, to dismiss her suggestion, but by the time he spoke said instead, "You know, love cakes, that's not a bad idea, not a bad idea at all." He sat straight, thought visibly about it some more, and said triumphantly, "In fact, it's a great idea." He jumped from his chair, ran over and kissed her on the lips more passionately than he had for several years, then announced, "I'll be in my study."
Still face to face with him she asked, "But isn't the competition over tonight?"
"Yes," he kissed her again, "it is, but at least I can say I started it."
With that, he went to his desktop computer, opened a blank document, and wrote:
"Craig stared out the front window, studying the epochal battle which was about to unfold. To one side of the village, a massive army of dwarves roiled as it flowed to meet the goblin horde, approaching from the north. The bloodlust ran hot, plain for all to see, on both sides. Centuries of enmity and mutual loathing were about to be resolved with cold, hard steel, in this place, at this time. As if Nature itself understood the significance of the battle, a dense pall of clouds and freezing rain swooped down on the assemblage, portending to make this very bad event considerably worse. War cries from the dwarves could just barely be heard above the unearthly, unintelligible howls of the monstrous army which was almost upon them. Soon, the streets would muddy with the bloods of the dying. Soon, the gates of whatever paradise each side believed in would swell with the new arrivals. Soon, the village would lie in ruin, the innocent victim of geographic bad luck, crushed and pounded by the cataclysmic fury of these frenzied combatants. Soon, the dawn would be blotted out by the smoke from the burning buildings and the burning flesh.
As Craig stared transfixed at the combatants, he felt strangely apart from the battle. He knew he should be frightened and that he should run like a wild stallion for safe quarter. But fear and human weakness be cursed! He had to stay and be a witness to the spectacle!
"Soon, Craig, soon........"
 

 

N.B.: To all you naysayers out there who kept riding me about padding my word count, I have only seven words to say to you: fifty-eight thousand eighty words, total. I am now sticking my tongue out at you, though you probably can't see it.
 

 

The End
11/29/2009, CR.
 

 

POST SCRIPT/SHAMELESS SELF-PROMOTION
 

So, you've finished The Prisoner of NaNoWriMo! Thank you for allowing me to entertain you. I just know that you loved the book and cannot wait to get your hands (or Kindles) on more amazing novels by that brilliant author, me. Well, you need wait no longer! Check out my earlier novels Anon Time and The Innerglow Effect. Plus, hopefully by early 2011 I will have my current project, Time Diving, completed and ready to enjoy. The four books are stand-alone stories and thematically unrelated. Anon Time follows an everyman character who discovers he is, in reality, a powerful warrior struggling to save reality. The Innerglow Effect is medical science fiction. Two protagonists come together as they investigate a new drug's bizarre side-effect. Innerglow may be causing some users see their own deaths, yet clearly remain in the here-and-now to tell about the tale. Time Diving will be a dark and cautionary time travel story, warning that we should never desire to change our pasts.
If you appreciated the creativity and imagination of The Prisoner of NaNoWriMo, buckle-up in your favorite reading spot and give my other stories a test-drive. Thanks as always, my friend, from your friend, vaya con Dios.........craig
 

Anon Time:
Ebook version - http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3399
Podcast version - http://www.podiobooks.com/title/anon-time
 

The Innerglow Effect:
Ebook version - http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/8387
Podcast version - http://www.podiobooks.com/title/the-innerglow-effect
 

Craig Robertson's Webpage - http://myfavoriteauthor.net/home.html
 

Craig Robertson in the Form of a Blog - http://myfavoriteauthor-craig.blogspot.com/
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