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Channel 1:
Godhead Dying Downwards
Has some Vast Imbecility,
Mighty to build and blend,
But impotent to tend,
Framed us in jest, and left us now to hazardry?
Or come we of an Automaton
Unconscious of our pains?…
Or are we live remains
Of Godhead dying downwards, brain and eye now gone?
—Thomas Hardy, “Nature’s Questioning”
I: The Sheep’s Head
When they saw the priest strolling along through the fairgrounds, some of the attendees of the Woodbury Fair became self-conscious, uncomfortable, as though black storm clouds had slunk in to eclipse the bright blue heavens.
With its origins in the thirteenth century, the fair on Woodbury Hill had declined somewhat over recent years. Though its focus was still on the selling, in great numbers, of sheep and horses, each year these practical matters were further impinged upon by an increase in the tented stalls of merchants. And over time, the products offered evolved—or devolved as the case may be—from clothing and hats and the like, to toys and trinkets. In addition, there were now penny peep shows, fortune-tellers, wax figures like grotesque golems one might imagine coming to life and wandering the fairgrounds after its many human visitors had retired to their beds.
In this year of 1883, there was much drinking at the fair, and rowdiness, and performing girls in scandalous outfits riding or standing on horses. It was little wonder, then, that some might be made to feel uneasy at the sight of the young priest in his spectacles with their odd red lenses. Had he come to cast his verbal displeasure on the proceedings? To preach to these lost souls? Or simply to inspire guilt and self reproach in the masses by his gloomy presence alone?
It was not only his clerical garb that inspired such unconscious resentment, however, but also the fact that he was specifically a priest as opposed to a minister. It had been many years since 1850, when amid much controversy and outright fury the Catholic Church reestablished its hierarchy in England, after years of lurking in the shadows of the Protestants’ Anglican Church. It had been thirteen years since the Vatican had incited further bitterness by declaring that the Pope’s views were incapable of error. Despite the passage of time, however, Catholicism was still not the bent of most churchgoers in this land.
This priest, named Father Venn, had not come here with any particular intention, whatever the concerns of his fellow fair-goers. He had been wandering through the parish of Bere Regis, returning to Dorset from several months spent in London, twelve miles distant. He had quite forgotten that—it being the eighteenth of September—the well-known Woodbury Fair would be underway on its hill a half mile from Bere Regis village. He had found himself more or less drawn along with the flow of those others who were following their annual exodus to that hill and that fair. Horses, carts, flocks of sheep climbed the hill’s gentle slope in a fog of raised dust, like apparitions of the many men and animals who had climbed this hill in decades and centuries past.
Venn had climbed the road behind a man who drove along a group of cows, occasionally thrashing the hindmost and apparently most recalcitrant of these beasts across its rear flanks with more force, and more relish, than seemed necessary. Finally Venn came up alongside the man, who looked at him in surprise, and jerked his stick out of his hand. For a moment, Venn thought that he might strike the man across the face with a backhanded blow from the stick. Such a desire in him would have seemed impossible in an earlier day, unthinkable from a man of God. But Venn no longer knew what behavior was appropriate for such a man. What God might expect or want from him. If anything.
Instead of striking him, Venn flung the stick off into the hedge lining the road, and walked ahead of the mystified and plainly frightened man. As he went, he ran his hand over the cow’s neck. He hoped his touch soothed it, and gave it a second opinion of his species.
Now, having reached the fair itself, Father Venn found himself standing a short way from the steam-driven roundabout, watching the spinning of the beautifully carved and gaudily painted dobby horses, which chased each other round and round like an ouroborus swallowing its own tail. The roundabout’s organ played so enthusiastically that at times it leapt into a positive cacophony that could scarcely be called music. Venn smiled sympathetically down at a boy who stood with his hands clamped over his ears, clearly both longing to ride on one of those wooden ponies, and at the same time terrified of the frenzied speed and noise of this unnatural machine.
Venn thought of himself half-disgustedly as one of those dobbies, just then.
Back in his home territory of Dorset again. Back pursuing the same fruitless avenues. Chasing his own tail round and round endlessly, pointlessly. Getting to no destination. And like those dobbies, pretending to life, but only imitation.
Turning from the whirling machine, Venn found his red-dyed gaze shifting to a string of luridly painted posters advertising a side show. To himself he read softly, “The Aztec Skeleton Girl.” She didn’t sound very comely.
Still, he found himself almost against his will drawn in that direction. Before he reached this side show tent, however, a smaller one just beyond attracted his gaze. Or was it his gaze that had been attracted? It was almost as if a ghostly hand had taken his chin, to point his face in that direction. Venn found himself suddenly rooted to his spot, so that others had to bend their way around him. He read a banner strung over the opening to this circular tent, that read: “Curiosities and Marvels of Nature.”
Just as he had seemed to be directed by another force to look this way, so did Venn find that his feet were now carrying him toward the tent of garishly advertized mysteries.
Nearing the tent, Venn smelled straw and animal manure from its gloomy interior, but his way was blocked by a man accepting admission at its opening.
Near him, on a chair by the entrance, sat a woman in a shockingly short skirt, which due to her sitting had risen up to bare her knees. She was a side show performer of some kind, no doubt. A mother with two children, approaching the tent to view these anomalies of nature, spotted the costumed woman and quickly diverted her children to another attraction. Apparently, whatever monsters might lie within the tent were less horrible than the sight of this wanton young woman, whose eyes were now fixed on Father Venn.
“Well hallo, there, good Father.” She smiled. Her hair was thick and full but her face mannish and hard, and even from here Venn could smell the rot of her teeth under the liquor on her breath. Her corset almost pinched her into two pieces, exaggerating the fertile promises of her hips.
At her words, the man taking admission lifted his eyes and saw Venn in line before him. He straightened his posture in a jolt of shock. “Hallo, Father. Ah…do ye wish…to see…” Faltering, he gestured self-consciously over his shoulder.
“Yes,” Venn told him. “How much is it?”
“Oh…how much? A penny, sir, but for you…no, sir.” He waved at the coin Venn started to present. “No cost to you, sir. You go on in…”
The seated woman swatted the man’s back. “Fool,” she whispered, not softly enough. But she smiled at Venn once more, either trying to charm him or else charmed by him. He was a very good-looking young man, with hair black as a crow’s wing. “If you be scared to venture inside alone, Father, I might take your hand.”
Venn tried to keep his smile pleasant. “No thank you, madam…I’ll be quite all right.”
Her eyes flicked up and down the lean black length of him. “Tell me, Father, as I’ve always been curious—why is it that your lot remain celibate as a monk, and without a wife? Seems an awful shame. Particularly in your own case, as fine a gentleman as you be.”
“It’s a commitment to my calling, madam.”
“And don’t ye ever regret it? Don’t ye ever see a pretty maiden, and feel the urge to convert to a more obliging church?”
Before Venn could formulate any kind of an answer, the admissions man groaned, “Lizzy!” Then, to the priest: “Please pardon my sister, Father. Go on in…as my guest.”
Venn nodded to the man, then to his grinning sister, and proceeded ahead.
As he slipped into the tent, out of the brisk autumnal breeze atop this hill, he removed his peculiar red-lensed spectacles and folded them away, the better to see in the murky interior.
Near the entrance, in a little pen, a small and scrawny black dog was curled in the straw which covered the dirt floor. Upon seeing Venn duck into the tent, it jumped up to its legs, of which it only possessed two: a single leg up front, on the left, and a single in the rear, on the right, giving it at least some kind of balance. Venn couldn’t tell if it had been born that way, or if its condition was the result of some mishap. In any rate, it greeted him happily and he leaned into its pen to let it lick his hand.
In another pen was a black goat with a single thick horn growing out of its forehead. Predictably, a sign advertized it as a unicorn, though it was less exotic in appearance than that. Its disturbing eyes with their uncanny irises (perhaps, the priest thought, the reason the Arch-fiend was given a goat’s head) watched him hungrily but also warily, as if expecting some mistreatment.
There was a mottled pig with an extra leg hanging out of either side of its body. A rooster in a cage with a crooked extra leg tucked between the other two.
But not all the exhibits were alive. A table had been set up to one side, and Venn drew close to examine its display like a buyer perusing a merchant’s wares.
In a box there was a snake skeleton with two heads. Pickled in a jar was a pig embryo with no hind legs—a grotesque miniature mermaid swimming in alcohol. Like the unicorn, an exotic chimera of myth revealed to be, in reality, merely pathetic and sad.
Venn turned to the last item on the table—the head of a lamb also preserved in alcohol, sealed in a big mason jar. Frowning, Venn rotated the jar slightly and bent nearer to it. The lamb had been born without eyes. There was barely an indentation where each socket should be. If God was the artist who had created each plant and animal on this earth, how did mistakes like this one slip past His notice? Or did He create these intentionally, to make some kind of point, to get across some sort of message that was simply lost to him?
He straightened and was about to leave the tent, but he found it hard to remove his gaze from that eyeless disembodied head. A strange impulse came over him, then. Like the impulse that had directed him to this tent in the first place. He peeked over his shoulder to be certain that he was alone, and that the siblings weren’t peeking into the tent at him. Then, he slipped out and unfolded his wire-rimmed spectacles with their deep red lenses, and put them on his face.
Now that he had the spectacles on, he could see that the lamb’s head possessed two eyes after all.
The eyes had sclera that were a blood red instead of white, and within these were pupils of an almost metallic silver. These silvery pupils rolled to look up at him, followed him as he took an unconscious step back in repug-nance. In fear.
When Venn stepped out into the light, still wearing his odd specs against its brightness, the show girl was grinning at him as if she sensed and enjoyed his unease. He asked her and her brother, “That sheep’s head, without eyes.
Where did you acquire it?”
“I bought it from a farmer in Candleton, sir,” said the man. “People sell me these beasts, sir, knowing as I can make use of them, where they can not.”
At the name of Candleton, Venn had stiffened imperceptibly. “Do you recall the man’s name?”
“Er…” He looked at his sister helplessly. “I think his name be Brook, sir.
Brook, yes, that be it.”
“And do you recall anything about this Brook?”
“Well,” the man replied somewhat reluctantly, as if afraid of the consequences, “he had a few drinks in him, as I recall, and was of quite an unpleasant temper, haggling as he did with me over the price. Fearsome eyes, he had, if I remember the man rightly, Father.”
“Thank you.” Venn then started away, around the side of the tent, before the sister could get out whatever sly-voiced question he knew she was on the verge of forming.
At the back of the tent, on the ground, was the mason jar—resting where he had pushed it under the tent’s hem. He scooped it up and cradled it under his arm, then walked swiftly away, intending to leave the fair immediately before the theft was noted. Just once did he glance down at the head directly, to note that those horrible eyes which only he could see were contemplating him steadily.
He might have paid for the item, but he didn’t know if his remaining funds were sufficient or even if the man would be willing to part with it. Stealing was an unpriestly act, but again, he no longer knew what God might tolerate or desire from his priests. From all humans.
In life, his faith had been simple, without question of God’s will; his vision had been clear. But Venn had become more philosophical in the year since he had died.
Father Venn knew only one thing for certain.
He must return to Candleton.



II: The Straight Path
Leaving Bere Regis behind, Father Venn’s trek to the town of Candleton took him west through Cerne Abbas, with its hills and gullies, the deeply rutted road becoming muddy in these depressions. Venn had visited Cerne Abbas before. There had once been an ancient Benedictine Abbey here, but it had been given up to Henry VIII when he dissolved the monasteries of his country. This was shortly after Henry founded the Anglican Church—the Church of England—so that he could divorce Catherine of Aragon and marry the beguiling and six-fingered Anne Boleyn (though this marriage would be quickly and rudely abbreviated). Henry’s Act of Supremacy had transferred power from the Pope to the King, and the Catholic Church had been struggling to regain its lost ground since.
Though he had a set destination again at last, after the more or less aim-less wanderings of recent months, Venn went out of his way slightly to view the 180 foot tall “Rude Man”, the Giant of Cerne Abbas carved in chalk on the side of a hill, said to be two thousand years old. He removed his specs to see it more clearly, the figure rising across the sloping hill above a clumped stand of trees. The giant held a club in one hand, and an erection stabbed up the front of his belly. A fertility figure, most said. Once Venn had been embarrassed by the sight of it, but now he only gave a faint smile at its lack of modesty. The pagan giant was as incomprehensible to him as his own god. Some said it was a hoax, created as late as the seventeenth century. One legend held that the giant had been a Danish invader, who while sleeping on the hill had been decapitated by the townspeople. Venn had once heard a young scholar suggest that the figure was Hercules, and that its empty left hand had once been holding a severed head—which made Venn feel some affinity for it, given his own package, now wrapped thickly in his removed greatcoat to prevent it from being gazed upon by others. And to prevent it from gazing upon him.
Another bit of folklore, which had stimulated his imagination unpleasantly as a child, was that sometimes the chalk giant came alive at night, and walked to a local stream to drink from it.
Venn continued along, but the mysterious giant and the waning of day had put him uneasily in mind of other legends that had haunted his childhood—of the phantasmal, antlered and trumpeting Herne the Hunter, and the “Wild Troop” that came rushing out of the night across the moors like a whirlwind that roared with hooves and voices. The Wild Troop was said to follow the ancient “straight paths,” a system of roads along which were aligned pagan sites such as prehistoric earthworks, Neolithic standing stones, Stonehenge itself. It was considered unlucky, even dangerous, for modern men to block these routes by building upon them. The long, precisely straight tracts were believed by some to convey magnetic force, or more obscure forms of energy, like some great circulatory system. They were also called “fairy paths,”
because processions of fairies were said to travel along them. This notion had also painted fanciful but disturbing visions in Venn’s boyhood mind.
But the young Venn had been most afraid of stories of the elemental Black Shuck, a great black dog that also rushed along the ancient straight tracts like a train along its rail, its eyes burning and sulphur billowing out of its jaws. Old Shock, as this beast or race of beasts was also called, was known to explode into a burst of fire like a will-o’-the-wisp when it reached a crossroad, blasting the spot a carbonized black as if lightning had struck there. Venn’s grandfather had told him how a man who had once tried to strike a black dog had been utterly incinerated, along with his horse and cart.
His grandfather had seemed especially to savor terrifying him about a black dog attack in the sixteenth century, witnessed by many. During a violent thunderstorm — in which a bolt of lightning knocked off the church roof a man who was cleaning its gutters—a black dog manifested itself directly inside the church. Crackling with lightning, the dog raced straight through the central aisle, striking and killing two of the congregation along the way. Another man was struck and survived, though he was left horribly withered. When the dog had vanished, the church’s clock was found to be ruined, and claw marks were left in the church’s door that were visible to this day. The very same day, apparently the same black dog also tore through a church some miles distant, killing three people this time. Perhaps this ancient force had resented the invasion of the comparatively new worship of Man instead of Nature.
It was stories like these, particularly concerning the seemingly elemental spirit’s ability to strike like ball lightning, that had left Father Venn to wonder more than once whether it had been Black Shuck who had burned his cathedral in Candleton.
His old stone cathedral had, after all, been built directly on one of the ancient straight paths as so many were, as if in an attempt to tap into this grid of force, or in an arrogant effort to overwhelm it, superimpose their will over those energies. Over Nature herself.
As he walked—the ever cooling breeze ruffling his hair, whistling across the grassy downs, the sky growing dark so that only shreds of sunlight like ribbons of flesh bled along the horizon, silhouetting ominous clusters of trees where anything might be lying in wait—Father Venn caught himself nervously glancing over his shoulder.
But when he discovered himself doing this, he tried to laugh at himself deri-sively. Black Shuck could scarcely kill him now, though perhaps it already had.
For Venn had been inside his church in Candleton when it had mysteriously caught fire, just over a year ago now.
««—»»
Because he had nearly run out of money, and because he preferred solitary ways, Venn spent the night standing under a tree not far off this gorse-lined stretch of road across the desolate heath. A sprinkling of rain fell but the tree shielded him from becoming too wet. He rested one palm flat across its grooved bark, taking in its ridged hardness, the damp of it, and wondering as he had many times before how he could sense these impressions when his nerves were dead and rotten. How he could feel cold, and see the wisping of his exhaled breath, when his actual body had been burned and buried under the tons of rubble that had once been his church.
Due to night’s chill, he had unwrapped the mason jar and donned his greatcoat, turned up its collar. He stared down at the jar near his feet, just a black lump in the shadows. Reluctantly, he put on his spectacles. Now, two red coals with flashing silvery centers glowed from those shadows. Unearthly eyes fixed directly on his own.
He lifted his gaze, swept it across the dark heath, as if scanning about. But his red lenses revealed no lurking black dogs, spying upon him, stalking nearer. No spectral horned hunters. No demon—or had it been an angel?—like the one he had caught a glimpse of, hovering outside one stained glass window as his church had raged with fire.
The memory came back to Venn vividly, so that he nearly flinched with its impact. He recalled—no, relived—standing dazed amid that smoldering rubble, before he realized that he actually lay buried beneath it. This understanding had come to him gradually, not through some sudden revelation like discovering his own crisped remains. His remains had never, in fact, been discovered.
And thus, his congregation—and even those fellow priests who had miraculously survived the catastrophe—had never even been aware of his death. Had taken this doppleganger to be its original. This spirit that could somehow choke from the rising smoke, and burn its fingers on the glowing embers that had once been pews.
He remembered being overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the ruin, the heaps of tumbled stone that had once been walls, flames flickering throughout it all. A landscape that seemed to spread to every horizon like Hell itself. He remembered crouching down, and dragging from the cinders an ash-covered section broken from the glass window through which he had glimpsed that winged form just as the cathedral had burst suddenly, explosively, and inex-plicably into flame.
He had pressed a shard of red glass out of its lead frame with his thumb.
And later, it was this fragment of glass that he would have made into spectacles, through which he had hoped to one day, again, see that winged mysterious figure. So that he might punish it, have revenge upon it, if a demon it was. So that he might interrogate it, demand answers from it, if the creature proved to be an angel instead.
Though he was cold, and though he was afraid—not just of the night and its mysteries, but of returning to haunted Candleton—Father Venn stood in that one spot the whole of the night. Weary but not tiring, resting but not at rest.
««—»»
The next day was clear again, the sharp air invigorating, and despite its various sinister legends, the town of Candleton in its little bowl-like hollow unfolded below Venn in bright welcome as he descended into the vale.
He hoped he would not be spotted, stopped and welcomed. He had found it difficult to explain why he had left Candleton some months after the burning of the cathedral. He would find it harder still explaining his return.
He had not remained to rebuild and reestablish his church. And since leaving Candleton—to widen his search for answers to the church’s destruction, and to his very presence still on this corporeal plane—Venn had heard that his surviving colleagues had dispersed to other parishes, and that most of his former congregation had joined instead the church of the Anglican vicar, Reverend Trendle. Venn suspected the conversion had as much to do with superstitious fear as with practicality. Reverend Trendle’s much humbler church lay further along the same straight path Venn’s more ostentatious church had rested upon, and despite their theological divide, Venn hoped that no demon or Old Shock ever visited its fury upon that place of worship, too.
Along the road, Venn came upon an elderly farmer with a sun-burnished face and asked him where he might find a sheep owner named Brook, whom Venn himself did not recall from his congregation. The farmer looked at Venn a bit warily. Venn had pulled his greatcoat around his collar to disguise his priestly garb somewhat, and had removed his strange tinted glasses by which he might be recognized. He held the jar under the flap of his coat to keep it from view, but the shape was conspicuous and suspicious. Nevertheless, he received his directions, thanked the man—who fortunately did not recognize him, though he himself looked familiar to Venn—and proceeded on.
Venn might have seen this Brook about in the past, as well. Despite his vocation, however, he had always been of a solitary leaning, even wondering at times if he would have been a better monk than priest. Some in his congregation, he had heard, had found him a bit aloof. Fortunately, fellow priests like Father Lodge and especially the young Irish priest, Father Dewy, had been more approachable, or else the townsfolk might have joined Reverend Trendle’s parish much sooner.
Now, on his way to Brook’s little farm at the opposite end of the town, Venn was already moving along the so-called straight path that would take him, before that, past the ruins of his church. He had dimly spied it from the lip of the vale earlier. Even collapsed as it was, resembling from the distance a vast pagan burial cairn, it could not be ignored.
He had wanted to avoid the ruins. Had he not already spent the first months after the fire visiting them daily, each time hoping to uncover some clue or glean some answers about the cause for the tragedy, about the reason he was trapped here between the worlds of the living and the dead? Damned in this walking purgatory?
But it was inevitable, he knew. He was drawn magnetically to the ruins along this fairy path which ran right through the town, as though the town had grown around its spinal column.
As if to put off the homecoming just a few moments longer, Venn stopped in the road to look at a series of four great, lichen-spotted stones that rested just off to his left. These standing stones, called the Four Sisters by the locals, were said to lie at the nexus point of a number of fairy paths. The townsfolk had long related how these stones could roll themselves at night to a little nearby pond to quench their thirst, before they rolled themselves back to their spot by the road before dawn. Some had even claimed to see the matted tracks they left in the grass in their wake.
Briefly, Venn donned his spectacles again, to study the rounded stones.
He saw no fairies, no spirits hiding amongst them, no mysterious signs marked on their pitted surfaces. He slipped the specs away once more, and resumed his journey toward the farm where the head he carried under his arm had originated.
“Come, Baphomet,” he whispered to it, referring to the horned head, possibly of an animal, said to be worshiped in secret by the Templars—who were later persecuted, and executed, for their supposed blasphemies.



III: The Remains
In the year 1092, only five days after being consecrated, St. Osmund’s cathedral at Old Sarum was destroyed during a thunderstorm, the roof ruined and the entire structure damaged, as if somehow God had not been satisfied with the endeavor. Or, as if Old Shock had come to visit.
Still, standing before the ruins of his own church again, Father Venn couldn’t imagine that even that ancient catastrophe could equal the one evidenced here.
The roof had crushed most of the structure beneath it, and even the bell tower had fallen, leaving only the broad stump of its base propped up by mounds of stone blocks. Gorse and other bushes were growing up between the piles, green life working at burying these gray remnants. Perhaps, unless it was all eventually carted away, this place would ultimately resemble a humped barrow like those of the pagans.
Two ragged walls met in a corner, all that really remained erect, and this with the help of lumber propped against the sagging outsides. Children had been warned not to play near the ruins lest they be crushed, but no one seemed much inclined to venture near the spot in any case. Even the priests who had lived through the fire and collapse had seemed disinclined to ever return.
Himself included.
And yet, here he was again.
Standing at the periphery of the ruins, not far from the road, Venn stared into the shadows formed by those meeting walls. He did not wear his spectacles. He did not want to don them. But he knew that he would. He knew that his feet would carry him closer, into that chill blue shade. And as he approached, a rising breeze whistled through the empty arched sockets of windows in the blasted walls.
Now in the shadows himself, Venn fitted the red-lensed specs to his face and squinted through them warily.
Father Dewy stood in the very corner, hunched somewhat behind a pile of broken masonry as if he meant to duck out of sight. But he did not see Venn, his eyes elsewhere, flicking madly like those of a startled horse. Blood had run down his face from an awful V-shaped wound gashed into the front of his skull as if an axe had bashed him there. The blood still glistened wetly, a year after it had been drawn. A year after the blood had turned to black sludge in the veins of the actual Father Dewy, buried back in Ireland.
Venn edged a little closer. Still the young priest did not notice him, his eyes bulging, his fingers whitely gripping a block of stone. The side of his face was charred black, his ear a crisp, his clothing having been badly scorched.
His red hair was white with the dust of centuries: the pulverized stone of the cathedral’s body.
“My friend,” Venn said to him softly, afraid that those eyes might lock on his yet. But at the same time, wishing that they would.
They did not. The man was sobbing desperately but Venn couldn’t hear him. His spectacles, despite their mysterious properties, could not relate that sound to him.
It agonized Venn to see him this way. Dewy had been the youngest, the most vibrant of the priests. Always laughing, always buoyant. Of the three who had died that day—of all the priests, in fact—Dewy had been the one most loved by the townspeople. And though living here in England, his beloved Ireland had been his true home. Almost more than it pained Venn to see Dewy trapped in this limbo, it pained him that the young man haunted this country rather than his own.
“I wish I could bring you peace,” Venn said to him. Rising to his forgotten duties as a comforter of his fellow creatures, Venn stepped over and between the rubble, reached out to touch Father Dewy’s shoulder. He felt nothing there but a more concentrated chill in the air. Dewy was a ghost even to this ghost.
Venn did not understand why one ghost could act upon its surroundings when another couldn’t, why some were mute and mindless while others spoke and sought to communicate some message to the living. Why some realized they were dead and others, Dewy perhaps, did not. Being dead had not solved such mysteries for Venn but only heightened them, made them more maddening.
Venn withdrew his hand. Stared at his friend a few moments longer. Then, as a mercy to himself, he removed his spectacles. The true colors of the church’s ruins revealed no such being lurking in its shadows. It was a poor excuse for an exorcism.
Venn turned and picked his way out of the rubble, so as to continue on his way toward the farm of this fearsome-eyed Mr. Brook.
««—»»
There was another place that Father Venn had not wanted to revisit upon his return to Candleton, and that was the crossroads appropriately named the Cross, a short distance beyond the remains of his church. But again, he knew it was inevitable. It blocked his path. It was his path.
More in times past than recently, so-called witches and those who had died by their own hand had been buried at crossroads such as this. Even the
“conjurer” named Baptista Stockdale had been interred here. Years before his death, and resurrection, Father Venn had been summoned by Baptista’s cousin to the bedside of the dying woman. The cousin explained that Reverend Trendle had refused to come.
Venn administered last rites to the dying woman, who hadn’t protested despite her reputation as a witch—though she had, to be fair, been wildly delirious through his vigil. Regardless of her lofty name, she was not considered worthy of interment in consecrated ground, and despite the young priest’s misgivings, she had been buried at the crossroads. The last such addition, to his knowledge, to this sad little graveyard of sorts.
Since his death—and before he ultimately left Candleton in a mostly random search for answers as to why he still roamed this material world—
Venn had come here a number of times to say prayers, in the hopes of blessing and freeing the souls of those damned to be buried here.
As he entered into the crossing of the two roads, however, he knew his prayers had not been entirely successful, for he heard a soft voice behind him say, “So…you have not yet found your peace either, Alec.”
Venn turned about and through his red spectacles saw a man standing just at the side of the road. It was a priest, older than himself. He had recognized already, by the voice, that it was his old friend Father Lodge.
“Hello, Edmond.”
Father Lodge did not come forward to meet the young priest, as if he were rooted to the spot like a stake in the earth. From an old choir song, he quoted,
“‘He comes the prisoners to release, in Satan’s bondage held.’”
It was Venn who stepped closer to him. “I am not here to say prayers again at this place, Edmond. They seem to do no good to release you.”
“That does indeed seem to be the case.” Father Lodge smiled sadly. “I am trapped here, for whatever reason our Father desires.”
“I am not so certain that it is a conscious act on His part,” Venn said, “but a callous disregard. You are more likely overlooked. Forgotten.”
“We can not know these things, Alec,” Lodge admonished him gently.
“Have you been to see Father Dewy?”
“I have. He is also still trapped on this earth.”
“That is sad,” Lodge said. “And still, you could not communicate with him, as you can with me?”
“I could not.”
Neither man understood why it was that one should be chained into one spot, while another of them could move about freely. Why Venn could converse with Lodge, but not hear or be heard by Father Dewy. Why Dewy looked as he had when he’d been killed, whereas Lodge bore not a mark upon him. Why one spirit could effect its surroundings when another could not.
Once, Venn had been called to bless a home in which dishes would fly and shatter on their own, furniture would move about and empty clothing be arranged into a strange tableau of praying scarecrow figures. Donning his red spectacles, Venn had seen a glassy-eyed, mad-looking young girl picking up and throwing a plate in the kitchen. But the strangest thing was that this apparition was the exact double of the nervous and sickly teenage daughter who dwelled in the house—a ghost of a being still alive. Another mystery of the life of spirits to confound him.
“What brings you back here, Alec?” Lodge asked him. Months ago, Venn had come to say goodbye to Lodge before leaving Candleton to expand his quest.
Venn drew nearer yet to the older priest, to show him the large container he carried with him. He explained how he had come upon it.
“Brook,” Lodge mused. “The name is familiar, but I didn’t know the man personally. Young, I believe. With a pretty wife. No children. If I recall, his farm abutted the vicar’s church.”
“Can you see the thing’s eyes?” Venn asked, holding the jar up higher. He hoped no one would come along just then, to see him conversing to empty air, and holding up a jar containing a lamb’s head though no one was there to view it.
Father Lodge wagged his head. “I can not, Alec,” he told him.
Venn knew better than to offer the older priest his specs. He had previously tried to touch Lodge, but found that he did not have anything like the sham body he himself possessed.
Behind Father Lodge, Venn caught a glimpse of an old woman peeking out furtively from behind a misshapen furze bush. Though a wide grin carved her wrinkled features, she quickly and shyly ducked behind the bush again.
“Baptista,” he said. “She has not yet been freed, either. And will she ever be? Will you be, my friend, who was a servant of our Lord and never dis-graced Him?”
“One day, we will all have our answers,” Lodge told him.
“On the day of the Apocalypse, I reckon,” Venn said bitterly. “Can you speak with Baptista? Does she know anything you yourself don’t know?”
“No, we can not converse. She seems more removed than I. But what is it you think she might be privy to, Alec? You don’t believe she truly was a conjurer?”
“It was she who told me about the invading spirit that might reside within an animal, like a parasite inside its host. Like a genie in its lamp, waiting to be released.” He lifted higher the mason jar again. “Like a demon in the body of one who is possessed.”
Lodge frowned. “She was addled, Alec, that was all.”
But Venn persisted. “On her sickbed, as I prayed over her, she babbled to me of strange things. At the time I thought she was mad with fever, but now that I have come into possession of this I have other thoughts. One of the things she told me is that demons can only smuggle themselves into an earthly existence inside the bodies of certain animals when these animals are born.
And when the animal is sacrificed, the parasitic spirit is freed and becomes beholden to whomever it was that released it.”
“Alec, if that were true, every butcher in the land would have an army of demons as his servants. Why would she tell you this, in any case?”
“Perhaps she foresaw that it would be a matter of significance to me, one day.”“Do you at all suspect Baptista as being the one who brought forth the demon you say inhabits that thing in your hands?”
“Not her. If I suspect anyone of such, it is this farmer, Brook. I need to meet him, to know what he is like. To find out what malignant practices or worship he might be taking part in.”
Lodge’s face was as mournful as any ghost’s might be. “In your zeal for answers, my friend, I’m afraid you may become as delusional as the old woman herself. How do you know that your spectacles do not in fact lie to you, rather than reveal the truth? Make you see things you only wish, or dread, to see?”
“Edmond, if you could see the eyes staring out of this eyeless head, you would believe the old witch’s words as I do. Why is it any madder than the fact that the two of us are here at this moment, having this conversation? Or are you yourself simply my delusion, then?”
“As you know, Alec,” Lodge sighed, “these matters are as much a mystery to me as they are to you.”
Venn’s face and voice grew more intense. “Well I will have my answers, and I will not wait for Doomsday for them. I will free you…and Dewy…and myself.” He nodded at the furze bush behind which the old woman had crouched. “And her. It isn’t right that any of us should be damned, so.”
“Your heart is good, Alec, but…”
“Yes. Better than our Lord’s, I reckon.”
“Alec!”
“I will be back to see you, Edmond,” Father Venn said, returning to the road.
Leaving the crossroads behind, and those spirits that were imprisoned there.



IV: Two Shepherds
Keeping his head low and his walk brisk, Venn made it through the thick of Candleton without being stopped. If he had at any time been recognized, at least he wasn’t aware of it. By keeping his eyes on the path directly before him, he was also better able to avoid the nostalgic pangs of this homecoming.
Outside the center of the town again, and passing alongside a farm that bordered the road, Venn stopped to read something written on the rails of a gate leading into a pasture. In crudely rendered letters, colored red, it said:
“There is a fortune for you in John iii.16.”
On the rail below that was emblazoned:
“Now is the accepted time.”
It wasn’t the first time he had seen such sentiments painted on gates and stiles across the countryside.
Further down the road, Venn came upon the Anglican church of Reverend Trendle, and was surprised to see it surrounded in scaffolding and ladders, with three workers currently upon its roof in the shadow of its short stone tower. For a moment, Venn wondered if Black Shuck had indeed paid the church a visit after all, demolishing it as his own much larger church had been blasted. But he soon enough realized that the church was merely one of many in Dorset that, since 1840, had come under restoration, though Venn had thought that this trend had largely died out in the 1870’s. The crooked and moss-stained headstones in the adjacent churchyard seemed to watch the workers as Venn did, lined up like parishioners waiting to enter the church for a service.
A dog inside the church itself must have spotted Venn through a window, and began barking. The noise caused the workers on the roof to notice him below, gazing up at them, and they paused in their work. Venn nodded to them and turned to be on his way, but just then he saw a man emerge from the church itself and stand in its threshold. This man stared at him as well, and Venn recognized him as the vicar himself.
After a hesitation, Reverend Trendle took a step or two beyond his threshold, shutting the door behind him to keep inside the watchful dog.
“Father Venn?” he said.
“Yes, John…how are you?”
Trendle only advanced another few steps, narrowing his eyes as if dis-trusting them. Trendle had seemed to age since last Venn had seen him, grown more frail and hunched. Then again, Trendle was in his mid seventies and no doubt his formerly robust health had at last come to fade, in contrast to the for-tification of his church.
“What brings you back this way, Father?” the vicar called.
Venn closed some of the distance between them, groping quickly for some excuse and wishing he had planned better in the event of such a question from one of the townspeople. “I am merely here to visit certain members of my former congregation, some of whom it comes to me are in need of a measure of comfort.”
“Many of your former congregation now belong to my congregation, Father,” Trendle said a bit gruffly. “And it is now for me to see to their comfort in all matters.”
Venn nodded indulgently. There had never been outright animosity between his fellow Catholic priests and the Protestant Trendle, but he knew some of Trendle’s history…
After Henry VIII founded the Church of England, Catholics had been treated as a despised minority, denied civil rights such as owning certain types of property, attending universities such as Oxford, and serving in Parliament.
This hadn’t been rectified until the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, when full civil rights were restored. In 1850, when thousands of Irish Catholics poured into England to escape the great famine, Pope Pius IX reinstated the Roman Catholic church organization, re-establishing its full hierarchy, the better to administer to the immigrants’ needs.
The ensuing controversy had stoked a great deal of resentment between the Catholics and the Anglicans, with the latter seeing this as a threat and an invasion, fearing that they would one day become the minority themselves. In 1851, a journal called The Bulwark or Reformation Journal began being pub-lished in Scotland, spreading venomous anti-Catholic rants. From a tattered old copy of its first issue, Venn himself had once read, “The very principles of Popery, since it reached the zenith of its power, and obtained a perfect organization, are such as must work for evil to the mass of a population. As its power rises, the people must fall. It is in direct antagonism to the free and healthful play of the human faculties, to mental enlightenment, to civil progression, to social worth and domestic happiness.”
During this period of uproar, important figures like Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman were burned in effigy, “No Popery” marches were held, and windows were broken in a number of Catholic churches.
Venn had heard from some of the older priests that Trendle had written articles for The Reformation Journal, being in Scotland in those years. Further rumor had it that the fiery young reverend himself might have thrown a rock at a stained glass window or two in those days.
But Venn and his fellows had always been polite to the man, and while they had heard that during his sermons he was known to rail against the Catholic church that shared his town, he had always treated its priests with grudging respect when meeting them in person. Venn attributed his gruff tone today simply to his advancing years and failing health.
“Who in particular is it that needs your assistance, Father?” Trendle went on, as if testing him.
“Ahh…I’ve been summoned by the farmer named Brook, in fact. Do you know him?”
“Brook? I knew him, Father, his property bordering upon that of my church,” he inclined his head down the road, “though he has never been one of my congregation. I am surprised to hear that he was one of yours. I thought he was quite godless…an unbeliever.”
“Perhaps he once was. Nevertheless, he must have had a change of heart.”
Trendle smiled oddly. “Then his change of heart must have occurred as soon as he found himself at the gates of the underworld, because the man perished several months ago.”
“Perished?”
“Have you been delayed these months in seeing him, Father? Or was it his wife, more recently, who summoned you?”
“Yes…perhaps it was his wife who sent for me,” Venn stammered, “and I was simply mistaken. I did not know that the farmer had died. I confess to not remembering the man and his wife very well.”
“I suspect it is the wife who has had a change of heart, following the death of her young husband. Perhaps she desires to change her own godless ways, having seen the fate visited upon her spouse.”
“And how did he die, John?”
“In a fire. He burned to a handful of ash while in his reading chair.
Perhaps he dropped his pipe while dozing. Funny, though, how nothing else in the room was so much as singed.” Trendle shared a little smile again. “Like Mr. Krook, in Bleak House.”
“How terrible!”
“I could little blame his wife for wishing to mend her ways,” Trendle repeated.
“You say he was godless, John. Did you ever hear rumors of Brook being involved in, ah,” he hesitated, “blasphemous rituals? The worship of Satan?”
“He was an atheist,” Trendle growled, “and that’s quite the same thing, isn’t it?”
“Well…thank you for better informing me of these matters, John. I must be off now to see the woman, and comfort her.”
“Save her soul if you can, Father, before something of the same happens to her.”
Venn gave a thoughtful nod, looking back down the road in the direction of his own ruined church. Whatever force had obliterated it was still at work in Candleton. Its hunger still not sated.
He turned to Trendle as if to warn him, too, to beware this force, but the man had already disappeared back inside his church.
««—»»
The property of the sheep owner, Brook, did indeed commence shortly beyond that of the vicar’s church. No sooner had Venn left the church behind when he began to see sheep like lone clouds scattered across the sky, grazing in the deceased farmer’s vividly green pasture.
Several of these sheep grazed close to the road, behind the rough fence that marked the small farm’s border. First looking up and down the road, Venn moved closer to the fence and reached over it to pet the fleecy side of a ram, which went on chewing placidly the clover that was sowed for these beasts to feed on. But it wasn’t to stroke the animal that Venn had left the road. He scru-tinized the ram grimly through his red spectacles. Then, its comrades, a bit further beyond. He saw no fiery eyes gazing out of their heads, or any other part of them. They ignored the jar he carried as much as they ignored him.
For the moment satisfied that Brook had raised no further demons on his farm, Venn continued on. He saw the shearing barn, pens with high hurdles, and in the background, the farm owner’s stone cottage itself, with two storeys and a roof of thatch. This was his destination, specifically.
Though this Mr. Brook had recently become deceased, it became apparent that his widow had managed to keep his farm in operation. Venn saw two men working about the property, and an energetic little sheep dog began barking at Venn’s approach until one of the men, who leaned on his crook, gave the mon-grel a command to desist. Venn lifted a hand to the man as he continued on to the cottage, and found that the dog had aroused the curiosity of a woman who now stood on the threshold to greet him.
“May I help you, Father?” the woman asked. Judging from her stained pinafore and the slight dishevelment of her bundled dark hair, Venn took the pretty young woman to be another of the laborers.
“Good afternoon. Might I have a word with Mrs. Brook?”
“I am Mrs. Brook, Father.” She self-consciously brushed a curled twist of hair off her eyebrow.
“Ahh, I see.” He smiled apologetically. “I am terribly sorry to appear here unannounced, but I was hoping to ask you several questions about your late husband…if it is not too much for you to bear.”
“It is not too much,” the widow said, though looking a bit confused or perhaps even wary. Venn noticed that her eyes were repeatedly falling to the bundle he carried, which a few minutes earlier he had again wrapped up in his greatcoat. “Please come inside.”
The widow seated the priest for tea, and when she reappeared had thrown on a clean white apron. She again flicked aside a stray tangle of hair as she seated herself nervously opposite him. Venn watched her face as she poured for him.
She was exceptionally lovely, with skin very pale for a farm owner, large eyes so dark as to almost be black, a small pursed mouth as intently composed as her brows were drawn. To mar her beauty, there was a deeply indented scar along the delicate edge of her jaw, which he noticed as shadow slipped in to define it, as if someone had tried to cut the artery in her neck and missed. When she sat back to meet his eyes again, he lifted his gaze from the old wound quickly.
“Did your husband own this farm, then, Mrs. Brook?” Venn asked.
“No, Father…it is under our lease. There is a dealer in sheep who has stocked us, and with whom we share our profits until such time as we can fully reimburse him.”
“And you have continued on with the operation, even after the sad demise of your husband? It is to your credit.”
“Thank you, Father.” A pale but still pretty smile.
Venn sighed uneasily, and shifted in his seat. “I need to show you something rather unpleasant, Mrs. Brook, if I may,” he said, indicating the bundle he had set on the floor beside him.
Uncertainly, the woman assented. He saw her swallow. He hoped that her nerves were not too tender to be viewing such a horror, so soon after her young husband’s shocking demise. (And Venn had surreptitiously been glancing about him for signs of charring on the floor and walls, thinking that this might have been the very room where the man had been burned to death—but he saw nothing unusual, and remembered how the vicar had told him the fire had been unnaturally concentrated on Brook himself.) Venn lifted the jar onto the edge of the table, in the same motion that he drew his heavy coat away. He guiltily noted the little gasp from his host as the object was revealed. He was at least grateful for the fact that she could not see the living eyes staring from the blank hollows where the lamb’s skull itself possessed no true sockets. Without his spectacles, he could not presently see the eyes, either, though he felt their gaze upon him just as strongly.
Venn noted in his host’s expression of dread a measure of recognition.
And in fact, she muttered, “That…”
“So your husband showed this to you, then, before he sold it to the man I acquired it from, at Woodbury Fair?”
“Yes, Father.” The widow averted her eyes from it, sipped from her tea a bit tremulously. “I saw the poor blighted thing when it was still alive. It was only one of the badly formed creatures that were born this past Spring.”
“There were others, then?” Venn found himself leaning forward more intensely. “How many? And did your husband sell those, as well?”
“The rest were mercifully born dead. Even more horrid were they than that one, I dare say. One of them didn’t die straight away, in fact, but was mewling so horribly and so…so terribly, unthinkably malformed that my husband slit its throat.”
“I am sincerely sorry for reminding you of these things, Mrs. Brook.”
“Our workers thought we were cursed. Several of them even left our employ.” She still wouldn’t look at the head again, lying in its jar like some perverse holy relic. Therefore, she wouldn’t face Father Venn, as well. He was sorry for this, and bundled the object away so that she could once again look in his direction. As soon as she did, he almost regretted it. Regretted having her lovely eyes meet his own. They unnerved him, and he felt a flush of dismay that he should find her so attractive. A recent widow, and he a priest with a vow of celibacy.
Not that he was certain, any more, about the legitimacy or value of the profession he had owned in life. In life. Venn had to remind himself that, even if his days of being a priest were not truly over, his days of being a mortal man were. This fact shook him out of his moment of uneasy desire.
“That beast was the cause of some distress to my husband in another way,” the widow disclosed. “One evening he found it in the arms of the Reverend Trendle, just as he was carrying it inside his church. My husband was a brash man.” She lowered her eyes. “And not a God-fearing man, if I may speak so of him. He accused the vicar of stealing the lamb, but the vicar insisted that it had strayed upon the church property. My husband said that the animal was not yet strong enough on its legs to have wandered so far alone, and asked the vicar why he was bringing it into the church, in that case, instead of returning it to him.”
Venn’s eyebrows drew in toward each other. He nodded very slowly, found himself clasping his hands together in his lap almost painfully. “How did the vicar respond to that?”
“He said that when he saw the animal’s condition, he had decided to put the thing out of its misery. But my husband, and if I dare say quite rightly, replied that it was not for the vicar to take upon himself, however kind his intentions. So my husband went to the vicar and tore the poor beast straight out of his arms, as he was proud to relate to me later.” Ashamed, in a subdued voice the widow said to Venn, as if he were her confessor, “My husband was overly fond of his drink, Father.”
“So there was much conflict between your husband and the vicar, then?
Were there more incidents between them?”
“My husband was an atheist, Father, and forbade me from attending church myself—though I assure you I am a Christian.” She added this with emphasis in her wide, onyx eyes. “He and the vicar did indeed exchange unfriendly words on a number of occasions. It was unfortunate that two men of such opposing views should be neighbors.”
“That was unfortunate, indeed,” Venn said in a low, grave voice. “Would it be too much to ask you about your husband’s death, Mrs. Brook?”
She set down her tea cup, which chattered a little in its saucer and spilled a dribble down its side. “It was…” She trailed off, wagging her head.
He touched her arm. “You need not tell me. The vicar himself informed me, when I chanced upon him a short while ago.”
“I suppose…I suppose he must have been drinking. And dropped his pipe.
Some have told me that perhaps the alcohol in him, or even the fat of his body, might have caused him to…to burn so…”
Venn moved his eyes to a window beside him, which looked out across the pastures dotted with sheep like white gravestones, the slope of the vale growing misted blue with the shadows of the late afternoon. Silhouetted against the platinum glow of the sky was the Anglican church in its cage of scaffolding and ladders, like a gibbet under construction.



V: The Storm
Though he did not require nourishment Venn could take it, and he stayed for dinner that evening. In fact, his host shyly offered to house him for the duration of his stay in Candleton, knowing that he had no church to go to. He accepted, and told her, “I could perhaps do some work here on your farm, to repay you for your kindness.”
The widow looked rather horrified at the suggestion. “I could not have you do that, Father! You are my guest, and I expect nothing from you in return.”
She made up a small room for him on the second floor, explaining that her husband’s mother had stayed here until her own demise a year and a half ago.
While Venn stood watching the young woman bustle nervously about the room, he asked her softly, “That scar, on your jaw…I don’t mean to make you embarrassed of it. It does not subtract from your loveliness.” He found he had to swallow before he spoke again. “But I was wondering if it were some mishap from childhood.”
Despite his reassurance, he saw that her fingers flew up to half cover it, reflexively. She met his gaze for only a moment. “I told you that my husband imbibed too freely. One evening, in a fury, he threw at me his pottery mug.
It…struck me here, and shattered.”
“I am very sorry that I asked you. It was rude of me. I only meant to show concern.”
Mrs. Brook smiled at the handsome young priest wanly but sincerely. “Your concern is appreciated, Father.” She backed toward the small room’s door. “I hope you will be comfortable here. Why don’t I…” she looked his black-garbed body up and down, seemed to catch herself, and stammered, “Why don’t I bring you my husband’s gown to sleep in? And some other of his things that I still possess, as it appears you have brought no change of clothing?”
“I would greatly appreciate that, Mrs. Brook.” He smiled. “Would it be too forward to call you by your Christian name?”
“Susan,” she said. Then quickly amended, “Sue.”
He smiled again. “Thank you, Sue.”
She nodded, and whisked herself out of the room, but not before he saw the flush of blood suffusing her skin.
««—»»
Venn lay for a while in the bed he had been provided, but spent most of the night standing by the window of the room, gazing out into the night. In this position, his mind would drift, memories would swim up like phosphorescent sea creatures from their depths then submerge again, this being the closest thing he knew to sleep. To rest.
One of the images that came to him was of a stained glass window he had seen as a boy, with his father, in the fifteenth century Fairford Church, this particular window portraying the “Last Judgment”. It showed two demons conveying two naked women to Hell. One woman sat astride the shoulders of a blue, scaled demon with a pitchfork, the other woman being flailed by a red demon with a spiked mace. He recalled the mix of uncomprehending lust and all too obvious horror with which he had stared at the tinted glass. The women, disrobed, symbolized wanton humanity, but Venn had found them more of an enticement than an indictment.
Remembering the window now made him think of the shadowy winged figure he had glimpsed through the stained glass window of his own cathedral, as it exploded into flame and began to topple all around him. And atop him.
With a disturbing mix of lust and fear, like that he had experienced as a boy, Venn realized that the window—the imperiled, naked women—also called to his mind the image of Susan Brook.
He roused himself from his reverie. He had chosen another path long ago, and how could he now rediscover the flesh that was no longer even his substance? He must not give himself over to these feelings. He had denied himself them in life. The time for them was buried.
He willed himself instead to concentrate on what lay out in the night, unseen, but looming all the same.
The church of the Reverend Trendle.
It seemed unthinkable, insupportable. He remembered what Lodge had suggested, that he was acting as delusional as the dying witch, Baptista. That he might be seeing lies where he thought he was uncovering truth. And yet, no matter how he might struggle against the conclusion, he returned again and again to the vicar of Candleton. The man who had won over, through misfor-tune, the bulk of the town’s Catholic congregation to his own church.
Would a man of God be capable of what Venn suspected?
And then he thought of the Inquisition. The Jews, heretics, the alleged sor-cerers whom Popes had seen tortured with hot irons and thumbscrews, chairs of nails and molten lead. He thought of the Crusades, the Templar Crusaders, and the Templars’ own executions when the Church grew jealous of their power. He thought of the mischief of the little girls of Salem, Massachusetts who caused innocents to be hung and crushed under stones. And similarly, of Father Urbain Grandier, tortured then burned alive for supposedly bewitching the nuns at Loudon, France, when in fact his offense was speaking out against the Cardinal Richelieu.
He thought of what the Savior had told His followers. To turn one’s cheek and love one’s neighbor. And Venn wondered if perhaps he had been reading another version of the book these bloody-handed men had read. If the words had magically appeared different to his own untrustworthy eyes.
No—it was not unthinkable to suspect that his church’s old rival had brought down the roof of his own. Why should it be impossible to imagine that a man of God might as easily wield a demon against his enemies, as to wield a Torquemada?
There was a flash that Venn first mistook for a blink of his eyes, but then a rumble of thunder rolled into the vale from its far end, and Venn felt the faintest of vibrations carried through the very wall he leaned against.
Distantly, he heard a dog begin to howl. As a boy, his own dog would jump up into bed with him during thunderstorms. Perhaps this was one of the farm’s sheep dogs, though Venn decided it was too far away to be that.
Another flash made the sky silver for a moment before it again became black. In that instant, Venn had seen the church of Reverend Trendle starkly silhouetted, as it had been at sunset. In the quick glare, the leaning stones in the churchyard had looked like the fangs lining the bottom jaw of some vast behemoth, spreading wide its maw.
But no rain had begun to fall. Just another, heavier peal of thunder rolling into the gentle valley like an avalanche of boulders, rattling in its frame the window Venn stood at.
Venn turned away from the pane, looking toward the mason jar, which he had placed atop a small writing desk. He went to the jar, and for the first time opened its lid. The stink he released was like some unseen wraith in itself.
Before he lifted out the dripping, pickled lamb’s head, he first lay down his coat so as not to dribble the preservative onto the desk. Even without his specs on, Venn was careful to avoid nearing his fingers to the blank bony hollows where he knew those demonic eyes would be lolling to keep him in view. He almost expected the decapitated head to suddenly snap at his fingers, but when he had set it down on his folded coat it merely rested there dumbly with alcohol trickling down its snout and dripping off its twisted ears.
Venn crouched down before it, his voice kept low. “As I contemplate him, he stands at his window, no doubt, contemplating me. He is unnerved by my return. My questions about the farmer Brook.” Venn found a letter opener on the desk and picked it up, toyed with it, pressing its point against his thumb.
Somehow, the pressure hurt him. Somehow, what looked like a bead of mortal blood, made up of mortal cells, welled from the point of contact. But it could not be living cells. Once, a Jewish acquaintance had told him of the belief that all the world and everything in it was composed of characters in the Hebrew language, all their curved hooks and barbs interlocked like the tiny pieces of a gigantic puzzle. Perhaps it wasn’t cells that made up this drop of blood, but those millions of minute letters. The thoughts, the sounds, the vibrations those letters represented.
He whispered on to the thing he had dubbed Baphomet: “I thought it was Brook who was tampering with these forces, but he was innocent, however vile
he might have been. Trendle was using Brook’s animals to breed the likes of you. To serve him. To smite his enemies.” Venn reversed the letter opener in his fist, so that the blade pointed downward, and he tightened his grip around its handle. “But he didn’t get you. Brook did. Then that fool at the fair. And now…me.” Venn raised his fist, the knife, high above his head. “So…even with the throat cut, even with the body gone, you are still hiding there. In the furthest corner. The skull is your nest, is it? Yes, Baphomet—as it is for us all.”
Then he plunged the blade downward, as if to sacrifice this beast to his god.



VI: The Black Dog
There was another detonation of thunder, this time like a volley of cannons.
As if startled to madness by the increase in the storm’s violence, that distant dog began to howl even more loudly. Even more wildly. Venn knew, now, that the sound was coming from the vicar’s church, at the edge of the sheep farm’s pastures.
He stood at the window again, his nose almost pressed into the glass, expecting to see—in the flash of the next lightning bolt—a man with his arms spread toward the heavens, standing in the churchyard. He did not. And yet, he did see something, after all. A black shadow moving through the blackness, like a fish darting across the bottom of a murky pond. When again the sky was lit, Venn saw a great black dog, big as a Newfoundland, trotting between the headstones in the churchyard. He thought he could hear the thud of its massive paws, now. The banshee-like howling came with it as it bounded into the road. There, picking up speed, it was like a locomotive—bearing down on the farm of the Widow Brook.
It was moving along the straight path, which ran through the heart of Candleton.
Venn whirled away from the window, snatching up his red spectacles from where they lay folded. He left behind him the lamb’s head atop the writing desk, the handle of the letter opener jutting up from the center of its forehead.
««—»»
“Mrs. Brook!” Venn thumped her door with the heel of his fist. “Susan!
You must open up…hurry!”
Only moments later, the widow opened her door, wrapped in a dressing gown, her hair in wild disarray. “Father Venn?”
He seized her hand, nearly jerking her off her slippered feet, but she managed to catch herself and run along after him even as he drew her roughly down the stairs to her first floor.
“What is it?” she implored.
Venn dragged her directly to the door and out through it, into the very night itself. And then, not easing his pace, diagonally across the yard—away from the house.
They both threw glances over their shoulders. And only seconds after they had escaped the cottage, they both saw the dog as it hurled itself off the straight path at the last moment, directly at the farm house without breaking its stride. But Venn didn’t know whether it was just him who caught a glint of metal jutting up from the center of the dog’s forehead, as if a large nail or a railroad spike had been partially imbedded there.
Like a living battering ram, the great black dog drove its skull into the front door of the cottage, and then there was a blast of light almost like another lightning flash, an explosion almost like another thunder clap. The repercussion swept outward in all directions, making the racing pair stumble and grab onto each other to keep to their feet. Still gripping each other’s arms, they watched as a ball of fire billowed up into the night sky, the thatched roof of the house instantly and entirely ablaze, the windows all shattering as if picked out by bullets.
Venn quickly fumbled his red spectacles onto his face.
Along with the swirling sparks like locusts—and the black smoke that unfurled into the sky to merge there—Venn caught a glimpse of a rising dark form beating wings of shadow. Embers for eyes. Then, it too was lost in the greater darkness.
“Dear God,” Susan sobbed, clinging to him. “It was Black Shuck!”
“No,” Venn muttered. “It was Reverend Trendle’s dog.”
The widow looked up at his face. “Reverend Trendle?”
“He killed your husband, Sue. He’s more than a cleric. He’s a conjurer.”
“But…it can’t be possible!”
“That was his dog, was it not?”
“Yes,” she admitted. “It was one of them, in any case.”
Venn looked at her upturned face again. “One of them?”
“He once had a litter of them. Four, I believe. Later, one was missing.
Then recently, he seemed to have only two.”
Venn gazed off in the direction of the vicar’s church. “Then one of them still remains.”
««—»»
The conflagration attracted several of the men who labored at the sheep farm, who arrived in a cart from the town itself. Venn and Susan, who had been watching the vehicle’s approach from the threshold of the shearing barn, came forward to meet it. Venn told the men in his most authoritative clergyman’s voice to bring the woman safely back to the center of Candleton with them, straight away.
“What of you, Father?” Susan Brook asked breathlessly, squeezing his arm before climbing up into the wagon.
“I hope to meet you there,” he told her. And he waited for the cart to turn and dwindle back toward the town, the licking flames a wall behind him, before he walked along the road—the fairy path—himself. Walked toward the Anglican church of the vicar, John Trendle.
««—»»
Just as had been the case earlier that day, when Father Venn neared the stone church, a dog started barking from inside it, either having seen him through one of its dark windows or having simply sensed his approach.
He crossed the churchyard, and stopped a short distance from the front doorway of the church. Even as he did so, a huge black dog emerged—fol-lowed by the elderly Reverend Trendle, who planted himself beside it.
“More questions about the farmer Brook?” the vicar rasped.
The dog growled deep in its chest, a sound like another storm rolling in.
Though it was midnight dark, Venn lifted his deeply tinted red spectacles to his face. Now, where the dog’s blunt face had only been a black mask, two red eyes with silver pupils glared in place of its own.
“Only questions about you, John,” Venn replied.
“Why did you come back here, Venn?”
“I told you—I am the one with questions to be answered. Such as how you have learned these secrets you possess. These…spells…conjurations…what-ever one might call them.”
For several moments, Trendle hesitated. The dog snarled in the interim, its upper lip curling back to bare its slick teeth. Then, the reverend said, “My father built our cottage on a crossroads of two fairy paths, Venn. My two sisters and a brother died before the age of six. I’m sure it was the forces flowing through there that killed them. My father went mad, drank himself into the grave. My mother died not long after. But I, Venn…I survived.
Where my family were poisoned, were leeched, I was made strong. I was a lightning rod.”
“And you used this force to raise demons? In the service of the Lord?”
“I do what I must!” Trendle spat.
“Even murder priests?”
“One man’s priest is another man’s infidel.”
“You quote a chapter of the Bible that doesn’t exist in my own, John. But then you seem to have a personal acquaintance with our Master.”
“I know Him better than you, Venn.”
“There, you may be right. I don’t understand God. But these days, I’m not so certain that He even understands Himself.”
“Blasphemer!” Trendle shouted hoarsely. In his fury, he almost staggered.
“Tonight, you’ll die like the other two of your poisonous order!”
“That,” Venn told him, “is quite impossible.”
From one pocket of his coat, the old vicar produced a mallet. From the other, a chisel. Before the priest could even utter a sound of protest, the vicar bent over his massive dog, centered the point of the chisel between its eyes, and with one great blow hammered the spike deep into the animal’s brain.
With a terrible yelp, its legs went out from beneath it, and it thumped onto its chest, its tongue lolling out only to be bitten in its snapping jaws. Its hind legs dug into the ground, but more in a nervous reflex than in an effort to rise.
With a final convulsion that shook its entire frame, the animal died.
Through his lenses, Venn saw the red eyes wink out. But at that same moment, a puff of black smoke like the dog’s final exhalation curled out of its half open mouth. This mist rose, and deepened, and broadened. It began to turn in on itself, to billow in reverse, to twist itself into something more tangible.
Something with wings. And in its uppermost part, two red eyes with silvery pupils snapped open.
The Hebrew letters fitted together like bricks. The cells were joined into a body. The demon took on its finished form.
Though the creature’s skin was like obsidian, and it was naked and its flapping wings were like those of a raven, the red-eyed demon had the wrinkled, feral features of the Reverend Trendle. On legs bent crooked like those of a dog, and with fingers hooked into talons, the hovering being alighted on the ground and started toward the priest. Grinning wickedly.
There was a screech like that of a hawk, a sound that seemed to rip the flesh down the length of Venn’s back. Then, from the night sky, another ebon figure alighted. A second pair of fiery eyes glared. Though this second demon had his own face—or because it had his own face—Venn was just as horrified by it as he was by the first. And yet it had answered his unspoken call. It followed his unuttered instruction. His genie freed from the lamp.
The two demons flung themselves at each other, and Trendle cried out in rage and fear.
Later, one of the farm laborers who had remained behind to futilely battle the fire would relate that in the glow of the blaze and the flashes of lightning, he distantly saw the two clerics standing apart from each other. And they seemed to be bellowing, shrieking at each other. Or perhaps it was the wind, the thunder. He even thought he saw a whirlwind sweep up a funnel of dust between the two men. But he did not see—and even Trendle did not see—what Venn did through his stained glass lenses.
The two demons tore at each other with their claws, gouging each other’s naked flesh, tearing fistfuls of glossy feathers from the other’s wings. Trendle’s pet, his double, used one of its hind legs to open the belly of Venn’s. Instead of blood, black smoke gushed out. With a roar, as if in pain and outrage, Venn’s creature spread wide its jaws and clamped its mouth onto the throat of its oppo-nent. Shook its head in a frenzy like a dog with a hold on a cat.
The blurred frenzy of limbs and wings collapsed to the ground. Venn’s demon did not let go, despite the claws that slashed its arms and shoulders.
But it was streaming more and more smoke like squid’s ink from its opened belly. The bleeding smoke that rose up from both of the beings’ many wounds began to obscure them, so that they appeared shadowy as they had before they’d fully formed. Still, through the fog the crimson eyes glowed.
But one of the pairs of eyes faded, and blinked out. Embers turned to ash.
Where two demons had fallen, only one rose. What was left of the other dispersed around the vague legs of its murderer. In the blended mist of their blood, however, neither Venn nor Trendle could tell which of the creatures had survived.
Trendle cried out inarticulately, and backed away several steps, as the foggy, wounded demon turned in his direction and staggered toward him. It stretched wide its arms in a gesture more like a yearning for help than a motion to attack. Like a child begging its parent to ease its suffering.
Trendle caught his heel. Began to fall back. Where at first it seemed the demon had needed his embrace to support itself, now it supported him. Its arms went around him. The great wings, from Venn’s position, nearly blotted the vicar from view. But for one moment, Venn saw a perversion of his own profile, leaning in as if to kiss the reverend.
Venn heard the man wail, briefly, before the demon burst into a fire ball—and was gone. And when the flash of fire had quickly diminished, the Reverend Trendle had vanished as well, except for a small mound of steaming gray ash.
Hit by a bolt of lightning, the laborer who witnessed the event from a distance would suggest. Or maybe, a victim of Old Shock himself



VII: The Cross
Father Venn walked the straight path, the inferno that had been the Brooks’ cottage becoming small behind him, until he could no longer smell it, feel its heat on him.
He entered the thick of Candleton. There, he lingered briefly, wondering where the workers had brought Sue Brook. He wanted to go to her. They had held onto each other in their fear, back at the farm. She could touch him, and he her. He could bleed, whatever that blood might really consist of.
He stood there in the central road, looking from one yellow window to another. Like a lost child, wondering which home belonged to him. He numbly stepped back to let wagons rattle past him, headed toward the farm to engage the fire.
Ultimately, Father Venn turned away from the yellow windows and continued along the straight path. Leaving the center of his old town, and leaving his flock now without any shepherd whatsoever. But maybe that was better for them.
««—»»
It was becoming light on the horizon by the time he finally, slowly made his way to the crossroads that the villagers called the Cross. A delicate patina of light lay over the earth like a thin foil of hammered gold, and shadows were tinted a pale violet. It was the most fragile, the most ephemeral phase of the day.
Where the two roads met, intersected, Father Venn stopped. A man was waiting for him there. Father Lodge came forward several steps to meet him, smiling subtly. Father Lodge, no longer rooted to his own spot.
Before he spoke, Venn looked off down the right side of the crosswise road. It dipped somewhat into a hollow, and that hollow was filled with a thick morning fog rolling in, it would seem, from some nearby pond or water-mead.
The light of dawn glowed on the thick mist, tinging it gold as well. But as Venn had been raised in this area, he knew there was no body of water down that way. He had never seen such a dense fog along that path. And when he raised his spectacles a bit to look out from beneath them, he saw that the fog was no longer there. The path clear, its borders glittering with dew.
Lowering his specs in place again, he looked back to Lodge, to see that the older priest was extending his hand.
“I’ll be needing those, now, Alec,” he said.
It took Venn a moment to understand what Lodge meant. Then he realized he was referring to the spectacles. He realized that now Lodge could touch them where he couldn’t before.
But before he removed the spectacles, before Lodge was no longer visible to him, he asked, “What about Father Dewy?”
“He’s gone on ahead of you.” Lodge tipped his chin toward the crosswise path. Toward the gold-lit roiling mist. “The old woman, Baptista, too.”
Venn nodded, and smiled faintly. “And what about you, Edmond?”
“I’ll be staying for a while. It comes to me that I have some things to do.”
His smile broadened. He wiggled his fingers for the spectacles that Venn had had made for himself, a year ago now.
“Don’t be long,” Venn told his friend, then removing his red spectacles.
The older priest did not vanish, after all. He stood there as solid as a man in the flesh, as solid as Venn himself appeared, accepting the specs and fitting them on his nose.
“Some sort of justice has been achieved, Edmond. But I’m not certain that I’ve learned anything.”
“Perhaps the learning is about to begin.” Father Lodge rested his hand on Venn’s shoulder for a moment. “Go home, Father Venn.”
Venn turned toward the right-hand path, and though he could no longer see the golden fog he knew it was still there. He walked toward it. Savoring the feel of his last steps on this hard path. Relishing his last breaths of crisp autumnal air. Admiring the gilded coronas of the rough hedges. He walked slowly. Unhurried. Though there was a tinge of melancholy, a nostalgia in advance, it was not reluctance he felt. Or fear.
It was simply that it was a time for him to be at ease. His time—at last—to rest.



Channel 2:
The hosts
The first time Clare saw one of the creatures for herself was on the flight home from Hong Kong, when a thin length of segmented tail (or head?) extended from the ear of another couple’s adopted baby. That explained why the poor little girl had been crying so much; and here Clare had just thought the changes in air pressure might be hurting her ears.
There had been four couples going together as a group—three straight couples and a pair of lesbians—to bring home their babies at last. Clare had known that the babies would fuss with discomfort, and this would make the other passengers uncomfortable as well, but they would all just have to endure it together. And so she had reclined her seat against the knees of the man behind her, trying to make a cushy bed of her body for the boy they had named Dylan.
Despite all her zealous dieting programs, she had a large body presumably made for birthing children, though she had not been successful in that endeavor, either. Her husband, Gary, had an even larger body, imposingly tall and broad but more successfully toned from racquetball and bike riding. He took turns cradling their tiny new son, so unlike them with his dark hair standing up in wispy spikes and his glistening black eyes. The four babies looked more like siblings than they did relations to their new mothers, who were uniformly blond—though in Clare’s case, anyway, not in the natural sense. But Dylan’s differences didn’t cause his new parents concern. Rather, it would announce to others the generousness of their hearts, in that they had obviously gone so far in their efforts to give a child from a less privileged country the opportunity for a better life. They expected most people to be charmed and admiring, rather than confounded. Celebrities did this all the time.
“My favorite souvenir,” Gary joked, kissing his squirming son on the top of his head. Whenever he moved his big body, he accidentally dropped a burping towel or teething ring or cover to a baby bottle behind him, so that the passenger crushed back there would have to dig down at his feet to retrieve it.
Oh well. He’d just have to understand how important this all was.
The couple ahead, at least, understood. With a little girl of their own, they had been excitedly babbling to Clare and Gary over their seat like neighbors over a fence between neatly groomed yards. It was during one of these moments, when the other couple were holding their baby up to see Dylan, distracting their infant long enough for her bawling to subside into mere sniffles, that the animal inside her skull snaked about six inches of its body out of her ear to test the air lazily, before sliding moistly back inside.
Clare had been shocked silent. The father holding his new child up like a hard-won trophy had cried out in horror and held her up higher, as if to throw her away from himself in an impulsive act of revulsion, as if a porcelain doll had broken open in his hands to reveal itself filled with excrement. Only after he and his wife began blurting loudly and miserably, and Gary said, “What? What?”
did Clare begin to tremble hard and mumble over and over, “Oh my God.”
And then she remembered that her own adopted child had been crying a lot during the long, long flight, too.
««—»»
“Hi, honey; do you need a ride to the –”
That was all that Clare’s friend Patricia got out before her fourteen-year-old daughter Brice slapped her across the face with cracking force, and strode off to her room upstairs. They heard her door slam, and urban music come thumping to life like the dramatic beat of her teenage heart.
“I’m sorry,” Patricia said to Clare, turning to her with a mix of stunned pain and embarrassment. She smoothed her hair back over her reddened ear.
“She’s going through a tough time right now. I guess her boyfriend has stopped talking to her, and kids tease her sometimes about Chad—you know.”
Clare knew, despite having no other children. According to the experts on talk shows and in counseling classes, older siblings of those carrying the parasite often exhibited resentment arising from feelings that, in attending to their more physically afflicted younger brothers or sisters, their parents weren’t giving them sufficient attention. Thus, there were really two kinds of affliction sweeping the country’s children.
Like most flu strains, apparently, the parasite was thought to have originated in Asia. Of course Clare had heard of it before witnessing a case for herself on the plane; it had been hard to miss on the news. But it had all seemed so far away, as removed from her world as conditions like elephantiasis, brought about by nematodes and other parasites, better known but still incon-ceivable to Clare in this day and age. In her subsequent research (and she prided herself on how much research she had done, comparing notes with her friends in support class), Clare had read about other parasites that had harassed human beings through the millennia. Tapeworms thirty feet in length, sometimes expelled from the mouth. Round-worms and their like vomited up, or inching their way out through the penis, or burrowing out the navel.
Lumbricoid worms inside the ears, the nose. Worms inside the human heart.
It all seemed so—Third World. So Dark Ages. And yet here they were, almost seven years later, and the parasite that afflicted Dylan had spread around the globe like a communicable virus. Seven years later, and it was all just a sad fact of life in even the most privileged of countries.
“You handle it well,” Clare said to Patricia. It was the kind of thing they all said to each other, all the time, in and out of the classes. “I know it’s hard with a teenager, even without a host-kid.” It was what they called them.
“Well, how about you? Sometimes I don’t know how you do it alone, Clare.”
“Oh, Gary sees Dylan every other weekend, and usually at least one evening during the week. He’s still a good father, I have to give him that.”
Clare had straightened up her body in her chair in order to pay her ex-husband these compliments. She had to show her grace, her strength, even as it ate at her that after almost ten years of marriage her husband had left her for another woman. Blonder, much more slender. And now, pregnant. She hoped it wouldn’t be a host-kid, she really did. After all, what kind of self-respecting, mature, well-balanced adult would hope otherwise?
“Here’s our little guys now,” Patricia said, smiling fondly, as her son Chad and Dylan came into her livingroom.
They came like two frat boys who’d been drinking too hard, stumbling and bumping into each other and half leaning on each other. Chad was crying.
He looked beat up and feverish and ill-rested all at once. Mucus glistened thickly over his upper lip, and he licked at it. Patricia sped over to him to wipe it away. “Don’t lap it, honey, how many times have I told you?” She also dabbed away a trickle of the stuff that had run down his neck out of his ear.
She rubbed vigorously at the collar of his expensive sweater. Next she dabbed his eyes; the wetness leaking from them might not consist solely of tears.
Dylan wasn’t crying, but he looked drugged, his gaze meandering around the room as if he couldn’t distinguish his mother from the furnishings. Actually he was drugged, for pain and to keep the parasites’ growth, activity and reproduction in check, though there was no way yet that could be found to poison the parasites entirely or root them out fully without involving delicate brain surgery. Clare went to him and took his hand and his befuddled eyes found her at last. It seemed like the last time they had looked bright and alive had been on that flight home from Hong Kong, so many miles and years before.
Well, she still prized those dark slanted eyes. But though she had studied Chinese culture extensively, and admired it to the degree that she felt would be expected of her, she couldn’t help but congratulate herself that here she was taking such very good care of a little boy from a country where murdering healthy infants simply for being female had once been so widespread. It was her responsibility, as an educated and sophisticated human being, to represent her species in a much more civilized and enlightened fashion. It was all about courage, tenacity, personal grit. Patience, balance, and endurance. Endurance above all else. These qualities had served her well in college, and in the work-place. She had never known they would also become such valuable resources in this way.
These qualities were what enabled her to smile into her son’s face, as he looked up at her now, even with the bulge protruding from his brow where some of his parasites—a dozen in number, the most recent scans indicated—had bored through his skull and laid a cache of eggs under the flesh. The doctors reassured her that they felt these eggs wouldn’t hatch, since being so close to the surface like this had made it easier and safer to inject enough of a solution to prevent the larvae from developing. Hopefully. But Dylan still bore scars on other parts of his head (patches of hair were missing or growing back unevenly) where clusters of newborn worms had spontaneously erupted. They couldn’t all be sustained within the narrow confines of a single brain, so it was their habit to lay their eggs and hatch nearer to the surface, in order to spread afield in search of other hosts. (And it was still being determined why they only chose children from newborns to adolescence.) It was just the occasional stray worm that lost its way back inside the head, and got too comfortable to seek egress again, that caused their numbers to grow within a single host. Not that there hadn’t been exceptions. Hosts who eventually died, their brains found to house colonies of a hundred worms or more.
The bulge on Dylan’s forehead could be seen pulsing, if you looked closely and in a certain light. Throbbing like a second, ailing brain feeding off his own. And it was only when Dylan sniffed that Clare spotted the tip of a parasite, maybe a blind head taunting her, before it disappeared back inside the boy’s nostril.
Meeting her eyes, Dylan said, “The host-boy kicked us. Chad worm-child kicked our extremity. Shit shit fucker.”
“Now, honey,” she told the seven-year-old, not wanting to upset her friend by showing any resentment toward her child; you had to be as understanding of them as you were your own. “I’m sure Chad didn’t mean it.”
“We want to break kill eat peanut butter on toast mom-worm. Now! ” He kicked her sharply in the shin. Always the shin. The host-kid moms joked in class that their black-and-blue shins were their badge of honor.
Clare winced and said, “Okay, honey, I’ll take you home now and make you some toast with peanut butter.”
“Tuna sandwich! Tuna sandwich, sow-mom!” He bubbled his lips at her, speckling her face with saliva and parasite mucus, and then he squeezed her hand warmly and started leading her toward the door.
“Catch you later, Pat!” Clare called over her shoulder. “The prince is whisking me off!”
“I can see that,” Patricia said brightly, although she was struggling with her own son to keep his hands off her breasts. “See you in class.”
They both heard the door to Brice’s bedroom door slap open upstairs, the violent music boom louder, and the teenager shriek down at them, “Keep the noise down, you stupid fucks—I’m on the phone to Brad!”
««—»»
The parking lot of Dylan’s school gleamed with ranks of SUVs, like an army of giant beetles in readiness for world domination. They were owned by parents come to see their children play soccer in the field behind the school. The parents perched on opposing bleachers, trying to look composed and good-natured but each inwardly praying that the coaches—especially trained to work with host-kids—could keep their children in line, like diligent dogs herding an unruly flock.
Soccer had been a great way for a lot of these kids to focus their attention and channel their aggression. (Their disgruntled older siblings contented themselves with sports on video game consoles, though they tended to prefer games involving shooting sprees.) Of course, it had sometimes proved disastrous to mix host-kids and “typical” kids on the same teams, or have host-kids teams oppose
“typicals,” and so the schools now kept these teams and events separate.
But not all host-kids responded well; a lot of it had to do with how many parasites the individual child contained, and how they affected his or her particular brain. Clare had hoped that she could sit proudly in her class and report on her child’s successes, as did Melissa and Dawn and other moms whose kids had reaped therapeutic benefits from the sport, chasing and kicking the ball as if to kick the very worms out of their own skulls. Dylan, though, just wasn’t into the whole thing, as was evidenced by the kick he had just delivered to his mom’s shin instead of a soccer ball.
He panted red-faced and sweaty-haired by the side of the field, Clare hovering over him as Coach Chandler left them alone together to go address some other dilemma. Dylan had had to be taken out of the game for flopping down on his back in the middle of the field and shouting obscenities, much to Clare’s chagrin, though she tried to countenance that display and the pain in her leg with calm and composure.
“Honey, this is supposed to be fun,” she told him.
“No fun no fun chase sterile egg we don’t like soccer.”
“Well we don’t like your attitude, young man. You’ve got to have more patience.”
The boy snapped his eyes to hers, suddenly looking less distracted than he had before. “Who is we? Are you our queen?”
“Now honey,” she sighed with irritation in her tone, reserved for times when no one else could hear and think she might be losing control, “you know I’m your mom. I told you, don’t let those pests talk for you. You have to work on that.”
“You call us prince your prince so you are our queen!” he whined, growing more agitated. Clare flinched, expecting another kick, but his shoe scuffed at the asphalt instead.
“Okay, okay, I’m your queen.” She took his hand and began walking him away toward the parking lot briskly, looking over to give a little shrug to Coach Chandler as if it didn’t ruffle her much, though it secretly irked her that other kids continued to run and play behind her, their parents no doubt glowing with pride—when not twisting their hands in their laps with dread that their child’s meltdown would come next. “Let’s just get home now so I can start thinking about dinner.”
“We want queen take us to king Burger King!”
“Whatever,” she sighed.
By the time they reached the rows of vehicles, however, her embarrassment was easing up already. Dragging him to their SUV had been like carrying a splintered cross upon her shoulders, while keeping her back as straight as possible, no sweat marring her expensively casual sweatshirt and jeans. Her poise counterbalanced her son’s chaos. Parents watching her retreat would feel less sorry for her than praiseful of her personal dignity. She epitomized the order that their children—their society—needed to get through all this.
««—»»
At last, Clare thought she had found something Dylan could take part in that would improve his social interaction, or at least upon which he could concentrate some of his turbulent energy. She was encouraged by the new class she was trying out on Wednesday nights, over in the city of Worcester. The class was called the Hive Moms, and the program they sponsored was called the Hive Chorus. The group’s approach was to confront and direct their children’s malady by “fighting hive mind with hive mind.”
“These worms aren’t going to claim our kids,” Hive Moms’ founder, Paula, would say, her own twin girls having been infested. “It’s time to take our kids back and show these things who’s really in charge.”
It seemed that many host-kids liked to sing, and could sustain their attention throughout not only the course of a song, but a whole concert of songs.
Apparently the parasites liked it, found it soothing when a group of children invaded with them bonded to a united purpose in such a way. It was a kind of harmony, as soothing to the moms as to the parasites they were in competition against.
A reporter from a Boston-based newspaper was in attendance at tonight’s concert in the auditorium of Dylan’s school, an event Clare had helped Paula organize. Clare heard the reporter ask Paula, “But might this kind of program be as beneficial to the parasites as it is to the kids? Obviously they’re getting something out of it themselves, since the host-kids take to singing so much.”
“Well,” Paula replied, unfazed, “even if that’s the case, that still works for us, because while we are determined that our kids’ identities won’t be eclipsed, and determined to evict these pests someday, in the meantime we have to deal with what we’ve got, and it’s undeniable that the worms are integrated in their minds. So if that’s the situation, and we can’t oust the worms at this point, then we at least have to help our kids live with them. And that means not only directing our children’s minds constructively, but directing the worms’ minds constructively along with them.”
Clare smiled. She couldn’t have said it better.
That night the children didn’t speak in tongues, but sang in the voices of angels. Clare clasped her hands together in pride as she watched them, and swept her gaze across the delighted (and relieved) faces of the audience. For the closing songs—Bette Midler’s “Wind Beneath My Wings” and Whitney Houston’s “Greatest Love of All”—the whole group of kids sang together, the stage filled with their little bodies and the air above their heads golden with their music. So many host-kids, and yet this was only one room in one town in this whole big country. For a moment, seeing the mass of their bodies clustered like one huge organism, Clare had a shuddering moment when she reflected that this was essentially a generation, and was thus the possible future of humanity. But she quickly brightened. With the help of devoted parents like herself, at least this generation would possess some kind of structure and order.
The applause was thunderous. Clare had tears in her eyes. Proud of Dylan.
Proud of herself. She felt a sense of vindication.
Even her ex-husband Gary, his new wife with her cutely rounded belly beside him as if they rode together in cramped airplane seats, looked over at Clare and smiled, nodded. She felt even more vindicated, and smiled back, trying not to feel smug. (So unbecoming.)
Thank God she had found the Hive Moms! They were definitely the best group she had tried yet. There was even one mom, Leslie, who had introduced Clare to a cosmetic surgeon who promised to minimize some of the scarring on Dylan’s head. Leslie had used the surgeon to reduce the Down’s Syndrome look of her own son. A son with Down’s Syndrome and a daughter with the parasite! Leslie was an inspiration; all the Hive Moms were. Their motto had become a chant, their chant the droning buzz of their own determined hive mind. And that motto was: if you can not conquer, endure.
After the concert, Gary and his pet wife met Clare and Dylan in the parking lot to congratulate them. Gary hugged his son, and absent-mindedly brushed at the smear of mucus on his jacket afterwards. “Great job, champ, great job!”
“We thank you,” Dylan said to him. He then reached out to touch his stepmom’s belly but she jerked back a little.
Bitch, Clare thought, indulging herself tonight with one sugary spoonful of undignified nastiness.
The cars began pulling away, dispersing toward their respective homes.
Clare was one of the last to go, after having stayed to say goodnight to most of the other parents, basking in her satisfaction at having helped set up tonight’s show. Dylan was fairly patient throughout this but at last she had to buckle his squirming body into the seat beside her and drive off in her own SUV.“I was so, so proud of you tonight, honey. Thank you so much.”
“It is for you.”
“Huh?” She looked over at him as she drove. “No, honey, it’s for you. This is all to help you, not me.”
In the vehicle’s murky interior, his narrow black eyes glittered a bit dis-concertingly. For that moment he appeared not only to be of a different race, but of a different species; something from another world or branch of evolution. His bristly black hair stirred, and she realized one of the parasites had extended far enough from the corner of his eye to twine up behind his ear and into his hair as if to camouflage itself there. It poked up a bit more, like a periscope.
“We love you love you worm-queen.”
“Oh, that’s so sweet. I love you, too, Dylan.” The eerie moment had passed and she reached over briefly to stroke his mucus-smudged cheek.
“No,” Dylan replied, “no—you love us. Queen loves all us all us.”
“Okay, okay,” she sighed, facing forward as she navigated through the center of town. “I love all of you.” Encourage him—them—with whatever worked. As Paula had told the reporter, “that means not only directing our children’s minds constructively, but directing the worms’minds constructively along with them.”
Dylan leaned as far over as his seatbelt would allow, so as to rest his head against her arm. She was very touched by this affection, but shivered for a second as she felt a slithering damp caress along her elbow.
“Sit up now, honey, we’re almost home,” she told him.
Endure, she thought, smiling tightly into the night. Endure.



Channel 3:
the pool
of tears
8/3/02
Hello, daughter of mine.
I like to remind you of the fact, from time to time, as I’ve heard wild and I hope unfounded rumors that you suspect I’ve forgotten I have a daughter. I have not, nor could I forget. I don’t want to say anything negative about your mother, but I can only pray — I fear, in vain—that she doesn’t speak only with negativity about me. Not to absolve myself of all the sins of the father—and husband. Sometimes, however, I think your mother might have preferred that I had spent my time not hunting beasties that may not exist, but stalking lovely creatures of an all too tangible nature…spending money on drinks and hotel rooms rather than flights to Mexico and Vietnam’s “Lost World”. I think your mother began to see the Chupacabra as the “other woman”, and though I am a bit of an old goat these days, I am not consorting with any “goat suckers.”
A father can make rude jokes like that to a daughter who will soon turn eighteen, too soon metamorphose into a woman.
Enough. I fear I might alienate you. Besides, there is the thrilling matter of the monster I must relate. I know that you once shared my enthusiasm for monsters. I would dedicate ALL my books to you, as Nabokov did to his Vera…if I could ever sell even a second beasties book. Maybe the first will have to suffice. I hope that despite the sad times that have yawned like a terrible chasm between us over the past few years, that you can still share some measure of my excitement. That you haven’t come to disdain my Quixotic adventures as your mother has. Sometimes, Maria, the windmills really ARE giants.
I’m not sure if you heard I had gone to Maine, or if you’ve heard of the monster on the news at all. There was a small bit on CNN last night. Even with physical evidence, astounding evidence, the press has made light of the matter thus far. In any case, it’s ironic after my travels all about this great rock that a beastie should wash up on Sand Beach, of all places, in our lovely, lovely Acadia National Park that you so loved as a girl.
Mike Finney—do you remember him? marine biologist? invited me with him to Newfoundland when an architeuthis washed up?—is the one who gave me the call, after he’d gotten the summons to come look at this carcass that some tourists found on Sand Beach after a storm. I drove right up to Maine that night and got there at eight in the morning, went straight to the College of the Atlantic, where they’d moved the mass the day before.
Before he unveiled the thing to me, Mike showed me digital photos and a video he took of the carcass in situ. It was an indistinct blob, to put it simply, coiled up in wrack and beginning to decompose. He told me the stink was terrible. There were no gulls, no crabs going at its flesh, which strikes me as odd.
The photos reminded me superficially of those taken in 1896 of that colossal octopus beached in St. Augustine, Florida—a vague, but undoubtedly organic “globster”.
Mike told me that the theories were flying thick and furious when he got there from Woods Hole. Giant sea cucumber (some can grow to nearly seven feet, you know!). Giant octopus. Giant squid. Giant conga eel. Rotting whale.
Rotting shark. But Mike knows his rotting flotsam and jetsam, and he told me with a very unscientific grin, like a little boy on Christmas morning, that this blob was nothing like any of those things.
And then he showed it to me.
It stank. The locals had that much right. And it was indeed about seven feet in length, with a rather segmented body, giving the general appearance of a huge, fat worm or slug. My mind went racing, along with my heart. You can imagine how I felt, Maria, can’t you? Here, my brain gushed, is the Loch Ness Monster’s cousin, at last! Here is the source of the Sea Serpent, Olaus Magnus’
Soe Orm…the Moby-Dick of every half-demented cryptozoologist like your dear old Dad. Reeking, deteriorating, but solid, corporeal, irrefutable flesh!
The thing is greenish in color. There are fifteen segments, I would say; I’ll have to verify that. On one end, and in the middle of the body, there are about seven pairs of small nubs. These, also, are segmented…and can only be legs, suggesting a creature that dwells on the bottom of the ocean, and which with its soft body would decompose down there where no trace of it would survive to wash ashore intact, under normal conditions.
Most amazing of all…most bizarre…is the thing’s head. Again, the body is decaying, and the animal’s features are somewhat unclear, but it has the most uncanny appearance! There are mandibles (as I assume), one above the other, and similar to the legs, which suggest a protruding human nose and chin. The thing’s mouth, a horizontal slit with lips, so help me, rests between the two protuberances. And the eyes…
You’ve heard me say how advanced, how sophisticated, are the eyes of squid, on so primitive an animal? My dear, these eyes are even more remarkable. I could almost imagine that someone had removed them from a human being, and grafted them onto this worm-like creature.
If you are free, I would urge you to come and share in your Dad’s adventure. It isn’t so terribly far. Well, yes, it’s about an eight hour drive, but still…you remember the way to Bar Harbor, don’t you? This is a remarkable find, Maria. At last, at long last, I have more than just plaster casts. Vague bits of hair and feces. Blurred photos, raspy recordings. This is a monster, daughter of mine. It is a sphinx, a griffin, a unicorn, as amorphous as it is. It is, in fact, the very embodiment of my life long dream.
Call me on my cell phone. Tell me you’re coming. I’d love to see you, despite those unfounded rumors.
– Dad.
««—»»
To: Villa, Maria
From: Villa, Abraham
Subject: Synchronicity
Date: Sunday, 4 August 2002, 4:05 PM
You may get this email before you receive my letter of yesterday. So reading it out of context may be confusing to say the least, but I couldn’t wait to tell you of the latest development. When you get my letter, you’ll be able to piece my enthused ramblings together…
Today, Mike Finney and I went beach-combing, so to speak, along Sand Beach in the area where the worm was discovered. Hoping to find some smaller remnants of the thing. It began pouring, like that time I hope you still recall when you and I walked along the same beach, cringing under one umbrella, and it was raining so hard that you joked (a little nervously, I’m sure) the ocean would swell and drown us. I said it was like Alice, who nearly drowned herself in her own tears because she had wept them when she was nine feet tall. Your favorite bedtime story. I remember, my love. I can still recite bits of it by heart. I know I’m embarrassing you. I know you’re rolling your eyes. Your cursor hovering toward the DELETE button. You must wait.
You must listen…
In the surf, half buried in a great clump of black kelp, Mike discovered what I took to be a lamp at first. Part metal, part crystal. Battered by the ocean.
And like some indistinct animal itself, it had a kind of long tentacle growing out of its side.
It was a hose, Maria. Mike said he saw one of these devices in Istanbul, once, where they have bars for such things if you can believe it.
It’s a hookah.
Do you understand what I’m saying? No, you mustn’t. You’ll know better when you read my letter. When you read about what I now think of as a caterpillar.Mike doesn’t suspect a connection between the hookah and the beached carcass. Nor do I—in a literal sense. But I believe in synchronicity. In an intri-cate cosmic web that others write off as coincidence…however lacking I am in your mother’s brand of faith.
Reading back this last bit makes me fidget in my seat. Maybe there is no significance. No doubt I am only projecting a personal meaning on these two finds. How can I hope to understand the doings (mindless or otherwise) of the universe when I can’t even understand myself, half the time? Do you recall what Alice said?
‘I can’t explain myself, I’m afraid, sir’said Alice, ‘because I’m not myself, you see.’
She said that to the caterpillar.
But Alice was shrunken. The caterpillar was only three inches tall. Not seven feet long, like mine.
You’ll think I’m losing it. You’ll tell your mother, “Dad thinks he’s seen the Dover Demon again. He thinks he has the hair of the Florida Skunk Ape in his hand.”
Enough synchronicity. Enough of the mysteries of the cosmos. I’ll stick with the flesh that I can feel, that I can smell. If only you would come and see this thing.
Please…don’t think it was I who was smoking that hookah. :-) I love you. Truly, my Alice.
– Dad.
««—»»
To: Villa, Maria
From: Villa, Abraham
Subject: The MothraMan Prophecies
Date: Saturday, 19 August 2002, 5:12 PM
Maybe I have the wrong email address for you, Maria, though my message wasn’t bounced back, per se, so I imagine you haven’t checked your box, or are too busy to reply. But I thought I would update you. By now, I’m sure you must have received the letter I sent you last week.
With others at the College of the Atlantic, Mike Finney has definitely identified the creature found in Acadia as an insect. Specifically, as an imma-ture Lepidoptera.
That’s butterfly, to the layman.
The press has nicknamed the thing Mothra. Have you seen it on TV yet?
Any butterfly that could develop from such a caterpillar would not possibly be able to support itself in the air. Mike says the thing can not actually be what it seems, is only distantly related to such. But here it is, on its slab before us. With its two human eyes in place of the six stemmata, or eyespots, a caterpillar should have. And those curious lips, curiouser and curiouser, that I can secretly imagine closing around the mouthpiece of a hookah.
Give me an email, my dear. A postcard. Call and yell at me if you like! I deserve it. I welcome it. Or come. Please come. See that Dad was not charging windmills after all. I miss you, my favorite of all monsters.
– Dad.
««—»»
To: Villa, Maria
From: Villa, Abraham
Subject: Crying in my cups
Date: Sunday, 18 August 2002, 1:08 AM
I’ve been drinking tonight, so I shouldn’t send you this message through the ether like so much telepathy, so much ectoplasm. So little sense. Yes, I still drink. Your mother will be disgusted, or perhaps pleased that her suspicions are confirmed. Feel free to tell her. I don’t ask you to keep secrets from her.
Once you listened to me avidly, hung on every word I read from Alice, the Oz books, and even from my own obscure scribblings. But now I see you in my mind as turned toward the wall. Or already fallen asleep. Or not even in the bed at all. I’m reading to myself. Talking to myself. Well…if I am…so be it. It still comforts me to pretend. You lost interest in the stories, Maria, as you grew, grew and grew like Alice, and as we grew apart. But I still have them with me. As if someday I might read them to you one last time. Or for the first time, to a child of yours. I live for that, my darling. I would trade a Sasquatch fur coat for that, little Alice.
I won’t beg, implore, beseech any more. It embarrasses us both. If you wanted to contact me, you would. When you’re ready to, you will.
I have confidence, or at least the prayer, that one day we will speak again.
Until then, know that I love you more than the whole of this unfathomable world, my beautiful butterfly in the making.
– Daddy.
««—»»
8/30/02
I’m sorry this card will reach you belatedly. How typical, you and your mother are bound to think. In all the fervor, I forgot until too late that today was your birthday. I truly, truly wish I had been with you. I wish I weren’t so horribly, cripplingly sad.
I should be elated, Maria. This latest find is beyond imagining, beyond comprehending. Beyond my mock profession. It is like seeing the face of God.
I feel vindicated for believing in the unbelievable.
But if only the animal were not dead. It is like looking down at the corpse of a beautiful child.
You might have seen it on the news. Maybe you even saw them interviewing your stammering, unhelpful father…his expertise sought after at last, and yet proving so inadequate, just as they always suspected.
It was some tourists hiking in the park who stumbled upon the body, lying in some ferns by the side of a little trail you and I might have walked ourselves numerous times.
At first it was thought to be a bobcat. Before I actually saw it, I myself thought it might be like the phantom panther I investigated in Minnesota. It would be strange enough, tabloid material in itself, if this were only about an unusual striped cat as large as a medium-sized dog. But that grin fixed on its dead face, a shockingly human-like grin, curving from ear to ear. As if to mock me. As if inviting my recognition.
I don’t want to see the dissection…assuming the cat doesn’t vanish before they dissect it. Beginning with the tail, and ending with a disembodied grin.
I don’t want to see what they find in the park next. A Mock Turtle floating dead in Jordan Pond. A March Hare rotting in the sun atop Cadillac Mountain.
If these creatures must go extinct—against my instincts as a hunter of the mysterious—I hope to never bear witness to it again. It is like finding your old storybooks torn and scattered along a beloved wooded trail. It is like, forgive my morbidity, finding you lying there. Dead too soon, you precious little child. You woman I wish I knew.
Until I can acclimate to this. Until the Earth rights itself again on its axis…I must put down my pen. And my glass…
Forever yours. Forever and ever, as the storybooks say.
Good night, sweetheart.
– Dad.



Channel 4:
the night
swimmers
-ONE-
To reach the spot in Eastborough Swamp where he and his brother had used to go target shooting, Jeremy Spence had to cut through the back end of Pine Grove Cemetery.
The rear border of the town’s largest graveyard had been pushed further back than when Jeremy and Allen had used to tramp into the swamp’s wooded depths, but then again, if the town itself kept increasing its population, so should its cemeteries make more room for future inhabitants. Sometimes Jeremy lamented how over-development was stripping Eastborough, Massachusetts of its farms, its woods and fields, its rural character…but this was the first time he’d considered that even the graveyards were becoming over-developed. Maybe when space grew too scarce they could bury the dead in multi-leveled condo mausoleums.
At the periphery of forest, the brothers had often found old wreathes and withered flower arrangements heaped by the groundskeepers, occasionally old slate gravestones that had been broken by vandals or snow plows. Once, they had even found a dead cat with its belly burst and full of boiling maggots as if it had given birth to those restless, mindless swarms.
Today, however, Jeremy merely crossed a bare dirt lot, plowed level, until he came to a wall of old, lichen-stained trees. There was no gradual build up of vegetation anymore. It was a sharp division of two worlds, like the edge of an ocean where it meets the shore. A bit warily, Jeremy crossed that boundary line. Almost always, he and Allen had come in autumn, when the vegetation was less lush, and when there was less likelihood of ticks and spiders and other sinister, unseen creatures lying in wait. The blue hovering smoke of their guns gave the illusion of warmth against the season’s chilly edge, and the ear-stabbing cracks of discharge seemed to carry more crisply.
Jeremy jumped nimbly over a small brook, which had once been spanned by a board that partying teens had probably laid there. His landing heel sank in rich mud, and he was reminded of stories his parents used to tell him in a vain effort to keep him out of the swamp—that there was quicksand in there, and that some people who had ventured deeply into that state-protected wetland had never returned. If quicksand didn’t work, parents had other weapons to resort to.
Indistinct ghostly lights had been glimpsed through the trees, and Allen himself, while smoking weed in Pine Grove with their cousin Jim, had witnessed a ball of light floating above the grass among the headstones…though nowadays he was inclined to think that it had been ball lightning or, more likely, a will-o’-the-wisp caused by marsh gas. At the time, in their teens, he and Jim had bolted out of the graveyard in a drug-heightened panic.
To this day, Jeremy didn’t know how many of the stories he had heard about the swamp were believable, how many of its purported dangers were real…but with his own eyes he had seen a huge, dead snapping turtle as a boy, which other children had stoned to death when they found it crawling along a back road that bordered another edge of the swamp. That was a tangible enough bit of scariness. Mostly, however, Jeremy figured it was the swamp’s oasis of wilderness, its resistance to change or eradication in the heart of this town, that intimidated its inhabitants into building upon it with their imaginations if in no other manner.
Jeremy crunched deeper into the woods, a blend of coniferous and decid-uous trees, their combined canopy blotting the sun as if the trunks were columns upholding the roof of a living cathedral. He found his eyes scanning the ground more carefully now, alert for snapping turtles lurking in moist shadows. As if an imp of the perverse sought to make him even more wary of the indigenous fauna, Jeremy recalled schoolboy whispers of pterodactyls dwelling deep in the swamp…and once when they were small and playing Frisbee in the graveyard, Allen had cried out and pointed into the air, but the great flying animal they saw—with its serpentine head cocked back—revealed itself after an astonishing few minutes to be a still impressive but not quite so terrifying blue heron. When he was older, and jogging Pine Grove’s paths, Allen reported seeing a deer standing at the edge of the forest. And only last year, on his way to work, Jeremy had seen a coyote run across the road in front of the town dump, which also bordered the swamp. On quiet nights, sometimes Jeremy could hear a chorus of coyotes howling distantly like a clan of anguished banshees.
The sight of one such wild and potentially dangerous animal, prehistoric when compared to the dogs he had always owned, had exhilarated but vaguely unsettled him. Most of all, he had felt sympathy. Recently, a black bear had been treed and shot by police in the nearby city of Worcester, of all places. It was the fault of humans—all that over-development—driving these creatures from their secret hiding spots…out into the open.
««—»»
There was a high metallic trill of cicadas, the swish and rustle of the brush and branches he pushed through, and the clink of the spent soda cans in the plastic bag he’d brought along, but the interior of the swamp muted all outside sound. No more lawnmowers, sirens, throbbing bass of car radios. It was all locked out by the sheer primeval weight of this forest with a swamp as its nucleus, which in fact Jeremy had never ventured in far enough to actually see.
Though not really wanting to admit any anxiety to himself, Jeremy couldn’t help but wonder if he were still on the right path. Again, he and his brother had mostly come in the fall, and since he’d left the brook behind him his surroundings had become uneasily homogeneous. Where was that little half clearing they had favored? All filled in now? It had been perhaps five years since they’d last gone shooting together. Since that time, Allen had married, moved out of Eastborough to Worcester. Since that time, Jeremy had met his girlfriend, rented an apartment with her. Then lost her. And now, this week, his job as well.
With time on his hands, and angry self pity on his mind, he had decided to fill those idle hands with that reliable American phallic replacement, the gun.
Just to feel less impotent, he supposed. At least he had no illusions about it. But playing DOOM on his Playstation had not satisfied the desire, no matter how many hovering Cacodemons he’d slain. He wanted to feel his snub-nosed .38
buck in his hand (the very first time he’d ever fired it, he had held it too loosely, and the hammer had gouged his thumb). He masochistically wanted his pounded ears to seem filled with cotton that only a ringing buzz pierced. His gun was his trumpet through which to project his primal scream.
It wasn’t long before he decided to forget searching for that particular clearing, and settle on any clearing at all. He was becoming more nervous about ticks and snakes by the minute, swatting at every whisper of a leaf against his bare arms, jumping at every innocent jiggle of the vegetation low to the ground. The woods ahead looked a bit thinner, the trees spaced further apart, the sun actually reaching the ground in spots. He imagined he was far enough into the forest not to have to worry about shooting too close to anyone’s property. Stepping into one of these shifting blots of summer light, Jeremy stopped and set down his plastic bag full of soda cans, unslung the book bag in which he carried his pistol, shells, and a bottle of spring water. He took a few swallows from this, glancing around him as he did so, sweating from his efforts and the humid air.
Jeremy was screwing the cap back on his bottle when his wandering gaze was attracted to a subtle glinting in the air. It was a single strand of spider web, wavering a few feet ahead of him, no doubt hanging from a branch above him.
It would have been invisible had the golden light filtering down not caught it just right. He might have walked right into it, otherwise. As it was stirring at the level of his face, and Jeremy was definitely not fond of arachnids, he decided to relocate to another spot a few yards away, and collected up his gear to do so.
He hadn’t taken more than a few steps when he froze abruptly, with a second long strand of web gently drifting in the air directly in front of his nose, this time less than a foot away. It too glistened subtly, but viewing this one closer, he noted that the strand was oddly thick for a spider web. It was almost like a narrow ribbon. Was it a web after all, then? It gave him the impression of being a strip of cellophane.
Tilting his head back, Jeremy looked up at the canopy above him, shielding his eyes and squinting carefully. After a moment, he detected several more of these breezy strands dangling down from the branches. All of them were very long, apparently snagged in the uppermost branches of trees. Some plastic refuse blown out of the town dump, which was not too distant? It was possible. Two nights ago there had been a violent thunderstorm, punishing rains and winds so strong that he had thought a tornado was brewing; several houses in town had actually been struck by lightning. Jeremy had lost power briefly while he was in the middle of reading his email.
As though stalking through a minefield, Jeremy moved forward between the strands. He had counted ten by now. Picking his way along, he would stop to stare upward, wondering if he could conclusively identify what these strips were. And now he froze again, because he had spied something far above him between the clotted foliage. There was a sheet of plastic, like a tarp, caught up there. It was very large, and apparently translucent. That explained it, then. It had probably been attached to one of the new houses that ever seemed to be popping up in town, covering an unfinished roof and blown away in the storm, partially shredded into these ribbons that hung down from it.
Jeremy was so intent on peering up at the snared plastic that he neglected the ground directly beneath him. It wasn’t until he felt his shoe press into a soft mass that he quickly looked down. The sensation had been like stepping into a puddle of half liquid matter, like ice cream…though what he saw reminded him more of the contents of a bottle of shampoo, poured out onto the ground. Whitish-translucent, and gelatinous. Jeremy stepped back from it, and wiped the sole of his shoe against the bed of dried pine needles.
He noticed several more of these gelatinous puddles scattered about. And behind the trunk of a tree ahead, what he had first, peripherally, taken to be a large stone poking up from the earth. But now he saw that it shimmered where the fragmented sunlight shifted across it.
Avoiding not only the strands now (twenty? more?), but the blobs of goo strewn about the ground as well, Jeremy stole up on the glistening hump. He stepped around the tree and saw it more clearly.
It was also a blob of that gelatinous matter, but bulked up into a smooth mound a foot high at its center. He wanted to poke it with the toe of his shoe, decided his shoe had made enough contact with the slime for one day, and looked around for a stick instead. He spotted one a few paces away, and bent to pick it up.
He felt a whisper of contact across his forehead, and instantly knew that he had touched one of those swaying ribbons, which had been unseen without the highlighting of the sun to alert him to it.
But Jeremy did not recoil back away from it. He did not straighten up erect. Nor did he complete his reaching forward for the stick just inches from his extended hand.
He held that pose. His eyes did not blink. And patches of golden summer sunlight played across his face and body…migrating across him as the hours passed, until the splotches of light became tinted copper with the coming of dusk.
-TWO-
Allen Spence left work early and drove immediately from Worcester to Eastborough, his mother having called and told him that his brother Jeremy was in trouble at work. He had shown up at his mother’s house this morning to rage and complain that he had been laid off. Which was bad enough. But the more unsettling thing was that Jeremy had already come by last Friday and told her the same thing.
Jeremy ranted that his boss was going insane, in claiming that he had laid Jeremy off a week ago, wondering why Jeremy was punching into work again today as if nothing had ever happened. His boss would have him believe it was the 16th of August, Jeremy said, pacing her kitchen floor in a rage, when it was obviously only the 9th.
Both Allen and his mother knew that it was, indeed, the 16th.
And there was another thing. Jeremy had a welt or a burn across his forehead that he couldn’t account for. He had been drinking more lately, their mother strongly suspected; she feared he had fallen somehow, struck his head.
Apparently he had lost his memory of the entire past week.
««—»»
No emergency was enough to prevent Allen from stopping at a little coffee shop in the town center for a big cup of java before going on to Jeremy’s rented house. As he stood off to one side, pouring in his cream and sugar, he heard two teenage girls talking at a table nearby him. Obviously, Eastborough had experienced the same scary thunderstorm last night that Worcester had almost as impressive as the one that had raged through the area last week. One of the girls was saying, “My dad and brother went out on the porch to watch the lightning, but I was too scared, and they said they saw UFOs in the sky.
Really! They swore it. They were like yelling at my mother and me to go look, but I said no way, I’m not going out there and get hit by a bolt of lightning!”
“My dad got knocked out by lightning when he was talking on the phone once,” her friend said. “He has a fit if I talk on the phone in a thunderstorm.
So…UFOs, huh? What did they look like?”
“I dunno. Lights shooting across the sky. Back and forth. They’re so gay. It was probably just, you know, spotlights from a new car dealership or something.”
Stirring his coffee, Allen recalled the globule of light he and his cousin Jim had seen floating slowly through the air, inches off the grass, in Pine Grove Cemetery while in their teens, smoking pot on a summer evening. He had done some reading on ball lightning over the following years as a result. Maybe the books he consulted were dated, but scientists did not seem to entirely understand the phenomenon. Witnesses had claimed that ball lightning appeared to move about with something like sentience; there was one case where an orb physically pushed open a door to gain admittance into a house. Humans who had come into contact with these spheres of apparent energy had never been harmed by them (even when, in one instance, a child kicked one of them), and yet farm animals had been killed in a number of cases.
He had decided long ago that what he’d seen had been another phenomenon—a will-o’-the-wisp, caused by the decomposition of animal or vegetable matter, which released hydrogen that in turn was spontaneously ignited by the oxygen in the air. Either the rot of the bodies in the graveyard or the gases from the adjacent swamp had been responsible, no doubt. But in listening to the girls, Allen was sure that what the father and brother had really seen in the sky was ball lightning associated with the electrical disturbance of the thunderstorm—such orbs could range in size from a few inches across to several feet. He would have liked to share his theory with them but decided they might mistake his intrusion for lechery, and so he capped his coffee and went outside to his car.
««—»»
“Hello? Sibling?” Allen had tried the front hall door and it was locked.
That was unusual. Usually Jeremy only locked the outer door when he went to bed…but then, with no job, Allen supposed he might be taking a late afternoon nap. He pressed his forehead against the screen in the livingroom window. “I see your car in the driveway! You can run but you can’t hide!”
He straightened, glanced up and down the quiet street his brother’s diminutive rented house faced upon. It was only a five minute walk to the center of town, but this street was given over mostly to small warehouses and outer structures of a sprawling abrasives company, the vast brick chimney of which loomed above the flat rooftops like a rocket on its launch pad.
He heard a rustle behind the screened window, and when he looked back, saw an indistinct version of his brother’s face gazing warily out at him.
“Sorry…I was taking a nap.”
“So I guessed.”
The outer door was unlocked with a click, and Jeremy admitted him.
Glancing back as he brushed past him, Allen saw Jeremy look up and down the silent street and then up at the sky, which was beginning to dim as evening neared. He locked the front hall door again, then the door to his livingroom after him. Allen watched as he even shut and locked the window they had peered at each other through. He switched the overhead fan on to a higher setting to compensate.
“Pretty hot to be closing the windows,” Allen noted.
“I need to get an air conditioner,” Jeremy mumbled. “Want a beer?”
“I got my coffee.” He held it up. “I’m wishing now that I’d made it an ice coffee.”
Allen followed Jeremy into the stuffy kitchen. He saw that all the other windows on the ground floor were closed, as well. He also noted the bareness of the place and realized it was the first time he had been here since Shannon had left Jeremy. He felt guilty now for having neglected his brother lately, though he hoped Jeremy would understand that Allen had his own family to focus on, a wife and a three-year-old son.
Jeremy uncapped a bottle of Corona, ran its smooth cool curve across his forehead several times. He hadn’t shaved, and his shoulder length hair looked tangled and wild from his nap, not tied back in the ponytail he usually wore it in these days. Allen hadn’t worn his hair that long, himself, since he was a teen. The baggy shorts Jeremy had on were wrinkled from having been slept in, maybe worn for several days, and he was bare-chested, pale. Allen’s younger brother, so stick thin as a boy, now had a paunch, and Allen felt a twinge of guilt for being relieved that his own was smaller.
“Mum told me about your job.”
“Yeah?” Jeremy gulped a swallow of beer. “She tell you about my memory lapse?”
“Something about it. Though I’m not clear on it.”
Jeremy wasn’t meeting his eyes. “Me neither. I thought it was my boss who had the dates mixed up. Now I know it was me. It looks like I lost about a week, somewhere along the line.” He gulped his beer again. Behind him, clustered in a corner of the counter he leaned against, were more bottles of Corona, empty.
“Well…what do you think happened? Haven’t you thought about seeing a doctor about this?” He raised his coffee toward Jeremy’s forehead, where a reddish stripe ran from his hairline down to his eyebrow. It wasn’t actually raised like a welt, or blistered like a burn. “What happened there?”
Jeremy touched it with his fingers quickly, almost as if to hide it. “I dunno.
I guess I fell. It’s starting to go away.”
“Man, losing a week of your life is not something to be so lackadaisical about, ya know?” Allen set aside his coffee and poked his head in Jeremy’s refrigerator. “How much have you been drinking?”
“Not much, okay? A few beers a day…that’s it.”
Jeremy had never been much of a drinker before, except when out with friends. Allen saw a six pack and a half in the fridge, and a half empty bottle of white wine. Looked like more than a little drinking to him. He closed the door and leaned his back against it. “Really, I want you to see a doctor.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“Jesus, come on! Mum’s worried about you! What if you had…I dunno…an aneurism or something?”
Jeremy chuckled. “Aneurism. Do aneurisms cause amnesia, or do they just sound alike?”
“This isn’t a joke. Maybe if you fell you have a concussion; those can be dangerous.”
“My head doesn’t hurt. It never did. Well, I’ve just got one of my usual headaches, but. Yeah, it’s freaky, I lost a week. Maybe it’s just because I’m laid off, I’m not punching a clock, all I do now is sit around watching TV. I don’t know if I’m coming or going now, so time is a blur.”
“It’s not like you’ve been laid off long enough for that.”
Jeremy turned his back on him, shuffled in his sandals back into the livingroom and flopped down in front of the TV, which had been left running at a low murmur. Allen settled into a chair beside him, and for the first time noticed the small blue box resting atop a pile of typewriter sheets on the coffee table. He recognized that box. It was the one which contained Jeremy’s snub-nosed, nickel-plated .38 special. He put down his coffee, hefted the box into his lap, and opened the cover. Lifting the bright little revolver in his fist, seeing his reflection smeared across it, he noted the blunt gray ends of bullets in its five-shot cylinder.
“What’s this doing out, Jeremy?” he asked gravely. “Huh?”
“What do you think? That I’m going to go shoot Shannon or something?
Or my boss?”
“Actually, I was more worried about you.”
“Aw, man.” Jeremy plopped his head heavily against the backrest of his sofa and sank down further on its cushions. He rubbed at his closed eyes with one hand and groaned. Allen could tell he was indeed having one of his killer headaches, no doubt worsened by dehydration from alcohol. Still, he wasn’t entirely convinced there was no head injury involved.
“Well, why is your gun out, then?”
Jeremy’s hand lowered from his face, revealing sore, reddened eyes. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t recall getting it out. I found it in my backpack, with some boxes of shells. I found a trash bag filled with soda cans in the kitchen, too. I must’ve been thinking about going out in the woods target shooting, but I don’t remember.”
“Or maybe you were taking the gun to work, after all.”
“Christ, Allen, do you think I’m insane? You think I’m a psycho? Nice to know Mum and you have such a high opinion of me.” Jeremy got up from the couch to start poking around for the TV’s misplaced remote.
“We’re just worried—is that okay?”
Allen replaced the .38 in its box, and in leaning forward to rest the box back on the disorderly pile of papers it had been weighing down, his gaze fell on the top sheet. Allen picked it up, then the rest of the sheets, and began paging through each of them.
Remote in hand, Jeremy turned and saw what his older brother had discovered. “Hey, come on…can I have a little privacy around here?”
In a subdued tone, Allen asked, “Why are you drawing these, Jer?”
Jeremy sighed, averting his eyes. “I don’t know. It’s something…some-thing I’ve been dreaming.”
Allen flipped through the crude ballpoint sketches again. Each one showed one or more figures, apparently as small as children and as stick thin as the two brothers had once been. Figures with bulbous, hairless heads. With huge, lidless black eyes.
-THREE-
“It isn’t that he was missing for a week,” Allen told his wife Laurie as he undressed for bed. With the air so humid, their Worcester apartment so stuffy, he stripped down to just his underwear. Laurie patted his rounded, fuzzy belly as she walked past him. He barely noticed her tease. “His whereabout are accounted for. People saw him. His boss, when he laid him off. My mother. It’s just that a week of his memories got misplaced somewhere along the way.”
Wearing one of his T-shirts to bed, her legs bare, Laurie folded back the single sheet that was all they could stand for covers on so sultry a night. The air conditioner was broken again. Without its hum, they could hear the subdued but ever present sounds of the city beyond. “Did you convince him to go a doctor, then?”
“He said he would, but I kind of doubt it.” Allen set the clock alarm.
“Jeremy’s feeling sorry for himself these days. Not that I blame him. But it makes him dangerous to himself. Speaking of which…”
Allen went to the closet, slid open its door, and brought down a small blue box from the top shelf. He half lifted the lid so Laurie could get a peek of its shiny contents.
“Oh, no, Allen, no!” Laurie exclaimed, sitting up erect in their bed. “We have a young child in this house!”
“A child too small to reach the top of the closet. Do you want my brother to shoot himself?”
“Well if he’s that much of a threat to himself, then maybe he should be under psychiatric care.”
Allen glowered at his wife a few moments before responding. “I’ll have him come live with us so I can keep an eye on him, before I send my brother to a psych ward.”
Laurie sighed, watched her husband replace the box with the revolver on the closet’s top shelf, beside some containers of .38 cartridges. “It isn’t that I don’t care for him, too, you know!” She lay her head back on her pillow, boyishly short dark hair mussing into punky jags. “So…he’s drawing aliens. And he’s forgotten the whole of last week. Maybe part of his mind is trying to convince him that he was abducted by aliens for a week, even though we know better. He lost his job, and after losing Shannon it was too much to bear. So he wiped it right out of his mind, and he came up with a dream or a delusion to take its place.”
“Sounds probable.” Allen joined her under the sheet. “I’m going to drop in on him again after work, tomorrow. I’ve been neglecting him. I’m gonna hound him until he sees a doctor for certain.”
“Maybe there’s a mass hysteria going around lately,” Laurie murmured, burying her profile into her pillow and closing her eyes.
“What do you mean?”
“You didn’t hear about the UFOs people have been seeing in Eastborough, lately?”
“UFOs? Tell me.”
Her eyes opened. “Last week a few people saw them. One was a cop in his patrol car.”
“My God…you know what? When I was getting a coffee today, I heard a young girl say her father saw UFOs last night, during the thunderstorm. I just assumed it was ball lightning they were talking about.”
“That’s probably all it was last week, too,” Laurie said. “Because people saw the UFOs around the time of that other big storm we had.”
“Where did you hear about all this?”
“In the Eastborough News. See what you miss reading USA Today?
Maybe Jeremy saw that ball lightning or whatever, too. And that’s what put that delusion in his head. Hey…Allen…that scar you saw on his head. Could he have actually been hit by lightning, do you think?”
“I don’t know what to think,” he muttered, turning his eyes to their curtained bedroom window. Through its translucent veil, the scattered lights of the night city glowed like stars.
««—»»
It was the howling of coyotes that awoke Jeremy Spence.
His eyes snapped open so thoroughly it was as if his eyelids had been entirely sliced away. It wasn’t the first time he had been awakened by coyotes; beyond his back yard, only three cross-wise streets separated his rented house from one of the borders of Eastborough Swamp. But still, it was not something easily acclimated to. The sound was unearthly, haunting—a primeval cry to disturb the dreams of slumbering Yuppies.
The cries died off. But Jeremy lay just as stiff, paralyzed, as if waiting for another sound to be discernible now that the wild canines had ceased their ruckus. Something subtle that had been hidden behind their wails. There was a chittering layer of insect song. And, eventually, the mournful and distant rumbling of a train, like blood rushing through one of night’s black veins. But he had heard all these things before.
He sat up in bed, checked the time on his bedside clock. 2:25 AM. Well, he didn’t have to worry about not getting enough sleep, did he? Not without a job to go to.
Jeremy rose, padded to his bathroom, relieved his bladder. He was too awake now to return to bed, so perhaps he would gape in front of the TV for a while, the next best thing. From one of the stove’s burners he swept up his tea kettle, and began filling it in order to make some instant coffee. As he ran the tap, his eyes idly lifted to the little window over the sink, which looked out into his small, fenced-in yard. Like the other windows in his house, this one was closed and locked.
He had seen lightning bugs out there in the past, flashing their mysterious greenish code of bioluminescence, but tonight his yard was utterly black.
Black trees blended with the black sky, and even the stars seemed swallowed in its immensity. However huge any given star might be, each was impossibly dwarfed by the spaces between them.
And then, just as he decided the kettle was full enough and he began to lower his gaze, there was a light in the darkness after all.
Jeremy instantly dropped the kettle in the sink, and just as instantly regretted the loud clatter, afraid to draw attention to himself. He ducked down below the level of the sink, darted to the wall switch, dowsed the kitchen’s overhead light. Then, with the room plunged into darkness, he moved back to the sink at a stealthy crouch.
The light was still out there, crossing the sky at a leisurely pace. It was an object giving off a soft but clear luminosity. And Jeremy judged its size to be considerable. In shape, it was like a bowl turned upside-down. Circular, but rounded at the top. And its bottom edge was ringed in bluish spots of light.
These seemed to be revolving around its edge, unless it was the entire bowl that was rotating as it coasted.
There was no sound of a far-off motor. The complete silence of the object’s movements might even have been what unsettled Jeremy most.
Just when the drifting object had nearly reached the limits of his vision, it abruptly switched direction—zipped back to the right, zipped again to the left a fraction—then shot straight up out of sight.
“Oh my God,” Jeremy whispered to himself. “Oh my God, oh my God…”
His fumbling hands checked the lock on the window again. Satisfied, he darted to the bathroom to double-check the one in there. From there, on into every room, nearly tripping onto his face several times because he was shutting off lights as he went. Before he left the kitchen, however, he located a flashlight and a large bread knife. Why had he let his brother talk him into giving him his handgun?
Kneeling on the sofa, Jeremy peeled back a curtain just enough to peer out past his little rickety porch. That whitish luminous object did not reappear. But he was not relieved.
What if it had set down somewhere? Somewhere nearby?
A flash of eyes came to Jeremy. Huge, obsidian eyes without iris or sclera.
Eyes like an insect. Like something without a soul. A half-panicked, half-fatalistic whimper squeaked out of Jeremy’s choked throat.
Slowly, he settled himself down on the couch, not relinquishing his grip on either knife or flashlight. And he sat there until dawn came, every few minutes peeking out between the curtains again. Only when the sun’s rays spread sufficiently across the sky did he sleep as last. Even then, his dreams were filled with those unblinking eyes as black as night…dreams that he didn’t watch so much as they watched him.
««—»»
While drinking his morning coffee, and with Laurie’s help, Allen Spence managed to locate last week’s Eastborough News. Unfortunately, it was incomplete, and with an embarrassed smile Laurie admitted she may have spread some of it down on the floor after their son spilled some juice; they were out of paper towels. “Hey, don’t look at me like that,” she told him.
“They must have the issue at the library, in the periodicals room.”
Sighing, Allen brought the remainder of the paper into the bathroom with him. While he found no articles on UFO sightings, there was one odd story that caught his eye. He might have heard a little about this matter before, but hadn’t paid it any conscious attention until now.
A strange, clear, gel-like “goo” had been discovered across the surface of Eastborough’s Lake Pometacomet. The first assumption had been that it was pollution from EastCoast Pharmaceuticals, which had been forced to pay for the lake’s restoration some years back. A woman walking her dog at the water’s edge had been the first to spot the slime, which took the form of small floating globules, none of them larger than a pea…so many in number that from a distance they seemed to form a vaguely iridescent slick. The woman reported having stopped her dog, a Newfoundland, before it could splash in the water as it had enjoyed doing in the past, and had promptly contacted the Massachusetts Department of Health.
Preliminary tests had shown that the tiny gelatinous globules were organic. The EPA had been contacted, and more tests were pending to positively rule out the involvement of EastCoast Pharmaceuticals. Gordon Price of the Massachusetts State Department of Ecology’s hazardous material branch had suggested that the “goo” might be algae or fish eggs, but cautioned that it was too soon to tell for certain. Until tests were completed, Eastborough citizens were being advised not to swim or fish in Lake Pometacomet…which had been named after Chief Sachem Pometacomet, or “King Phillip,” who had waged war against the white man’s colonies. Though nothing out of the ordinary had been reported there, the town reservoir would also be tested for the sake of caution.
Allen did, indeed, stop at the library on the way home from work. He found the recent edition of The Eastborough News, made a photocopy of what turned out to be only a short, half whimsical article on the UFO sightings.
Then, in one of the library’s invitingly musty-smelling aisles, he called Laurie from his cell phone, telling her that because he still meant to visit his brother as well, she should go ahead and have dinner without him. He and Jeremy would grab a pizza. “Whatever,” his wife said flatly, and hung up.
Allen didn’t want to stay here long, wanted to get on to Jeremy’s as soon as possible. But he didn’t have long to search before he found something of the nature he was groping for. Amongst books of UFOs, Bigfoot, and other such tabloid fodder he found a book written by an Abraham Villa, with the title of Cryptids. In its contents, there was a chapter entitled Fortean Matters. And after flipping through that chapter for only several seconds, he knew he must take this book with him.
-FOUR-
“I saw a UFO last night,” Jeremy Spence told Allen, who knew from his lifeless tone of voice and the dull shadowed look of his eyes that he was not kidding his older brother.
For several beats, Allen just stared back at him. Then he said, “Let’s phone in a pizza; I’ll go pick it up. Then you can tell me what you saw. Then I’ll show you a book I took out of the library.”
“What’s it about?”
“UFOs. Aliens. And weird stuff that falls out of the sky. Among other things.”
Jeremy nodded. He knew then that his brother was going to believe what he had seen. Believe that there could be truth behind the figures he saw in his dreams. Once, long ago, for several dizzying moments, they had both believed a blue heron was a pterodactyl. Brothers were not as likely to scoff at each other’s beliefs, even if they later proved to have been misinterpretations. With a deep gratefulness that brought with it a surprising infusion of calm, Jeremy asked, “Pepperoni and extra cheese?”
“Sounds good,” Allen said. They shared the same taste in pizza.
««—»»
“So you think the stuff they found in the lake,” Jeremy said, sitting beside his brother on the sofa with a half-empty Corona in his hand, “these little balls of slime…they have something to do with the UFO sightings.”
“Well, it’s pretty suspicious that both weird things have occurred at the same time, don’t you think?” Allen had the book Cryptids open across his knees. “Of course it could be something that grew in the water. But what if it isn’t? What if it fell from the sky, Jer? You’ve heard reports of that; we used to love stories like that as kids. Look here.” He flipped a few pages in the library book. “One time a red-colored rain fell for thirty minutes straight in the,” he struggled with the pronunciation, “Nghe An province in Vietnam.”
“Pollution.”
Allen ignored him, and read, “‘Unidentified viscous substances have been recovered on occasion from crop circles.’” He zig-zagged his finger down the page. “‘In 1876, shreds of meat drifted down from the sky onto a field in Kentucky, falling in great volume but covering only an area of 100 yards by 50 yards. The meat was described as tasting like mutton or venison.’”
“Eww,” said Jeremy. “Who would want to try it? Maybe it’s UFOs dumping out the meat they collect from those cattle mutilations, huh?”
“Hey,” Allen looked up at him, “I’m here to help you figure this stuff out, man. Are you taking this less seriously than I am?”
“No,” Jeremy said in a less sarcastic tone. “I’m dead serious…believe me.”
Returning to skimming the book, Allen related, “Another rain of meat occurred in 1968 in Brazil.”
“We used to read about falls of frogs, and fish,” Jeremy recollected. “I remember reading about Charles Fort. He loved collecting stories about stuff like that. But I don’t know where UFOs would come into play, there. Probably just tornados sucking water out of ponds, animals and all, then dropping them again.”
Allen said, “Wait, this is it. Listen to this part.” He began to read directly from the book once more. “‘In Oakville, Washington, on six different occasions throughout August of 1994, a rain of small gelatinous blobs fell over an area of twenty square miles. Numerous people were left violently ill and a large number of animals died, all apparently as a result of the mysterious rain of slime. The theory that the material was human waste ejected by an airliner was ruled out. One microbiologist who studied the apparently toxic goo reported having identified a eukaryotic cell, which is a cell found in most animals.’”
“Animals?” Jeremy said.
“‘In 1997, a similar fall of a transparent gelatinous substance occurred during a storm in Everett, Washington.’”
“Could it be biological weapon?” Jeremy mused.
Allen moved to another passage. “‘From 1998 through 2001, I have collected nearly forty cases of mysterious falling slime, ranging from Michigan to Pennsylvania to Utah to Canada. In Lakeland, Florida, a brownish gel-like material fell from the sky, and in an earlier instance, apparently the same brownish goo washed ashore all the way from Pensacola, Florida to Mobile, Alabama…’”
“That sounds like the story about our Lake Pometacomet,” Jeremy observed, leaning closer to read over his brother’s shoulder.
Allen read on. “‘Swimmers were the first to notice odd globules of a clear, gelatinous material floating in the water off Park Point, in Lake Superior.
Investigators from the Natural Resources Research Institute and the Minnesota Sea Grant were unable to identify the material, which appeared in great numbers covering large areas.’”
“Damn,” Jeremy said softly, taking it all in.
Allen flipped back to a previous page he had skimmed over. “In that case in Oakville, Washington, one theory was that the Air Force was responsible, because they’d been dropping bombs about fifteen miles off shore. People thought these little raining blobs might be the remains of jellyfish blown out of the water by the bombs. A local bar even came up with a drink called the Jellyfish, made with vodka, juice and gelatin, to cash in on the controversy.”
“Ha,” said Jeremy. “Sounds tastier than that falling venison.”
««—»»
The brothers had set the book Cryptids aside, and in its place, Jeremy had brought out his collection of sketches of the figures and faces he saw in his dreams. He watched with intensity, and embarrassment, as Allen shuffled through them in grim silence.
The figures were so stereotypical as to be a cliche. Jeremy was no great artist, and the sketches looked like drawings Allen’s own three-year-old son might make when prompted to draw his parents or himself. The barest essentials to suggest a body; little more than stick figures, with no hair, no clothing.
Likewise, the faces of the dream beings were what his son might draw for human faces. Mere pinholes for nostrils, and no ears, because noses and ears were hard to draw. A slit for a mouth but no lips. And rough black circles as a simplification of eyes. They were like gingerbread men, or blank snowmen with features of coal, or the figures in cave art. More like abstracted symbols than actual representations of living beings.
“And what are they doing to you in your dreams?” Allen asked his younger brother.
“The usual stuff,” he joked bitterly. “Poking me, prodding me, trying to find out about me.” After a hesitation, he added, “They seem to be trying to communicate with me, but we can’t understand each other.”
Nodding, Allen watched his brother’s face closely. He pointed to his marked forehead. “Seen a doctor about that yet?”
“No.”
“Why?” When Jeremy only shrugged, Allen persisted, “Look, that could be evidence. We should find out what caused it before it fades away altogether.”
“Evidence,” Jeremy echoed. He met Allen’s eyes. “Do you think I was abducted by a UFO, then? And they erased the experience from my mind?
And that’s why I lost a whole week of my memories?”
“I’m just saying…because you saw a UFO last night. Because other people in Eastborough have seen UFOs. And that stuff in the lake…”
“You believe I was abducted, don’t you?” Jeremy repeated.
In front of his chest, Allen held up one particular drawing of the classic alien face, now a pop culture icon. Once people had claimed visitations by angels. In the age of science, angels had evolved into aliens. “Well, what can we make of all this?”
“I’m not arguing with you,” Jeremy said. “I’m just making sure we’re on the same page, here.”
“We are,” Allen assured him.
“What does Laurie think of this?” Jeremy asked warily. “How much have you told her?”
“I don’t want to get into this with her. I can’t see her taking it very seriously.”
“Shannon wouldn’t have been into it, either,” Jeremy muttered. “She didn’t believe in anything that she couldn’t buy in a mall. Yeah, I’d rather the less people who know about any of this, the better. Even Mum.”
“Jeremy,” Allen began. He chewed his thoughts a moment longer before he resumed. “Your .38 and some shells were in your book bag, right? And you said you had a plastic bag full of soda bottles…”
“Soda cans,” Jeremy corrected.
“…soda cans in the kitchen. You were going shooting, you think.”
“Looks like it.”
“Out in the woods. Near the swamp, where we always used to go.”
“Probably. That would be the only place I would think to shoot.”
“Do you think that maybe you weren’t just planning to go? Do you think you might have actually gone, then come back here, but you just don’t remember it?”
Jeremy narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t sound so far fetched. Relatively speaking.”
“I say we go out there, and look around.”
“What— now? In the dark? I don’t think so.”
“Tomorrow, as soon as I get out of work.”
“What will Laurie think of you coming over here two days in a row?”
“Laurie doesn’t dislike you, y’know.”
“Whatever you say.”
“Hey, if anything, I used to get the impression that Shannon wasn’t crazy about me. Let’s drop it. I’ll worry about Laurie. What do you think?”
“Okay,” Jeremy said. “But bring me back my gun tomorrow. I’m not going out in those woods unarmed.”
-FIVE-
“What’s the arsenal for?” Allen cried out to Jeremy, who was in the bathroom, as he peeked into Jeremy’s knapsack-like book bag. Besides the returned .38
and a box of cartridges, he had found his brother’s rusty old Army Surplus bayonet he hadn’t seen in years. In their teens they had both collected knives and pored over gun magazines, when they had both fancied themselves as angst-ridden and misunderstood Travis Bickle types. Now every teenage boy was Travis Bickle.
Jeremy returned from the bathroom, having tied his long dark hair into a ponytail. “In case we meet up with the things that abducted me…what do you think? They aren’t getting me again. You should have brought a weapon, too.
Take the bayonet.”
Allen ignored him, and gingerly held up a blister pack of three tubular, handheld marine signal flares, one of which was missing. “Where’d you get this?”
“I bought it off my coworker Gary, about five years ago. We shot one off on the Fourth of July. It’s in case we get lost in the woods.”
“Five years ago? It would probably go off in your face if it went off at all.”
“Hey, I’m not your three-year-old son, okay?” Jeremy took the flares out of his brother’s hand and replaced them into the backpack. “I’m ready.”
««—»»
They rode to Pine Grove Cemetery in Jeremy’s car, and on the way Allen had the book Cryptids by cryptozoologist and paranormal researcher Abraham Villa open in his lap. He had chanced upon an intriguing sub-chapter about a kind of phenomenon or manifestation referred to as “rods.”
Villa wrote: “Rods have appeared frequently in photographs, naturally not always of an unimpeachable character, flittering about in the sky or even amongst people like streaking swarms of gnats. These so-dubbed rods are cylindrical in shape, calling to mind the cigar-shapes of some reported UFOs, but are typically only a few inches to several feet (though some say hundred of feet!) in length. They have been sighted in both air and water, and are reportedly lined with membranes that allow them to swim through air (some witnesses describe centipede-like legs). These membranes can be seen in some photographs. The theory that the rods might be an unknown species of insect, or some other animal form—perhaps transdimensional—is not without merit.”
“Transdimensional,” Allen said aloud.
“What?” asked his brother.
“Nothing.”
««—»»
Pushing through the brush at the rear border of Pine Grove Cemetery, where it marked the attenuated edge of Eastborough Swamp, Allen said,
“Your flares remind me of the brothers Giuseppe and Luigi.”
“Who are they?” asked Jeremy, close behind him.
“Well, they were these brothers who got lost in the woods while they were out hunting. So Giuseppe says to Luigi, ‘Hey, Luigi, shoot-a into the air so that-a someone will-a come and-a rescue us.’ So Luigi shoots into the air, and they wait for a while. No one comes, so Giuseppe says to Luigi, ‘Hey, Luigi, shoot-a into the air again, uh?’ So Luigi shoots into the air. No one comes.”
“Yeah?” Jeremy said.
“So this goes on for over an hour…every few minutes, Luigi tries shooting into the air to attract another hunter or someone who might live nearby. But no one comes, and it’s getting dark. So Giuseppe says, ‘Luigi, try-a shooting into the air again, uh?’ And Luigi says, ‘Hey, Giuseppe, I can’t-a shoot into the air again…I’m-a all outta arrows.’”
“Oh, man,” Jeremy groaned.
They crunched further along. In some places, their shoes sank in a muck of muddy earth and slick vegetation. “All the rain we’ve had,” Allen complained, hopping to a drier spot.
“Speaking of which.” Jeremy gestured with his snub-nosed .38 at the sky, as seen in patches through the latticework of foliage above them. It was an ash gray, edging toward slate, the forbidding color of a winter ocean. “It looks like another storm is rolling in. We might not want to be out here a long time, you know.”
Allen wasn’t looking at the sky. “Why the hell is that in your hand?”
Jeremy glanced at his pistol self-consciously, like a boy caught with a cookie stolen from the jar. “We’re getting to be out in the middle of wilderness, now. I told you, I’m not letting them take me again.”
“Why not wait until we actually find something worth shooting, okay? If you have that thing out and you trip over a root you’re going to shoot me in the back. You remember the time we were out here and you’d cocked the hammer back, and you were just carrying the gun around like that, and you accidentally pulled back just a teensy bit on the trigger and that was enough for it to fire? One of us could’ve lost a foot.”
“You sound old, you know?”
“We aren’t kids anymore.”
“Yeah,” Jeremy said, moving ahead of his brother to lead the way instead,
“too bad, huh?” He slipped the small gun into the front pocket of his blue jeans.
There were skunk-cabbages, which when inadvertently crushed emitted the distinctive smell for which they were named. Dense clumps of ferns like prehistoric cycads. Toadstools so pale against the verdant green-on-green that one could imagine they grew out of corpses hastily buried just below the surface.
Mosquitoes, another product of the recent heavy showers, bobbed in the air in living constellations. Everything around them, all of Nature, was taking on an atmosphere of overripeness teetering on the border of rot—a strange blend of growth and corruption. But wasn’t that Nature’s way? The ever turning circle of life, death, rebirth? After all, here was this lush swamp thriving at the very edge of a large graveyard. Perhaps, in part, taking its nourishment from the rivulets of human decay that had trickled into the soil over the generations.
“I’m looking for the clearing we used to go to,” Jeremy panted from the mounting exertion, “but I’m not recognizing it. Shouldn’t we have seen it by now?”
“It was so long ago, it might be overgrown now. I do think we would’ve already passed it.” Though they hadn’t reached a clearing per se, the trees had thinned out here and Allen stopped to scan his surroundings in a slow circle.
“You don’t remember anything about coming here? Nothing’s coming back to you?”
“No. Nothing rings a bell. I don’t know…maybe I never even came out here.”
“Why was the gun in your pack, then?”
Jeremy didn’t conjecture any further. From his book bag, he withdrew a bottle of spring water, unscrewed the cap and took several loud gulps. Wandering away a few paces, peering ahead deeper into the forest, he tilted back his head again and swigged some more water. It was barely cool, but still soothed his dry throat. As he stood screwing the cap back on, an ominous bass rumble like the warning growl of a mountain lion came from the distance. “Oh man,” he said,
“we definitely don’t want to get stuck out in the middle of the swamp in another monster storm, Allen.” He turned around to appeal to his brother to return home.
Allen was facing him, staring directly into his eyes, but he said nothing to allay Jeremy’s concerns. For Allen hovered stationary in the air, his muddy shoes four feet off the ground. Irrationally, for a wild moment Jeremy desperately juggled interpretations. Allen was standing on a tree stump…standing on a low tree branch. But even before he realized Allen was still rising—floating—higher off the ground, his arms and legs and face motionless as if he were a statue being hoisted by a crane, Jeremy knew the truth. Almost physically sick with horror, he looked straight up at the patches of sky shattered throughout the cloud-like ceiling of leaves.
Glowing a faint milky white against the darkening sky, and mostly hidden by the treetops except for a peek here, a glimpse there, the UFO made not even the slightest hum or buzz. A ring of bluish dots, more luminous than the rest of it, either revolved or strobed around the bottom edge of its bowl-like surface. It was terrifying for its sheer size, though even in his fear, Jeremy figured that it couldn’t hold a very large crew. Somehow it seemed insubstantial, like the ghost of a UFO. But it was sufficiently substantial to project a beam of force strong enough to slowly lift his brother’s paralyzed body toward its apparently concave underside.
“Allen!” Jeremy cried in a whimper close to a sob.
As Allen was drawn higher, his eyes no longer seemed to gaze into his brother’s. They stared straight ahead, seemingly into oblivion…the eyes of a dead man.
-SIX-
Though his eyes were already open, Allen seemed to awaken from sleep to find himself in a featureless, murky room of ill-defined size. The only light appeared to beam directly onto him, though he couldn’t discern its source, even though he lay on his back on the floor. Or was it a table? He couldn’t turn his head to see.
Couldn’t move his limbs. Was he restrained with straps, or by drugs?
A long, despairing moan of panic waited to uncoil from his throat, but remained tightly wound. Only his lungs and eyes seemed to be free to move, and the latter strained to the limits of their tethers. A man waiting to be tortured with hot pinchers would be no more frightened than Allen was at this moment. Less frightened, perhaps. That man could at least comprehend his whereabouts, the instruments of probing and pain. And even if the pain-givers wore the hoods of executioners, he would know that beneath those hoods their faces would at least be human.
His heart was free to move as well. It was moving fast enough to compensate for the immobility of his limbs, as if its accelerating beat might be enough to dislodge him from this stasis.
Peripherally, he saw the first of them coming toward him, as he had known with supreme dread that they must. At first it was merely a stirring of thin shadows, like the branches of a wind-blown tree barely discernable in the night. Then with a slow, fluid grace—as a spider is graceful—the smallish figure grew nearer, more distinct. Several times, however, it seemed to flit ahead of itself at an increased speed, as if it jolted forward several steps through time, as if a few frames of a filmstrip had been crudely edited out, before it resumed its more sedate approach.
Desperately, as if to search for escape, or simply to tear his eyes off the approaching skeletal figure, Allen rolled his eyes to the other side, and they bulged to see that a second entity was already there quite close beside him. It leaned down directly above him, and in so doing, jerked in that odd way several frames forward in time. Allen lost consciousness, then.
Their probing was what awakened him. He had the sensation of some cold but burning instrument being slipped into his nose, up the front of his skull’s interior, to pierce his very brain. When his open eyes became conscious of what they were seeing again, he could make out the two creatures hovering intently over him like surgeons—or dissectors—but he saw no instruments in their bony hands, which seemed to have only four fingers. Wait…or was it six?
Even the tears Allen wanted to shed would not well up sufficiently to emerge.
Was it his fear, elevated to a kind of delirium, that made the entities appear somewhat ill-defined, insubstantial, or was it the effect of some paralyzing drug or hypnotic spell? The figures did not seem finished, giving them an unsettling doll-like appearance, particularly in that they wore no clothing. They had no genitals that he could see; no navels, or nipples. Their corpse-pallid flesh was without freckles, moles, wrinkles even at the joints. Ribs did not stand out though their chests were emaciated, and there was no muscle definition. Worst of all were the blank faces in their oversized ovoid heads. Besides having no hair, the twin beings possessed no ears, with only a small slit for a mouth, two perforations for a nose. No lids blinked down over their immense black eyes, which were as empty and terrifying as those of a Great White shark.
Unable to physically whimper or sob, Allen did so inside, a mantra of gib-berish and garbled inexpert prayers chasing their tails around and around in his skull. Was that what they were listening to with their invasive, raping probes?
And then one of them spoke to him. Was the voice telepathic, or did he actually see one’s lipless mouth opening and closing ever so subtly? The voice was as unfinished as the thing’s body, its face—without intonation, or even gender. The utterances moved as the creatures did: slowly, sedately, but jerking unexpectedly forward before slowing again. At first, he couldn’t make out the words, but that was only due to his imploding fear. The thing was, in fact—if only in his brain’s translation—communicating to him in English.
“How are we here?” he made out, at last.
Allen found he could reply to it quite naturally, just by thinking back at it.
As if talking to himself, internally. But all he could think to say was, “What?”
“How did we come to be here? What made the door open?”
“Door? I don’t know how you got here!” Allen’s thoughts blubbered.
“You came here in your ship.”
“No…ship.”
“No ship? I mean your craft…your machine…”
“No craft. No machine. Swimming. The pod…swimming. Then light,noise, turmoil. Then we are here. Swimming here, instead.”
“Please…please…I don’t know what you’re saying!”
“We will die here,” said the second being. Allen rolled his eyes that way.
Its voice was identical to the other’s, just as their faces were interchangeable.
“Die like our siblings.”
“Please, look, I don’t know what you mean. I don’t know how to helpyou!”“Is there no way to return us? To open up the door again?”
“If there’s anyone who can help you, understand you, it isn’t me. You needto speak to scientists. You need to come out in the open and talk topeople…people in charge.”
“They will fear us. They will hurt us.”
“If you need help, they’re the only ones who might be able to do something. But not me…please…please just let me go! ”
“Your pods have powers. Powers like the light and noise in the sky. Canyour powers not be used to open again the door in the sky?”
It was as if an illuminating lightning strike flashed through Allen’s skull.
Or did he actually see a picture that they put there for him, in illustration?
“The storms! You mean the thunderstorms, right? That was what opened thedoor you came through?”
“Yes…the turmoil…storms.”
“We can try to use electricity, something, to send you back home…but Ican’t help you myself. Please let me go, and I can bring a few people out here,just a few at first, who might be able to help you. I promise I won’t betray you,okay? I promise I won’t hurt you…if you only let me go.”
Another burst of lightning lit up the inside of his skull, but this flash of light was more vivid, more literal, and a glaring sunset pink in hue. A brief, hard thunderclap stabbed his ears. Allen’s first thought was that, unsatisfied with his answers, the twin creatures had decided to torture him after all.
Perhaps even kill him, to preserve their secret. Maybe they had stabbed that unseen probe up his nose once more, lancing into his brain.
He screamed. And this time, his ears could hear the scream. It emerged full force, pent up and springing free.
And he fell. He fell as if discarded, ejected from the hovering craft. He landed hard on his feet and one ankle twisted harshly, causing him to cry out in pain rather than fear and he rolled onto his back, lying on pine needles and staring above him at the alien craft—immense, hovering above the trees, and now on fire; melting in a blaze of gelatinous pink light.
Allen raised an arm to cover his face, to protect it, as small dripping fragments of the huge bowl-like ship began to patter down around him, across him, briefly sizzling before they went dark.
««—»»
Jeremy had his older brother under the arms, and frantically dragged him backwards, backwards toward a fringe of trees more closely clustered together, in the hopes that they would offer some measure of protection against the drooling and hissing rain of fiery pink gelatin.
“No,” Allen rasped. “No…”
“Shh,” Jeremy gabbled. “You’re going to be all right…you’re going to be all right…”
The phosphorescent pink had spread across the whole of the hovering thing’s bell-like form, outlining it clearly for the first time even as it consumed it, as swiftly and thoroughly as fire would paper.
“It had you, Allen, it was pulling you up, but I used the flare. I shot the signal flare. I was afraid I might hit you instead, but I got it…I got it…”
“Not a ship,” Allen mumbled thickly, as he regained use of his numbed tongue. “Not a machine.”
“I know,” Jeremy panted, almost hyperventilating, gazing up in terror but also with an awe like reverence. “I thought it was lifting you up with a beam.
The arms were so thin and clear, I didn’t see them at first—not until I used the flare. Then I saw them. I saw one of them come out of your nose. It had one of the arms up inside your nose, and the rest of them had a hold of your arms…lifting you.” Abruptly Jeremy cried, “Jesus!”
The glowing, burning bell could no longer stay aloft in the sky, and all it once—reminding Jeremy of the film of the Hindenburg collapsing—the vast form settled down like a parachute, draping itself across the treetops…some of it catching there while much of it tore away and continued falling to the earth in sludge-like heaps and in liquefying pools. The last of the flare’s spreading pink fire was flickering out, only a few last embers here and there sputtering like candles, uncanny as will-o’-the-wisps.
It was now so dark, by contrast, that Jeremy tightened his grip on his brother’s arms as if afraid they’d be pried away from each other in the gloom.
There was a far-off rumble, like a big truck rattling along a lonely highway, or a train desolate upon its nighted track. Another big storm was stewing, for certain.
The murk of the incoming storm and the imminence of night did not make them afraid, however, that huge-headed scarecrow figures would emerge from the brush, ghastly and vengeful. Even Allen, who had seen and conversed with the twin aliens, knew that there had never been any aliens at all.
-SEVEN-
Jeremy peeked out one of his livingroom window at the storm. Allen’s wife had just called, berating him for not being home yet. When he returned to the livingroom, he said, “I told her I was waiting out the storm a little bit, until it isn’t so violent.”
Jeremy nodded, lost in the dark, unseen rain. It was mysterious, for that, but cleansing. Not like that nightmare rain of fiery plasmic meat, streams of ectoplasmic membrane. That Fortean matter.
Without looking, he gestured to a book on the sofa beside him. “I pulled that out of a box. Shannon was always telling me to throw out some of my boxes of books, or give them to the Salvation Army. You remember that one?”
Allen picked it up. The cover scuffed, the corners of the pages blunted, the paper slightly yellowed and smelling of mildew. Wonders of the Sea, was the title, and Allen cracked the book to a page Jeremy had just marked with an old pay stub. Allen read from the book aloud, this book with its paintings of giant squid locked in combat with sperm whales, deep sea fishes like animals that might populate the river Styx, this book they had once pored over together as kids.
“‘The bodies of jellyfish are comprised of 95% water, as they have no bones or cartilage, blood or even brains. Although jellyfish lack brains, biologists believe that they have vision.’” Allen skipped to the next paragraph.
“‘Fish will swim unaware into the jellyfish’s nearly invisible tentacles, which possess millions of stinging cells called nematocysts. A potent venom is injected into the prey, paralyzing it.’”
“How big can they grow?” Jeremy asked in a subdued voice.
“Um…” A moment later: “‘The Arctic Lion’s Mane jellyfish can reach 7
feet across, with tentacles 120 feet long…’”
Jeremy nodded, still staring out into the night. “It was an animal. Just a poor animal that couldn’t communicate with you properly. That just wanted to understand how it got here, and to go back where it belonged.
Whatever…plane that is. And I killed it. I killed the poor thing.”
“Jeremy, listen to me. You didn’t know. I didn’t know. The thing lifted me up into the air, right in front of you. What were you supposed to think?” Allen tossed the book back onto the sofa, wincing at the movement; his upper arms and underarms burned where the thing had held him, poisoned him even through his clothing. “I would have done the same thing.”
“It was probably even more than an animal,” Jeremy continued to muse.
“Though we’re just animals ourselves, aren’t we?”
Allen thought about a recent TV program he had watched about gorillas that had been taught to speak in American sign language. How they were able, remarkably, to compose simple sentences and express themselves very well, despite the mode of communication being so naturally foreign to them. Allen had felt moved by the program. And all the more depressed for the dwindling numbers of the beautiful animals…animals so like people, but so different.
He clung to that idea, of apes learning sign language, as his best way of comprehending the method the hovering animal had used to communicate with him. Being so alien in form, it had drawn in his mind as close an approx-imation of human beings as it was able. Stick men, incomplete, with just the barest of features and details, like the representations of humans his own three-year-old son would draw. Like the rough sketches Jeremy himself had rendered after his own brief communion with one of the creatures.
With these images projected into his head, the animal had thought it might better communicate with him. Get its point across. This was what Allen intuited. He had shared this idea with Jeremy, and Jeremy had found it probable as well.
“I spoke to two of them,” Allen mumbled softly. “But I don’t know if that was really two of the animals talking to me at once, or if the one animal was creating both images.”
“Maybe they have communal minds,” Jeremy suggested. “We don’t know how many of them came through. But that’s what was found floating in the lake; the balls of jelly. The remains of at least one other of them.”
“They obviously connected with you, like they did me. But somehow they made you forget, afterwards…whereas with me, when you shot the flare into it, the connection was broken so suddenly.”
Jeremy started letting the curtain slip back into place, started to turn toward his brother. “I’m glad I can’t remember. I’m glad I won’t be seeing the faces of those things clearly when I lie down at night. But in a way, you know, I envy you. I sort of wish…”
“Hey,” Allen said, his eyes flicking past his brother, toward the window—where a light had entered into the darkness. He shot forward, leaned across his brother to gaze out into the pounding storm. Jeremy turned back toward the pane himself.
Above the huddled black rooftops, the crowns of trees thrashed by the tor-rents, and the looming chimney of the nearby abrasives company, a softly glowing form scudded across the sky. Placid, beautiful, and—although this might have been a projection of both men—forlorn. A ring of bluish biolumi-nescent dots pulsed around the edge of the animal’s immense, translucent bell, its clusters of tentacles not visible from this distance.
“My God,” Jeremy breathed, no longer afraid, as he had been that other night when he had seen this, or another of the pod of lost creatures, swimming across the sky. “It’s so beautiful.”
After less than a minute, the barely corporeal entity had passed out of their range of sight. Though the town was full of people, both men felt as if only they had been privileged enough to have witnessed its flight through the storm.
“Maybe the storm will open the door again,” Allen said. “You know?
Maybe this one will be able to find its way back home.”
Despite his experiences, and the memories that had not been erased, he was no longer afraid, either.
The pterodactyl had turned out to be a blue heron.
But what a bird, the blue heron.



Channel 5:
demeter
Hi, Jerry,
Please excuse my informal tone, and the informal nature of this pitch, but I’d like to think we’re familiar enough with each other from having worked together on Verdigris Tears (oops; that is, Metallic—forgive me for slipping back to the title of my humble original script). Granted, soon enough a succession of other writers came in my wake, each molding the clay anew, and you along with them of course, until my subtle, haunting tale of a man falling in love with a bronze cemetery statue that reminds him of his deceased wife, and which consequently becomes a vessel for her spirit, morphed into the successful fright flick we all know and love of a woman returning from the dead in the robot-like form of a graveyard statue, bent on vengeance as she dispatches with increasing gruesomeness the men responsible for her murder. By the way, I think you could have described Metallic in the press kits as a cross between the undead avenger of The Crow, and that scene with the giant animated statue in Jason and theArgonauts, but your publicity people know more about that side of things than I do. Just as you and the writers who so thoroughly reworked my modest script know better than I—and of course, pointed that out more than once to this thick-headed country bumpkin!—what makes for a successful movie these days.
Anyway, like I say, I do hope you don’t mind me taking the liberty of approaching you directly with a new pitch. This time, from the inception of the project, I’ve had a better sense of the kind of material you’re looking for.
Thus, hopefully we wouldn’t require quite so many fingerprints on the clay this time—that is, obviously, if you should be interested in this proposal at all!
Not to say I didn’t appreciate the check I received for my involvement with Metallic, but I still dream of owning a screenplay byline all to myself. Well, Hollywood is the province of such unbidden dreams, is it not?
What I propose to show you here, because I know you’re a busy man, churning out all those blockbusters, is just a precredit sequence to whet your appetite, and should you care to see more, more will swiftly follow.
Translating into: no more than this sequence is written yet, aside from the synopsis I will attach to this letter, but I assure you the script will be written in full posthaste should you express the desire to see it!
With that introduction—consider it the trailers before the feature!—I now turn you over to the material in question. I am calling it Demeter, though I’m aware that would probably be changed into something better digestible, along with their popcorn and Milk Duds, by a teenage audience. But that’s the working title: Demeter. Now let me dim the theater lights for you…
««—»»
1. INT. SHIP’S HOLD. NIGHT.
Darkness. But then the darkness draws aside, and soft light falls on the face of a beautiful woman in peaceful sleep, smiling contentedly, her head on a pillow of lustrous red hair. The camera lovingly draws nearer and nearer to her pale, luminous face…and her eyes open. The whites of her eyes are a shocking, blood-soaked red.
A charismatic looking, gray-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard and preda-tory features stares down at the camera. His eyes are suffused with blood, as well. He offers his hand, and smiles. His smile reveals extended canine fangs.
The woman lifts her hand to him, allowing him to help her out of the coffin we now realize she has been lying in. We see other coffins resting beside it.
Two other women, wearing diaphanous nightgowns like the first, approach.
Their movements are sinuous, seductive but menacing. They are all beautiful.
They are all vampires.
2. EXT. SHIP’S DECK. NIGHT.
An old seaman whirls to face the camera in close up, claw marks deeply etched across his terrified face. He is seized from behind, and one of the beautiful women bends her mouth to his neck with a crunch of penetrating teeth.
A younger sailor, with a head of curly hair and water-blurred spectacles, struggles valiantly with the ship’s wheel as a storm rages around him, slashing him with wind and water. He throws a nervous look over his shoulder. Another frightened sailor stands by him as if to protect him, holding a knife at the ready.
The gray-haired male vampire, unperturbed by the wild weather, walks calmly after a sailor who is trying to scramble away from him, but who slips and loses his footing on the pitching deck. The male vampire reaches down, hoists him to his feet, and with his hand on the sailor’s face, cracks his neck back at a bone-breaking angle to expose his throat. As the sailor’s legs convulse, the vampire opens his mouth impossibly wide—like a snake dislocating its jaws—and clamps down on the arched neck.
The bespectacled sailor at the wheel is lashing himself to it with rope, so as not to be swept away and to keep the ship from drifting off course. But he is sobbing and blubbering to himself, half mad, as he does so. He keeps throwing looks over his shoulder. We see his friend with the knife charge with a cry.
The charging man runs straight into the arms of two of the beautiful women.
They grab hold of him easily. One bites into his wrist and he drops the knife.
The other locks her jaws onto his throat.
Back to the man at the ship’s wheel, who is still roping himself to it, still sobbing with mounting terror as he watches the crew die around him. He sees something in particular that makes him all the more horrified…
The first beautiful woman is approaching him. Smiling. She is already splashed with blood, her lips smeared with it. She raises her hands like claws—and then flinches, as she is attacked from behind.
Cut to a knife imbedded in the first woman’s lower back.
There is a seaman behind her, and she spins with an animal snarl and a powerful back-handed blow.
The sailor flies across the tossing deck, strikes the side and nearly goes over but manages to cling to the edge.
From another angle, we see the wounded sailor desperately hanging onto the outside of the ship. His body partially lies against the name of the vessel—
DEMETER.
The first beautiful woman approaches the clinging sailor, leering.
The wounded sailor, bleeding from a gash in his forehead as a result of her blow, sees the vampire nearing—and decides to let go. His body drops into the raging waves.
3. EXT. OCEAN. NIGHT.
In a silent, underwater near-darkness, we see the man’s body sink away…trailing a cloud of dispersing blood.
4. EXT. SHIP’S DECK. NIGHT.
Cheated of her prize, the first woman hisses. But a howling cry of agony makes her turn away from the ship’s rail to view something behind her.
We see the male vampire has reached the bespectacled sailor at the wheel, grabbed a handful of his curly hair to jerk his head back, and sunk his fangs into his throat.
The ship gives an especially violent lurch and thunder booms.
The first female vampire is sent reeling back as the deck tilts beneath her. She is thrown backwards over the ship’s rail, crashing into the water below.
5. EXT. OCEAN. NIGHT.
In the water, the first beautiful woman fights to keep her head above the waves. She hisses again in angry frustration. She digs her claw-like nails into the side of the hull, and actually begins to hoist herself up. But a sudden tug from below halts her progress. With a snarl of pain and fury, she looks down at what’s gripped her.
A huge shark has clamped onto one of the vampire’s legs. It thrashes its head to one side.
Cut to the vampire’s claws raking the hull as she is snatched underwater.
Beneath the waves, the vampire struggles in the shark’s grip. She rakes its hide, gouging deep wounds in its head. It responds by letting up for a moment—only to open its jaws much wider.
Up to her waist now in the Great White’s maw, the first woman punches her fist into the shark’s eye. Blood clouds emerge from its punctured orbit. In a last desperate effort, she doubles at the waist, leans over the shark’s head and sinks her own fangs into its flesh.
Cut to a shot of the shark’s tail and lower body, whipping in pain and anger.
With one tremendous gulp, the shark takes in the rest of the vampire’s body.
We see just a slim arm protruding from its clamped jaws…and the fingers of the hand are moving spasmodically.
Cut to blood billowing through the water. It thickens until its darkness and redness blots out everything.
OPENING CREDITS.
««—»»
Okay, Jerry, do I need to spell it out for you? The marketing is child’s play, despite what I said earlier about my not being experienced with that stuff. The killer one-line pitch? “Think Jaws meets Dracula.” A new spin on the monster shark flick and the vampire in one go! Does it not appeal to your appetites, Jer? Doe it not fit in perfectly with your aesthetic tastes? I think this idea is so hot the pages should already have butter and chocolate stains all over them!
You’ve got a shark, already a savage killing machine, now with its thirst for blood pumped up to volume eleven! And on top of that, it’s an undead shark, over a century old, and the conventional weapons of police, Coast Guard and Navy Seals alike will prove ineffective against it!
Sorry about all the exclamation marks, but damn it, you’ve helped open this writer up to the world of exclamation marks! Now it’s my favorite key!
As I say, the rest of this nautical nightmare awaits a single word, just a wave of your kingly hand, for me to bend to the task. The opening needs more polishing, I know, but the idea so excited me that I had to rush it out to you in this raw state (lest some other hungry guppy like me chances upon the same concept; and why indeed hasn’t this been done before, and done again to death?). Maybe it’s a lazy habit of mine, harking back to when I tried my hand at novels and worked people I knew into the fiction, but for now, as place-holders in my mind’s eye, you might have gleaned that I’ve “cast” a few familiar faces here. We all do it, though of course, usually we script writers envision the likes of Robert De Niro and Angelina Jolie, whereas I cast people—consider it a tribute, Jerry!—like you in the role of our dashing blood-drinker with the gray hair and neatly trimmed beard, and my own paltry self in a cameo role as the curly-haired and bespectacled poor fool who tries to keep this hijacked ship on track, in vain. And you may have recognized our mutual friend Valerie in the opening shot, our ravishing redheaded vamp who sets the shark’s blood aflame and magnifies his already prodigious hunger. It’s awkward for me to ask this favor of you, but if you should care to, please pass along my best wishes to Valerie. I hope your cohabitation with her is more successful than was hers and mine! If anything constructive has come of our collaborations thus far, Jerry, it may be this: that I was able to introduce my (now ex) wife to her current, mega-successful boyfriend! Bringer of joy that I am!
Sharks and vampires—think of it Jerry, and think of it again.
I eagerly await your reaction. Until then, I remain your humble servant,
– Geoffrey Sumner
P.S.: Demeter synopsis attached. And incidentally, if you’re not that acquainted with Mr. Stoker’s novel, Demeter is the name of the ship that delivers Dracula to England. It does not refer, in this instance, to the Greek goddess of fertility, Demeter, who among her other duties served as the “preserver of marriage.”—G.S.
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THE HEAD OF ROBERT SCOW
The moment that Robert Scow was born
The clocks all struck thirteen
The doctor crossed himself and said
“It’s the ugliest child I’ve seen”
The nurse in attendance was barely stopped
From dousing him with gasoline
Poor Robert Scow
In order to safely raise their child
His parents blindfolded their eyes
And sometimes they wore plugs in their ears
To stifle the neighbors’ cries
Birds that chanced to see his face
Plummeted dead from the skies
Poor Robert Scow
As a grown man he acquired a job
Herding cows from here to there
He didn’t need to chase them much
They just fled away from his stare
And when the farmers needed meat
He slew those cows with just a scare
Poor Robert Scow
But on the farm he met his end
When his front got severed clean
While Robert Scow was trying to fix
His invented cow de-boning machine
The farmer kicked his head in a sack
Sold its picture to every magazine
Poor Robert Scow
The farmer’s son went on to become
Famous both wide and far
From intimidating all that he knew
With that head preserved in a jar
Threatened beautiful women into his bed
And even managed to get a free car
Poor Robert Scow
But upon his death that infamous jar
Shifted from hand to hand
Stopping hearts and killing crops
Across the breadth of this great land
And where that jar has ended up
It’s better that we don’t understand
Poor, poor Robert Scow



THE HAUNTED BIRDHOUSE
It’s high on its pole and it has two floors
Big enough for half a flock
If it could squeeze inside its doors
It could accept a full-sized cock
He heard their twitters that first night
When he inherited that property
But whether day or at twilight
A live bird he never did see
He heard the flutter of their wings
At midnight when good birds rest
And at that hour, what bird sings
Instead of slumbering in its nest?
Finally he saw a floating light
Like a fairy at the avian abode
And realized it was a bird in flight
But it was bluish and oddly glowed
After that he saw more specters appear
A translucent and luminous race
And a kind of wonder conquered his fear
As he wondered what had taken place
Were these the victims of a long-dead cat
That had broken them all with its claws
An episode so traumatic that
It caused a moment in time to pause?
Or carrier pigeons killed in a war
Delivering messages from hand to hand
And though the battle was no more
Cruelly fated to never touch land?
Did they represent an extinct breed
As if preserved in a museum display?
Or pests that were killed eating poisoned seed To rid a garden of noisy play?
They were his pets and he was their friend
Their songs kept him awake no more
He hoped when it was his time to end
That he too might sing and soar
A mastodonut will get hair on your tongue They’re so stale they’re extinct, and that ain’t young.
The astronautilus floats like a living balloon In the dark sea of space that embraces the moon.
And the pyramidiot sits with his hands in his lap An Egyptian design to his fool’s dunce cap.
Elephanthill tunnels could fit subway trains Those pachyderms burrow through Earth’s membranes.
Vertebrains muse as they drift through the sky Spines trail like tails as they glide by.
The antiquestion is as old as the sun When’s a single a pair and two things one?



BLUE OAK TREE
In old Ash Grove Cemetery it resides
Squirrels in its branches and moss on its sides The oak with the sapphire blue leaves.
For a hundred years it claimed its space
Before that strange change took place
The oak with the sky blue leaves.
The last leaves it shed were a crimson hue
But that Spring’s buds were all colored new
The oak with the blue, blue leaves.
Some say the oak tree changed inside
When Miss Mary Long committed suicide
Hanging amidst its once-red leaves.
At night when the sky is black as tar
And the oak tree looms like a ladder to the stars You’ll still see Mary amidst those blue, blue leaves.



THE EMBRYOS
Old Lloyd shot his coon hound when he discovered that It had coughed up a fetus with wings like a bat.
But this mysterious curse wasn’t confined to his dog Lloyd hacked up a fetus that leapt away like a frog.
Soon the librarian then the mayor then a sizable bunch Produced more of these imps when they recycled their lunch.
They trapped each in a bottle like a distorted doll And preserved them alive in alcohol.
These hideous infants could give quite the scare They had enough to supply every last country fair.
The town built a new barn and lined all its shelves To keep those jars locked up safe away from themselves.
But soon enough the town woke to a blast in the night Some infernal spark caused the alcohol to ignite.
Everyone watched as ash rose aglow in the sky The soaring embryos aflame as they vanished on high.



PHONES
The phone is a weapon more insidious
Than a nuclear bomb
The ring corrodes my nervous system
A slow, cancerous torture
The bill collector waits til the kitchen-white gun Is to my temple
And makes me shoot myself
My blood is in the mail, I assure him
Lying, of course
Dracula, Nosferatu and Vlad
My friends
Called me the other day
Poured their intestines in on their end
And they came out through the holes
Like those of a meat grinder
On my end
Then they sucked out my blood
So on their end it would spray through the holes Like those of a shower faucet
Hey, what are phones for?
They give everyone in the world a voice
To nail into my head if they so desire.



BEDROCK
Wilma and Fred will end up dead
In Bedrock
Their bones will be found all stuck in the ground In Bedrock
Barney and Fred will have a fight
Hit each other on the head with a trilobite
Lay like Pompeii clay and turn bleached white In Bedrock
Dr. Leakey would get freaky at the goings-on
In Bedrock
Darwin would be howlin’ at the madcap times
In Bedrock
The Creationists all up in arms
Not amused in the least by Dino’s charms
They got their own theories ‘bout those bones and cairns In Bedrock
Kubrick’s got it wrong there’s no Zarathustra song In Bedrock
And don’t misconceive there’s no Adam or Eve
In Bedrock
National Geographic will be hearing bells
And more mystical types won’t be feeling well When they find that man dawned on animation cells In Bedrock
I love the pratfalls of those Neanderthals
In Bedrock
I’m the biggest fan of Cro-Magnon man
In Bedrock
Pebbles and Bam Bam are the missing link
Got an elephant trunk in their kitchen sink
Those were the days I’m inclined to think
In Bedrock
(And with a little luck we’ll stay alive
Live with the Jetsons in their bee-like hive
Isn’t life fun on channel five?
Gimme Bedrock)



A CHRISTMAS CARD
May today light the way for brighter tomorrows May you lose all your money so you have to beg and borrow May your foot go in your mouth so you have to eat your words May you look to the sky and get hit with pigeon turds May you be stranded in the Sahara without a drop of water May Polish siamese twins impregnate both your daughters May the streets of your future be paved with bricks of tin May a midget in a bad mood come up to kick your shin May you be pecked and stung a lot when you learn the birds and bees May the Great Dog of Life come to consecrate your tree May you fall and be impaled on a stale loaf of sliced white bread May your next blind date be with one of the living dead May you find your dear grandma is really a shameless floozy May the president drop an atom bomb in your new jacuzzi May the horseflies of good fortune follow you where you go May you trip and fall face first in a pile of yellow snow May a baboon in a snit punch your cousin in the gut May a mutant mold from Mars come to colonize your butt May your next sexual conquest rate your performance with a yawn May each of Santa’s reindeer leave an offering on your lawn At this Christmas time of year may God bless us every one And may He drink too much punch and squash you just for fun.



FAITH
As I’m whirled backwards in circles
Covered in gusts
I look deep in the nest
Intestines of rust
Fragile eggshell humans
Strapped in paint-flaking cars
Swung like maces in the arms of a squid
I cling to my restraining bar
I grin-grimace in fear
I guess this is fun
To be propelled through the air
As though shot from a gun
This is my space shuttle
The rock music a countdown
Will I be cast and explode
Above this carnival town?
I trust my paper flesh
To her brittle bolts and creaks
Her rust stains like shit
But my faith is weak.
She drives us to work
Claps her hands and we crash
She lasting volcano
We transient ash
She reads my heart pulse
Churns out frisbees and shoes
And delivers her own babies
She spits out our news
I’ve been chained to her will
At her feet I strive
For decades her slave
But she keeps me alive
Shoe-cutter, palletizer
Each machine has a name
Ultraviolet plate-burner
And I’m called the same
I am the palletizer
I’m industry’s fool
But she’s more important
I’m an expendable tool
Life is computerized
The Earth inherits the meek
And the Earth is a tractor
And my faith is weak.
I make love to the monster
I endorse her manifestations
I need her mirrored toaster
I watch her TV stations
Her electric blanket drapes me
I gape at Gilligan’s Island
But she breast-feeds her TVs
With her busty Three Mile Islands
She’s a demolition derby
And we are born into her cars
She’s our rocketship of fools
She gives us neon stars
We forever need her life support
And I forever wear my g-force frown
She’s a robot Mother Nature
In a chrome and iron crown
It’s a symbiotic relation
We’re joined like a circus freak
My dependence never falters
But my faith is weak.
There are more silos filled with missiles
Than silos filled with grain
In a world of mass starvation
We’re expected to call this sane
They’re the foundation of our country
Practically below our feet
Like springs coiled in the mattress we sleep on Like the lamp-posts on our streets
No, they can’t be accidentally launched
They’re not like planes and trains that crash Or like the cars of carnival rides
Which God will sometimes dash
We’re expected to laugh as we spin
In the end it’s a matter of trust
We’re in the hands of God
And God’s caked thick with rust
I’m a baton twirled at His mercy
If I live I’m a lucky streak
I ride the ferris wheel of fortune
And my faith is weak.



900 FOOT JESUS
There are many TV shows for God
But of course this is the right one
And I am tonight’s special guest
Here to tell you of my vision
I was under a sky of stone
Surrounded by flame but unburnt
Just a special guest like now, you see
To find what Dante learnt
There rose a frightful wailing
As from slaughter-headed hogs
And looking down around my feet
There lay corpses of cats and dogs
But no! They squirmed and cried
The sound of full damnation
But mind—you aren’t to think
It was a Hindu reincarnation
They were demons of a wretched sort
Perhaps once of human guise
Though Satan is their master
It is Satan they despise
It isn’t better than serving in Heaven
They aren’t happy that they fell
One forlorn cat blinked and whispered,
“My friend, this sure is hell.”
Oh!—my misery in that dismal world
There was no cool place to hide
When suddenly I was in safe shadow
A mountain by my side
It was He the never-eclipsed Son
With whom no Buddha could contest
He God’s gift to all mankind
Who loves us Baptists best
The Catholics see Him as a little necklace
Most men never see Him at all
But Jesus appeared to me, you see
And He was 900 feet tall
Towering like the Statue of Liberty
His torch of love forever lit
A monument to peace and harmony
Those foreigners have nothing like it
And He said,
“I brought you here that you would tell others They must cleanse their gritty souls and repent Cast out your hate! Cast out your sins!
Cast to me your dollars and cents!”
And lo! He took me up from that place
He took me up in the palm of His hand
As in a skyscraper’s elevator
Or a ride at Disneyland
No grotesque pet to Satan, I!
In no Styx galleon shall I row oars!
My God is my Lord and Father
And my Father can beat up yours
And Jesus His Son looms like a rocket
God’s Godzilla stomping into the city
Admit you’re wrong, that He is King
And just maybe He’ll show you pity
For He is an all-forgiving king!
Remember those witches we burned at the stake?
As many as Nazi-gassed Jews we slew
All for the Lamb of God’s sake
Well, that’s over with now!
I can hate the blacks
And hate the Jews
(Though He’s one, too)
And con, and steal, and exploit the weak
And never for forgiveness lack!
For I’m always in good grace
I’m one of the Master’s Race
All I have to do is say I’m sorry
And I can die with this shit-eating grin on my face He’s big, He’s bad, He’s beautiful!
He’s Mad Max, Reagan, Duke, King Kong
He’s got big heart, and biggest balls
(Though He doesn’t use His dong)
He is Big Brother, He’s my big brother He is everything I am
I am loving, strong, and right
I am Uncle Sam
You are wrong, you don’t love God
Your works are dirty rags to His gaze
He doesn’t care if you feed the poor
If you aren’t like me He will set you ablaze!
So pick on me, I dare you to!
I will run to the Prince of Peace for help
And He’ll smote you with a rolled-up Bible
And like the dog you are you’ll yelp!
Don’t try to contradict me
There is no debate you can win
The Holy Bible is my fortress
The only truth contained therein
No army can scale these cement walls
With no gun can my pride be shot
My armor never will be pierced
With an arrow of dissenting thought
Jesus and I will sit on our porch
In a white swing sipping lemonade
And wag our heads sadly for you
As we watch you slide down Satan’s blade
Mourning that you lost the war
To us, the troops of the Holy One
And me, a general of course
One of His Napoleons
Them’s the breaks, accept your fate
Don’t blame me, don’t make a fuss
You snubbed Him, fool, and it’s too late
No niggers on our golden bus
Admit that jealousy makes you hate
For you don’t have my Porsche and pool and estate And the guardian of our country club’s gate
Is my pal 900 foot Jesus.



ORANGE SOCKS
Orange socks stuffed
With so many pounds of meat
Like Christmas stockings from hell
Orange bags for trick or treat
Her killer’s a celebrity
An embossed cover and silver foil title
While she’s a buried black and white photo
All blurry anonymity
No one has claimed her
But on him a film was based
Yes, it was a good one
But her history’s been erased
Was she not a daughter or a wife?
Is her family, too, all dead?
Or are they too busy reading books on Manson
To admit she had a life?
We’re supermarket voyeurs
With no real interest in the criminal mind
We just want to know how he killed her
As we stare at her bare behind
Her screams are long-passed echoes
She’s just an extension of him now
Just a price-tagged cadaver, another victim
In a country rife with psychos
To satisfy petty cruel desires
He stripped her clothes and identity
And now his desires are our desires
As we revel in his insanity
We’ve rewarded him with fame
Who punished her with death
Out of pure disgust and rage
I refuse to give his name



GHOST IN THE AIR CONDITIONER
She invited me into her apartment
I thought, soon into her body
Her life
At work we’d wrestle and tease
Play
But in her apartment in silence
Right around the corner from work
We’d just watch the TV play
While I teased and wrestled myself
She was wild and alive
Then sober and unhappy
And I was afraid and lustful
And wondering if I loved her
Or just wanted release
And a confused person to be strong for
So I could feel strong
That in helping her find direction
I would find mine
Do lust and protectiveness
Walk hand in hand
Is that what makes love
Is that what makes a man?
She thought her apartment was haunted
Knocks on her narrow bedroom’s walls
And strange sounds from the air conditioner
A poltergeist—or “noisy spirit”
A restless being, a hungering soul
Reaching out to communicate with her
So I went there to listen for it
But the ghost never came
And as it turned out
It was only birds that had nested
Inside the dead air conditioner
A mother feeding babies
There was no ghost
Just a rusty machine
With hungry animals hiding inside.



THESE CRAZY TIMES
A Viking ship washed up in a street of Manhattan At Summer noon with its ocean-deep heat
Macy’s no Valhalla for these blond-bearded heroes They disembarked with war cries to take to concrete Thor hammers pounded on briefcase shields
They plundered, pillaged, ravished sophisticates sweet Then charged down the hell of awesome Penn Station Cut straight through the mobs to find someplace to eat Four gargoyles in Paris murdered a priest
Crawled through his window and crept into bed Woke him to mock him for putting them up there Then stripped him and pinched him and loved him ‘til dead A fossil skull leapt off its high dusty shelf Gripped an old curator firmly by the throat
In Ireland Japanese tourists took photos
As wet rusty knights reared from a dry castle moat Jesus pulled Himself down from a cross
Swore as He ripped those damn nails from His hands Shoved nuns aside as He stomped from the church Two thousand years in one pose had got bland
He bought a MAC 10 from a black market dealer Ventured out into the malls of His new Promised Land Robbed stores for CDs and hip rock group t-shirts Then hijacked a plane to take in Disneyland



Channel 7:
Star est
control
M. Prague wasn’t required to paint his toenails the same color as his fingernails, but he believed that his attention to such details was what had earned him his rank at the Registry of Faces in the first place. His fingernail color—dark brown—was a visual indication of that rank.
With his recently acquired promotion and increased salary had come his decision to move out of his one room in a boarding house for men, and take this two room apartment instead. At least his new apartment had its own toilet.
That was the second room. The first was a combination livingroom/kitch-enette, the two sections being partly partitioned by a counter top. His sofa folded out into a bed. It was on the edge of the bed that he sat with cotton balls between his toes, the smell of the nail polish seeming to shellac the interiors of his nostrils. It was giving him a deep and intensely focused pain just behind his right eyebrow.
To exacerbate this headache, there was a lime green light flashing at him from the corner of his eye in a kind of fluorescent semaphore. He looked up at it directly, in annoyance, to see what was silently clamoring for his attention.
Prague’s flat was made more affordable because it featured advertising screens on much of its available wall space. One entire wall was a single great billboard, but most of the other screens were smaller, generally rectangular in shape but with a few squares and ovals. These banners were ranked one above the other, and end to end, from floor to ceiling. There were none on the ceiling or floor, though his landlord had shown him one of those flats (even more affordable, but Prague had felt vertiginous and vaguely guilty walking across the huge smiling face of a pretty girl advertising colored eye dyes).
His landlord had advised him not to block too many of the banners with an overabundance of furniture, but Prague only had his couch/bed, one worn armchair, and a small kitchen table with one chair, in any case. He had positioned the armchair, kitchen set and even the sofa away from the walls. He had been instructed that he could hang no pictures of his own over the advertisements, and was prohibited from hiding them with hangings or screens. His landlord had reassured him that when he went to sleep at night, a sensor would take note and the banners would be extinguished.
Some of the banners remained fixed in content, while others were animated or alternated their subject matter on rotation. The large billboard ran a continuous loop of a pretty naked couple running across black volcanic beach sand and falling down together laughing noiselessly, close to the camera. Then some type appeared, promoting Rantac, a popular mood control medication.
But the lime green that spiked Prague’s skull and turned his eye was an oblong banner close to the ceiling, near to the kitchen section. That color was atrocious—too bright, too unnatural. An invented color, not one evolved in nature. Lime was just the best he could think of to describe it.
Against this green flashing field were simply the words, in bold black caps: IT’S OK TO EAT!
A public service announcement, he decided…probably against excessive dieting, or fast-paced workers not taking the time. Or maybe it was an error, an incomplete message, a broken loop for some restaurant. He had seen glitches in the banners before. One banner for dog food that had previously shown a dog running got stuck so that the dog seemed to be twitching in one spot in an electrified spasm, his tongue hanging out. And one morning just as Prague awoke, and the sensor turned on the light and color in a riot around him, an overly-amplified voice had boomed out from one of the screens. The voice had shouted, “Velvetdew—because you both deserve it!”
He had been shown, but declined, an even more affordable apartment where the advertisements took turns speaking and playing music. But he had not complained about this isolated episode to his landlord, as it had not been repeated, and M. Prague wasn’t one to readily voice complaint, anyway—another reason why, he felt, he had been given his promotion at the Registry of Faces.
««—»»
The light of the morning sun, however diffused by the gray winding sheet of the sky, made M. Prague squint when he emerged from his tenement building to walk to his bus stop. He tucked his chin to his chest against the morning chill and started on his way. He wanted to be early. He had never been late. He was terrified of being late. What if the bus came too soon and he missed it, or not soon enough, and he arrived tardy at the Registry of Faces?
He quickened his pace.
The city reared around him in a forest of black stalagmites. Chimneys stout or slim jutted, loomed or tottered in profusion. Indeed, the leaning tapered buildings themselves seemed like the immense crumbling chimneys of vaster structures unseen beneath street level. The gray sky rippled with invisible vapors from the many lofty openings, as if a multitude of souls escaped from a ranked army of the dying.
A white form snaked between Prague’s legs as he darted along the warped sidewalk. He almost stumbled. The sensuous coiling of a cat, he thought. A white cat. He shot a look over his shoulder, saw it hadn’t been a cat. The ghost of a cat, maybe: the luminous white form was lifting into the air, wriggling eel-like, a tatter of ectoplasm. Prague faced front again and walked even faster.
As he approached a street intersection, nearly at his stop now, more of those white swimming forms emerged from around the corner, directly in front of him. His pace faltered, but before he could duck into a doorway or cross the street to avoid them, the glowing fish-like shapes swarmed around him. They were more like fish skeletons than fish—bare, plucked things. He realized, then, that they were words. Holographic ads, sent out like carrier pigeons. Were they meant to flock together like this or should they have dispersed? He blinked, batted at them, though of course he made no contact. An attractive woman with a blood-red kerchief framing her face smirked at him in a way he didn’t like, but he averted his eyes from her and continued on his way.
Only a few of the ghostly ads, rippling like flags, persisted in following him, harassing him, now that they had his scent. He did his best not to give them the satisfaction of a look, but at last he glanced at the nearest of them and took in its message:
STAR EST CONTROL
It took him several moments to digest this. He might not have interpreted its meaning, had he not been familiar with an extermination service named Star Pest Control, not far from his office. A closer inspection of the other floating banners behind and around him confirmed that all of them were similarly defective, maimed, missing the “P” in “Pest”. Was nothing ever whole, untainted?
Prague had rounded the corner now, and lost all but one tenacious banner, luckily falling behind him. He saw his bus stop ahead. The bus wasn’t there—was that good or bad? Nestled up to the curb almost in the bus’s space was a truck that carried a trash dumpster on its back—either picking up a full one or dropping off an empty one. Prague was distressed; was there room enough for the bus to pull in? He should see if a constable were about, and complain.
The dumpster was painted a vivid red, and it had an opening at its end, which faced Prague. A tarp was pinned over the opening, hanging down a bit in the middle so that over the top of it he could see the black of the metal box’s interior. The sagging tarp was colored the exact same red as the metal body of the dumpster—thus, Prague had at first mistaken the rumpled tarp for a badly damaged metal door, crumpled in some terrible impact. The illusion didn’t trouble him much, but the color was a bit offensive to him—too loud, too strong.
But even as he approached the truck, it gave a hiss and a rumble and pulled away from the curb, entering into traffic. Taking his spot of sidewalk, the precise spot he claimed every morning, he watched the red dumpster wind its way amongst the smaller, darker, beetle-like vehicles of other workers on their morning migration. Why must a dumpster announce itself so garishly?
That red was appalling.
He waited ten minutes for the bus. It came on time. Prague’s bunched shoulders lowered ever so slightly. While waiting, he had alternated between glancing at his pocket watch and stealing peeks at a young couple waiting for the bus beside him. Well, perhaps they weren’t a romantic couple, maybe just co-workers. Both wore charcoal-colored baggy suits. Hers looked a bit frayed, like her hair. Bottom rung clerks, he inwardly sneered. And he flicked his eyes to the fore again when the man touched the woman’s arm in the midst of their conversation. Very unbecoming, such obvious flirtation.
When the bus pulled up with a great belch of wavering invisible vapor, Prague checked to see if the solitary banner still hounded him. No sign of it.
Relieved, he boarded the bus, mounting its steps directly behind the woman in the worn suit. He took a deep inhalation, and caught the scent of her jagged hair.
««—»»
The black beach sand clung to their pale, youthful flesh with its sheen of healthy sweat, like obsidian pulverized to powder, as if the young naked couple lay embracing in the ash of a vaporized city. This city. They laughed noiselessly as the huge banner screen superimposed text over them which advertised RANTAC—TO KEEP YOU IN BALANCE.
Though he lay in his fold-out sofa-bed, beneath the covers, the banners had not yet extinguished themselves because Prague was not asleep. His hand worked rhythmically under his blanket, so that it looked like the rolling waves at the edge of that obsidian beach. His eyes were more fixed on the girl tonight. Sometimes he focused more on the equally perfect young man.
Before the laughing, embracing couple could actually begin to make love, they were gone…only to appear once again on the horizon, running toward the camera—toward Prague—hand in hand. Her breasts bounced. The man’s member flopped. Prague’s eyes and mouth were open like a dead man’s. Only his hand moved.
But soon enough he turned away in disgust, closed his eyes against the screen and the profusion of smaller banners, curling himself in a fetal position and drawing the edge of the blanket over his head. Until he actually fell asleep, the banners would glow, and their glow kept him from sleep. He wished he had a button to shut them all off. He felt their colored gaze on him.
He heard the soundless laughter of that too-perfect, too-happy couple.
««—»»
His new desk at the Registry of Faces was inclined slightly like a drafting table, with a strip of buttons and dials along either side of a large monitor screen set in a circular frame of glossy cherry wood. His desk was in a cubicle like a tiny apartment flat without a ceiling. Its walls were empty but for a few memos; he frowned upon the unprofessional decor in his neighbors’ cubicles.
One woman had a calendar of naked men with dogs’ heads superimposed onto their necks. This woman had an irritating laugh, and talked too much, and Prague wondered how she had ever achieved her status. She didn’t even paint her nails with the color of her office rank, used a lurid blood red instead.
He tuned out her chatter, and the loud coughing of a man in one of the cubicles that were suspended from the ceiling and accessed by a complex catwalk system. (There were three levels of these suspended cubicles; Prague was afraid that one day, the cubicle nearest to the high ceiling would tear free, and crash into the one directly below it, and so on, sending a whole train of cubicles down upon his head.) He blocked out all else, kept his eyes focused on the circular monitor, watching a succession of photographed faces. Each visage lingered before him for ten seconds unless he altered the rate or paused it entirely.
Because he was presently viewing a succession of Oriental women, the Caucasian woman took him by surprise. Not that he thought all Oriental women looked the same. One’s face would be narrow, the next one’s broad, long hair, short hair, but there was a sameness in that they were all female, all dark-haired, all almond-eyed, so that sometimes it seemed it was one single Oriental woman whose head was pulsing and undulating, ceaselessly molding itself.
But what also surprised him about this Caucasian intruder was that hers was obviously the face of a dead woman.
He touched a button to pause the image.
The source of her injuries—assuming she hadn’t died of disease—was not apparent, but there was no mistaking the milky emptiness of the staring eyes, the slack but frozen gape of her mouth. The photograph was a poor one, the color dull, the focus a touch off, unlike the clarity of the ones he had been viewing. All those almond eyes gazing directly at him. These eyes looked off to the side, to an oblivion just over his shoulder.
It was misfiled, that was all. A clerical mistake.
Prague glanced furtively over his shoulder, as if to see what the young, pretty dead woman was staring at. He then faced forward again, darted his hand out and flicked a metal toggle. The photograph of the dead woman was deleted from the file, and replaced with the next solemn Oriental face.
««—»»
He was dreaming. The banners were dark, but he was still being watched…
In the dream, he was naked, and much thinner than he should be—nearly skeletal. He was trudging across a desert of endless flatness, a desert of fine black glittering powder, with no ocean in sight. He was pulling something heavy behind him. The hissing of this burden across the sand was deafening.
He was pulling an entire city behind him, as if it were built upon a vast sled. And this black, jagged city was connected to his head, as if it were an immense tumor that had emanated from his very body. It was tethered to the back of his head by a thick cord of flesh, pulled taut but not tearing. He leaned his whole body forward with the effort, dragging the city onward…onward…
He couldn’t turn his head to see the city behind him. Or perhaps he was simply forbidden to do so. Or afraid. But somehow he knew that there was a figure standing in every doorway, a face pressed to each and every window in every tottering tower. He sensed infinite sets of eyes, all staring directly at him.
And he pulled all these eyes along behind him…across the barren landscape…
««—»»
When the bus pulled up to the curb this morning, the banner that ran the length of it said YOU’LL BE SORRY.
Sorry, if what? Prague wondered. He had missed the start of the message…either that, or a glitch prevented the rest of it from playing. The banner went dark after that. If the message resumed, he was already on the bus by then.
Sorry if he didn’t buy this product? Subscribe to that service? Take this pharmaceutical?
As the bus jolted into movement once more, and Prague was rocked in his seat, he noticed that he hadn’t seen that couple again, who were either roman-tically involved or co-workers or both—the young man, and the girl with the frayed suit and hair.
A peripheral movement caught his eye. It looked like snow, or a drift of dandelion seeds. He looked out his smeared, blurred window and saw the insect-like swarm of free-floating ads for Star Pest Control again. They were outdistanced so quickly that he couldn’t tell if the “P” had been restored in them. He found himself sinking down in his seat a bit, as if afraid they would see him in the bus, and give chase.
««—»»
Today it was a succession of children’s faces. Some looked ready to laugh, others to cry. Most looked serious and resigned. Then, suddenly in their midst, the face of a man with his eyes gouged out.
His face had been washed afterwards, so there was no blood. Perhaps that made it worse. Yawning eyes contrasting horribly with the calm, close-lipped mouth. He was young, had apparently been good-looking.
How could anyone be so careless as to allow these files to become improperly inserted this way? Perhaps it was the red-nailed ninny in the neighboring booth.
His heart still trotted from the shock. Prague flicked a look over his shoulder, then up at the vertical stack of cubicles above him, then hunched over the monitor as if to blot it with his body and flipped the toggle to erase the image…but even as it vanished, replaced by the glum features of a little red-haired boy, he regretted not studying the photo a moment or two longer.
Maybe it was only because he had been thinking about the man that very morning, but in that last second he had imagined the murdered man and the young man he had seen at the bus stop were one and the same.
And if so, did that make the woman…
He wouldn’t allow himself to complete the thought. It was not them. Why would it be?
But for the rest of the afternoon, Prague had to slow the rate of faces down from ten seconds to thirty seconds each, thus getting behind in his work—which he had never done before—because he found it hard to focus on the countenances passing before him. He kept seeing two other faces, superimposed by his memory.
««—»»
He stood at the counter that partially divided the one large room of his flat into the illusion of two. He was slicing the end off a loaf of bread, but found its crust hard and flaking, the interior crunchy. Stale. He set down the knife beside the bread, and for a moment lost himself in the way a luminous banner was reflected in the bright metal. Backwards words advertised a new lipstick.
Gray and blue were the hues in fashion. A woman’s blue lips parted on the surface of the blade.
Abruptly, as if he had peripherally sensed a change, he thrust his gaze up at the one large billboard that advertised Rantac. A new advertisement showed there instead. He was so accustomed to the old ad that the new image before him blanked his mind and transfixed his eyes, like an animal caught in headlights.
On the huge banner there was a red wall, and in the center of this red—metal—wall was an opening. A dark doorway. It appeared as if a metal panel had been dented and twisted and wrenched away from that doorway, but in fact it was simply that a red-colored tarp had been hung across the opening, and it sagged down in the middle, showing just the top of the black recess behind it.
There was no text. No movement. Just this. But no…was there a dim white glow, after all, moving in the blackness behind the drooping tarpaulin?
Yes…yes, there was. A vague pale figure. And it drew nearer to the opening.
It peered out at him from over the top of the curtain, yet he couldn’t make out the shadowed face, the dark—too dark—eyes. But a hand emerged, and curled its fingers around the top edge of the tarp. The fingernails of this hand were lacquered a dark brown.
Prague clapped his palms over his eyes, as if to press those gelatinous orbs all the way into his skull. As if to flatten them against the wall of his brain.
But it was the soundlessness that made him look again. If there had been an accompanying sound or noise, even just a rustle of plastic tarp, he would know if it were all over or still looming before him. But the silence…that could go on forever.
When he lowered his palms several inches, he saw the young couple high on love and Rantac racing toward him naked, hands linked, arms and legs lithe and long, smooth and lubricated in perspiration.
Prague lowered his arms the rest of the way, and then noticed a smaller banner off to his right, lodged between a diminutive window and the much-locked door to his flat. The rectangular, horizontal display showed a woman’s leg. An ad for pantyhose? Hair removal? He found himself scuffing in his slippers closer to the banner to see it more clearly, his hands now tucked in the pockets of the white robe he wore over his neat white pajamas against his apartment’s constant chill.
Yes, it was a woman’s leg. Sleek and snowy and perfect as alabaster. The leg of a statue. A leg broken off a statue. Because the leg ended at the upper thigh, in a ragged wound that had been washed so that the blood would not mar the perfection of that smooth, silken white skin. The neatly trimmed nails of the delicate, child-like toes had been meticulously painted a deep shade of brown.
Prague turned his head. Most of the banners were normal. Bland. Almost reassuring where once they had harassed him, tugged and prodded at him.
Across the room, however, he thought he saw a man’s hand and forearm on a small banner between two kitchen cupboards. This time he didn’t want to approach it. But a screen very close to his face when he whirled around showed a glistening formless mass on a shiny kitchen counter top. This image had text where the others hadn’t. Red letters scrolled down from the top of the banner and read: THIS IS NOT YOUR KIDNEY.
Stumbling away from the wall, out into the center of the room, Prague whipped his head this way and then that, but when he looked again at each of the terrible banners, they had changed to advertise a shoe store, a jewelry store, a new dieting book.
Was that a tiny scratch or tap at the window behind him? How could it be, up here, above ground level? There were no tree branches near to the building.
Prague confronted the glass, and through his ghost-white reflection he saw a glowing, writhing eel-like shape hovering at the pane. The rippling words read STAR EST CONTROL.
He rushed to the window and drew down its ragged shade like an eyelid.
««—»»
On his fold-out sofa-bed, M. Prague lay curled in a fetus-like position…naked and pale as a worm, his damp flesh pimpled and doughy—but his finger and toenails were meticulously, freshly painted.
The smell of the polish made his head scream with pain.
He peeked over his arm, and saw the one large screen for Rantac. The inviting beach now looked forbidding. The sun was setting, nearly extinguished. A breeze that he imagined to be cool, chilly, blew the black sand about like the ash of a crematorium.
The young couple were gone.
Prague would not peek at the many smaller banners all around him, but from each and every one of them he sensed a face staring at him. Some staring accusingly without eyes.
He closed his own eyes, wet with tears.
If he could only fall asleep…
If he could just fall asleep, the sensor would know, and those faces might go away.



Channel 8:
the possessed
- One: Three Creatures -
The ocean was viscous, gelatinous—its swells slow and ponderous, its waves low and thick, like the limbs of a dreaming giant shifting under a blanket. This sea did not have the rustling susurrus of water, the waves did not pound or roar at the edge of the land. Their drooling contact there was more like the slurp of mud, their withdrawal a drawn-out sucking noise. The ocean’s body was green in color, the opaque and vibrant green of algae instead of the translucent green-gray of sea water…though not merely filmed as if with scum, but green all throughout. It was as glossy as plastic, and had a dim bioluminescence, so that in the misted horizon it glowed more than did the ashen dusk of the sky.
Perhaps, the three explorers suggested in muted exchanges of awe, the ocean was even one vast, living thing. A semi-liquid plant…animal…or being.
They could see three of the immense hemispheres, floating on its surface.
How much of these enormous shapes lay hidden beneath that surface they could not judge. One of the great domes was ghostly on the horizon. Another was closer, in the middle distance. The nearest of the hemispheres seemed quite close and loomed against the sky, blocking out much of it, so that the explorers had to cock their heads back to gaze up at it…but the hemisphere was in fact not close at hand, was still a good distance out to sea.
The nearest of the domes had a pearly white, glistening surface that looked more like a mushroom to the touch than bone, though they speculated as to the firmness of the shell, or membrane, of the huge drifting animal. For this was what they took these forms to be. One was scudding like an iceberg, like an unmoored island, along from left to right…another from right to left…and the one in the middle distance was moving away from the direction of shore, further out to sea. It was Golding who suggested that they appeared to be describing a circle, more or less equidistant to each other. There were no paddling limbs, no eyes, no features of any kind, though all three explorers imagined that streamers of tentacles of impossible length trailed beneath the jellyfish-like bells. Then again, all three knew better than to try too hard to limit themselves to earthly analogies. This was, after all, not Earth.
The trio of titanic animals were dotted, at their rounded summits, with moving black specks that sometimes sprinkled up into the sky to resettle atop them. On the nearest of the apparent creatures, these peppered flecks were more identifiable as infinitely smaller creatures, looking at a distance like dark birds…though a few of these animals had flown over the three explorers’
heads not long ago, and up close they had looked like flapping and gliding sting rays with segmented black crab legs curled beneath them. But again, they fought against analogies derived from the life forms of their own oceans.
Former life forms, that is; there was not much left alive in the seas of their home world. They had only ever seen jellyfish, sting rays and crabs in museums, as holograms, in books. Had they been looking now at three sperm whales, and flocks of gulls, they would have been only a little less awed.
Those animals were extinct, and hence, almost as difficult to fathom as these.
One of the three humans trudged several steps across the glittering, crunching black sand of the beach, black as obsidian worn to a rough powder.
He stooped, his body bulky and primarily colored a fire engine red, and gathered a washed-up bundle of bright yellow string in his hands, which were strong but as slim as a mannequin’s. Rising again, he dragged more of the tangle into his hands, balling it up, watching strands slither out of the volcanic ash of the beach, seeing a few long streamers come sliding out of the undulating surf. Were these tentacles shed by the floating animal or plant leviathans, or a kind of vegetable life uprooted from the floor of the ocean?
He did not photograph the specimen, because there was no need to. What he could see was being seen simultaneously by scientists, researchers, government agents back home, was being recorded by them for further analysis later.
And he did not bag the specimen, because he could not physically take it home with him…organic materials did not maintain their integrity in transit. He himself was a mere astral projection, a ghostly doppleganger. What passed for his body was a not entirely anthropomorphic homunculus, a lumbering golem.
This mock body was moved about by the consciousness—or rather subcon-sciousness—of his dreaming form so many infinities away. A watery vapor of air hovered over the two tubes projecting up from the back of his fish bowl helmet, like heat rippling above asphalt. Steam hissed out of vents in his bulky backpack. Tubes thick and thin, a plumbing of artificial veins and arteries, wound over his exterior, was threaded throughout the suit’s interior. However, this suit contained and protected not a body but a consciousness, was more accurately a machine… a robot, an automaton, with a human mind as its program.
Human beings could not survive the jump through such immense distances of space. Even cadavers did not come through at the other end of the tunnel drilled through space, time and dimension in an intact state. But machines, inanimate objects, could. Not with human bodies packaged inside them…that didn’t work, either. But human thoughts could survive that leap, those yawning empty fathoms between, if embedded inside the walking suits of armor.
Thoughts projected by three slumbering subjects, lying naked now in a dark room, with discs pasted across their bodies, with their heads buried in complex helmets wired into hulking machinery. Their faces were obscured within these devices. As if in compensation, their faces were the only part of their projected essences that the three explorers could physically perceive. These faces were realistic holograms, recreated inside the crystal balls of their helmets so as to give the explorers a sense of their partners’, and their own, reality. They blinked, their lips moved when they spoke, and emotions registered there as if muscles moved, as if blood flowed beneath the ectoplasmic skin.
Letting the stringy wrack or tendrils drop from his delicately articulated hands, the man named Kubin willed his form to turn in the sand, and face away from the surf. There before him, rearing against the fossil-gray of sky in silhouette, was a wall that spread from one horizon to the other, dwindling into opposite vanishing points. Black sand was pushed up against this perhaps-bar-rier in dunes; in some places, hills of sand reached nearly to its towering upper limits. Here and there, windows either shuttered or gaping blackly appeared along the wall. Here and there were doors that the blown sand hadn’t covered.
“Are you ready to look inside?” his voice said into the helmets of the other two, the man Golding and the woman Morrow. And into the ears of those voyeurs who watched them so very far away, who could listen but not speak to these explorers without projecting themselves as well.
The others said that they were indeed ready. And so the trio shuffled forward, toward one of the doors in that seemingly infinite wall.
- Two: The Long Room -
The first door they tried was stuck—or locked.
The doors were spaced at irregular intervals, and seemed to vary slightly in height and width. They turned to the left to walk for the next one. As they did, Golding came up alongside Kubin. In the jump, Golding must have sustained some slight damage to his suit: a band of static cut across the forehead of his holographic face like a scar swarming with feeding microorganisms. Otherwise, his face was replicated right down to the moisture glinting on his lips, the tongue that unconsciously seemed to wet them, anxiously, before he spoke.
“It looks like wood,” he said, as he ran his hand along the surface, its palm and fingertip sensors relaying tactile impressions to him. “But I don’t see any individual planks, any divisions, no breaks except for the doors and windows.” His eyes were wide beneath the band of snowy static. “Maybe…this building was grown.”
“There are chimneys up top,” Morrow mused aloud, craning her neck back as she walked. They had noticed them before, from further back, but no one had as yet remarked on them in particular. Again, the chimneys varied in height and thickness, perhaps even in material, and seemed spaced at random.
“I wonder how far it spreads,” Golding said, glancing back over his shoulder.
“Looks like it goes on forever,” said Kubin in a kind of solemn reverence.
They had reached the next door. Its bottom portion was blocked by sand, so the three knelt down as one to scoop it away with their hands. Looking up, Morrow took in the door’s surface, which was painted a bright red like her suit, though the paint was old and blistered, chipping away. The first door had not been painted, or else the paint was entirely blasted away by the wind and blown grit of sand. It had been the same washed-out, driftwood gray as the wall itself.
The trio stood, and Golding tried the simple metal latch bolted into the door at an all too familiar, all too human level.
The door grated open, inward. Its hinges creaked, years of corrosion flaking as if a wax seal on a letter had been broken.
At a simple thought command, a search lamp came on atop his helmet.
His right hand dipped to a container on the outside of his right leg, and from it withdrew a handgun the same red as his suit. He led the way, stepped through the dark threshold. Morrow threw a look back at Kubin, meant to convey her displeasure at the gun. Kubin either missed the look’s meaning or ignored it, as he passed through the portal after her.
“They have spiders, here,” observed Golding, with a touch of excited humor in his voice. With his free hand, he swept aside a great caul of dusty web that blocked his way just inside the interior. With the curtain torn and falling slowly away, floods of motes swam like plankton in his search light’s beam. “Apparently there are no maids here, though.”
“This place is abandoned,” Morrow guessed aloud. “A ruin…”
“We don’t know that,” Kubin said softly.
All three directed their beams left, right, upwards…across the whorled grain of the interior walls (which were as denuded of paint as the exterior), across the cobblestones that surprisingly made up the floor as if they had entered into a narrow alley. The beams could not fully reach the ceiling, however, it was so high up…merely hinted at rafters amid thick drapes and sheets of cobweb.
As far as they could tell, the interior of the wall was all one immense room…with no separate units, no partitioned smaller rooms. Much higher than it was wide. The three of them, with outstretched arms, could have touched the opposite walls if they had stood in a line.
“Left or right?” Kubin asked. There was no leader designated amongst them, though Golding had jumped to more worlds than had the other two combined.
“Left,” said Golding, pointing with his gun. There was a window down that way, open, letting in a dim ray of diffused sunlight. And so they headed that way, across the bed of cobblestones, uneven against the sensors on the soles of their boots.
“Look,” said Morrow, stopping along the way. She had spotted a rusting metal wall sconce, which held in a bowl a hard brown resin. “This must have been a candle or lamp of some kind.” She reached up to finger inside the bowl.
“They were about our height. The windows…the doors…”
“Were?” Kubin said. “Or are?”
Morrow withdrew her hand from the sconce, looking into Kubin’s face.
She had long been attracted to her coworker, her fellow jumper, and had suspected for a long time that he was aware of the fact. But he had a wife back there, so far away, in that world where their bodies lay together intimately nude but as unmoving as corpses in a sepulcher. She was divorced, and eighteen years older than he. She considered cosmetic surgery undignified, rather pathetic, and so her seemingly solid golem’s face had the same wrinkles forming around her eyes and the corners of her mouth as her actual flesh had.
Her short hair here was more gray than not, as it was back there. Yet her friends told her she was attractive; she had hoped that he would find her so.
She had hoped that he might not be happy in his marriage, as she had not been happy in hers…
Still, he had never expressed any romantic interest in her. Even his friend-ship was polite, removed. If he were aware of her attraction to him, as she believed he was, then he had chosen not to act upon it. This made her increasingly embarrassed around him, and increasingly angry with herself for being so vulnerable, so unprofessional.
She found a hard edge had crept into her voice. “This place looks more than a little deserted to me, Kay. I’m not saying there aren’t sentient beings on this world…I’m just suggesting that they aren’t around here.”
“Even in burnt out buildings back home there are vagrants. In the burnt out cities, there are whole tribes of them. And you know they can be dangerous, Em. We can’t afford to assume anything on an alien world.” And with that, he brushed lightly past her, to catch up with Golding as he drifted toward that open window.
Before they reached the window, however, another object of interest seized them. After all, the window just faced out onto the beach, the cobblestoned floor at this point carpeted in a layer of obsidian sand that had blown in over an unknown span of time. Beyond this unshuttered window, however, was a narrow wooden staircase that led up to a second level. At last, the monotonous featurelessness of the wall’s interior was broken. Now the team was faced with another choice: slip past the staircase and continue at ground level, or mount to the second story and travel along that?
They didn’t have to confer on the matter. Golding climbed first up the creaking steps, and the other two followed without dissent.
- Three: Behind the Tapestry -
Just beyond the top of the stairs, a ratty but still deeply red tapestry embroidered with flowery gold designs hung from the ceiling to block their way.
“Beautiful,” said Golding, fingering the velvety material. “They had…have?…aesthetic tastes like our own.” His hand found a central divide in the hanging, revealing it to be curtains more so than a tapestry. He parted them with his gun, and slipped through. Immediately, the others heard him exclaim something unintelligible but in unmistakable alarm, and then Kubin was pushing past Morrow to plunge after him, his fingers stumbling awkwardly across his own gun container as he did so. Even Morrow, at the rear, felt at least the impulse to go for her own weapon.
Beyond the moldering curtains, they immediately discovered what had shocked Golding. Their beams starkly washed across a still figure, standing upright and flat against the wall. At first, Morrow took it to be a mannequin, until she saw the face. Then she took it to be a mummy, even though most of the features were concealed.
She had never, in all her jumps, seen an animal that was remotely humanoid. Even Golding had never encountered anything more human than, once, a gorilla-like simian with a tapir-like snout, the size of an elephant and no more intelligent than one. This figure, though, despite its desiccation and the mask that obscured the upper part of its face, was plainly human. As human in proportion of limb and torso as herself.
The mummy would appear to be a male, dressed in a tight black jacket with a ruffled black cravat, black breeches and leggings, a black velvet cape with a silken lining hanging off his shoulders. He wore a black tricorn cap.
The top half of his face was covered in a mask of white enamel, with a pointed six inch nose. Did the owner’s own nasal appendage extend that far, beneath the mask? The lips of the mummy had drawn back from the yellow grin of teeth, the skin of the chin and sunken lower cheeks being the same hard brown as that resin Morrow had found in the sconce.
“My God,” Golding whispered. “A man. A man…”
“How could evolution run this parallel?” Kubin breathed. He holstered his weapon, stepped forward to finger a button of the mummy’s jacket. “I wonder if our gear is finding conditions here to be able to support human life. If we could ever find a way to actually get people here…in ships…in a safer mode of jumping…”
“We don’t know if this planet is in any better shape than our own,”
Morrow told him, half-consciously wanting to be contrary, as he had been with her. Not that she didn’t share his desires. The Earth might not survive the search for its replacement, like a man in desperate need of a heart transplant waiting too long for a matching donor.
Kubin lifted the mask a little to peek beneath. Behind its eye holes, there were only two empty black sockets. Behind the phallic Pinocchio nose, only a depressed nasal hollow. There was the white husk of a four legged spider in the nose cavity, a mummy within the mummy.
The head rotated slightly, like that of a doll, so that the skull sockets pointed directly at his face. The movement caused a little dust to sprinkle down off the three-cornered hat.
Stepping back with a strangled cry, Kubin let the porcelain mask drop back in place over the mummy’s features. And as he had taken a step back, so did the cadaver take one stiff, awkward step forward.
“Jesus Christ!” Golding blurted. He instinctively raised his pistol to point at the thing’s face, as if he had a flesh and blood body to protect. Still, Golding had once seen a colleague buried in an avalanche of snow, and the sudden destruction of his suit—the jarring disconnection of his consciousness, attenuated across that gulf in space—had so shocked his physical body that its heart had jolted to a stop. Only with quick effort was he rescued from the brink of oblivion.
One of the reanimated corpse’s black-gloved hands groped at the handle of a thin sword scabbarded at its waist. It began to draw the blade, which still shone brightly however many years the mummy had lingered in its undead state.
Kubin went for his gun again at the sight of the bared metal, but Golding already had his finger on the trigger. Their audio pickups heard the gun’s three crisp cracks. The first projectile struck the approaching cadaver, a tangible golem of leathery flesh and gummed blood, in the upper chest. The second shot, a bit higher due to the gun’s slight recoil, drove the bullet through the thing’s scrawny neck. A trickle of black, tar-like ichor ran out, and flecked the wall behind. The third shot struck the cheek of the porcelain mask, shattering it so that a few chunks fell away.
The projectiles halted the thing’s advance. It drew no more inches of its half-sheathed rapier. The thing wavered there subtly, as if it had decided to return to its suspended animation. And then, like a scarecrow, it crumpled…into a brittle heap at their feet.
“Dear God,” Golding stammered.
“We came all this way, and finally found a human…and we killed it,”
Morrow said, her heart seeming to race, even though it was not inside the suit with her mind. She knew that back home, her cardio-monitor would be beeping at an accelerated rate.
“I don’t know how, but it was already dead,” Kubin said. “At least, for the most part.”
“Look!” Golding shouted, whirling to point his gun further down the narrow, upper passageway.
Across the wooden floor of the upper level, which creaked under their weight but seemed to be made from one impossibly large piece of wood, two dark figures were slowly advancing on them, shuffling as if they had no joints in their limbs. Golding’s search light flashed on the exposed metal of a blade…then they heard a second blade rasp out of its scabbard.
“We should get outside,” Morrow cried, “until we can assess the situation!”
“Shit!” Kubin exclaimed, spinning around to see another of the animated corpses pushing through the curtains of gold-embroidered velvet. This one had ascended the stairs behind them, unheard in all the furor. It too wore black garments and cape, tricorn hat, though the mask’s nose was a hooked eagle’s beak. The eye holes of the mask were utterly black and empty. In one hand, and being raised with ominous slowness, was a flintlock pistol.
“They’re surrounding us!” Golding blurted, and as the two farther figures began to shamble into his light, he opened fire on them, squeezing off shot after shot, almost blindly.
Behind him, Kubin fired his own ceramic-bodied pistol at the cadaver that was emerging through the tapestry…before it could fire its own. One bullet vanished into one of the mask’s eye holes. Lurching back without uttering a sound of pain or surprise, its grinning teeth not even parting, the corpse seized the hanging and tore it down as it fell. It tumbled backward down the steps, its gun clattering away.
By the time Kubin swung around again to help Golding fire at the two distant figures, it was too late. He saw one had already collapsed, and the second one was toppling.
After the flurry of gunfire had ceased and its echoes had swum away, the hallway-like structure rang silent. No more of the reanimated bodies were approaching from either direction. Keeping his gun at the ready, however, and leading the way with it, Golding moved toward the two distant ones he had just dropped.
As the trio advanced on the scarecrow bodies, their lights illuminated a bizarre spectacle just beyond the broken husks. At first, this impelled them on more quickly, shocked with a curiosity beyond the scientific. But as they drew close to the spectacle, they halted and held off at a slight distance, finally aghast at what they had discovered…unable and a little unwilling to take it in.
The narrow structure was blocked, ahead of them, by a barrier of pale green glass, which extended from wall to wall, from floor to a lower section of ceiling. Behind this glass partition, the hallway’s walls were no longer stripped and worn, veiled in cobwebs; instead, were covered in silvery satin wallpaper. A painting of a forest scene hung in a gilded frame. In another, a seascape of that gelatinous green ocean, even featuring three of those mysterious domed creatures. There was a fireplace along one wall, apparently with a pot of that flammable resin in it, with flowers in vases on the mantel. There were chairs and a few divans upholstered in silver satin, and red rugs embroidered in gold thread spaced along the varnished honey of the floor. Small tables held tea cups, wine glasses, and was that a cake of cheese on a platter?
And there were people, as well, preserved as if in greenish formaldehyde in a frozen tableau.
Men, dressed like the soldiers they had killed, except that not all wore black; there were some in white, with white capes and caps, others in metallic gold, or royal blue, or crimson. But all wore ceramic masks. And there were females, as well. Women of earthly form, with tight bodices clinging to their constricted waists, low necklines exposing bunched cleavage. Throats and chests of an alabaster whiteness. Voluminous hooped skirts of silver or gold satin, emerald or raven black. The women wore the ceramic masks as well, though instead of elongated or hooked noses theirs had daintier, up-turned noses, and some feminine masks had flairs like wings at their edges. All the women wore tall, powdered wigs. From their queues, white pigtails tied with black ribbons, apparently the men wore powdered wigs under their tricorn hats, as well.
There had been a party, caught in amber. Fossilized in time.
The men and women stood in knots of conversation. Some held glasses of wine, and one seated man held the hand of a seated woman. A young woman was whispering into a stouter, older woman’s ear. There were couples locked in the swirl of dance, and musicians who had been stopped in mid note. Kubin could not estimate the number of bodies, because the sumptuous hallway dwindled into the far distance, and all along its length were these revelers, as far as he could see.
But Golding’s bullets had struck the glass, after passing through or missing the undead soldiers—or guards, as Kubin sensed they had been. And as streams of a faintly greenish fluid, the color of absinthe, trickled from the bullet holes shattered in the webbed glass, the three explorers realized that the room beyond was filled to its lower ceiling with liquid. A preserving, miniature sea, lighter than the one outside, and not as viscous—but a diluted version, perhaps. Slowly, the level of fluid began to inch down away from the ceiling, as it streamed down the glass wall, pooled along the floor of the upper gallery, and gushed down the wooden steps behind them.
Four: The Eternal Fete -
Strangely, the level of fluid inside the flooded hallway ahead of the explorers appeared to be lowering more quickly than seemed possible, given the amount that sluiced out of the bullet holes and ran around their feet. After all, the flooded hallway ran back as far as the eye sensor could see.
Morrow suggested, under her breath, though her golem here had no breath, that the fluid was evaporating as much as it was running free of its tank. By the time the level reached the necks of the frozen presences, this became most apparent…for the tall powdered wigs of the women were not sodden, did not topple under their own saturated weight, just as they had not unraveled into nests of seaweed when they had been submerged entirely. As soon as the fluid had receded, that which it had touched was already dry in its wake. The flowers in vases did not hang crushed by the many gallons of the greenish amniotic fluid, their stems retaining their delicate resilience. Nothing that had been uncovered dripped or glistened with moisture.
The fluid was down to the waists of those trapped behind the glass wall (or were the three jumpers trapped out here?), when the first of them—a woman—turned her head in their direction, as rustily as had that first soldier.
But the skin of these entombed was not dehydrated leather. The soft lips of the woman’s lovely mouth still covered her teeth. Her flesh was smooth, immac-ulate, as if the revelers had all been outwardly embalmed by the flood.
More heads turned their way. Arms long held out in invitation to dance, or in the caress of a bloodlessly white cheek, now lowered and shifted somnam-bulantly. The dreamers were awakening.
“Maybe we should get outside,” Kubin said, echoing Morrow’s earlier sentiment, “until we can assess the situation…”
“What?” Golding laughed in his amazement, in his exhilaration. “We have to communicate with them! We didn’t come all this way to run away like children…and we can’t be harmed by them, you know.” He neglected to bring up the matter of his partner who had nearly been killed by an avalanche…or the fact that he had been the first to use his weapon here. The weapon he wasn’t returning to its compartment.
“They won’t be happy that we killed the others…”
“The others were already dead. If they hadn’t been, they’d have kept them inside where they are.”
“Unless,” Kubin said, “they left those others outside to watch over them.”
“Or even,” said Morrow, “to be the ones to flood the chamber, to keep these party-goers in stasis.”
“We’ll soon find out, but we have to keep our heads,” Golding told his companions.
The level of the fluid was below the lowest of the bullet holes in the glass.
Fluid no longer ran out the punctures, but still the flood was receding in the immense aquarium. And now, the figures within were moving more freely.
First one, then another, began to wade stiffly through the thigh-high pool…move toward the wall of glass. In only a few seconds, it seemed all of them intended the same…
As one, the jumpers stepped back further from the glass wall.
The first to reach the glass was the woman who had first turned her head.
She was smiling now, her red lips stretched back from white teeth that somehow seemed to leer just as eerily as those of the living mummies. She was mouthing words they couldn’t hear, or on a frequency their sensors were not sensitive to. Her hands slapped suction-like against the glass, her fingers spread wide. Others came up behind her, pressing her forward, squashing her bosom flat against the barrier. More hands pressed against the barrier. More mouths working, more hungry grins.
The webs around the bullet holes were spreading. The trio heard the cracking sound.
Now all three of the explorers, even Morrow, had their pistols in hand.
“It’s giving way,” she hissed.
They could see eyes glittering in the shadows of the masks’ holes, where there had only been a void in those of the less perfectly preserved soldiers.
One of the palms was pressed directly against one of the bullet holes.
Then, with a shatter, the hand was through, and chunks of thick glass dropped to the wooden floor, which was moldering gray out here, lacquered glossy in there. The skin of the hand had been slashed in several places, and blood flowed from the lacerations. Red blood, not the black sludge of the soldiers.
But not only was blood released. Voices could now be heard through the hole…still muffled by the dense glass, but unmistakable. There was a chorus of moaning, not of melancholy but of yearning. An almost erotic ocean of sound. Mixed into this was the groaning of pain from those squashed directly against the glass, such as the man whose hand grasped convulsively at the explorers in the air, dribbling blood to the floor. Such as that first woman, who was no longer grinning carnally but grinding her teeth in agony.
“They’re insane,” Kubin muttered. And it was indeed as if a tea party of the mad had been entombed in a liquid asylum. “We have to go…”
“Hold your ground!” Golding shouted, himself grinning, his own eyes mad. “We can’t be killed!”
“Our suits can be ruined…our mission can fail,” Morrow stammered.
“This mission is anything but a failure!”
Another of the bullet holes was enlarged, more glass fell. A man’s head pushed out through this new hole, his hat falling away to reveal the white wig beneath. If his agonized mouth was spewing words, they were lost in the increasing clamor of voices. His neck, slashed by the edge of the glass, ran with brilliant gore, streaking down the glass as the amniotic fluid had done.
And now the explorers realized that all of that fluid had vanished from the room behind the glass barrier.
Then, the barrier could take no more. With one abrupt crash, it split like a chunk of arctic ice plowed up by a ship, fell away. The crush of bodies piled forward in an avalanche of flesh. Some were buried beneath, their hands scrabbling as if for fistfuls of air to breath. Those atop them crawled over them, and others over them in turn. Women’s wigs now, finally, tilted or fell entirely away from the dark hair pinned beneath. But as yet, no masks had fallen. The serenity of their upper faces contrasted horribly with the hunger or pain in the lower portions of their pallid visages.
The explorers backed further and further away. But already, some of the revelers were regaining their feet. And then, they were running at the explorers.
Arms outstretched, fingers like claws, mouths open so terribly wide.
“Run!” Kubin shouted at Morrow, and the two of them whirled in the opposite direction.
And there, shambling toward them, were a half dozen of the desiccated soldiers in black. Some with cup-handled swords drawn. Several with flintlock pistols. Kubin managed to get off several shots—smashing the lower jaw off one soldier—before a double-edged sword with a long slender blade crashed down on his wrist with such unexpected force that the delicate hand was partly severed from the servo-driven suit. His gun skittered across the floor.
Morrow shot a soldier in the center of its enameled forehead. The mask split down the middle and fell away, shards of it lodged in the guard’s skull.
Drooling black blood, which her sensors told her reeked of decay, the cadaver sank to be replaced by another. And then a flintlock thundered. The air was filled with bluish smoke. She felt the impact in her chest, and she staggered back…back into the arms of the revelers. Twisting her head in a panic, she saw that Golding had already been engulfed. He, too, was finally firing his gun…but his hand, then his entire arm, was wrenched out of him by the sheer numbers and ferocity of the party-goers.
Kubin was down on the floor, and buried. Faces and hands pressed against his helmet as they had pressed against the glass wall, lips mashed as if to kiss him, rings and teeth grating along the surface.
He realized that hands were tearing at the tubes on his suit. Slipping inside his suit. Dismantling his gear, in their frenzy. He realized that in trying to unclasp and unscrew what they took to be a mere helmet, they were in fact removing his head-piece from the rest of his walking vehicle.
A woman and man stood up in sudden horror, holding the head of Kubin’s suit between them. Out of the helmet, Kubin stared at them, still blinking, before the last artificial tendons snapped free of his neck stump, and the hologram blinked out of existence.
Five: The Resurrected -
The three bodies lay naked in a line on a long dining table, as if prepared for a feast.
Revelers, their wigs and dignity restored, either sat at the table staring at the pale cadavers while sipping wine, or milled about in subdued conversation. They were waiting.
One of the cadavers, a middle aged man, had a bullet hole in his upper chest where Golding had hit him with a wild bullet. The wound had been cleansed. It was already dilating smaller. Already healing.
Another, younger man was the one whose throat had been slashed on the barrier’s broken glass. But this yawning gash was already sealing…and he was beginning to flutter open his eyes.
The beautiful masked woman who had first turned her head, first reached the glass had been killed in the crush of bodies, her neck broken. But she sat up stiffly atop the dining table, and again turned her head rustily to take in her surroundings.
Morrow glanced down at her new, naked body, and mewled, “Oh my God!” in a voice, in a language, that was not her own.
All at once, the revelers at the tables and milling about burst into applause.
Kubin was swinging his legs over the side of the table and trying to get to his feet. He stumbled, but two revelers took his elbows to help him stand. Atop the table, Golding had sat up in his new flesh and gingerly touched the puck-ered hole in his breast.
The trio were the only people in the room not to have clothing, or wigs…but new masks had already been affixed to their faces. Kubin’s had one of those elongated noses, Golding’s one of those falcon beaks. Morrow’s was delicate and lovely in its shape, framing lustrous brown eyes where her own eyes had once been a faded blue.
“I’m Morrow,” she said effortlessly in that alien tongue, turning to face Kubin. “Are you Gee or Kay?”
“It’s Kubin,” he told her. Kubin looked to the other man as he slid off the table unsteadily to his feet. “Gee?”
“It’s Golding,” this stranger confirmed.
The applause had died away, but smiles beamed on most of the faces of the revelers.
“How are we in these bodies?” Kubin asked, his lower jaw trembling so violently that his teeth came close to chattering. He ran his hands over his chest. His hands could feel his chest, his chest could feel his hands.
“They’re three who died when they surrounded us,” Golding said, pointing to his bullet wound. “We’ve…occupied their bodies. Like we animated the suits…”
“But how? ” Morrow blurted, involuntarily grasping Golding’s forearm.
They both felt the contact as if these were the bodies they had been born with…
From the opposing walls of the hallway, several of the smartly attired and hideous-visaged soldiers took a few steps forward…in case there was trouble.
They carried lances that looked both ceremonial and wicked.
“It is ironic,” said a new voice. “But it is fitting, I suppose.” One of the revelers, a man in purple crushed velvet embroidered with gold trim, his tricorn hat in matching hues, rose from one of the chairs at the table seemingly as long as a highway. “It is Destiny, one might think.”
“What’s happened to us?” Kubin demanded, backing away from the man.
He stood protectively beside this new woman who was Morrow, her hair falling in long dark tendrils down her back, where Morrow’s had been short and graying.
The man in purple spread his gloved hands. His lips looked rouged, his white flesh powdered, and he had a black beauty dot pasted at one corner of his mouth. “We sought to inhabit you. To find new bodies in you. We did not realize that your bodies were artificial.” He smiled with a look of embarrassed apology. “We sought to will ourselves into your bodies. Instead, you willed yourselves into the bodies of our dead. Apparently, without intention.”
“But how could we do that?”
“As we would have done. But this is our punishment, I suppose, for being so greedy. To be denied new flesh.”
“How could we will ourselves into these bodies?” Kubin persisted. “Make them come back to life, and heal? We don’t have those skills.”
“Over time, it has become the nature of our bodies. Even though they had expired, those bodies you now inhabit no doubt drew you into themselves as much as you were drawn, unconsciously, to them. We knew this had transpired when we tasted your essences in flight.”
“Why would you want to steal our bodies?” Golding asked, moving closer to the man.
“This is why,” answered another man dressed in a rich brown velvet. He partly lowered the mask from his face. Beneath it, his eyes were filmed a milky white, and an ugly lesion showed at the edge of his wig’s hairline.
“Without being preserved in our bath,” a woman sighed, smiling sadly,
“we will erode very quickly.”
“Yes,” boomed another man, dressed in black as the sentries were, pushing himself forward between the others. He was not smiling, and he thrust a finger at Golding. “You released us prematurely. You are invaders here.
Don’t you see that you’ve doomed us all?”
“Where is it that you come from?” asked another woman.
“What world is it?” asked an elderly, daintily dressed man.
The angry man persisted. “You’ve slaughtered us all…condemned us to rot, like them.” He gestured to one of the guards. “Worse than them. We’ll soon all fall apart…”
“Can’t you…can’t you pump in that fluid again?” Morrow asked.
“Replace the broken wall?”
“We are investigating that possibility,” the man in purple assured her, laying a hand gently on the black-garbed man’s arm. “We have sent men to look at the pumps that bring in the water from the sea.”
“They’ll be rusted. Ruined,” snarled the angry man. “Have you looked about you, Citrin? We have been asleep for centuries! ”
“Do not give up hope, dear Captain. And if it is indeed fated that we perish, then that is the will of the Pod.”
“It is not my will!” the black-garbed man shouted, jerking away from Citrin, and storming off down the beautiful hallway.
“Come.” Citrin extended a hand to Morrow. “We will clothe you, accom-modate you…then you can tell us about your world. Perhaps you can even help us…”
“How can you treat these invaders as guests?” protested a woman in a scarlet gown. “They killed Tondriau!” She pointed at Golding’s stout body.
“And brought about the death of the other two!”
“We brought about their deaths, in our frenzy,” another woman countered.
“Our cruder natures overwhelmed us. Now we are fully ourselves, fully composed again. We should lay the fault for these deaths at our own feet.”
“It is an act of the Pod,” said a man all in violet. “These people did not intend to harm us. Did you, my friends?”
The trio of jumpers could not form an answer, dazed as they took in this debate.
“It is Fate, the will of the Pod, that we rot and die,” a woman all in satiny pink sighed wistfully. “Frankly, I grow weary of being alive.”
- Six: Reflections -
“You realize that we’ll never get home, now,” Kubin said to Morrow, watching as she lightly touched the edges of her high, piled wig in the mirror.
“Even if we can repair our suits, how do we will our consciousness back into them? And what about our minds, back home? Have they stopped? Are they still projecting themselves here…but into these biological machines, instead?”
Unconsciously, his eyes trailed down her back, where it was exposed by the low edge of her satiny white bodice. He recalled now how in the dining hall a dark patch of hair had shown below the pale smoothness of her belly…but he had not as yet seen the face behind her mask.
In the mirror, Morrow saw his eyes dip down then back up again. She turned to face him. Her full lips, which had been freshly rouged for her by the servants who had dressed her, smiled faintly. “It’s only fair, I suppose, after what we’ve done to them.”
“You’re as fatalistic as they are.”
“They’re right. Unless they can pump in that sea water, or whatever it is, again…they’ll all decompose while they’re still alive. Become like those zombies, at best.”
“Why?”
“It’s their environment. One of the servants told me. It was poisoned—polluted, it sounds like—over time. Whole cities died. Cities like this building we’re in. But these people had money. They could afford to protect themselves…until a better day could come.”
“And the zombies, those guards, were supposed to release them if it ever did.”“Yes. But that time never came. This world is still poisoned. And now their decay is finally catching up with them.”
Kubin turned to glance around this tiny, compartmentalized room within the vaster room that was the wall-building. It was like a beautifully decorated cell, one of many stacked in a honeycomb, accessed by ladders or staircases, on the level above the immense ballroom that had been flooded.
Without being preserved by the sea, the wallpaper here was stained and sagging, cobwebs had had to be swept away, but it was still better preserved than the portion of the great structure they had initially entered. A small window looked out beyond the wall-city, away from the sea, toward bare-looking hills hunkered dark in the perpetual gray twilight, like dead whales heaped up on a beach.
“So they decided to throw a big farewell party, huh?” Kubin said. “While they let in the sea?”
“It looks like it.”
“Have you seen any children?”
Morrow looked at him, fingering a black velvet ribbon around her slender pale throat. “No. I guess none lived in this building. Or weren’t invited to the party.”
“I wish I had a better sense of these people’s morality,” Kubin muttered, now looking in the mirror himself, at his own masked face. Oddly, he was reluctant to remove the mask in front of Morrow. It seemed like an improper thing to do. Was there some vestige of this body’s former inhabitant still lingering like cobwebs in the corners of its skull? How else could he understand and speak the native tongue?
“I’d say it varies per individual. As it does in our own people.”
“I just want to be sure we’re safe. Now that we have flesh and blood bodies here.” Kubin faced her, tapping the subtle pink line which was all that remained of the wound there. “I don’t want this body to die a second time.”
“But it will,” Morrow said, smiling faintly again. “It’s already dying.”
With that, she removed her mask. The heart-shaped face beneath was striking in its beauty. The eyes were large and dark, commanding, accented by thick arched brows. The mouth small but moistly full. Kubin was ashamed, oddly—as if she had exposed her dainty breasts to him, as they had been exposed in the banquet hall.
Despite Morrow’s stolen youthful beauty, there was a yellow and purple bruise on her cheek near one ear. She fingered the tender patch.
“We’re going to rot, too, Kay,” she told him. Fatalistically.
He took an involuntary step toward her, as if to touch her cheek as well.
“But…how can this happen to us? How come we could repair these ruined dead bodies, only to start rotting?”
“I don’t pretend to understand their physiology, Kay. When we initially entered the bodies, I suppose our life force or however you might categorize it…our souls if you want…”
“I don’t want,” he interrupted.
“Well, whatever it was, it fed and repaired the bodies. But now that we’re settled into them…I think they’re going to break down. Just like the bodies of all the other citizens. Apparently not at the same rate. But it seems inevitable.”
“We have to try to help them get that pump working again,” he muttered.
“Do you suggest we entomb ourselves with them?”
“If that’s what we have to do. Until help can arrive some day.
Others…who might be better equipped to handle this situation than we are.”
“Let’s find Gee, then. And look at those pumps.”
Nodding grimly, Kubin went to hold the door to her tiny assigned apartment open for her. It had been the room of the woman who had been crushed.
Lilin, her name had been. Dark hairs from her head, faded through time, were still snagged in a brush on her miniature vanity.
Her wide snowy skirts rustling, Morrow swept past him out the narrow door. In her wake, Kubin found himself deeply inhaling the perfumes and powders the servants had spread across her glowing white flesh.
- Seven: The Underworld -
Citrin, who was the leader of these people—the “Master of the Manor”, as he described himself—led them himself to the pump.
“The pump filters out the ocean’s impurities,” he explained along the way,
“letting in only its purified essence. I have sent parties of servants out gathering sea water in buckets, so that they can filter out the impurities on a smaller scale…that we might drink this elixir and stave off our decomposition as long as we may.”
They had ventured into a more decayed section of the manor, again with an impossibly high ceiling and with carbonized sand drifted in dunes across the cobblestones, having blown in through broken windows whose shutters had fallen with time. Ultimately, carrying a lantern containing some of that burning resin, he led them to a metal door. It squealed painfully on rusted hinges. Beyond its black threshold, equally corroded metal steps led down into a deep subterranean level. The trio of explorers followed him, their shoes ringing on the steps, which they ardently hoped would not crumble to rust beneath them.
Kubin and Golding carried lanterns as well, the former now dressed entirely in white, the latter in a handsome deep blue.
“We must be on our guard,” said Citrin, who gripped a heavy flintlock in his left hand. “The local fauna, much deformed by poisons and by time, has found its way into these lower regions, I’ve been informed.”
The newcomers had not yet, themselves, been trusted with firearms or swords. The guns from their dismantled suits had been confiscated.
“These are not our original bodies, you know,” Citrin told them, as they descended the last of the stairs to the basement level. Its walls were just as narrow as those above, though they were composed of mortared brick, shrouded in sooty web festooned with spider carcasses. Because they had descended so far, the ceiling was again lost in darkness high above. It was damp, and their voices echoed hollowly. “Our own scientists brought these bodies here from some other place, perhaps from your own place, many many years ago. But their arcane knowledge is lost to time, I fear.”
“What were your former bodies like?”
“I don’t know. None of us know. We obliterated the memory of our former bodies, so as to identify with our new forms. To think of them as our own. We don’t even recall what these earlier forms called themselves. We call ourselves the Masque.”
“Why abandon the earlier bodies?” asked Golding.
“Because they were rotting, just as these bodies are rotting. It is inescapable, so it would seem. Our Destiny, one would say.”
“Well, why not delay Destiny if we can?” said Kubin. “Where is that pump?”
“This way.” Citrin led them again, his lamp held at the length of his arm.
They had only taken a dozen steps when Golding halted and whispered,
“What’s that?”
There was a dry, wispy chittering sound from the shadowy void above them, soaring indefinitely in the limited glow of their guttering lanterns.
Like a huge albino spider, or lizard, or something in between, a bleached skeletal form scuttled head-first down the wall, into the wavering lantern glow. It stopped abruptly, its bony fingers and toes gripping the bricks, and lifted its face to them—hissing. The nude, emaciated body was like that of a starved child, the oversized head hairless and skull-like. The creature’s eyes were huge and entirely pink, but covered in a translucent membrane. Its teeth, set in lipless gums, were combs of needles.
It bunched its scrawny muscles, in what looked like the prelude to a leap.
Citrin raised his pistol and fired its single, heavy ball. The enclosing walls roared with the discharge, stabbing the party’s ears. For a moment, they couldn’t see the creature through the cloud of smoke, but as it dispersed, they saw the creature lying on its back on the flagstoned floor…jerking in dying convulsions, a sap-thick white fluid oozing out of one punctured and collapsed eye.
“Was that one of the local fauna?” Morrow gasped.
“In a way. It was one of our people…a descendant of one of our people.
One of those who did not escape the poisons, but still managed to survive and adapt. In a corrupted form.”
“God,” Kubin breathed, staring down at the finally still, ghastly being. It was oddly pathetic, despite its obvious savage intent.
“More or less the living dead, like our poor devoted guards,” Citrin said, as he loaded a new ball into his flintlock.
They continued on past the corpse, which had curled up upon itself like one of the countless spider husks.
There were thick pipes that now ran along the walls, caked in rust and patched here and there with rags or bolted plates. “We’re close,” said Citrin, removing his hat to brush away some webs he had accumulated. “This equipment was built in part with a few last dregs of knowledge remaining from our lost science.”
Morrow pointed to three large circles etched into the wall, arranged in a kind of pyramid. “What is this?”
“The symbol of our deity. The Pod.” Citrin replaced his hat. “Onward, my friends.”
Ahead, they heard echoy voices and saw faint lights tremble across the walls of the brick canyon. One might have thought it was ghosts, but it turned out to be a small team of men with rolled up sleeves, covered in grease, but with their masks still hiding their faces. They were working on the pumps, sweating and swearing in their effort.
“How goes it, men?” Citrin inquired in an encouraging, cheerful tone.
“Poorly,” said the team leader, approaching them. Did his eyes flick rue-fully at the newcomers? “Too corroded. We can’t replace the parts we need.
The iron forgers from the factory-city will all be long dead by now.”
“We must try to substitute parts, then, or make due with fewer parts—cut corners,” Citrin said. “We must improvise.”
“We are trying just that, my lord. But I am not at all optimistic.”
“Can we have a look?” asked Golding.
“By all means,” the foreman said, with a sarcastically exaggerated sweep of his arm.
Advancing with his lantern, Golding murmured to Kubin and Morrow,
“Primitive. Impressive, but primitive.”
“Do you think we can do something, then?” Morrow asked.
He stopped to face her, smiling ironically. “I didn’t say that.”
While the new citizens lay their new hands on the rusted gears, tanks, nests of pipes that composed the heart of this circulatory system, its ovens cool and its bellows silent, another team of men emerged from deeper down the tunnel. Several had shirts stained with gore. They carried casks of wine, jars of pickled fruits or vegetable. The team leader reported to Citrin, “We lost two men to some terrible debased beings. These creatures have been sub-sisting on our provisions, as well.”
“Damn them, poor blighted beasts,” Citrin muttered, wagging his head.
“We’ll starve before we rot,” grumbled the repair team’s foreman. “All because of these blundering fools, who awakened us before our time.”
“Help was never going to come for you!” Kubin snapped. “Who do you think was going to clean up this world, or invent a way for you to survive in it? Those mutations?”
Golding turned to Citrin with a bitter smile. “I don’t think there’s much we can do for you here, sir.” He clapped the rust from his palms. “Your man is right. This pump is a ruin.”
Morrow stepped forward. “You don’t think there’s anything salvageable from our suits we could adapt? The circulatory plumbing? The motors?”
“Not to integrate into this mess. Not to pump that volume of water.”
Golding shook his head. “They’d best continue to filter and drink the water in small quantities. Maybe we can use our plumbing to help them with that. It’s the best we can do.”
“It won’t be enough,” said the repair team’s foreman. “I’ll watch you bas-tards rot along with me.”
“Enough,” Citrin commanded. He took Golding’s elbow. “We might as well return. In the end, the Pod will decide what is best.”
- Eight: Entropy -
In the kitchen area, where the servants prepared meals for the rest of the manor-city’s inhabitants, Golding, Morrow and Kubin had designated an area in which to create a new filtering system that might screen the pollution from water brought in manually from outside. They were combining parts from all three of their disabled suits, and a few of the best repairmen in the building were also lending their aid…though the team leader with whom Kubin had clashed refused to participate, saying that the strangers could not know how much of the sea water’s properties to filter out, and how much of its preservative powers to leave intact. But those repairmen who did consent to help in the project, whose input on the degree and manner of filtration was invaluable, seemed to think the strangers were doing an admirable job. Still, even they were of the opinion that the inevitable could not be held long at bay…
One morning (though the sky outside never deviated from its slate gray gloom), Kubin was walking alone toward the kitchen compartments to join his partners when he heard a rustling sound advancing very quickly behind him.
He turned somewhat defensively, and found himself looking down at a woman whose upper lip had turned black, dried out to a leathery twist, and curled up to expose her front teeth. The point of her chin, likewise, had blackened and looked gangrenous. Her breath, when she spoke, was septic…but her eyes shone intently.
“Venefice,” she said intensely.
“Excuse me?”
“Do you not know me, Venefice?” She seized onto his arm in both hands.
She had on white gloves up to her elbows, and a red stain was soaking through the wrist of one of them. “I know how I must look to you…but do you not recognize your wife?”
“Madam…I’m sorry…I…”
“Venefice!” Within her mask, he saw her eyes shimmer with tears. “I heard you were dead…I heard you were dead, my love! But here you are!
Here you are!”
The woman buried her rotting face against his chest, quaking with sobs, Kubin’s hands hovering ineffectually above her back.
Two servant women, also on their way to the kitchen, realized the situation and quickened their pace, helped pry the sobbing woman off of him. One of the servants whispered to Kubin, “I know her, sir. Your body…it was the body of her husband.”
“I’m sorry,” Kubin said to her, inadequately. Guiltily.
He watched as the pair of servants, on either side of the woman, walked her back down the hallway. The woman wrenched her neck around at a mad angle and screamed once more the name that Kubin didn’t know, but which nonetheless sounded uneasily familiar to him.
Kubin thought of his own wife then. Fancifully, he pictured her clinging with both hands to the arm of his corpse-like naked body, shaking him, calling his name…but unable to see his face beneath the mask of equipment that covered it.
In the kitchen now, he crouched down beside Morrow, who was already at work threading tubing from one of their suits into the filtering system. She had a stick of writing charcoal tucked into her wig, which made him smile. He asked her softly, “How is that mark on your cheek?”
Facing him, she hesitated a moment, then raised her mask up enough for him to peek. One of the repairmen, embarrassed by this intimate display, looked away sharply. Another looked on avidly. The bruise had darkened, spread a little, but was not much worse. Remembering the woman who had accosted him, Kubin was relieved.
“I would have thought Golding would be here already,” Kubin said.
“He was here a few minutes, but he told me he wasn’t feeling well. He returned to his room for some more sleep.”
Kubin nodded. His alien body wasn’t feeling well rested itself. “We’re all under a lot of stress.”
What they judged to be several hours later (both of them still unable to interpret the complicated time pieces of the Masque people, which had three faces arranged in a triangle—the symbol of their deity), Morrow and Kubin decided to take a break and walk, each with a dry and crumbling chunk of cheese in hand. They found themselves climbing several staircases, up into higher levels within the seemingly infinite wall-city, where most of the dwelling compartments appeared to be clustered. The corridor they traveled down was lined with ladders and very narrow staircases leading up to a series of these apartments, above their heads. The relatively low ceiling of this section was comforting to them, compared to the abyss that loomed in other areas.
Kubin had begun to tell Morrow about the woman who had recognized him—even in his mask — as her husband, when his words were cut short by a woman’s scream, ahead of them. For a moment, because of their conversation, he thought it might be his body’s former mate, having once again sought him out. But Morrow darted forward, her unwieldy skirts swishing, and then he too realized that the cry had been one of pain and fear.
A second cry caused Morrow to scramble to a stop beneath one of the ladders lining the hall. She hauled herself up it, and pushed at the wooden hatch above her. It was unlocked, and slammed open. She continued her ascent, with Kubin clambering up after her.
It was the apartment of a young woman, with a single narrow bed to indicate her unmarried status. Nevertheless, a man was hunched over her, one hand clamping itself over her mouth, the other pressed flat against her chest to pin her to the bed.
Morrow swept up a cut glass perfume bottle from the woman’s vanity, raised it over her shoulder. The man’s head turned to look back at her with something like an animal’s snarl, and for several shocked beats she hesitated.
Due to his disfigurement, the man’s age was difficult to judge. He had lost his hat whilst overpowering the woman, and his wig was askew. Her nails had raked down a forehead all purple and black, plowing deep grooves there which wept a greenish pus. One of the man’s eyes was a milky cataract, the other a vacant skull socket. His nose had been eaten into a crater. A bloated bluish tongue had swollen so much that it had forced his jaws apart.
Then, with a cry herself, Morrow brought the heavy perfume bottle down on the man’s skull. The stopper flew off, and Kubin’s jacket was sprinkled with a flowery fragrance that did not mask the odor of decomposition. The man slumped upon the woman with a phlegmy grunt. Kubin rushed past Morrow to roll the man off his victim, while Morrow helped the sobbing young woman to her feet. When the groaning man tried to rise from the bed, Kubin stomped his boot on his rear.
“Who is he? Was he trying to rape you?” Morrow asked the woman, her arm around her protectively.
“Rape me? No.” The woman sneered at the man, trembling violently.
“Look at him. He hasn’t long to go. Some go faster than others. He was trying to steal my body. He was trying to crowd me out, so he could have my body instead.”
“Christ,” Kubin breathed, looking down again at the moaning, ruined figure.
“You must be careful,” the woman said, regaining her composure, and recognizing them as the newcomers. “There will be more of this. Where your bodies are newly occupied, newly resurrected, I think you will last longer than most. Though I can not promise you. But others might try to steal your bodies, as desperation grows. As more people find themselves less understanding for your having released us from sleep.” With the back of her hand, the woman wiped her mouth, making an expression of disgust. She could no doubt taste her attacker’s decay on her lips. “Please, will you come with me? Will you take this man, with me, to Captain Breton? And tell him what you witnessed?”
“Yes, of course,” said Morrow…though both she and Kubin disliked the Captain. He was the man garbed in black who had been so hostile toward them upon the resurrection of these unintentionally commandeered bodies.
Morrow and Kubin managed to support the slumped, still groaning man between them, but they did not relish the stench of him…or their nearness to him, given what he had attempted with the young woman. Kubin even found himself glancing at Morrow several times, to make sure he still recognized her there in her new eyes.
At last, they found Breton in the dining hall where they had been reborn.
There appeared to be a meeting in progress, with all others seated but the Captain himself. Today he had a rapier on his hip. He was also dabbing a raw lesion on the side of his neck with an embroidered handkerchief.
By the time they found Breton, however, their prisoner had escaped all punishment. His head hung to his chest, his legs dragged on the floor. In his dying moments, his throat had rattled, his decomposing guts had gurgled, and he had passed gas in a not in the least bit humorous manner. They eased the carcass down onto an empty chair, in unison wiped their gloves on their legs.
Meanwhile, the young woman described what had happened, so as to exonerate the newcomers for the man’s death.
“He isn’t the only one to die this day,” the Captain said, spinning on his heels to face Kubin. “I’m afraid your tinkering in the kitchen comes too late, sir. I’ve seen a dozen corpses like this today. And one of them, in case you haven’t yet heard, is the Master of the Manor.”
“Citrin?” Morrow gasped in dismay.
“Yes. Your very gracious host. Your very forgiving host. Far more forgiving than I, I might add.”
“And who, might I ask, is the new Master?” Kubin said.
“That was what we were in the process of determining, sir. Though the matter is as yet unresolved, I will give you one piece of friendly advice.”
Captain Breton stepped closer to Kubin, one hand on the hilt of his sword.
“Should it be decided that I become the new Master, you may want to take your chances in the hills beyond this place. You may still find a ruined manor in which to dwell…for as long as it takes until this plague of corruption, or the fauna, or the Pod visit your much deserved punishment upon you.”
“I’m sorry for what’s happening!” Kubin barked. “But…”
Morrow gripped his arm. “Kay…Kay, come along…” She drew him away, and at last out of the vast dining hall.
“If he becomes their leader, we’ll be in big trouble,” Kubin ranted to his partner, who still held onto his arm as they walked.
“We’re already in trouble, aren’t we?” Morrow told him quietly.
- Nine: Appetites -
Both Kubin and Morrow felt too defeated to return to what would seem to be their pointless efforts. Morrow went on to tell their assistants that they would discontinue work for now. The men nodded without protest. They had a defeated air about them, as well. They had been hearing of the escalation of the plague, the rash of deaths. They left the project to distract themselves with busywork elsewhere, and Morrow returned to where she had left Kubin, in his private apartment.
When she poked her head up into his miniature loft, her breath caught in her throat. Kubin had his back to her, and was stripped to the waist, gazing into his mirror. From this angle, he blocked his own reflection. She could see his mask hanging from his right hand.
She climbed the rest of the way into his room, and hearing her, Kubin began to turn. She dreaded the motion. His hat was off, his wig removed, exposing short dark hair not much unlike that of his former body. She had not seen this face without its mask. But that was not what caused her anxiety.
What she dreaded was whatever Kubin had been studying in the mirror. She knew he would reveal to her a suppurating ulcer on his forehead…a milky, half-blind eye…a great nest of veins bleeding purple and red under the skin of his chest…
But when he turned, he was pristine. There was not a mark, except for the dot of a mole on his upper chest. A mole which the wife who knew him as Venefice might have once playfully kissed. If anything, Morrow found that his features were even more beautiful in this incarnation than the one she was so familiar with. Her breath did not come back to her quickly.
“My father is white, and my mother is black,” he told her. “I don’t think you ever knew that.”
“No, I heard that. I could tell from your features, if not your coloring.”
“I’m so different, here.” He smiled wanly. “So are you.”
They faced each other, only a few paces apart. Slowly, in dream-time motion, Morrow’s gloved hands rose to her delicate mask…and lifted it from her face.
Kubin closed the space between them by another step. In this dollhouse of a room, it brought them almost toe to toe.
“Why don’t you take off that crazy wig,” he suggested, still smiling.
Morrow smiled, too. “Why don’t you help me?”
Watching her hands go up to unpin the mass of hair, hair perhaps made from the heads of people now long turned to dust, Kubin whispered, “You’re so beautiful.”
But when he reached out to touch her face, it was the one spot of corruption on her that his fingers gently caressed…
They were still in bed, entwined in sheets and limbs, both beginning to doze into a slumber not unlike that in which their equally nude and nearly as close bodies shared so very distant from this place. But a heavy thumping on the panel in the floor jarred them out of the prelude to dream. Wrapping a sheet around his lower body, while Morrow slipped deeper under another, Kubin lifted the hatch…and one of the repairmen assisting them on the filter project poked his head into the room.
“So very sorry, madam,” he panted, “and sir. But I have to warn you.
We’ve heard that Captain Breton has bullied the others into accepting him as Master of the Manor. And we’ve heard that he plans to have you three arrested immediately…”
“Bastard,” Kubin hissed, dropping the sheet and scooping up his clothing from the cushion of a chair. To the repairman’s horror, the woman practically vaulted out of bed — her body and, most shockingly, her face laid bare—and instead of donning her white gown, she began putting on another of Kubin’s costumes. She didn’t take the time to explain that his breeches would make more sense than her hooped skirts, in battle or in flight. Neither of them donned their wigs…or masks.
“I have to go, now, before they see me,” the repairman said. “I am so terribly sorry…”
They thanked him, and as the hatch lowered Kubin asked, “What are we going to do?”
“We have to get Golding, first off,” Morrow answered.
The most Kubin could find by way of a weapon in his apartment was a walking stick. He and Morrow ran down the length of the hallway until they came to the brass plaque, bolted to the wall, with the number of Golding’s tiny flat engraved on it. Kubin rapped on the hatch with the cane. No answer. Had Breton’s men, perhaps the undead guards under his command, already come to drag their partner away? But when he rapped again, the hatch was lifted…and Kubin nearly gagged on the miasma that billowed down into his face. Reluctantly, holding his breath, he scrambled up into the room, where he clapped a hand over his nose and mouth. Morrow, behind him, did the same.
The young man who stood before them was very tall, very thin, with a red goatee. Behind him, the bed was a hillock, a humped shape draped entirely by a blanket…with several dark stains blotting through The horrible effluvium radiated from there.
“Where’s Golding?” Kubin demanded, his eyes on that awful shrouded lump.“I’m Golding,” said the young man, in an unfamiliar voice.
“What?” Kubin looked at the youth. Golding, in this world, was stout…middle aged…
“Oh God,” Morrow whispered. “Gee…what have you done?”
“I was falling apart. It began with my bullet wound that had healed. It began to unheal. In a matter of hours, I was like a leper,” this stranger said, watching them warily. “This young man lived a bit down the way, and when he saw I was having trouble he was good enough to help me up to my room…”
“You murdering son of a bitch,” Kubin said.
“I didn’t really plan to do it, you know! It was more of an instinct. Does it really matter? We’re all going to die. So what if he lost a few days? So what if I gained a few?”
“We have to hide, or leave this place…or fight,” Kubin told him. “Citrin is dead. Breton is in charge now. And he wants us captured.”
“We can’t leave this place!” Golding exclaimed. “It’s poison outside!”
“It’s poison inside. Like Breton himself suggested, we might find the ruins of another building. One has to be somewhere nearby. These people were an upper class…they depended on other communities, other manor-cities, for their services…”
“I doubt we can fight them,” Morrow said. “I suspect that most of the Masque are still sympathetic to us…but I don’t think they’ll stand up to Breton and his followers.”
“At least in fleeing we’ll have a chance, I suppose,” Golding muttered to himself, glancing helplessly around him. “A reprieve…for what it’s worth…”
“Then let’s go—now,” Kubin said.
Together, the three former explorers started down the length of hallway, in the direction of the nearest door to the outside they were aware of. They passed a man struggling down the narrow staircase to his loft, his face a mosaic of cracked, dehydrated tissue. He rattled, “You there…what are you up to?” They ignored him and kept moving…but after a few moments, Morrow heard a shuffling sound and glanced behind her. Not only was the man with the face like a dried mud bed loping along after them, but a woman with her wig soggy with gore, and with a ribbon of blood running from one eye of her enameled mask. Meeting Morrow’s gaze, the woman showed her red-slicked teeth in a grin and repeated the words Kubin had told her earlier: “You’re so beautiful.” But from her, the expression was tinged with a different kind of longing.
“Keep going,” Kubin hissed.
As if sensing their approach, a man climbed down from a ladder, hung there for a moment watching them. His jacket’s front was soaked in vomit.
“They’re going,” he said loudly to himself. To everyone. “Our guests are going…” When they had passed him, trying to ignore him, he dropped down and joined the other two who were trailing behind…all three hunched forward like animals.
Morrow shuddered, remembering how ravenous the revelers had been when first awakened—before they regained their sense of dignity, their facade of civility. When their most primitive instincts had alerted them to the danger of being reintroduced into a poisoned world. When those animal instinct had made them desperate to overpower and inhabit what they took to be uncorrupted bodies inside what they took to be mere suits. The instinct to survive, to consume, was too fierce to long hide under wigs and silk.
Before the trio had reached the door leading outside, and even before Captain Breton’s party could search them out, there were already a dozen citizens limping, staggering, stumbling behind them. A few of them moaning in pain, or madness, or hunger.
When the fugitives finally came in sight of the door, they broke into a run.
Ten: The Pod -
This face of the wall opened onto the beach of carbonized black sand…and spreading wide beyond that, the syrup-thick ocean of slime. The manor stretched from horizon to horizon, like a great city compressed and pulled like taffy into a seemingly endless line…with the sea running parallel in its own mock infinity. But that green ocean stretched infinitely ahead of them, as well.
After spending so much time within the wall’s cramped confines, the openness of the outside world shouted its emptiness at them, disorienting the three escapees as they awkwardly pounded their way across the contaminated sand.
“Shit,” Kubin panted, “we forgot what side that door was on! We’re trapped between the manor and the water!”
“Run alongside the wall!” Morrow shouted back at him. “When they don’t expect it, we’ll duck into another door…then cut through to the other side of the wall!”
A light rain was beginning to fall. Once Morrow had watched a downpour through one of the Manor’s windows, and she knew the drops would be heavy and greenish in color. But she had never seen a thunder storm here before.
Though the heavens were no more or less gray than usual, she heard the rumble of thunder.
They could see a body lying face down at the edge of the surf, a man with his cape flipped up over his head. He had possibly been killed by the two ray-like creatures which had alighted on him to feed…but Morrow thought it more likely he had drowned himself.
Far out to sea, those three white domes of blank animal or vegetable matter floated serenely on, colossal, with flocks of the crab-legged rays roosting on their curved upper surfaces. The sky over the ocean strobed, and a lightning bolt forked out of the cloud cover, striking one of the apparent orbs. The bolt then fractured into a web of electricity that danced briefly over the orb’s entire surface. Streams of black specks, the rays, poured down its sides into the ocean, killed by the charge, leaving that one sphere oddly naked like the top of an impossibly huge skull.
Morrow realized (as if some scrap of her body’s former inhabitant recognized them) that those three vast orbs—if viewed from far above—were positioned in a kind of triangular formation. Like the symbol of the Masque’s deity…
“The Pod,” she said to herself as she ran.
Golding tossed a furtive look over his shoulder, and blurted a mangled curse. It made Kubin look back. There had to be twenty pursuers now…and a few of the slowest of them were in the black garb of soldiers, with unsheathed swords in their hands. Several of the more frantic, more desperate of the group were drawing quite close, their speed mind-boggling in the face of their crooked, simian movements and the extent of their decomposition.
They were gaining, somehow. Would soon overtake them…
Kubin saw Golding abruptly shear off in another direction, apparently heading for one of the windows in the wall. Kubin had no breath left in his straining lungs to call after him. Fortunately, at least, it drew away a number of the Masque. He did his best to keep Morrow by his side.
Morrow turned her face to him. Extended her arm toward him. Kubin took her hand. Their eyes were mirrors.
There were barely human cries and shouts off behind them; the sounds of a wolf pack savaging its prey. Golding must have gone down, but they didn’t look back.
In a moment, however, Kubin felt fingers claw at the back of his jacket. They pumped their legs harder, their white leggings spattered with the black grit. When Kubin looked again to see how Morrow was holding up, he saw her cupping the side of her neck and wincing. He thought she had been clawed there…but in the past few seconds a terrible pain had begun lancing through the front of his own neck, and his intuition told him what it was. Under this stress, their bodies were giving out. The injuries their hosts had died from—a neck broken, a throat slit against the green glass wall—and which had been healed, for a time, when they took possession of the bodies, were returning. Like Golding’s bullet wound.
Suddenly, a young woman went racing past them at top speed, despite her great bell-like skirts. A group of other Masque picked up their own speed to tear after her, capes billowing behind them like the wings of demons. She didn’t get very far; Kubin saw them tackle her, drag her down…pile atop her screaming form, burying it. Again, some intuition, some instinct of his stolen vehicle, told him what had happened. When the crowd had caught up with Golding, rather than him being pushed out of his body, he had sought to hide his identity by pushing himself into one of the bodies of the predators, taking his victim by surprise. But the ruse hadn’t worked…they had sniffed him out.
And this time, Kubin doubted he would break free again.
While his eyes were off her, Kubin felt Morrow tug violently at his arm.
The pain exploded in his neck, and he stumbled, lost his footing. Their hands were wrenched apart. Off balanced, Kubin pitched forward, rolled, came up on one elbow. He saw what had happened. A number of the Masque had reached Morrow, and locked themselves onto her with bony talons or hands turning to sludge inside velvet gloves. Four of them pinned her to the sand, wrestling past each other like a frenzy of sharks, each trying to place a focusing palm flat against her chest. Each hoping to be the one to evict her from her body, and take her place within it.
Three citizens crashed down onto Kubin, but before he lost sight of Morrow, their eyes met through the tangle of bodies. There was panic in them.
But worse, an awful resignation. He recognized it, because he was experiencing it himself…
Then the clawing, the pushing. Not so much of hands, but of minds.
Minds scratching long cracked nails down the bone shell of his skull. A skull that was going to give out, give way beneath the pressure, like that cracking and crumbling green glass barrier…
Faces hovering over him, changing as some were yanked aside to be replaced by others. Faces too close, too ravenous. The Masque were not so much decaying now, as self destructing with a terrible kind of violence, as if their cells were exploding in firecracker chains. A burst eye flowed out from under a mask, down a blue-black cheek pulled taut with swelling gases. Kubin still gripped his walking stick, and he stabbed it through the mask and into his attacker’s remaining eye. With a choked rattle, and the end of the stick jutting out the back of its softened skull, the creature fell off him—only to be replaced by another, this one a woman with the flesh of her cheeks sloughing off in great flaps, her lower lip flopped inside out, and blood foaming between the few blackened teeth still left in her grinning jaws.
Was his own skull softening? Splitting at the sutures? Or was that just the insistent pushing of those many spectral hands in his head?
Above him, beyond the faces, he saw the sky strobe again, but he did not see the lightning strike a second of the massive globes. The net of blue fire.
The crisped sting rays falling away.
One of his flailing hands was pinned under a knee. Someone bit into his other hand to hold it still. But then Kubin released the arch of his back, and stopped fighting. He did not try, like Golding, the trick of pushing at one of them. Crowding them out instead. He let go. He wanted to go…
For a moment, he saw his own body beneath him…small…distant…
before it was covered by those of the Masque.
For a moment, he thought he was reborn as one of those rays. Soaring. But he was insubstantial, a tatter, a wind-blown rag.
Impossible gulfs of space, time and dimension away, a body jerked, convulsed, then went slack on a table with its face buried inside a complex helmet of machinery. The other male body had already spasmed and then gone still, a couple of minutes earlier. His life support monitors showed a spiked mountain range…and then a low and infinite plateau. Like the body of the wall-city…
A third bolt of lightning cracked the sky. The third globe was struck, enveloped.
The third body on its morgue-like slab, this time a woman, arched her back violently as if electrocuted. Her heels drummed on the table that held her.
By the time the monitoring techs had reached their consoles, it was too late.
The three jumpers were dead.
But Morrow could see. If this sense could indeed be likened to sight. All around her lay the sea. She was adrift. Had she survived the attack of those predators after all? Had they cast her on the waters, mistaking her as an empty husk?
With a sense that could be likened to hearing, but was not quite, she heard someone calling her name. It was Golding. So Golding had survived, somehow, as well. Morrow swivelled her perceptions in his direction.
The sight, or presence, of him did not shock her. She felt a kind of buoyant serenity. A calmness, as the poisoned waves rocked her. She swivelled her attention around behind her, and there loomed the vast white dome that was Kubin. She sensed his voice speaking to her, as well. This pleased her.
From out here, the wall-city seemed so small…no longer arrogantly dividing land from sea; just a low, gray stripe tracing and merging with the horizon. Spectral. Dead.
Flocks of rays that had been fortunate enough to be airborne when the Pod was struck by lightning came in to roost upon their rounded apexes. And they drifted, and slowly circled each other, but always remained in more or less a triangular pattern.
They spoke to each other. And they would not be alone—ever. And they would be immortal, while all of the manor-city went silent inside, leaving only its many windows staring emptily like the eye holes in a gigantic, discarded mask.



Channel 9:
nocturnal
emissions
#1: The Ghost Factory
Over the tops of the trees you can see the factory from my two livingroom windows that loom twice as tall as me since the ceiling of this old house is twice again as tall as it needs to be but that was the way they used to build these old houses a hundred years ago because often there would gather a thick blue mist a few feet to even a yard in depth that would sneak in unseen no matter how you tried to seal it out with putty and it would accumulate up there against the ceiling like a pool suspended above your head churning slowly sometimes fading to almost a haze but other times coagulating into solid matter that would later soften and dissolve again according to unknown conditions or alien seasons and I see grates in the ceiling that would help drain off this fog with the help of intake fans behind them but since the nearby factory that generated this fog is gone now the grates have long been plastered over leaving only shapes like fossil imprints but across the tops of the trees I can see from my windows the ghost image of that factory even though it closed its doors and was demolished forty years ago it is a negative blue image like something you’d see developing through the chemicals of a photographer’s tray an afterimage of residual energy imprinted on the place where the factory used to stand like a fossil in the air that glows brightly at night through the branches of the inter-vening trees a residual presence so strong you could almost climb its stairs if you could find your way inside it and I’ve heard that occasionally curious people and youngsters have found their way inside and sometimes you can see their glowing blue faces screaming silently from the factory windows and maybe this would account for the bodies that are buoyed along on the current of blue fog that flows down the street some nights according to certain conditions or alien seasons it is an almost solid current of blue ectoplasm like electric cold blue lava and floating on this current are mysterious corpses that have swollen to twice the size they should be like black balloons with blistered skin showing pink and metallic silver inside with silver mucus flowing from their nostrils and ears and anuses and their eyes stare silver and their mouths gape open in silent screams and you can look out from your windows and see them bobbing past on the surface of the fog until it begins to soften and dissolve and run off into the grates along the curb of the street that runs down the hill from where the old factory stood and in the morning sanitation trucks will come along playing tinny music like ice cream trucks and stop to collect the odd body or two like beached whales that sometimes burst I hear if they aren’t handled carefully and wisps of blue gas will curl out of their ruptured bellies and someone told me they once saw this happen and heard a thin pitiful cry escape along with the gas like a genie freed from a bottle which is appropriate because it was bottles of medicine they used to manufacture at that plant a tonic of silvery fluid that when rubbed on the flesh eased muscle ache with its cool fire and stimulated hair growth when rubbed into the scalp but which caused the pupils and irises of one’s eyes to divide like amebas into two distinct nuclei in the white of your eye if you accidentally rubbed your eyes without washing your hands first and this double vision enabled the afflicted to look at you and see not only you but your double and this double would be moving differently from yourself and maybe weeping silently or smiling in a sinister way and mouthing unheard words or else this double would appear like a dead person though standing up if you were standing up and sitting down if you were sitting down and perhaps even covered in blood or missing its head in some terrible accident or dead from old age even though you yourself might be very young even a child but can you believe that some people actually rubbed this cold silver fire into their eyes on purpose or filled eye droppers with it so they could make their eyes split like amebas and see these visions deliberately yet it was this side effect that caused the company to go out of business and shut down though at night when the blue vapor starts coursing down the street like the pseudopod of some titanic ameba you can smell a cold medicinal fire on the breeze and the hair on your head will crawl seductively and I close the windows so I won’t smell it and I draw the shades but around their edges I can still see a phosphorescence that my landlady actually finds nostalgic but then you have to consider that her husband worked at that factory and she told me he and she would lie in bed at night and gaze up at the blue fog swirling against their high ceilings built so high to give the fog enough room to churn and they would sleep under its soothing glow like a blanket after all it was the source of their income like a sun that nurtured them a life-giving substance back then they didn’t see it as a kind of pollution and the old woman will actually go out on her porch on the nights that the fog pours down the street and rock in her chair by its ghostly light on the porch that runs along the front of this immense ancient house in which I have recently rented the studio apartment in back while another tenant and her young daughter rent an attic apartment and I think you could easily divide this sprawling house into a dozen apartments and still leave enough room for my landlady to live in but she’s humble and finds our two rents sufficient she lives frugally on her husband’s pension and I’ve heard her sobbing quietly in mixed sadness and fondness as she rocks on the front porch fond and nostalgic for days gone by when her husband rocked beside her and the factory was a physical solid place not a photographic negative behind the trees that she gazes toward in the night as if she’s watching her husband walk up the hill to work with his lunch box in hand smiling as if she might see him come walking back down the hill at the end of the day but I heard that he was one of the workers killed in an explosion that occurred a year before the plant shut down another big reason it ended up closing its doors and a tank burst and a river of silver fluid came gushing down that hill and the neighbors rushed out my landlady among them and children who got too close were swept off in the cold burning flood and my landlady had tears in her eyes when I moved in and she told me all this and how she saw her husband’s body in that flood of hair tonic burned black and crumbling like ashes but showing pink and silver inside and the woman who rents the attic whispered that one night the landlady rushed out toward the flowing blue fog of residual energy when she saw a ballooned body bobbing along that she took for her long-dead husband but the tenant grabbed the lady just in time and pulled her away from the fog’s cold burning touch and up close the old woman could see it wasn’t her husband floating past but just another overly curious teenager going into the ghost factory on a dare or a homeless person seeking shelter inside a mirage made more real by dementia or the desire for self annihilation though she still rocks out there on the nights the flood creeps silently down the hill as if she still waits for her husband’s body to be borne along again born again and maybe she hopes to dive into the flow and cling to his buoyant body and let the current sweep her away with him to wherever it may disappear
#2: The Chained Man
There’s this glass tube that runs along the bottom of the china cabinet above the work counter of my tiny kitchen a cabinet so tall I need to climb on a chair and then on the counter itself to reach the top shelves the kitchen seeming to be taller than it is wide and this glass tube affixed to the bottom of the china cabinet is a power conduit with blue electricity coursing through it so it glows blue like neon but I can dim the flow with a brass knob though I can never shut it off completely and I found that if I carefully remove the glass tube to expose the electricity as it runs freely from one hole in the wall to another I can poke a long fork into it with a hotdog on the tines and cook that hotdog just right but one night when I did this I was impatient for the hotdog to cook so I turned the knob all the way up and suddenly the electric stream was gone and the whole house blacked out so that I was thrust into darkness absolute except for the blue glow around the edges of the curtains it being one of those nights the ghost factory sent out its polluted river and behind the walls or beyond the ceiling I heard a long chain rattling as if it were shooting through a metal pipe and let me tell you that I’ve never heard my landlady’s voice before while I was in my apartment or that of the divorced woman with her daughter in the attic for that matter but this night I did hear my landlady behind the wall or beyond the ceiling when she cried out muffled but shrill
“Oh no oh no oh no” and I heard the chain rattling outside now so I peeled back a curtain to see that a man was scampering headfirst down the side of the enormous house with no clothes on and no hair and no eyes and a chain was secured to a harness that looked almost like it was stitched or bolted into his skeletal frame now bear in mind the woman told me she and her husband never had any children so either she has been lying or doesn’t count this off-spring as a legitimate human being or else it might even be another tenant of hers whose presence she has denied for one reason or another I have suspected that there may be more apartments and tenants after all not just me and the woman in the attic maybe even tenants that the landlady has forgotten the existence of since this house is so vast that I wonder if she can remember her way around it in any case this man reached the lawn and started running away on all fours like a dog but through the walls or beyond the ceiling I heard that sound of a chain rattling through a pipe again and piercing squeals like a great wheel was turning and the chain went taut and started dragging the naked eyeless man backward again as he dug at the lawn to resist and he grimaced but made no sound as his body was pulled squirming and kicking up and up the side of the house in jerks of the chain out of my range of sight and then the squealing wheel sound was gone so I let the shade fall back into place and I felt my way back to my miniature kitchen back to the kitchen counter and guiltily fitted the glass tube into place and turned the knob down low until after a while the power kicked in again and electricity flowed calmly through the tube as it had before glowing serenely in my kitchen like a neon tube and after that night you can bet I stuck to sticking my hotdogs into the gas flames of my greasy little stove instead
#3: The Tenants
I had spoken briefly with the woman who rented the attic apartment when I first came to look into renting my smaller studio apartment at the rear of the house she being a very short and plump Oriental woman with a pleasant round face that when she smiles narrows eyes that look taut from cosmetic surgery to give her double lids and a longer nose but she has deeply sour breath that made me hold my own breath when we conversed and rolls of fat at the back of her neck that I noticed were red and chafed in their creases but until this morning I had never seen her daughter whom she had referred to as Hee a girl in her late teens I guessed who looks tall and slim and thus doesn’t resemble her mother at all though she is still much shorter than me maybe only 5 feet 4
the illusion of height being partly that her face is small and her body well proportioned with a long torso and long slender legs and hair to her shoulder blades made both artificially auburn and wavy and since it was a muggy afternoon today she wore a white tube top and a miniskirt with thin colorful horizontal stripes like static on a TV that showed off expanses of skin which despite her modest size seemed to me like landscapes of flesh like smooth brown oceans of skin one could drift upon and explore for hours or months at a time a skin so perfect it seemed plastic so that I was quite beguiled as I peeked out at her from around a shade as she paced in the driveway apparently waiting for someone maybe a friend or her mother to come down and drive her somewhere but she wasn’t irritated instead passed the time by brightly singing a song that went “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone… Silicone Swirl” over and over as if this were all she could remember of this song as again and again she paced and occasionally pirouetted on a heel with a sudden flourish singing “Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl” and upon completing one of these pirouettes she was left facing my window directly and maybe the suddenness of her halt made her notice my shade where it was indented because she cast a bright smile up at me I hoped not a mocking smile I hoped as sincere a smile as it looked and she waved the fingers of one hand cutely before spinning into her pacing stride again and resuming her song and this time maybe even for my benefit she twirled the index finger of both hands in front of her tube top over where the nipples of her tiny breasts would be as she sang “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl”
#4: Surprisingly, a Gift!
When you’re lonely as most of us are you tend to watch too much TV and maybe for a sense of soothing nostalgia for a time when I was also lonely but at least young enough to believe I could resolve that in the future I had taken lately to watching a show I used to enjoy in the 70s called Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski the character being a detective who was also a psychiatrist not only for his fellow officers but dispensing his therapy and advice to anyone he might come into contact with on the tough city streets and he was raised on those streets so he knew what he was talking about this slight little man always in the same somewhat too small charcoal gray suit and narrow tie with his hair receding from his dome and a squinty little face always carrying a tiny black revolver like a toy but he was a mean shot when it came to picking the bad guys off fire escapes and rooftops though he was all compassion when counseling troubled officers well I was ready to lose myself in another rerun episode and bobbing my head to the exciting opening song called Let it Burn sung by sassy black women when I heard the screen door of the miniature enclosed porch outside my apartment slam shut so I got up and walked to my door and peeked out and there just inside my tiny porch was a cardboard box which I found was addressed to me but which bore no return address so I carried the box which wasn’t heavy to my kitchen table and sliced it open and rummaged through the wadded up newspapers inside and when I withdrew my hands I found that a confetti of tiny bits of paper came sprinkling out and as they fell on the table I noticed that each carefully snipped tiny scrap bore a bit of punctuation whether a comma or period or question mark or exclamation point which struck me as coincidental because the computer on which I am writing these thoughts for you has been malfunctioning for several months it’s an older model as you can see from the condition of the glass parts of which it is almost entirely made except for the black rubber keys and knobs and valves and toggle switches of tarnished brass worked in here and there the glass being scuffed and scratched and in one area the blue electricity that flows through the tubes at the back of the machine behind the circular glass screen leaked out a crack one time and blackened the glass opaque there after which a series of my punctuation keys no longer functioned these including the period, comma, semicolon, dash, parentheses, question mark, and exclamation point keys; though I had still retained the apostrophe, hyphen, ellipsis, colon, slash, etc. Now, as I took in this spill of disjoined punctuation, I noticed that the wadded up newspapers I had pulled out were riddled with tiny holes as if bugs had been nibbling through them, though I realized at once that these were the spots where someone had patiently cut out every bit of punctuation—at least, the punctuation that corresponded to my malfunctioning keys—from their pages. Furthermore, at the bottom of the box I found handfuls of colorful plastic magnets of the type children use to spell out the alphabet and words on their parents’ refrigerators, though in my case the magnets solely consisted of periods, commas, and more of the punctuation marks I had been so long denied. So as Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski played in the background, reassuring me with its nostalgia and its reassuring hero, I sat before the door to my fridge and placed all those magnets upon it, spacing them out in such a way that one would expect words to settle themselves into those gaps later, when I had decided what those words should be.
I was grateful for whoever had left this thoughtful gift; it reassured me that what is broken or lacking or scarred can be patched up later on. Maybe not in a way that is, strictly speaking, ideal, of course, but in such a way, I think, that we can find, oh, at least some modicum of balance, if that is the right word, or order; a sense of perseverance in spite of our handicaps and encumbrances!
#5: Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski
Let me begin again, now that I am no longer encumbered.
When you’re lonely, as most of us are, you tend to watch too much TV—and maybe for a sense of soothing nostalgia for a time when I was also lonely (but, at least, young enough to believe I could resolve that in the future), I had taken lately to watching a show I used to enjoy in the 70s, called Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski. The character was a detective who was also a psychiatrist, not only for his fellow officers but dispensing his therapy and advice to anyone he might come into contact with on the tough city streets—and he was raised on those streets, so he knew what he was talking about. Jabronski was this slight little man, always in the same somewhat too small charcoal gray suit and narrow tie, with his hair receding from his dome and a squinty little face. He always carried a black revolver, which was tiny as a toy, but he was a mean shot when it came to picking the bad guys off fire escapes and rooftops.
He was all compassion when counseling troubled officers, though.
The show opened with the theme song, Let it Burn, sung by sassy black women accompanied by a snazzy electric guitar, and Jabronski was seen sitting on tenement steps with his arm around the shoulders of a sobbing uniformed patrolman, Jabronski jumping on the hood of a parked car and sliding on his rear off the other side with his little gun thrust out to the left and then right, Jabronski with his arm around the shoulders of a sobbing elderly woman, Jabronski slamming a thug twice his size up against a brick wall with his little face and little gun thrust in the bad guy’s face, and so on. When the opening credits ended, the program switched to a commercial. Commercials made me restless, so I thought I would idle through a few other stations and come back in a couple of minutes. I took up my tarnished brass remote, and thumbed its black rubber keys repeatedly like a gun firing on empty cylinders until finally the channel changed. My TV, all composed of glass like my computer, had been performing erratically since the night I had accidentally, tem-porarily cast the house into darkness. Sometimes the blue electricity coursing through the tubes in back of the screen would brighten and throw a fluttering light show across the wall, and other times the current would dim to such a meager trickle I thought it would extinguish itself. When the channel changed, there was an initial burst of jarring static and the broadcast was grainy and wavered for several seconds until it cleared. I wasn’t even sure what number I had thumbed, and was about to enter a channel number I was familiar with when the program that was playing arrested me. Actually, it was the song that was playing that arrested me.
A man was singing and dancing on the screen, while animated flowers of psychedelic colors floated in the background, along with a few silent dancers who followed the singer’s movements. They were maybe women or maybe slim men or a combination of both, in tight white body suits, white boots with platform heels, their faces white with greasepaint, or were those masks? Did their costumes encase their skulls or were they without hair and ears?
The singer himself wore white greasepaint, but also red dots on his cheeks and red lipstick, his eyes ringed in black kohl. His hair was maybe a wig or maybe not, all curly crimson red and bushing out from beneath a black top hat drooping to one side like a crushed stovepipe, ringed with a lime green satin ribbon. He wore a long, black velvet coat, and under that a black body suit blending into black platform shoes. The man was smiling glassy-eyed into the camera, singing, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl” over and over as he did his little soft-shoe dance, twirling around and opening his coat at the lyric, “You make me feel like a girl,” to reveal two swirling designs—more animation?—that spun around and around over his breasts like twin hypnotic vortexes. “Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl,” he sang, dancing backward away from the camera then forward, closer, again. Sashaying lightly, nimbly from side-to-side across the screen, his mime-like dancers following along, and when he again sang,
“Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl,” this time he twirled the index finger of both hands in front of his body suit where those hypnotic designs spun around. And he continued singing, “Oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl.”
I recognized this as the song my fellow tenant’s daughter Hee had been singing that morning when I’d spied on her from my window, twirling around and stirring her fingers in front of her tube top in what I now realized was an imitation of this prancing entertainer. I felt an odd tingle throughout my body at the memory of that lovely child, like a surge of the blue electricity that coursed through my TV.
I watched the performer sing and dance for an unknown amount of time, as if mesmerized by the spiraling whirlpools on his chest or the repetition of his lyrics—“Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl…Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl…Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl”—until, with a start, I realized I had been away from Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski for far too long. Cursing myself and sitting up a little taller in my chair, I returned to the channel I had tuned to earlier and cursed again to see that the program was well underway.
Jabronski sat on a curb beside a fellow plainclothes officer, whose face was cupped in his hands. This cop was moaning, “I don’t think I can take much more of this, Jabronski. I don’t know how you’ve been able to do it as long as you have. Babies born drug addicts, man— born drug addicts! Drug-addicted babies needing a goddamn fix!”
The small, balding Jabronski always spoke in a high-pitched, city-tough accent, and snapped out his words with hard-eyed confidence. He slipped an arm around the bigger cop’s shoulders and said, “Jimmy, it’s like this. You gotta
–” and Jabronski paused to look off into space thoughtfully, as if searching for just the right analogy “– you gotta build a fire. “(In his city accent, he said it fi-ah.) Nodding with satisfaction at this choice of advice, he looked back to the man and continued with whispered emphasis, “You gotta let it… burn.”
The episode continued, with a drug lord named Kane sending his dealers into the unnamed city’s playgrounds and schoolyards, selling drugs to high school kids and kindergarteners alike, until the next commercial break. I quickly picked up my remote to have another look at the entertainer I had stumbled upon, but remembered I had selected the number at random and didn’t know it. Luckily, the remote had a feature that recalled the last channel you had visited. I pressed this key, and found myself back at that channel.
Again, a blast of static before the image appeared, this grainy and watery and the sound distorted until everything cleared. The performer was still singing the same song, the same words, doing the same dance, twirling around and stirring the vortexes over his breasts with his fingers, singing in his sweet light voice, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl” over and over. But this time his troupe of dancing mimes were all suspended from crosses in the background, crucified (without blood), heads hanging low, each with a swirling vortex obscuring their face. All the while, the entertainer in his top hat and red-rimmed grin singing, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl.”
I was careful not to get too mesmerized this time, but still found my program had continued on without me. Jabronski was sitting on the bottom step of a tenement’s front stairs, beside him a skinny black boy with a huge afro.
This boy looked frustrated, his face scrunched up, and he wagged his head as he said, “I dunno, Jabronski. How can I make her like me? She doesn’t even see me, man. It’s like I don’t exist!”
Jabronski chuckled, and reached out to pat the boy’s head, but stayed his hand at the last second, uncertain about the afro. Instead, he hugged the kid against him a little and said, “Billy, Billy. You gotta build a fi-ah.” Another squeeze against him, and another chuckle as he shook his head. “You gotta let it burn.”
Just then Jabronski’s girlfriend, a shapely blond with layers and layers of blow-dried hair, almost a head taller than himself, a hooker with a heart of gold, came clicking along on her stiletto heels. Jabronski squinted up at her with a little smirk as she crooked a finger at him.
“Daaamn,” said Billy, looking up at her.
Another commercial break, and with it another look at that other station, as if answering a compulsion, now that I had its number memorized. Yet this time, the static wouldn’t clear. No picture would resolve itself, but through the hiss and crackle—if I bent my head close to the screen—as if from a great distance I heard the faintest music and the tiniest voice cheerfully singing, “Oh Silicooone… Silicone Swirl…”
Back to Jimmy, the detective Jabronski had counseled earlier, on the edge of a playground while little Billy with his great globe of an afro whispered about some dealers that had been coming around. Just then a car pulled up opposite them, with machine gun barrels poking out of its windows. The guns opened up, and despite Jimmy’s efforts to shield Billy with his body, both of them went down in the gutter. Just as the big boat of a car went screeching off, Jabronski’s beat-up but revved-up car came shrieking around the corner. He spotted the two bodies, jammed on his brakes, jumped out and raced to his fallen friends. As a consequence of being riddled with countless bullets, both Jimmy and Billy had a trickle of blood running down from one corner of their mouths. Kneeling down, Jabronski cradled the dead boy across his knees, turned his face up to the gray city sky and screamed in his high-pitched voice, “Noooo!”
Just then, a pay phone a little down the street started ringing. Jabronski gently lay Billy back down again, went to the phone and snatched the receiver.
The camera cut to the headquarters of drug lord Kane, who said menacingly into his own phone’s mouthpiece, “You pushed me too far, Jabronski. Now it’s your move. How do you want to call it?”
Jabronski was trembling with pent-up rage, barely able to contain it. Tears streamed down his face, and through gritted teeth, his city-tough voice even more high-pitched with the strain of his emotions, he cried, “You gotta build a fi-ah! You hear me, Kane?” The camera moved in closer on his tormented, intense face. “You gotta let it buuuuuuuuuurn! ”
As the story progressed, Jabronski launched a one-man raid on Kane’s main drug-producing plant. Suddenly Kane pulled up in his big boat of a car, and Jabronski vaulted onto the hood of his own beat-up but revved-up vehicle, slid to the opposite side on his rear, and when he landed fired bullets to the left and the right, dropping the two henchmen Kane had brought with him.
Jabronski chased Kane into the plant, where the drug lord tried to elude the cop by climbing up on some catwalks above his drug-producing operation.
When he whirled to take a few shots back at Jabronski, he lost his balance and fell screaming into a huge bubbling vat of some illegal and potent concoction.
Perhaps he died in a mixed state of terror and bliss, one hand groping at the air before it sank down out of view.
A commercial. Just static on that channel now. Why had I never seen this station before? Had the anomalous hotdog-cooking incident caused my TV to be able to pick it up, where it hadn’t before? And would I ever be able to receive it again? For now, no matter how high I cranked the volume, no matter how close I drew to the screen, I couldn’t make out any music or singing.
In the concluding scene to this episode of Detective/PsychiatristJabronski, just before the closing credits and a reprise of the song Let it Burn, we cut to Jabronski in bed with his statuesque hooker girlfriend, both with the blanket pulled up primly to their armpits. Jabronski was smoking a cigarette, and his girlfriend tickled his ear with one finger, purring, “How do you do it, Jabronski? Go undercover all day…and undercover all night with me, too?”
“You gotta build a fi-ah, baby,” he told her, his cigarette bobbing in his mouth. “You gotta let it burn.”
#6: The Ephemeral Eye
Being an employee at Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals, I could have had the drug Insanolin prescribed free by my doctor, had I needed it—but fortunately, I had never seen the Ephemeral Eye myself. This town I lived in—Gosston—was mid-sized, and the Ephemeral Eye tended to visit larger cities, though it was not wise to assume one was safe anywhere. There had been numerous cases where the huge phantom Eye had been spotted floating above the tops of forest trees by unlucky campers, or travelers on lonely back roads, or out the windows of remote farm houses. Typically, however, the glowing green Eye came drifting over the cities of this world, drifting low over the tops of tenement blocks or navigating between the canyon walls of office towers, then coming to a stop to hover in a stationary position for a few minutes or as long as an hour, often nosed up so close to one window that a person might easily feel they had been singled out in the whole of that city for the Eye’s present appearance. In such a case, when the Eye seemed that particular, its visit that intimate—at least to the occupant living behind that window—the individual usually required a full 150mg (2X daily) dose of Insanolin after the incident.
The symptoms of the sickness could be anything, ranging from depression to indigestion, malaise to nausea, nervousness to flatulence, feelings of persecution to migraine headaches, suicidal thoughts, chills, agitation, sleeplessness, uncontrollable laughter, narcolepsy, uncontrollable sobbing, heart palpitations. Insanolin dulled these effects, with varying degrees of success, rather than eradicating them altogether. Time would or wouldn’t achieve that. Some individuals were unfortunate enough to witness the Ephemeral Eye again, and again. It was a risk one took living in a big city, where there is a lot of activity at night and people are less likely to want to hide themselves inside come sun-down, as people in small towns will often do despite their lesser chances of witnessing the Eye. The Eye had only ever been seen at night, though some suggested that it did indeed pass amongst us in the day but that under conditions of sunlight it simply couldn’t be perceived.
The Ephemeral Eye had the general shape and size of a smallish blimp, such as might be used for advertisement rather than a zeppelin used for trans-portation. It was in the form of a gigantic, unblinking, unmoving eye, the eye and its lids contained within an elliptical body. The Eye was a luminous lime green. This vivid green light would glow through people’s closed blinds or around the edges of their drawn shades, and the light alone was enough to create anxiety, but it wasn’t the same as meeting the titanic Eye’s gaze directly.
A number of witnesses who had encountered the Eye up close said that they felt the iris was a spiral that spun around the pupil, while others insisted that what these people were seeing was actually a giant gear or cog turning around and around.
It was generally felt that the Ephemeral Eye was a hologram or suchlike, because its image had occasionally been seen to flicker briefly with bars of static—even to suddenly blink out of and back into existence after a more pro-longed burst of static. The Eye was usually silent, but it might be heard to buzz very loudly while this static was occurring, and for a while thereafter.
Sometimes the Eye blinked out of existence and didn’t return, though in most instances it simply floated off into the distance out of sight, presumably to slip unobserved back into its own or at least another dimension (and did it haunt more worlds than simply our own?). Perhaps it never stopped roaming the globe, never came to rest. It had been spied by unlucky ships at sea, either high amongst the clouds or so low it almost skimmed the ocean’s waves, and in one case I had read about, a lonely lighthouse keeper had thrown himself to his death after having had the Eye visit him at his desolate outpost.
After several cases in which pilots had accidentally or even intentionally crashed their planes after encountering the Eye in its own element, pilots of any size or type of aircraft had to be rigorously conditioned to avert their eyes and focus solely on their instruments should they begin to glimpse the Eye in the distance (far enough away that its effects would not as yet be felt—just a distant green dot like a firefly). Their instruments could not warn them of the ghostly Eye’s approach, though the pilots could be radioed if the Eye had been sighted somewhere along their flight path. Passengers flying at night were very much inclined to keep their window panels slid shut.
Some suggested the apparition had been intended as an advertisement for some product or service, but the program had become corrupted and those responsible for it did not want to come forward and be sued for the damages it had wreaked. One of the wilder theories was that the thing was an actual sentient being, a living if insubstantial creature from another plane or reality, visiting or trapped in our reality.
Maybe I could afford to be so charitable, because I myself had never been affected (and because it was the source of my livelihood), but I actually felt sorry for the thing sometimes. It seemed like such a lonely entity. It seemed as if it might even be searching for something, or a single somebody who had til now eluded it. Always searching, looking for something and never finding it. Never able to close that immense eye to rest, never able to shed a tear to express whatever it was it might be feeling. I almost felt a weird kind of affinity with the thing, at times. Maybe others did, too. My own theory was that it might be a projection from the collective unconscious of other people like myself. There were, in fact, some fringe groups such as the cult the Eternal Eye that worshipped the thing as a manifestation of their god. I guess the Ephemeral Eye was whatever you wanted it to be. Searching, searching this globe, stimulating the fears and imaginations of those who were in some way searching for something elusive or intangible themselves.
#7: TV Rituals
I had by now exchanged brief pleasantries with Hee, the daughter of the tenant who lived in the great house’s attic, on a number of occasions when I’d gone outside to collect my mail and found her in the drive waiting for a ride with her giggly young chums to go shopping or to the cinema or what have you.
Her eyes and smile beamed quite openly but I found I was shy and tongue-tied, until the day that Hee—who was wont to gush very freely, complaining about her mother’s restrictions or lack of understanding, or complaining about the friends who were on their way to pick her up—mentioned that she felt out of sorts that afternoon because she had run out of her prescription of Insanolin and her “stupid mother” hadn’t bothered to get it refilled yet.
Ah! Now I had a topic to loosen my tongue! I quickly told Hee how I was an employee of Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals, right here in Gosston, where we produced the medication she took. She then asked if I could get some for her.
“Ah, well,” I stammered, “I can’t just take it out of the plant with me. I could get fired for that.”
“Well, what, so they scan you or x-ray you or something?”
“No, but…”
“Strip search you?” she asked. She said it with what I thought, or hoped, was a suggestive touch to her smile.
Hee went on to explain that in her country, from which she and her mother had immigrated a few years ago, she and some schoolmates had seen the dir-igible-like Ephemeral Eye gliding above their city one night. Insanolin wasn’t as accessible in her country as it was here, and so it wasn’t until she moved here several years after the episode that she began taking the drug. “By then,”
she shrugged, “the damage was done.”
“Damage?” I knew the damage of Ephemeral Eye manifestations could be manifold.
“I’m sure that’s why I became a prostitute over there,” she said matter-of-factly. “I mean, my mom had a good job so it wasn’t like we were desperate for money. Though I did like having my own money, of course. That is, whatever my stupid pimp left me. But that’s the two big reasons why my mom wanted us to come over here—to get me Insanolin, and to get me off the streets.” She shrugged her bared, smooth, brown shoulders again.
“Uh, that’s good,” I said. “I’m glad you came over here, then.” I tried not to be thrown too much by her admission. It was my understanding that something like one in three women in her country was a prostitute, and that one in three of them had a deadly STD. I tried not to be thrown too much by that bit of trivia, too.
“Hey, when I come back tonight can I come visit you? We could watch some TV, make some popcorn, huh?” That little smile of hers, so beguiling. It gave me heart palpitations as if I had witnessed the Ephemeral Eye at some point, after all.
And so began our ritual of watching TV in my apartment together, which I was never sure whether her mother—who I very seldom saw—was aware of or not. I didn’t ask; I was simply grateful for Hee’s company. But my apartment was small, and I only had one reclining chair, so on that first evening—after she had returned from her outing with her friends—we both sat cross-legged on the carpet directly in front of the TV.
My attention was so fixed on how the right knee of her open legs pressed against my left knee, the totality of my mind and sensation focused onto that lucky little piece of skin, that I was barely conscious of Hee pointing my remote and punching in a number she obviously knew well. “I love this,” she said. “I watch it every day.”
It was as though my consciousness had to crawl its way out of some deep well of pleasure (like that vat of illegal intoxicants Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski’s enemy, Kane, had drowned in) to concentrate on what was playing on my TV…but gradually I did shift a sufficient degree of my awareness there, and my recent curiosity was rekindled as I watched that same dancing entertainer from a few nights ago, in his black clothing and his crooked black top hat with its lime green ribbon, his painted face still grinning and eyes still twinkling, as he sang so sweetly…
“Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone… Silicone Swirl.”
Hee was riveted, smiling broadly and rocking from buttock to buttock to the music. I thought she might join in the song, herself, at any moment. I asked her, “So how long has this program being running, now?” To which she only shrugged, not taking her eyes off the screen. Hers had that same wide, almost feverish gleam of the performer’s himself.
We must have watched this program steadily for at least an hour, without peeking at any other channels during commercial breaks as I as wont to do, since there were no breaks of any kind. Not once did the singer stop singing, stop dancing, and it was always the same dance steps: twirling around and opening his coat at the lyric, “You make me feel like a girl,” to reveal those two spirals that spun around and around over his breasts like twin hypnotic vortexes. “Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl,” he sang, dancing backward away from the camera then forward, closer, again. Sashaying lightly, nimbly from side-to-side across the screen, and twirling the index finger of both hands in front of his body suit where those hypnotic designs spun around. Then, twirling around again to open his coat again, all of it in ceaseless repetition.
Often his mime-like dancers in their white body suits and painted (masked?) white faces followed along to his steps, but the background changed every few minutes. Sometimes the change faded in gradually, while other times it was as abrupt as the blink of an eye. Sometimes the mimes faded away with the scene, or danced off out of view, to remain absent for a time. Then the mimes might return to assemble a new background set themselves, scrambling around like human spiders. Occasionally the components of a set came rolling together as if on wheels, and when the pieces connected they would create a miniature classroom with a few rows of desks at which the white mimes sat stiffly, or an office space with the mimes occupying a few mock cubicles, or a café with the mimes sitting at tables pretending to sip coffee, or a meat freezer with halved animal carcasses hanging from hooks, all frozen red flesh and curved white ribs, and the mimes hanging upside-down from their feet along with them. One time, a set came together to portray a tiny studio apartment with its livingroom doubling as a bedroom, two figures in the bed thrashing unseen under the blankets while the singer pranced nonchalantly in the foreground, and when the sections of that set broke up and rolled away again, behind them was revealed a vast plain of barren desolation, stretching off to the horizon, with a dull sun waning low in the gloomy sky. It was probably some kind of matte effect, though its sense of reality was so weirdly per-suasive that it gave me an unexpected flush of gooseflesh. I could almost feel the icy wind that stirred its dry, dead dust—though the entertainer went on with his unvarying routine unperturbed, oblivious. I had the unsettling notion, or intuition, that this was no clever sound stage or effect, and that its revelation had not been intentional but a slip up, an accident, that had unveiled the ultimate reality behind all facades.
This scene of lifelessness began to fade away, as another image began to fade in. That image appeared to be a gigantic eye, filling the screen behind the grinning dancer. I started to recoil. I started to voice an inarticulate cry. Before the transition could become complete, however, and the colossal eye come into focus, Hee pointed my remote again and returned me to the station I had been tuned to before her arrival. “That reminds me,” she said, rising to her pretty bare feet and brushing off the seat of her tight little shorts. “Time for my med. My stupid mother finally got some for me—no thanks to you. You got something I can drink?”
From a pocket of her shorts she produced a little green pill with an eye imprinted on it, which she held up for me to see. Insanolin. I saw heaps, mountains, landslides of these lime green pills every day at Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals, my place of work.
#8: Vook
Bobby Vook was a top executive of the Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals company, though I could never remember his precise designation (I can barely keep track of the titles of the people directly above me, lately exotically renamed
“process facilitators,” “coaches” and the like instead of supervisors and team leaders). Nepenthe has facilities in numerous countries, and its headquarters is overseas, but I guess Vook was in charge of operations here in this country.
Whatever the case, for us Bobby Vook was the most visible of the Nepenthe top brass, their vocal instrument.
A year ago, all three shifts from my plant, and everyone from our nearby sister Research and Development facility, were bussed to a hotel with a large convention hall. In addition to sacrificing a day of production, the company treated us to a lunch buffet and gave us all sorts of little gifts like pens and fridge magnets with the company logo, just to reassure us that—despite rumors that Nepenthe was suffering losses—the company still had plenty of cash to squander.
Bobby Vook was to give a presentation, to reassure us all about two things. One was those scary rumors of Nepenthe being in decline, largely due to the fact that several of the drugs we had developed some years back were soon to lose their exclusive patents, so that any rival company would be free to replicate their formulas. No doubt Vook would try to bolster our spirits with talk of new formulas that were in the “pipeline,” to replace the ones that were expiring. The other concern was allegations that Nepenthe—through the specific ministrations of Bobby Vook, it was claimed—had compromised its ethics in this country, by fraudulently inflating what is called the Average Wholesale Price of their drug products. Since this price represented the reimbursements Nepenthe received for drugs prescribed to the elderly and poor, as covered by our country’s Infirmaid program, Vook’s accusers claimed he was cheating taxpayers out of millions.
All I knew was that we thought his name was odd. At work it had taken on any number of meanings, none of them good. If a machine was malfunctioning, my coworker Albert might exclaim, “What the Vook?” Or my coworker Tom might jokingly curse me, “Vook you!” This was quite widespread. How could you even judge a person’s country of origin from such a name? It seemed more like the name one might give to a product; maybe not one of our drugs, but a laundry soap or soft drink.
We filed into the rows of seats for the presentation, taking note of the stage with its elaborate theatrical lighting, a large screen serving as its backdrop. Upon this screen was projected a slide show of propaganda: the grinning faces of children whose lives had been touched by our fine concoctions and elixirs, researchers in lab coats who apparently worked with similar childish grins stamped on their faces all day long, such images interspersed with inspirational, alliterative slogans like PRIDE IN OUR PRODUCTS, CARE FOR
OUR CUSTOMERS, DARE TO DIVERSIFY. This last sentiment pertained to Nepenthe’s commitment to diversity in its workforce. From what I could see, that translated into Nepenthe paying new workers the starting pay of eleven an hour in this country, five an hour in another country, three an hour in an even more remote and impoverished country, and so on. Now that’s what I call diversity.
Below DARE TO DIVERSIFY these lines came sliding onto the screen:
“From our many places of origin, we bring unique skills that combine to make us greater than the sum of our parts.” Which, implemented in the plant I worked at, I guess meant that someone from a country on the other side of the globe could teach us all a better way to slice the cellophane off a module of glass vials and load them onto a conveyor belt for filling. Maybe a different twist of the box cutter knife, indigenous to some distant land? A foreign but better method of peeling off that wrapping of cellophane?
Ah, but now we were seated, the slide show stopped, and from somewhere in the wings an amplified voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen…Bobby Vook!”
There was the barest heartbeat in which we hesitated, before applauding loudly if not enthusiastically. I think we were all a little surprised, and even embarrassed, that this man should be introduced like a celebrity—a talk show host. But here he came striding out onto the stage now, Nepenthe’s very own celebrity, our very own infamous-of-late Bobby Vook. He was an unremarkable fellow: middle-aged, blandly good looking, with sandy hair and spectacles. He didn’t have that steely-eyed, hard-mouthed look of so many executives. He looked like he might even be pleasant to talk to. Before today I had never seen him in person, just in telecasts—either live or recorded—on the big TV screens in our cafeteria. (During our frequent meetings, but also, these cafeteria TVs ran Nepenthe programming nonstop to “entertain and educate”
us while we ate, their booming sound drowning out our efforts at conversation and relaxation.) From those telecasts I knew that Vook eschewed expensive, sharp-lined business suits, instead favored sweaters over his shirt and tie. It was a human touch; this was what he was comfortable with, and it was no doubt calculated to make others comfortable with him. The down-to-earth, accessible, “Every Joe” Bobby Vook. Joe Vook, as it were.
He wore a sweater, as usual, but this one a little more showy than what I had seen on the cafeteria screens. This sweater had wide vertical bands of alternating green and orange—the colors of the Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals logo, which now loomed on the screen behind him.
Finished clipping a microphone to the collar of his sweater, this bland-looking executive looked up and out at us and said, “Ladies and gentleman…I’m Bobby Vook—and I ain’t no crook.”
We were stunned. There was a moment of hesitation, as there had been before we applauded for him. And then, a sudden crash of laughter. We all laughed spontaneously, as one. The laughter rolled up and over the man on the stage like a wave. It was amazing to us, delightfully unanticipated, that this man whose name had become a joke to us would make a joke of his own name as well. It almost made him one of us. This irreverence, this self depredation, this head-on confrontation of the charges against him, in combination had a funny, profound effect on us. It was just wholly unexpected. We were used to tedious platitudes, lazy and insincere catchphrases, the trendy use of the word
“robust” in every speech at every meeting (“robust line of products,” “robust growth,” “robust workforce,” etc.), the same propaganda that droned ceaselessly from the cafeteria TVs. Not this…this odd flash of humanity. Of fun.
This quirky bit of originality. This guy Vook was suddenly more challenging to pin down than just in terms of the nationality of his name.
Vook went on from there to defend himself, and Nepenthe, against those allegations of pricing fraud in regard to “critically important, life-sustaining medicine.” There would be “multi-district litigation,” Vook informed us, but he and Nepenthe’s foreign owners maintained that their pricing was fair and in court they would challenge the government’s “AWP reimbursement models,” hoping to win “a favorable civil resolution after a full investigation and negotiations with the multiple government agencies” involved.
Whatever dry and typical terminology he threw at us now as he paced the stage, gazing out at us earnestly through his little round specs, it didn’t matter.
He had already won us over. These cheated taxpayers were with him in his struggle. How dare the government try to bring down our man Vook? The vocal instrument of the place that put food (and drugs) in our mouths, and the standup comedian who could make fun of himself just as readily as we made fun of him?
When Bobby Vook wrapped up his speech that afternoon, we all burst into applause—and this time, without any hesitation. I remember seeing, even at a distance, the appreciative smile on Vook’s face. He had gotten more than he had expected that day, too. Our mutual surprise and gratification bonded us.
Suddenly, we Nepenthe workers had hope again. We had needed something to reinvigorate us. Yes, the talk of new drugs in the pipeline had reassured us somewhat…but what had really stirred us was knowing that we were being led by a unique guy like Bobby Vook.
There were plenty of meetings to follow in the months to come, both here and abroad, as this pricing issue played out in court, and concerning our patent and pipeline matters as well. Vook didn’t appear again in person in our area for quite a time, but he frequently appeared on our cafeteria TV screens, both at breaks and during telecast meetings. The first big telecast, following the meeting where we from the Gosston plant had seen him live, came about three months after that event. I remember we were all rapt, uncharacteristically quiet, as the telecast began. Normally we hated these ever-babbling mounted TVs, but this time we all watched with keen interest.
Then a voice off screen announced, “Ladies and gentlemen…it’s Booooobby Vook!”
Vook came jogging onto the stage, onto the screen, amid energetic applause from both the audience before him and the viewers here in Gosston.
He had the same bland face and haircut, the same little specs, and again his sweater bore the colors of the Nepenthe logo—alternating vertical bands of orange and green—but whereas before the colors had been pastel, now the orange was fluorescent and the green was lime green. Vook already had his microphone clipped to his collar, and as soon as he hit the center of the stage he called out, grinning, “Hey, let me tell you something. I’m Bobby Vook—and I ain’t no goddamn crook!”
We roared. Absolutely roared. Some people even shot up from their chairs and slapped their hands together fit to fracture the bones within. We had waited to see if it was just a fluke that first time…but now we knew it for certain: this guy was one of us! No politician, however committed to the little people, could have aroused a greater sense of connectivity with his con-stituents at that moment.
Vook pointed into the camera and said, “Love you, Gosston!”
We roared again, even more thunderously. After the meeting, some of us had hoarse voices all afternoon. Vook hadn’t forgotten that warm reception we had given him three months earlier. We didn’t feel like mere worker ants anymore; we felt proud of ourselves, of our work, and the products we produced.
The latter two things, perhaps for the first time in our working careers.
Vook went on to discuss the latest developments in the litigation issue, and Nepenthe’s continuing plans to contest it. There was reiteration and elaboration regarding our future products, currently awaiting completion of clinical testing and government approval. But all of this felt like the afterglow of a tremendous orgasm. We sat there with dumb smiles on our faces, as if over-medicated with the drugs we produced.
At the conclusion of the telecast, Vook gave a bow, a wave, and jogged away off the stage again. The announcer shouted, “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s give a big hand for Bobby Vook!”
And Vook trotted back onto the stage, for a repeat of his bow and wave.
Three months later, and another telecast. We’d followed the doings of Bobby Vook in company email bulletins (and in the newspapers), but it wasn’t the same as seeing the man in his element: public speaking. He had always been an effective speaker, but the pressures brought upon him by this pricing fraud issue had forged a new man out of him, kicked him into a whole new course of evolution. Oh, he had already worked his way up to the topmost branches of Nepenthe’s many-armed tree, but this was something else. He had evolved this time not in rank, but in our perception of him; in his persona. And we eagerly awaited to see how this mutative process would continue.
In the next telecast, we saw, and liked what we saw. After the giddy announcer had cried, “Ladies and gentlemen…get ready for Booooobby Vook!” the man came jogging out onto the stage, and we gathered in the Gosston plant’s cafeteria shared an excited grin like a bunch of kids anticipating a magic show. Vook’s sweater was black this time, but on the front of it was the Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals logo, woven into the fabric in illuminated green and orange filaments that must have been tied into a battery pack he wore on his belt. He had adopted a younger haircut, spiky and gelled, and his new eyeglasses had thick frames of green plastic. The lenses were tinted orange.
“Hey, you know what?” he cried. “I’m Bobby Vook—and I ain’t no fucking crook!”
Upon which followed the loudest, longest response yet. We all bolted to our feet instantly, and cheered. Vook could apparently see us, live, as we saw him, because he looked into the camera and made quieting gestures with his arms, and said, “People…thank you…thanks…hey, calm down there, Gosston, huh?”
When at last the furor had died down, and the audience in front of him and we in Gosston had reclaimed our seats, Vook brought us up to date on the fraud scandal. A huge fine against Nepenthe was being proposed, in the millions, but Vook reassured us that Nepenthe was still in negotiations, still hoped to convince the government agencies concerned that the AWP for Nepenthe’s products had to be reevaluated and readjusted.
The bad news was, one of the drugs in the pipeline had been rejected by the Food and Drug Regulation Board, after the years of research and development that went into any given product. Well, Vook said, that was the way it worked out sometimes, for every pharmaceutical manufacturer. “Back to the drawing board, huh?” he shrugged. “But hey, we still have other stuff further back in the pipeline, right? We’ve had our successes in the past, and we’ll have them again, my friends!”
Three months later—nine months since that first exciting presentation for the Gosston plant—Bobby Vook arrived for a return visit. Again, we were to be bussed to the same hotel, the same convention hall, for another buffet and more pens and magnets. Whatever Bobby Vook had to tell us, though, was probably just more of what we’d been following in our email bulletins and lesser meetings with our supervisors—that is, process facilitators. Nepenthe had been fined nineteen million, which, as vast a sum as it was, had actually been negotiated down from a larger amount. Nepenthe was appealing the fine, but their chances of avoiding it looked slim. The good news, the bulletins told us, was that no criminal charges would be leveled at Bobby Vook directly, and he would continue in his role as the head of this nation’s operations while he considered “other exciting opportunities the company was offering him overseas.”
Also, we expected Vook to formally introduce a new company philos-ophy, a radical new direction, that the bulletins and our bosses had already begun preparing us for. This was something called Lean, which involved a whole new approach to streamlining every process, from manufacturing our products to shipping them to the customer. Lean also encompassed a streamlining of our workforce, from the sales and administration offices right down to the machine operators. A retirement package would be offered to anyone who left voluntarily, after which the remaining number of cuts would be determined and implemented. These cuts would take place in every Nepenthe plant, but in Gosston’s case it meant we needed to lose four hundred people, voluntarily or not, half of whom would be let go in six months and the other half six months later.
We filed to our seats. The hall lights dimmed, and the stage lights beamed dazzling rays with some orange and green spotlights thrown into the mix. The announcer gushed, “Ladies and gents…it’s the man of the hour, the man with the plan, the myth and the legend—Mr. Bobby Vook!”
Vook pranced out onto the stage, into the most dazzling of the stage lights.
He dazzled in and of himself. He wore an orange spandex jumpsuit, which did not compliment the paunch that his sweaters had always concealed, and on its chest was the logo for Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals—like a superhero’s signa-ture emblem. He wore rubber goggles with orange lenses, and little green lights circling those lenses. His head had been shaved bald, and waxed to a plastic gleam.
“Hel-lo, Gosston!” he shouted. “I believe you may be familiar with me.
The name is Bobby Vook…” A huge grin, dazzlingly white in the stage lights.
“… wait for it…” he teased. His eyes, even behind the orange lenses, were agleam.
“…and I ain’t no goddamn motherfucking CROOK!”
There were no insects in Gosston’s Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals plant. We followed very aseptic procedures. You had to change from your street clothes, even change into factory shoes, upon your arrival. You wore a hair cover and a lab coat over your uniform, even outside the sterile cores where vials were filled and other critical procedures took place. We used plastic instead of wooden shipping pallets, lest insects nest in the latter. We had special lights spaced in the halls that lured and zapped flying insects, though these never seemed to make it through the various automatically locked doors and airlocks anyway. I’m sure the hotel wasn’t quite as stringent as we were in regard to insects, but I was reasonably sure there were no crickets to be found in its rooms, its restaurant, or the hall that served as its convention center. If there had been any crickets in that hotel, however, I’m sure we would have heard them chirping now. Because the room was dead silent. Not a single pair of hands had come together. There was not so much as a cough or a clearing of the throat. I’ve noticed in the past that if someone makes a sniffing sound in a quiet room, soon other people will need to sniff, too…a compulsion, as if they’ll starve for air if they don’t. There was not even a single sniff, however, as Bobby Vook stood there before us, all shiny orange in his bath of spot lights, little green lights twinkling around the lenses that now looked like big gaping skull sockets in his head. His grin a skull’s, now, too.
“Ohh-kay,” he said at last, and chuckled nervously. In an uncertain tone, he went right into his presentation, turning his face from us to pace up and down the stage as he spoke. His voice sounded strained, either from embarrassment or from trying to hold in the paunch he had to be suddenly all too aware of.
He talked about the fine. He talked about Lean, and the sad necessity of job cuts, but the bright future that Nepenthe still offered for those who remained. It was all about the customer, after all, he told us…making sure they got the best product they could in the fastest possible way.
There was no applause at the end of his presentation, either. When the announcer called out, “Let’s hear it for Bobby Vook, ladies and gentlemen,”
the most you heard was a few people clicking the buttons on their new pens, their faces set in hard lines as they contemplated their longevity with Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals. Vook waved back at us without actually looking at us as he jogged—no, bolted—off the stage.
Three months later—a year since Bobby Vook’s first meeting to address the pricing issue—I was sitting in the cafeteria trying to eat while assailed by the propaganda spouting from the oversized mounted TV screens spaced about the great room, when I heard my coworker Albert say, “Hey, look, it’s Vook.” He pointed toward the nearest screen.
There, we saw a photo of Bobby Vook taken when he still wore his sandy hair in a bland conservative cut, and small steel-framed spectacles. Words scrolled below the pleasantly smiling portrait, which read: “It is with great sadness that we report the passing away of our friend of many years, Bobby Vook.
Last night, Bobby took his own life at home, where his body was discovered by his wife, Tilly. He is also survived by his sons Tommy and Billy. We will keep you up to date on funeral details, but in the meantime, all the Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals facilities across the globe unite to share our grief…”
“What the Vook?” Albert exclaimed.
The scrolling words were cut off by a strobe flash of static. For a few moments, through watery, wavering distortions, I saw a figure dancing…twirling…grinning into the camera. Though I couldn’t hear the words he was singing, I did see that he wore a crooked black top hat with a lime green ribbon. But then the static returned to swallow that image, and when it cleared, the screen returned to its endless stream of Nepenthe’s very own programming.
We learned more about Vook’s passing in the newspapers, in the days that followed. Vook did indeed die in his home, specifically in his bathroom, where he was found curled on the floor in a pool of his vomit, wearing nothing but his steel-rimmed specs and the black sweater upon which glowed, in orange and green fibers, the logo of Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals. He had died from an over-dose of the sleep aid LethargEase, one of our company’s numerous products.
I wasn’t one of those to have his job cut, as it turned out, though coworkers dropped away around me like war buddies gunned down by a remote, dispassionate enemy. Over my lunch in the cafeteria the day I learned of Bobby Vook’s suicide, I became rather philosophical. It occurred to me that Bobby Vook was one of us, after all—at least in one respect. He had not only helped to implement the Lean process that was to cut so many workers from Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals, but he had cut himself from those ranks, as well.
#9: Waltered States
After several evenings of sitting on the carpet to watch TV together, this time Hee suggested we both sit in the recliner instead. We were pressed into it so snugly that she was practically in my lap. I was afraid that she would take note of my subsequent state of tumidity, but if she did she didn’t call attention to it.
She watched TV with a zealot’s devotion. Changing the channel with my remote, she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh, oh, I’ve been wanting to watch this documentary about Rake and Widget!” She set the remote down on a smooth brown thigh (oh lucky, lucky remote) and clapped her hands like a child half her age (she had told me she was eighteen, which was a relief—her personality, if not her former occupation, had led me to think she was a year or two younger).
“Who are Rake and Widget?”
“A music group. This is one of the new channels I’ve been watching ever since the night we lost power for a while.”
Without admitting to having been the cause of that incident, I asked,
“Where do you think these channels are coming from?”
“Other dimensions,” she said easily. “I sure wish Rake and Widget were in this dimension—I love them. Shh, now.” She pressed a finger to my lips, and I had an impulse to take it wholly into my mouth but she drew it away first.
The documentary began by following a musical performer of this other dimension named Walter Egan, as a limousine delivered him at some TV or movie studio, a handheld camera shadowing him all the way. This Walter Egan had an attractive head of fluffy, snowy hair and looked unpretentiously casual in his dark glasses, black t-shirt and jeans. Inside the studio, on a small sound-stage around which were gathered cameras and clusters of lights, a flurry of smiling, more self-consciously attired individuals greeted the musician enthusiastically. Chief among these grinning hand-shakers was a slender youngish man who introduced himself to Egan as Teddy Winsome, his tan set off by his expensive light-colored shirt and slacks.
“Walter,” Teddy Winsome gushed, pumping Egan’s hand, “I can’t tell you how exciting it is that you could make it today to watch Rake and Widget shoot this video.”
“Well, it was fun to be flown in here for this,” said Egan. “I’m flattered these guys wanted to cover my song.”
“Oh, they love Tunnel O’ Love. It’s such a cool song, Walter; it has to be the raunchiest song I’ve ever heard. I think that’s why the boys thought it would be fun to do it. It was very important to them that you get to see the shoot. God, we’re all such fans of your work, here!” He waved an arm to encompass the large, scattered crew of technicians, camera operators, makeup artists, publicity people and the like. Winsome went on, “I’ve been meaning to check out some of your newer work, like Walternative—what a great title that is! But Magnet and Steel from ‘78—oh wow, Walter, who doesn’t love that song? Such a classic. I had such a crush on Stevie Nicks when I was a teenager—and who didn’t, huh? I suggested to Rake and Widget they try to get her to do backing vocals for their cover of Tunnel O’Love, like she did for you, but ah…” his smile flickered and he shrugged “…they have their own vision, you know. They’re the artists, not me, right?” Winsome gave a nervous-sounding little laugh. He had an anxious sort of energy, like a dog waiting to be swatted again with his master’s rolled up newspaper.
I noticed, and it seemed to me that Egan noticed too, that there were some dark red stains on the front legs of Winsome’s slacks below the knees, as if he might have spilled some food on himself or maybe knelt down in something wet, but Winsome didn’t appear to notice the stains himself.
“So, ah, are you the director, Teddy?” Egan asked.
“Director? Oh no,” Winsome chuckled, darting a look over his shoulder, perhaps startled by the sound of the crew behind him as they rearranged the position of a set of lights. “Rake and Widget direct themselves. I’m their liaison here.”
“Liaison?”
“Their agent, more simply.”
Egan nodded, glancing over at the large greenscreen backdrop the cameras and lights were trained on. The performers would be photographed against this field of lime green, and another background or series of backgrounds later added behind them using the process called chroma key.
Looking back to Winsome, the singer said, “You know, sorry to say I’d never heard of these guys before.”
Winsome blinked at Egan several times, his smile uncertain, as if he thought the songwriter might be kidding him. He wagged his head. “Rake andWidget, Walter. They’re huge right now.” He waved a scolding finger at Egan and joked, “You know, it’s not the seventies anymore, Walter.”
Egan smiled politely and said, “Well Teddy, I’m sorry, but I follow all kinds of music, and I just never heard of these guys until the request to cover my song. And I still haven’t had the chance to hear anything by them. What kind of style do they have, anyway?”
“Oh, they’re very versatile! They can do just about any kind of genre.
Rockabilly, reggae, blues, punk…”
“Teddy! Teddy!” someone called. “It’s the boys!”
Egan and Winsome turned—Winsome with a brittle grin pinned onto his face—and the handheld camera that had been bobbing beside them, covering their conversation, whipped around woozily and settled on two figures as they approached the pair.
The figures couldn’t have been more different. One of them—Rake, I was to learn in a moment—was very tall and rail thin, appearing all the taller and thinner in his tight black jacket and tight black jeans. He wore black cowboy boots, and a bolo tie with a large turquoise stone offset by his black shirt. On his head, brim pulled low, was a black straw cowboy hat. It further shadowed eyes that were already deep-set in a gaunt, ashen face. His long sideburns, mustache and goatee were so black and geometrically trimmed that they looked like barely convincing theatrical appliances.
The documentary cut to a closeup of Egan, his eyes unreadable behind their dark lenses but his mouth hanging open a little, as he took in the smaller—much smaller—of the musical duo.
Widget had a waddling, floating sort of walk, his feet rising too high in an exaggerated simulation of walking. He was maybe thirty-five or forty inches tall, with the proportions of a child or dwarf, his stubby arms floating out to his sides. He wore a white, short-sleeved dress shirt under a green set of lederhosen with traditional suspenders and drop front flap. His glossy hair looked like a dollop of blood red ice cream atop his head, his bunched cheeks freckled and huge eyes emerald green. His jaw was hinged, and his limbs jointed, because Widget was a doll who moved as if suspended from wires—though I saw no wires, from where I sat. I even saw Egan look up at the ceiling of the sound-stage, as if he might find some puppeteers dressed in black hiding up in the rafters, but from the way he jerked his head this way, then that, and looked down again at Widget in incredulity, I assumed that he spotted no such puppeteers.
Rake continued forward until he stood beside, loomed over, the two men, but Widget had lagged behind, distracted by a pretty female crew member whose wrist he had taken in his articulated little fingers. When the camera turned his way again, Widget was heard saying to the woman in a lilting, high-pitched voice, “Oh come on, baby—once you go mannequin you’ll never go man again.”
“Widget,” Winsome called, “I want you to meet Walter Egan. Rake, meet Walter.”
“Sure is a pleasure, mm-hm,” the tall, black-clad figure drawled in a deep monotone, shaking Egan’s hand. Did the rock singer actually flinch at his grip? Was it that strong? Or that cold?
“Nice to meet you guys, too,” Egan said, squeezing circulation or warmth back into his right hand with his left.
At last Widget came walking over. It almost appeared that his feet didn’t always touch the ground as he moved. “Yeah, hi, Walter. So let’s get this road on the show, already. Where are those backup whores?” His head twisted 360 degrees, apparently in search of some women who would appear in the video, too.
Winsome said, “Widget, I was telling Walter that I had suggested getting his friend Stevie Nicks to do backing vocals for the song.”
“Fuck that,” Widget chirped, his voice sweeter than the sugared tears of angels. “But I wouldn’t mind slipping her my Louisville Slugger.”
Rake concurred, “She’s a fine lookin’ little filly, I’ll give you that, mm-hm.”Widget said, “I did give her a very special invitation to come down and watch us shoot the video, too, but she turned me down.” One of his eyes winked at Egan with a wooden click.
Egan just stared back at the doll for a few beats, his mouth leaning toward a scowl, but then he tried on a belated smile in an obvious attempt to keep things pleasant, and said, “Well, um, since I’m here maybe it would be fun for the video version if, I don’t know, I did some backing vocals for the chorus with the backup girls, or something.”
“A cameo!” Winsome said brightly, turning to Widget with a grin that seemed to quiver with pure dread.
Widget said in that angelic voice of his, “We’re Rake and Widget, not a fucking trio. Look, we just want to use your song—this isn’t like a fucking Walter Egan tribute album or anything.”
“Now, Widget,” Winsome said, wagging a gently scolding finger.
The puppet turned to Winsome and gave him an abrupt kick in the right shin, with a crack of wood against bone. The cause of the dark stains on the man’s pants suddenly became apparent. Winsome clenched his teeth and doubled over a little, but straightened up quickly, smiling again, his eyes tearing.
“Now what? ” the puppet demanded of Winsome. His articulated eyebrows had turned down over his eyes in a look of cherubic fury.
“Hey, hey, come on now!” Egan said, taking a step forward as if to put himself between Winsome and the diminutive marionette, should Widget move to kick the man again. “What’s the problem here? You’re way out of line.”
“I’m out of line?” Widget said.
“Wait, wait, wait. Hold on, boys.” It was Winsome who stepped between Egan and Widget, chuckling as he said, “Let’s not get silly, here.” He took the rock singer’s arm and pulled him over to the side, out of earshot. In a hurried whisper teetering at the edge of panic, Winsome said, “Walter… please, now. Just hang in there, okay? Rake and Widget are visiting here from…somewhere else, and we just want to keep them happy.” His hand closed tightly on Egan’s wrist, and his tone became even more desperate. “We don’t want to make them angry!”
“Well I’m starting to get a little angry, here, myself, Teddy. Look at the way that thing kicked you, man!”
“Shhhhh!” Winsome’s eyes bulged. “I’m okay, it doesn’t matter, just…play along please, will you? Look, I’m going to write you a check before you leave, for the use of your song and for…just being cool. It’ll be a very generous check, Walter. Just…stay cool.”
“Yeah, well, whatever. But you’re the one with the bloody shins, Teddy.”
“That a boy, Walter. Let’s get back in there and have some fun.” With his hand on Egan’s back, Winsome began steering the singer to rejoin the others, but Egan stopped and turned to the liaison again.
“Teddy…so is it Rake who controls Widget?”
Winsome looked utterly confused, as though he’d been addressed in a foreign language. “Controls?”
“I mean, who does his voice?”
Winsome laughed, as if Egan were pulling his leg. “Nobody does his voice, Walter. He does his own voice. This is Rake and Widget, not Milli Vanilli.”
Walter and Winsome stood off to one side as an opening shot for the video got underway. It wasn’t at first apparent what would appear behind Rake and Widget, later, in place of the greenscreen.
Here, between bits of the video shoot, shown from different angles, sections of the finished video were cut into the documentary. The background turned out to be a brightly-lit, tiled tunnel like one might find leading into a subway station, its ceiling arched, its walls and ceiling and even the floor painted glossy pink. All of it dripping wet, streams of moisture running down the wall tiles to join puddles on the floor.
Against this background, Rake and Widget appeared to be constantly walking toward the camera, as if through an endless tunnel. In reality, Rake and Widget were walking on a slowly moving treadmill on the sound-stage, Rake’s long legs working in easy strides, his upper body rigid, while Widget had assumed a kind of stomping rhythm that matched the song’s raunchy beat, his body moving side-to-side, his fists looking balled at his sides for trouble, his brows lowered in an expression apparently meant this time to look intense instead of furious. Had his hard wooden jaw been replaced at some point? His former sweetly smiling mouth was now more of a naughty pout.
First, Rake began singing. The deep monotone of his singing voice was little different from his speaking voice. His style was a little bit country, a little bit sepulchral. And his eyes never blinked.
Rake sang:
“Anytime you want me to do a little choreDon’t you know I’m waiting down at your back doorIndicate the feeling that you think is fineAnd you know your wish would soon be mine”
Now Widget took the chorus . In his seraphic, singsong singing voice, he tended to draw out certain words, making his voice even cuter. He sang:
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, baby, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, mama, take me inside”
“Inside” being delivered by Widget as, “Iiiiinsiiiiide.”
Now back to Rake, who sang:
“Ooh, you’re such a comfort, ooh, you’re such a thrillOoh, the way you hold me when you say you will”
And Widget took up:
“I’m like a volcano ready to erupt
Baby, when you treat me to your sweet, sweet stuff”
He stretched out this last as, “Sweeeeet, sweeeeet stuff.”
The camera cut to Egan’s face as he watched the shoot. The musician was shaking his head. Then an angle on Widget again, still stamping his feet as he marched, his intense expression making him resemble a baby trying to pass gas. He sang:
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, baby, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, mama, take me inside”
The chorus was also picked up this time by the backup singers, three attractive women—one white, one black, one Oriental—in skintight red rubber jumpsuits, who came crawling out of a sewer grate in the set’s floor. In the finished video, they writhed and contorted sensuously behind Rake and Widget, seemingly following them through that endless pink tunnel. Then, it was Rake’s turn again:
“Dancing down the street to the tune in my headThinking of the nights spent in your warm bedI’m anticipating, watching time go by”
And Widget delivered the line:
“It’s so stimulating between your thighs”
He sang it as, “Betweeeeen your thighs.” Then, his jaw opened and a hinged wooden tongue waggled out. He and the backup girls sang:
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, baby, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, mama, take me inside
Take me inside”
Somewhere above, something let go—buckets tipped or balloons were burst—and a cascade of water came crashing down on the backup singers, who turned their faces up to catch the sudden downpour. While they rubbed their hands over their wet chests and bellies, Rake droned:.
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, baby, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Pretty little filly, take me for a ride”
It would gradually become obvious, through the course of the documentary, that Rake managed to slip “pretty little filly” or “silly little filly” into every song they covered. Widget took over:
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, baby, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, mama, take me inside”
Camera on Egan again. He had turned his back and was walking away, still shaking his head. Noticing this, Winsome darted anxiously after him, trying to catch his arm. Against the diminished volume of the music, Winsome hissed, “Walter, please, please don’t go!”
Egan stopped and thrust a thumb in the direction of the shoot. “You know, Teddy, I think they just invited me here out of pure sadism, to make me suffer what they’re doing to my song.”
“Come on…it’s just a fun song, Walter, you know that.”
“I tried to look past that ‘Walter Egan tribute album’ crack, but this is all just too much.”
“Walter, please, please…you can’t do this to me!”
“Tunnel of love, tunnel of love,” Rake sang laconically,
“Ooh, filly, take me for a ride
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh, mama, ooh, mama
Tunnel of love, tunnel of love
Ooh…”
Widget had finally noticed Egan’s departure, and screeched, “Hey! What’s the problem over there, Teddy?”
The music was cut off abruptly. The crew froze in place like a herd of deer caught in headlights. The backup trio quit their gyrations and stood dripping.
Winsome whirled around, teetered as if he might faint, but caught himself and stammered, “Ahh…sorry to distract you, Widget. We were just talking about the song.”
“What about the song?” the rosy-cheeked puppet demanded.
“Um…well, I was saying how Bruce Springsteen has a song called Tunnelof Love, too, but that Walter’s song came out ten years earlier, and, ah…”
Widget snorted. “Ooh, wow, what an innovator. Did he invent the Internet, too?”“That’s it, man, that’s it,” Egan said to Winsome. He took a step back in the direction of the stage and called to Widget, “What is it with you?
Supposedly you like my song, and you treat me like this?”
“Fuck your song, then,” Widget said. “We’ll scrap it from the album and do a cover of Springsteen’s song instead. Right, Rake?”
“Yep, little feller. Do the Boss instead, mm-hm.”
“Hey, go for it, Sling Blade,” Egan said.
“Ah, get the fuck out of here!” Widget called back sweetly.
“Shut up, you freakin’ ventriloquist’s dummy.”
“You fucking idiot,” Widget retorted. “Clearly I’m a marionette!”
“Okay, Walter, come on,” Winsome said, pulling him away toward the door. “You’re going to have to leave, I’m sorry…you’ve stirred them up enough. God, now there’s going to be hell to pay!”
“Well good luck to you with that, Teddy,” Egan told him. And over his shoulder he shouted to Widget, “Hey, keep wishing on a star and maybe someday you’ll be a real boy, Pinocchio!”
“Fuuuuuck youuuuu, Egan!” the marionette shrieked.
The scene cut after this, and led into another segment that was really much the same thing. Asinger named Bruce Springsteen was invited to watch Rake and Widget shoot a video for their cover of his song Tunnel of Love. Like Walter Egan, this performer also appeared not to have heard of the duo before despite Winsome’s assurances that they were “massive” with the young crowd right now.
The same set was employed, the treadmill in front of a greenscreen (the same background, added later, of a pink-painted tunnel), the same cavorting rubber-sheathed backup singers. But Springsteen, plainly appalled, put a stop to the proceedings quickly. Widget hurled some abuse, and Winsome took the rock star aside to try to calm him down. “Bruce, come on—it’s Rake and Widget, man!”
“Okay, then!” Widget yelled. “If you don’t like that one, let’s try another one of your songs!” Stomping in place with his lowered brows and wooden pout, the puppet launched into a rollicking number called On the Dark Side.
“That isn’t my song!” Springsteen barked. “That’s John Cafferty and the Beaver Brown Band!”
Widget stopped singing and said, “What are you talking about—of course that’s one of your songs!”
“It isn’t my damn song! I think I’d know!”
“Okay, right, whatever you say. How about this one, then?” And the marionette launched into a rollicking number called The Boys are Back in Town.
“That isn’t my song either and you know it!” Springsteen bellowed, causing Widget to cut his singing. “It’s Thin fucking Lizzy!”
“Ah, get the fuck out of here, you washed up has-been!” the puppet raged.
Springsteen started toward him but Winsome struggled to hold him back.
Widget added, “And if you ever disrespect me again, I’ll shove my cock so far down your throat you’ll be coughing up splinters for a week!”
After this, an excerpt was shown of a video the duo had managed to complete: their cover of a song called Little Green Bag by the George Baker Selection (who made no appearance in the documentary). The video started with Rake’s long, thin, black-clad legs walking into the frame in slow motion, followed by Widget’s stumpy limbs also wearing black trousers, his floating feet barely lighting on the ground as usual. The camera setup changed to a long shot to show that Widget wore a miniature dress suit like a child might wear to its baptism. Both he and Rake wore dark glasses. Later in the video Widget was shown dancing wildly in this attire, his toddler’s legs blurring in a frenzied jig, pouting and drawing forked fingers past his eyes.
The documentary took an interesting turn in another direction, interviewing the three backup singers seen in the Tunnel O’ Love/Tunnel of Love videos. The black girl complained about Widget’s advances (“One time I felt something poking me in the butt and I turned around and that little fucker was smiling up at me. It was his goddamn nose.”). But more intriguing was a story the white girl had to share, sniffling and dabbing at tears while the Oriental girl put an arm around her shoulders consolingly. This young woman related:
“One time I was looking for Rake and Widget to ask them something about the next day’s shoot—they were the directors, ya know?—and I knocked on their trailer’s door. I didn’t hear anything, so I opened the door and called out for them. I saw a blue kind of light, like TV light, in another room, so I went inside the trailer and followed it. And I saw…oh God…”
“What did you see?” asked an off-screen interviewer.
“Widget was in the corner of their little kitchen, sitting on the floor and kind of slumped down with his head hanging to the side, like this.” She demonstrated. “His eyes were open, but he wasn’t moving. In this funny blue light, I saw that he had strings. Strings, like a puppet!”
“You mean like a marionette?”
“Right, like that. I’d never seen them before, but they showed up in this light for some reason, kind of shiny and glowing. But they, they looked like they went straight up through the trailer’s ceiling!”
“And what was this funny blue light?”
“It came from a big glass jar on the kitchen table. Something was inside it, floating in water or whatever and glowing blue. It looked like…maybe like a head of cabbage, or some cauliflower.”
“And you saw Rake, too?”
“Yes,” she choked. “Rake was sitting on a chair in front of this little table, kind of slumped forward, too, with his head drooping down like he was drunk.
His eyes were open, but they were rolled up all white. His…his cowboy hat was on the table, and…oh God…and I swear, the top of his head was open.
Like someone had sawed the top of his skull off! And it was just black inside…all black inside his head!”
Nothing was provided after this segment, by the interviewer or a narrator, to explain the significance of the woman’s disclosure, to elaborate on it or pursue it in any way. Instead, following this it was another scene wherein a performer was called in to watch Rake and Widget interpret one of his songs in a video. This artist was what was called a “rapper,” with the stage name Ice E (his full stage name being Ice E. Conditions, formerly Ice Dover). This man looked wary and ready for hostility right from the start, once he’d had his first look at the singing duo who had invited him. Rake was dressed as usual, but Widget wore a baseball cap fitted on his head sideways, a shiny sports jacket and matching pants, baggy and riding low, and a series of gaudy gold chains.
But if Ice E was wary before, he was clearly fuming once the shooting got underway. Rake and Widget took turns signing his song King of Humility, the puppet starting off with:
“The other day I drove my ‘cedes back to my old hoodAll the folks there thought I was gone for goodTold them as I stepped out from behind the wheelEven with all my fame I was keeping it real”
Then Rake, stiff as a board while Widget stomped in place beside him and gestured toward his own chest with his little arms, sang without a drop of inflection:
“My mansion’s got a wine cellar full of champagneWhen they stocked it up they had to use a craneBut now I stood on the corner with all my old crewTossing back a forty of our favorite old brew”
And Widget again, with his surly lowered brows and wooden pout:
“I’m fuckin’ all the bitches
While you just masturbate
I’m buried in riches
But my head is on straight
I’m the king of humility
Can’t you see?
Ain’t no motherfucker more humble than me!”
Of course, the last bit was sung liltingly as: “…more huuuuumble than me.”“Hold up, hold up,” Ice E roared, moving forward into the stage lights and waving his arms, “what the fuck is this shit?”
Widget waddled to the edge of the little stage they were being filmed on.
“Excuse me?”
Ice E whirled and shouted at Winsome, while pointing back at Widget.
“Nobody told me this freaky little midget was gonna cover my damn song!”
“Oh my God,” Winsome cried, “Mr. E…please don’t!”
“I ain’t letting it happen! You hear me? This is bullshit!”
“Hey, ‘G,’” Widget said, “we’re covering your ‘damn song’ whether you like it or not.”
Ice E turned around again, very slowly, to face the hip hop-attired puppet—his eyes bulging, white all around their pupils. “What the fuck did you say?”
Widget started weaving his head from side-to-side, as he repeated, “I said, we’re going to cover this song…and if you don’t like it you can kiss my woooooden ass –“ he tilted his head to one side, batted his eyes adorably and added in his sweeter-than-sweet voice “– bitch.”
Winsome and one of the crew members managed to restrain the rapper for a moment, but he tore free, reached inside his jacket and pulled out a semi-automatic pistol. He thrust his arm out to its full length, the pistol held horizontally rather than vertically, and fired off shot after cracking shot.
(“Oh my God! Oh my God!” Hee cried out, so tightly wedged in my recliner beside me, “I didn’t hear that this happened!”) Widget was thrown back, the baseball cap falling from his head. Rake went down on a knee beside his sprawled partner, while Ice E spun around and bolted for the exit. People were screaming, pulling out cell phones to call for the authorities, or to take videos of the fallen celebrity. Winsome dropped to both knees, holding his head between his hands, squeezing his eyes shut and presumably mouthing a prayer.
The documentary camera rushed closer to shoot over Rake’s shoulder, and there lay Widget, struck by multiple bullets. Vivid red blood was leaking from the holes punched in the puppet, forming a growing puddle under him in which splinters floated. Rake held one of his chubby little articulated hands, and looking up at him with half-closed lids, Widget said, “Aw, fuck, man, I’m dying.”
“Hold on, little feller,” Rake said tonelessly.
“I’m fucking dying, man.”
“I’m with you, little feller, mm-hm.”
A sound between a dry rattle and a wet gurgle was emitted, and then Widget’s wooden tongue was thrust from between his painted teeth.
If that didn’t make the outcome clear enough, the next sequence left no room for doubt. Expensive cars and limousines were driving up in front of a funeral parlor. Camera crews and journalists from TV stations and newspapers crowded about for shots of the celebrities who emerged from the cars and moved inside for the ceremony.
The documentary switched to the proceedings inside—and there among the milling VIPs was the singer Walter Egan, dressed in a nice suit and tie, but with an electric guitar slung across his body. Teddy Winsome stood beside him, and was saying, “Please just do this, Walter. I’ll have a nice check for you after it’s all over, believe me.”
The musician sighed, and said, “That’s fine, thanks—not that I’m as mer-cenary as you think, Teddy.”
The camera cut to Rake standing over his partner’s coffin, which more resembled a shoe box. Inside, dressed in his trademark short-sleeved white shirt and green lederhosen, the rosy-cheeked, baby-faced puppet smiled bliss-fully. Rake removed his black cowboy hat and held it over his chest. When he did so, he inadvertently exposed a white scar that entirely encircled the top of his head, set off by his slicked black hair.
“Goodbye, little feller,” he said, “mm-hm.”
Then, a cut to Walter Egan playing his electric guitar, which he’d plugged into an amplifier, accompanying Rake as the latter sang for the assembled mourners:
“Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me…
I once was lost but now am found,
My pretty little filly.”
After the ceremony, when the attendees were once again forming little groups to talk, Winsome thanked Egan and handed him his check. “Thanks,”
the singer said, folding it away. “So, ah, whose request was it that I play, anyway? Rake?”
“No, no.” Winsome pointed across the room. “It was their request.”
Egan turned to look, as did the eavesdropping documentary camera.
There stood two very different figures. One was a female dressed in a black leotard that included a tight hood around her head, baring only her face, which was made up in white and black mime makeup. Hanging from her mid-section was the upper body of a partly developed conjoined twin, the woman’s leotard having been artfully extended to encompass its body, too. The parasitic twin’s slack, drooling face was also made up in mime makeup, its gnarled hands convulsively thumping at some imaginary window. Beside the woman, a German Shepherd sat patiently. It wore a brass deep sea diving helmet, with the front hatch open to allow its snout to poke out.
Teddy Winsome explained brightly, “They’re my new clients, Walter, and they really love your work!”
#10: Ya Jest Gotta
Hee was nearly inconsolable after learning of the death of Widget. She let me borrow a disc she’d acquired or recorded somehow of Rake and Widget’s work; I don’t know if she heard something different from me, or if the disc had gone defective, but all I heard was static as from a poorly tuned radio and, somewhere behind it, maybe a cat in heat (or was that a baby crying?) and a woman singing opera (or was she sobbing?). To take Hee’s mind off the tragedy, and frankly, in the hopes of tilting our flirtation toward something more fulfilling, I took her out the next evening for dinner at a brand new restaurant I’d learned of called The Magical Negro.
I didn’t know quite what it was all about, at first, though I felt the restaurant’s name was a wee bit ill-advised. It was a rather small and humble affair, tastefully decorated with framed photographs of distinguished-looking people of color. Local men and women of note, maybe doctors at the nearby hospital, professors at the local college? It turned out that Hee, with her fanaticism for TV, knew more about the eatery than I did, and she pointed out certain faces to give their names. “That’s Scatman Crothers. He’s an African-American actor famous in the dimension you and me were watching on TV—you know, where Rake and Widget were visiting? Him, too, over there—that’s Sidney Poitier.” She turned in her seat. “Ruby Dee, over there, and that’s Morgan Freeman, of course, the most magical one of the bunch.”
“Huh?” I said, staring at the indicated photo, of a handsomely smiling older “African-American” gentleman, as she put it. I confess I was still pretty baffled. Whatever the case, it appeared that the transmissions from the dimension in question, which obviously more people were now receiving on their televisions, had excited not only Hee. Were other factors or anomalies or advances in technology making these signals accessible, or had the afteref-fects of my little mishap extended beyond the limits of the house I lived in?
Our waiter came then, to take our orders. He was himself a distinguished-looking, somewhat elderly “African-American” gentleman, with snowy hair and a mustache, a little stooped but tall and wearing a neat white apron. In a gentle, honeyed drawl he said, “Well, well, young people…pleasure to see you tonight. This your first time comin’ to our fine establishment?”
“Hi,” I said. “Uh, yes, it is.” I swept a hand over the open menu. I had never to my knowledge experienced some of its fare before, such as collards, okra, snap beans, and the cruel-sounding smothered chicken. “Any recom-mendations? I’m not really sure what to order.”
“Well, young sir,” the waiter chuckled softly, “sometimes ya jest gotta listen for the golden cabaret in yo head.”
I gazed up at his warmly smiling face for a few moments, and then said,
“Okay.” I supposed that advice was as good as Detective/Psychiatrist Jabronski’s, “You gotta build a fi-ah,” anyway. I looked back down at the menu.
“Drinks while you folks ponder?” he asked.
We gave our drink orders and he shuffled off for the kitchen. I watched another waiter take the orders of a couple seated across the room. He was a huge, muscular black man with a bald head, who despite his deep rumbling voice spoke haltingly, shyly and simply, like a child. A white dove was perched politely on one shoulder.
While I waited for our own waiter to return I looked back at Hee, both mesmerized and a little unsettled today by her beauty. For our date she had fitted contact lenses onto her eyes—of an unnatural green color—maybe going for an extra touch of exoticism, though I didn’t think they really jelled with her Oriental looks. In fact, the green lenses made her look as though the Ephemeral Eye were peering out of her through them, and I told her as much as a kind of joke—hoping it wouldn’t offend her, given her confession that the Ephemeral Eye had had some unspecified effects on her.
“Yeah, that’s why I bought them,” she admitted easily. “But I never showed you this.” She turned around in her seat, bent forward and thrust her bottom toward me, pulling down the edge of her tight, white hot-pants. There, on the taut brown skin of her lower back (and I was teased with the indented beginning of a dark dividing split) was a tattoo I hadn’t got a glimpse of before, despite her habitually revealing clothing (unless it was newly acquired). It was a perfect representation of the Ephemeral Eye, in weirdly luminous-looking lime green ink. Pivoting on her bottom to face me again, she confirmed, “It glows in the dark.”
“I’d like to see that sometime.” I was proud of myself for having the courage, the daring, to put that out there.
“Sure,” she chirped, giving her winning bright smile. It was a bit lopsided, higher on the right, and her teeth were very white but a little crookedly uneven. Imperfection always enhances beauty, so I found her crooked teeth endearing. By now I found everything about her endearing, and I had a compulsion to record her unique beauty somehow, in a story or a drawing, in a photo or a video, because it needed to be captured, to be possessed. Possessed by me, of course. The flitting, erratic butterfly pinned in a case to be admired at will, safely and securely and only by me. The more this craving took hold of me, the more I felt an insecurity bordering on panic. My covetousness was such that I could almost have consumed her. Literally, eaten her body, and savored every tender cell. But even then, I thought, without being sated.
This hunger transcended lust. It was an existential kind of lust, I thought.
The unhappiness of desire.
We ate our meal, and throughout I hoped to win a specific date for her tattoo’s phosphorescent properties to be demonstrated, but I couldn’t quite steer her that way as she wove wildly from one enthusiastic topic to another.
We finished with bread pudding (me) and sweet potato pie (Hee) for dessert, after which I sipped my chicory coffee and joked to Hee, “Well, that sure was some good eatin’, huh, little filly?”
Hee looked at me with a frozen smile for a beat or two, before her face crumpled like a tissue and she began shaking with sobs. “Ohh…poor little Widget…I can’t believe it!”
I avoided the eyes of other customers, embarrassed, as I reached across the table to hold her hand. She allowed me to do this, so perhaps it hadn’t been such a terrible faux pas, after all. Or so it appeared at the moment.
This was the first blatant indication I had of the radical mood swings Hee suffered, but which she appeared not to consider a serious problem; at least, a problem she was willing to admit to. Her stormier moods were always someone else’s fault. Usually her mother’s, but starting tonight, mine.
“Why did you have to say that, you stupid asshole?” she wept, yanking her hand away again.
“Sorry, shh, sorry,” I whispered, leaning forward in an attempt to catch her hand again, but she wouldn’t let me touch her.
“How was everything?” asked that honeyed drawl again. I looked up and there, as if he had suddenly manifested by my elbow, was our waiter.
“Great, great!” I said too cheerily. “I’m so glad I tried this place.”
“Well, young sir,” the old man said wisely, giving me a wink, “sometimes ya jest gotta jest gotta.”
#11: The Wages of Skin
From having begun our TV ritual with sitting cross-legged on the floor, then graduating to the recliner, the following afternoon Hee—thankfully, recovered from her bout of anger—took things to their natural progression, by suggesting that we lie on my bed together to watch TV. This we did, and thereafter our ritual changed dramatically…as I had prayed with an increasingly desperate fervor that it would.
We started out lying side-by-side in our clothes, and Hee drew a blanket over us and snuggled against me, shivering and claiming to be cold. My left arm was behind her neck as a pillow. I began some channel surfing, until such time as I expected Hee to claim the remote, but she seemed content to cling to me and dreamily watch whatever I briefly alighted on, before, like a restless bee, I drifted on to the next bright flower. I settled at last on a program that looked like it would bore Hee for sure (bore her to sleep, which wasn’t what I wanted), but I was hoping it might further stimulate matters instead, as it was a talk program in which two people were discussing relationships between men and women—“the male and female dynamic,” as one of them said.
Both host and guest (the guest was apparently an author) were men, and when I tuned in the guest was saying, “Let’s break it down to the obvious, Ted.
For the most part, acquiring children is women’s goal, and sex is incidental—whereas acquiring sex is men’s goal, and children are incidental.”
“But in the end everyone gets what they want, right?” the host joked lamely.
“Really? Are we really all that content? Women—and I don’t mean the fictitious women you see in TV and movies—are not truly sexual beings. Men are sexual beings. Men superimpose their sexuality onto women, dress women in their dreams and longing the way women obligingly but unenthusiastically don sexy lingerie. But women are only as sexual as they need to be to acquire the aforementioned children, or to impress or outdo each other, or to boost their self esteem…their self worth, and their worth to their men. I suppose in a way they’re to be pitied. With men, sex is a wholly pure hunger—as innocent, really, as a shark’s bloodlust.”
“But people aren’t just mindless sharks,” the host countered. “We should be more complex than that, shouldn’t we? Doesn’t what you’re saying suggest that in this regard men are too simple, but women demonstrate the more complicated thoughts and concerns of beings who are advanced enough to question their condition?”
“Question it to what end? To bring about neurosis, while too often so self-absorbed and lacking in empathy that they leave their counterparts feeling desolate and unfulfilled—when all that’s being asked of them is something as simple as nursing a baby, and as vital?”
Vital. Yes, it was, and it was something I hadn’t known in too long. It was my own fault, I suppose. I was not such a simple man, like what this author was describing, a shark only needing to feed; I suffered the neurotic self doubts that he was attributing only to women. I had fared badly with women in recent years—in all my years, really—and I wasn’t going to exonerate every one of them, but neither was I going to blame their race for all my unhappiness. Though the guest had his points, I didn’t believe things with men and women were as clear cut, as black and white, as he was suggesting.
He could be forgiven, though. His words were dripping with his own hurt.
I too, especially lately, was a stupid walking erection, its veins packed hard with backed up blood, bumping into every wall around me with the hypersen-sitive glans that were my poor engorged brain.
In the middle of the interview Hee had hooked one of her legs over mine, and thinking that perhaps the TV discussion had inspired this action, I turned to her and asked, “What do you think about this guy’s theories?”
Hee pushed out her succulent, full lower lip in a pout and complained, “I thought this show was supposed to be sexy!” And with that, she took the remote from me at last and thumbed a familiar number on its keypad.
No burst of static first this time. Straight to the singer with his unblinking eyes and unwavering smile, in his white greasepaint and with a lime green band around his skewed black top hat, singing his song: “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl” ceaselessly as he went through his unchanging dance.
Hee scurried out from under the blanket then, stood up on my bed with her back to me and started dancing and singing along with the TV, bobbing up and down with the mattress’s undulations. I lay looking up at her now instead of at the entertainer, and I was almost too surprised to be excited, at first, when I saw Hee peel her top up over her head and cast it away to the floor. Barely missing a beat, she skinned off the tiny miniskirt she’d worn today, and threw that to the carpet as well, never taking her eyes from the screen. She continued to dance, long legs swaying and hips swishing, wearing only cotton panties and a bra, both white with tiny blue polka dots. The tattoo of the Ephemeral Eye in the small of her back was plainly visible. Hee now reached around behind her, unclasped her bra, and tossed it aside. She had timed this move just right, because at that point she turned to me at last, grinning, and twirled her index fingers in front of her tiny exposed breasts with their pointed little nipples like chocolate kisses, and sang, “You make me feel like a girl…Silicone Swiiiiiirl… Silicone Swirl!”
I propped myself up on my elbows, smiling, shy but giddy, and my gaze slid down her body, from her cute adolescent breasts down her long, beautifully proportioned torso with its too smooth, too perfect golden-brown skin…skin of such a honey luster that it almost glowed. The flat plain of her belly, a belly many women would have murdered their husbands for, and down…down…
Inside her blue-dotted cotton panties there was a bulge. Hee had the start of an erection.
“I’m sorry,” she apologized, her smile faltering a bit as she watched for my reaction, though her body still gyrated to the music. “I figured this was better than trying to talk about it.”
“Oh,” I said. She had her hand on the selling now, as if to half hide it, but the contact was only making what hid in her panties more swollen.
Continuing to dance, but doubt growing in her eyes and her smile almost drained away, she asked. “Are you disappointed?” But even as she did so, she flipped the lever inside her undies, so that it cleared the elastic band and jutted up against that expanse of flat belly.
Of course I was partly disappointed. This wasn’t the pot of gold I had expected at the end of the rainbow. But I was so overwhelmed by this point with her overall beauty, her overall feminine beauty, that this one feature how-ever significant had a lot weighing against it. It was almost as if she had revealed a large wine birthmark on her belly, or burn tissue on one leg. It could be overlooked, dealt with.
And anyway, why should I be afraid of that peeking periscope? I had one, too, which received quite amorous attentions from me in my lonely hours.
This one was just like another of mine, separate from me, a remote extension of my own body. She was just too lovely for my desire to falter much. And in fact, whilst my mind had been diverted, my own member had arisen just as profoundly, tenting up the blanket. Maybe, to be honest with myself—and it was only me here with Hee, only me to answer to—this was more than I had hoped for. Something transcendent.
I reached out for her, and she stepped closer to me across the mattress. She freed her maleness a little more, pulling her scrotum out over the lip of the panties, and I slid my arms around her—cupped her soft bottom in my hands and guided her to me.
She spread the fingers of both hands through my hair and sighed, obviously from relief at my acceptance as much as from pleasure. And meanwhile, behind us, watching us, the showman kept on singing, kept on dancing.
Around Hee’s body, a few times, I happened to glance to see what the accompanying mimes were doing in the background, and to see what the background itself looked like. I knew, now, intuitively—perhaps from repeated exposure—that this was no film loop. Even though the song and dance steps themselves never varied, every second was in real time. Yes, I even had the sense that this was a live broadcast…
Because we made love several times, over the course of several hours (unmindful of Hee’s mother in the attic apartment), and the singer accompanied us the whole time.
Hee was my teacher that evening. I didn’t know how much of her knowledge she had gained working the streets in her home country (and by the way, she assured me her doctor had pronounced her free of diseases), but I wasn’t going to judge her. I too could make myself believe the Ephemeral Eye had induced her to follow that route. And speaking of the Eye, at one point we lay side-by-side on the mattress again, but unclothed this time, Hee’s arms thrown up behind her head to cool her shaved underarms. I leaned across her to kiss one of her underarms and inhale its subtle musk, and she turned to me and said, “You didn’t know I was a TV, huh?”
“A TV?” I was confused, thinking only of her love of television.
She smiled, had maybe misled me that way on purpose. “Not a TV like that—” she gestured toward the gamboling singer “– A transvestite.”
“No, I didn’t. I never would have suspected anything.”
“I wasn’t like this before, you know—part girl and part boy. It happened after I saw the Ephemeral Eye.”
“What?” I said. Could that really be?
“I was young, see, and my body wasn’t finished…you know, all my hor-mones and stuff.”
“Ah…wow,” was all I could say just then. I hadn’t stopped marveling through these past hours; only marveled more, and the more I fed the hungrier I grew. Half-propped up beside her, I ran my hand over her ribs and belly, hearing the hissing little rasp of my rough palm over her polished skin.
Whatever had brought about this condition, she was to me a distillation of the feminine. More feminine than so many women I’d known, even some I’d slept with. Was it an illusion? What truly made one female, or male? I was like Hee, in ways, wasn’t I? Not this thing, but not that thing. Not so young, but not so old. Not so handsome, not so ugly. Not so rich, not so poor. Not so sane, not so insane. We are all of us sad little halved things, cracked down the middle.
Ah, but her crack I worshipped. She soon went to elbows and knees and looked over her shoulder at me, smiling with invitation, her uncanny green eyes easy to forgive. Kneeling in supplication behind this goddess, I anointed myself for an act no natural born female had permitted me. Ah, that glossy sphere, bisected with its shadowed cleft, and dangling at the bottom of the cleft, a leathery dark brown pouch like a shaman’s medicine bag. That smooth orb presented before me was a world unto itself, a heavenly body. A new world for me to explore, perhaps dwell in. Ah, the new! How seldom does the new touch us in a way that excites, stimulates, awakens us. I was not afraid of any of this.
No, not until later.
But for now we were conjoined, and I held her waist, my thumbs overlap-ping the Ephemeral Eye as if to squeeze it blind…but it only stared up at me, unreadable.
#12: Transformations
But the moon, despite its luminous beauty, has its dark phases, too.
There was no predicting Hee’s emotional highs and lows, and so I began to walk with trepidation through the minefield of her personality. Increasing trepidation, as she became more comfortable with me and thus revealed the true extent of her temper.
She was spending much time with me now. Too much time, I would feel—sometimes desperate for her to go home to her own apartment upstairs. But then, she’d sneak down in the middle of the night, to spend an hour in bed with me, and she would have me hooked anew.
Did I love her? Maybe. When I wasn’t afraid of her, or—in the end—hating her at times. I was willing to love her, despite her revelation. Or because of her revelation. But she seemed determined to thwart my love, even as she demanded it.
I had never met a woman so jealous, so insecure. No matter how many times I reassured her otherwise, she would accuse me, “I know you’d prefer a real girl, huh? You didn’t know I was someone like me.”
Her face would change at such times, in what seemed a literal physical transformation. I could understand how in times past, people were thought to become possessed. Her brows would clamp down lower, forming creases between them, and her sweet smiling mouth turn hard and dour. When she came into my apartment wearing that mask, I knew before she even began to speak—to complain, to accuse—that she had become possessed again. I told her on one occasion that she was two people in one body. Misunderstanding me, she flicked her crotch and said, “I know that.”
Jealous—oh. Her unreasoning jealousy extended to the elderly landlord:
“I know she wants you to stick your face in that old cobwebby cellar of hers.
Is that what you do instead of paying the rent?” She was even jealous of her own mother. I spoke to her mother on occasion, when I ran into her outside, and after I would hear, “I know that fat whore comes to see you when I’m out with my friends. You want that other hole, I know, and she’s the closest you can come to what you thought I was going to be.”
She became physical with me. When I cooked for her, she ate with chop-sticks, and more than once when we argued at the table she suddenly jabbed them in my face, shoved their tips against my upper lip, squashing it against my teeth and snarling at me through her own gritted teeth. Once she punched me, splitting both my upper and lower lips, when I said she was acting crazy.
“I’m not crazy!” she shouted, wild eyed. “Don’t you ever call me that! You’re crazy! You are!”
Despite her protests, I truly felt she could have benefitted from some other medication we made at Nepenthe, such as the anger management drug Dammitol.
She’d accuse me of spitting in her food or otherwise tainting it when she was out of the room (such thoughts occur to people who would do these things themselves, but I tried not to think of that when I ate my own food around her). She told me I was old, fat, ugly, poor, that no one would ever love me.
Playing on my own insecurities, trying to break down my self esteem the better to manipulate me—or simply hurt me.
Oh, to be alone in my little flat again. Sweet solitude, how could I ever have cursed it?
But…then I’d see that long dark hair again, spilled like ink upon her shoulders. I was always compulsively stroking it, and I would cup her small sleek head in both my hands as I tasted her tongue, sucked on her plump lower lip, and she would kiss me back with her eyes staring open (preferably, without her contacts). She would burst into my flat unannounced and giggling, jump into my arms so that I’d have to catch her and not topple. She’d look up at me, in my embrace, shake her head wonderingly and say, “I love you so much, Fetch, you know that?” (That’s my name: Fetch.) “You put some kind of magic spell on me, didn’t you?”
But…those words would soon again morph into, “You never believe that I love you!”
But, and but again.
In her calm moments, she aroused my tenderness, and my pity. If she couldn’t control her emotions, I must at least try to control mine; I would remind myself (frequently) that it couldn’t be easy, all this churning weather inside her little envelope of skin. We would lie in bed and she’d stare up at the tiny room’s ridiculously high ceiling where gas had once pooled and congeal, and speak in this bewildered sort of manner that would make me pull her closer.
Sometimes, in these thoughtful interludes, she would bemoan the effects the Ephemeral Eye had allegedly had on her, such as somehow urging her to become a teen prostitute in her own country (though she wouldn’t attribute her unstable moods to the Eye, or even acknowledge them). Hee said it was exposure to the Ephemeral Eye that had caused her body to take on aspects of the other sex. But what was the other sex? Maddeningly—purposely?—she was never clear as to whether she was a girl who had changed partly to a boy, or a boy who had changed partly to a girl.
Plainly, though, she also was attracted to the Ephemeral Eye, attracted enough to have had it tattooed on her body (though was it significant that it was in a spot where she couldn’t easily see it herself?), and she even spoke sometimes of a desire to run away and join the cult called the Eternal Eye.
Her more prevalent ambition, however, was to become a singer or an actress. As she explained it to me one evening as we lay entwined, “Even with my friends and my mom and all, I’m just so lonely. I don’t feel real, you know?
I’m just like a sad little ghost. That’s why I want to be a singer, or an actress. I feel like I need lots of people to know I’m real so I can know I’m real.”
I replied, “I just need one person to make me feel real.” But I’d said it so quickly and easily that even I didn’t know if I meant Hee was that one person, or if I was talking about myself being that one person.
“But what should I do?” she implored me. “Should I just leave my mom and you and everything and go follow my dream? I don’t know anybody out there. What if I fail and there’s no one there to catch me? And what if they find out about my condition? Not everybody is gonna understand that. A lot of people would shun me, even. Should I try it? Should I go?”
I had to be careful here. I couldn’t separate what I wanted from what was best for her, and what I wanted was pretty confused, at that. Right now I didn’t want to lose this sensation of her small brown body naked against mine, her neck in the crook of my arm. But I also lamented ever having invited this once intoxicating newness, longed to return to my dull old life and be free of her.
So the only answer I managed to come up with just then, the only advice, was,
“Well, honey…sometimes ya jest gotta build a fi-ah.”
But this seemed to resonate with her, being in her own language I guess, because she nodded and was quiet after that…and soon enough asleep. With her lips parted a little there was a miserable innocence to her.
And I lay there watching her, the theme song to Detective/PsychiatristJabronski caught in my head, a group of soul sisters singing, “Build a fire and let it burn, build a fire they’ll never learn, build a fiii-re!”
#13: Little Ghost Lost
My ladyboyfriend (as Hee jokingly referred to herself) would sit astride me, stroking herself while churning atop me, and staring oddly down at me would whisper through gritted teeth, “What do you want? Tell me what you want.”
This happened on several occasions, always in this position (something about it aroused her to this mysterious emotion), and I never knew what to say. She would persist, ask me again, but the only answer I ever had, one time, was to say, “This. I want this.” Even then, she asked me again.
The hitting continued. It escalated. She kicked me in the testicles one afternoon and after a suspended moment of shock I dropped to the kitchen floor and had to lie there, curled around myself, for over an hour. Still bitter, unapologetic, Hee nevertheless went upstairs to her mother’s apartment and brought back some kind of burning hot ointment with a foreign language on the label to rub on my genitals (cure, or further torture?).
Then, one night, I made a grave mistake. When Hee struck me across the face (and I can’t even recall the reason any more), my hand lashed out without thought and I struck her back. Slapped her resoundingly. Again, as when she’d kicked me, there was a moment that encased us like amber, staring at each other, her hair wild in her face. And then, the amber shattered and she was all over me like a spitting cat. She raked my face and chest, ripped my shirt to shreds to get at my skin, punched me repeatedly in the side of the head, the top of the head, thrust her fingers like a knife blade—in a frighteningly purposeful martial arts move—into the center of my throat. Kicked me, pulled my hair. All in a matter of seconds, before I caught hold of her own long hair in my fists—that hair I loved to stroke—and using it, flung her down to the carpet. I fell atop her, pinned her frenzied limbs beneath me, and she started screaming for the police. She bit me deeply on the shoulder and breast, leaving bruised impressions of her jaws there for several weeks. But I managed to clamp my hand over her mouth and pin her head down to stop the biting, the screaming.
“Please, please,” I beseeched her, sobbing now, lying across her much smaller body as I had done so many times under more pleasant circumstances, “don’t do this, Hee, I’m sorry—please! The landlady will hear us…she’ll kick us both out! Your mom will hear us…she’ll know what we’re doing! The police will take both of us… look at me…not only me, Hee!” When all else failed, I wept, “I love you, Hee, I love you!”
Gradually the muffled screaming died down behind my palm, though her eyes remained crazed through the strands of hair pasted across her face by tears, and I took the chance of removing my hand and sitting back from her.
She launched to her feet, lunged past me to grab up her pocketbook (punching me on the top of my head as she passed), whirled around and spat, “You fucking asshole, I’ll go to the police about you, you abusive fuck! I’m gonna have my mom take me over there right now and tell them how you raped me!”
She stomped back toward me, I tucked my head into my shoulders as she showered another flurry of blows on the back of my neck and skull, and when I looked back up again she was at the door. One last hateful glance over her shoulder, and she shrieked, “You never loved me! And I don’t love you any more—you fucking asshole!” Then with a slam of the door, she was gone.
I sat in my recliner chair for several hours, waiting for the police to come for me. Or at least, for the mother to storm in. Was Hee still giving her report?
But when four hours had passed I realized with relief that she hadn’t gone to the police. Upstairs, then? Out with her friends?
I locked my door then. Not against the police, but for fear of that mad creature bursting in upon me unannounced, as she used to do when she flung herself laughing into my arms.
Days passed in which I lived in fear of her as I never had before, because I didn’t see her. The longer she didn’t show up, the greater my tension built in expectance of when she would. And then, a week to the day after the incident, I was returning from the market with my groceries (out of a touch of melancholy nostalgia, I had bought a type of cookies I knew Hee liked) and I met my landlady in the driveway as she was getting out of her car (yes, even at her advanced age she still gets around well). I cringed inside, expecting to be berated or threatened about the noisy altercation, but when we began to chat comfortably I realized she hadn’t heard us through the mountainous old house’s thick walls. So I decided to find out if she had seen Hee lately, herself.
I broached this by saying I hadn’t seen the mother’s car in the driveway for a couple of days (which was true) and wondered if they’d gone visiting someone.
“Oh no, Mr. Vardoger,” she said (because that was my name, Fetch Vardoger), “she left.” Referring to the mother, not the daughter. “Two days ago. Packed up what she had, and a friend rented a truck to help her move.
You must have been out, or sleeping.”
“Oh my God…I guess so,” I muttered, looking up at the high attic windows, gazing back down at me black and unreadable. “Where did they move?”
“She said out west. I don’t know where.”
Out west? So maybe the mother was helping the daughter pursue her dreams, after all. Still, I couldn’t be sure the mother and daughter had gone off together, could I? What if the daughter had run away, and in despair the mother had decided to relocate, too? Or had the daughter gone out west first, and the mother had resigned herself to join her?
But in the days to follow, my imagination became more fevered about the matter. I entertained the notion, one evening, that maybe Hee had never been real at all. That I had only imagined her—or else, that I had built a fantasy around the attic tenant’s daughter after spying on her from afar. I tried to recall if I had ever actually heard the mother or landlady mention Hee. I remembered that smug pundit on the talk show, and thought maybe I had superimposed my own lusts and dreams onto the girl, or invented her entirely out of those lonely longings (and might that explain why my creation, a projection of my own id, had turned out to be part male?). But later this golem of mine had corrupted and become a blight on my mind that I had ultimately had to reject (though I guess that would mean I had somehow bitten myself on the chest).
In somewhat more rational moments, I wondered instead if my tormented Hee had committed suicide after our terrible fight. One night I sat out on the landlady’s big screened porch with her, rocking beside her. It was one of those nights when the blue fog flows down the street from the ghost factory, according to certain conditions or alien seasons—that almost solid current of blue ectoplasm like electric cold blue lava. Floating on this current one could at times see mysterious corpses that have swollen to twice the size they should be, like black balloons with blistered skin showing pink and metallic silver inside, bobbing past on the surface of the fog—until it begins to soften and dissolve and run off into the grates along the curb of the street. The old woman would rock out there on the nights when the flood creeps silently down the hill, as if still waiting for her long dead husband’s body to be borne along again. And I watched and waited, too—to see if another body would be buoyed along. This one formerly beautiful, with skin like gold and certain intriguing anomalies. If I saw her, would I drag her out of the current’s cold fire with my hands, heedlessly—hold her and rock her deformed remains as I wept? Or would I just watch her sail on past, to be collected by those sanitation trucks that collect such corpses come morning…and simply wish her sad little spirit well, wherever it had gone?
#14: The Continuum
(Author’s note: the following account is out of the ordinary for me, as it details events which I did not personally witness, having been pieced together from fragmentary reports, rumors, and my own extrapolation. But I feel it is an accurate portrayal of events nonetheless, and if you will bear with me the reason why I have recorded it will become apparent later.) When the event occurred, the background behind the entertainer was a brightly-lit, tiled tunnel like one might find leading into a subway station, its ceiling arched, its walls and ceiling and even the floor painted glossy pink. All of it dripping wet, streams of moisture running down the wall tiles to join puddles on the floor. The androgynous mime-like dancers in their skintight white costumes came crawling out of a sewer grate in the set’s floor, then writhed and contorted sensuously behind the singer.
As always, he appeared in his white greasepaint, with the red dots on his cheeks and red lipstick, his eyes ringed in black kohl. His hair (a wig or maybe not?) all curly crimson red and bushing out from beneath his black top hat, drooping to one side like a crushed stovepipe, ringed with its lime green satin ribbon. The familiar long, black velvet coat, and under that his black body suit blending into black platform shoes. As always, smiling glassy-eyed into the camera, singing, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl” over and over as he did his little soft-shoe dance, twirling around and opening his coat at the lyric, “You make me feel like a girl,” to reveal two swirling designs that spun around and around over his breasts like twin hypnotic vortexes. “Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl,” he sang, dancing backward away from the camera then forward, closer, again.
Sashaying lightly, nimbly from side-to-side across the screen. And when he again sang, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl,” this time he twirled the index finger of both hands in front of his body suit where those hypnotic designs spun around. And he continued singing, “Oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl…Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl…Silicone Swirl you make me feel I’m a girl…oh Silicooone… Silicone Swirl…”
There was a control room, somewhere perhaps subterranean, with technicians in military uniforms hunched over work stations crammed with gauges, knobs and switches, keyboards, and of course countless monitors all showing the same thing: the singing entertainer. And in the center of the room, in a swiveling chair, the team commander—who abruptly flew out of his seat, stabbing a finger at the room’s oversized central monitor, and bellowed,
“Deviation! Deviation! Shut it down! Shut the fucking thing down!”
When the three commandos burst onto the set, they had to squint against the dry, dead dust blown on an icy wind across a vast plain of barren desolation, stretching off to the horizon, with a dull sun waning low in the gloomy sky. The commandos were disoriented by these surroundings for a beat or two, but then they all opened fire with their SCARs (Special Forces Combat Assault Rifle). The dancing showman never even looked over at them, or stopped smiling—even as dozens of bullets tore into and through him, throwing his body to the ground. He lay there tattered, vivid red blood leaking from the wounds, forming a growing puddle under him. In death he grinned at the roiling sky just as he had grinned into the camera. For good measure, the squad leader stepped closer to him warily (as if the singer might suddenly reach out and seize his ankle) and fired a last burst of 7.62x51mm ammo directly into the entertainer’s face. His top hat, which he had retained to this point, rolled off with the aid of the wind.
They all watched this on the monitors in the control room. The team commander, hands on hips, legs spread in a wide stance, was wagging his head and saying, “Fuck me. Fuck me.”
The automatic doors to the control center parted and a man in a high tech motorized wheelchair barreled into the room. The man in the wheelchair, in his sixties and entirely bald, wearing wire-rimmed dark glasses, was demanding questions of the commander even before he had cleared the threshold.
“What was the deviation, Chief?”
“The thing said, ‘You make me feel I’m a girl’ instead of, ‘You make me feel like a girl,’ Doctor.”
“Good God,” the man in the wheelchair said, bringing it to a stop just short of colliding with the commander. “And did you end the broadcast before your men terminated the Continuity Agent?”
“Yeah, Doc, of course. As far as anyone out there would know, the channel just cut out…the viewers didn’t see anything.”
“Thank God.” The man in the wheelchair squeezed the commander’s forearm. “We’re lucky you caught him in time, Chief, before things degraded more seriously.”
“No shit,” said the commander. “Can you imagine if that thing had thrown two or three more words into the lyrics? Total fucking breakdown.”
“Chaos,” the man in the wheelchair muttered to himself in terrible awe.
His chair pivoted as he took in the monitoring stations set around the room.
This one little room, and this handful of human beings…all that kept the Continuum intact. And the Continuity Agent, of course. But, now they had been forced to take him down.
“We’re gonna be okay, aren’t we, Doc?” The commander sounded uncustomarily unsure, even nervous. A crisis of this magnitude had never occurred before.
“Yes, Chief,” the man in the wheelchair reassured him, “but we have some work to do.”
#15: All’s Well That Ends Well
And so I, Fetch Vardoger, have continued to live in this town of Gosston, and continued to work for Nepenthe Pharmaceuticals. I am still in my tiny studio apartment, and I have not been dating anyone, but that’s okay right now. I feel some degree of order has been restored to my life, since my bed partner of bedlam has been removed. But I must confess that I have felt my eyes grow damp when I see those cookies she liked in the market, and also a few times when I was watching TV alone at night in my much, much too large and empty bed.
Last night, in fact, I openly cried while watching TV from my bed…but they were bittersweet tears.
I had been thumbing through the channels, watching a bit of this, a bite of that. A history program about some war or other, a nature program about animals, a soft-core movie with terrible acting and fake sex. And then, purely by chance, I stumbled across that channel…
And there he was—in his white greasepaint, with the red dots on his cheeks and red lipstick, his eyes ringed in black kohl. His hair (yes, a wig, I decided) all curly crimson red and bushing out from beneath his black top hat, drooping to one side like a crushed stovepipe, ringed with its lime green satin ribbon. As always, smiling glassy-eyed into the camera, singing, “Silicone Swirl you make me feel like a girl…oh Silicooone…Silicone Swirl” over and over.
What was this? I sat up in bed, perplexed. Had the fragmentary reports and rumors I’d gleaned from other channels, and my own extrapolation, all been wrong? Had the Continuity Agent not been killed? Or had he been resurrected somehow? Surely it couldn’t be a rerun—it didn’t work that way.
Then, I looked a bit more closely, as he did his little soft-shoe dance, twirling around and opening his coat at the lyric, “You make me feel like a girl,”
to reveal two swirling designs that spun around and around over his breasts like twin hypnotic vortexes. “Silicone Swiiiiiirl…Silicone Swirl,” he sang, dancing backward away from the camera then forward, closer, again. Close enough for me to see that the shape of his eyes was different from what I remembered. The showman’s eyes had something of an epicanthic fold to them, this time, like an Oriental person. And that never-faltering grin—it was a bit lopsided, higher on the right, the teeth very white but a little crookedly uneven.
That was when my eyes started to well up.
I hoped that enough people would watch her to make her feel real. She looked happy enough, at any rate. She had found her balance, and was giving us all balance in turn. As much balance as any of us can expect, at least.
I know I’ll watch her every night, and maybe not feel so alone. I will fall asleep under her watchful gaze, warmed under the glowing blue cathode blanket projected from her endearing grin.
I just wish those watchful eyes were not such an unnatural shade of green.
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