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“Who is the third who walks always beside you?
When I count, there are only you and I together But when I look ahead up the white road
There is always another one walking beside you Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded
I do now know whether a man or a woman
—But who is that on the other side of you?”
—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land



Chapter
1
He’d had a bad dream.
He sat on the back door stoop. He wished he had a cigarette to draw on thoughtfully in consideration of his dream, but he didn’t smoke. Movies and books, and generations of human behavior perhaps now instinctual, made such props and posings seem mandatory. It was a little chilly as April night closed in, but his dark blue windbreaker was sufficient—today it had almost been hot. He was eager for spring, and summer beyond that. His favorite time of the year, spring, when life came back. But it was still chilly enough for cigarette smoke to be a warm comfort in his internal hearth—except he didn’t smoke.
The pulley on the metal line that stretched across his yard hissed, his dog’s chain clipped to it. She pranced delicately through a minefield of her own waste; apparently like a spider, able to negotiate its web without getting stuck. She circled in her instinctual dog ritual, beating down tall grass that wasn’t there, before posing to dump her load. Or wasn’t that why dogs turned in a circle before they curled up to sleep, to beat down grass that wasn’t there in an instinctive routine? He contemplated this partially, idly, while still contemplating his dream, at least able to draw on the crisp night air in thoughtful consideration.
He had lain down for a nap at five, fully dressed but for shoes. He hated himself for taking naps—besides screwing up his sleep patterns and thus being bad for his body, he recognized his naps as being chunks of escapist narcolepsy. His bedroom was always closed off and smother-ingly warm in the cold months, an irresistible womb. He would eagerly anticipate coming home from work and drawing all night, starting a new oil painting, making a prop for a video movie…and he would come home and stall, make coffee, pace his livingroom, play Atari. Snack, watch TV.
Meekly he would finally crack that door, trying to fool himself into still believing he would create. But there lay the bed, a sea of bed, and he walked to it like Virginia Woolf. The narcotic effect was so extreme that sometimes he bounced into his bedroom fully energized for creating, and the sight of the bed sapped him with shocking contrast. He seldom resisted its gravitational pull. He would lie down still feebly lying to himself—just an hour, then I’ll get up and draw. Sometimes this was true. But too often it was three, four hours. He would get up, make coffee, pace, play Atari, snack, watch TV. Back to bed. His empty bed proved more alluring than an empty canvas.
This had been a particularly unpleasant nap.
He squinted at it in his mind as if at a painting he had done while in a fugue state. He felt deeply unsettled, to his very spirit, as if some rough punks had mocked him in the street and he had done nothing but bring the humiliation and stifled fury home with him to poison every moment of his night. One of those things that his subconscious morbidly, masochistically clung to and wouldn’t let go.
Actually, though, the dream wasn’t difficult for him to analyze, as it was largely based on fact.
He had been a boy again. Four. That had been 1961. Happy Days, he thought. The year his parents were murdered.
His dream didn’t fill the gaps in his memory of the incident—or if it had, his waking mind had been cheated. What he remembered of the dream was basically just what he remembered of the night. He was sleeping in this very house, in the bedroom he slept in now. A scream awoke him from his four-year-old’s dreams (in his dream he had dreamed he was dreaming). He got out of the bed, ran in his slippers to the kitchen, saw his father crash against the kitchen table, groping at the chairs for balance, blood snaking down his face bright in the bright kitchen light, and then his father’s eyes met his and he screamed again as someone out of view apparently seized his father by the ankles and yanked his feet out from under him, dragged him and a tipped chair to the floor with a terrible crash. His father wailed (to him?) for help as he was dragged out of sight behind the stove, himself in turn dragging the fallen kitchen chair after him. Ahigher-pitched banshee shriek now. Four-year-old Ray turned and ran for his mother’s bedroom…not crying, just terribly confused. Like it was a dream.
His mother was there. Cowering…in a corner, close to the floor. She had lost a lot of blood, so much of it splashed across her that its source was hard to determine. Her hair ends dribbled. She rasped and shrank from her son feebly. But then she realized who it was. And with one gesture she showed her son the most concern and compassion she had ever showed him in his short life, and ever would—she shakily pointed across the room to a window. Ray looked to it. Just a screen kept the night out.
Summer bugs clung to the mesh. His mother was urging him to escape, so as to survive, knowing she and her husband would not.
Ray looked back to her and her arm fell. She stared at him, mouth open wide, maybe dead already…or maybe she lived long enough to watch her son fumble open the screen and scamper out into the bushes below the window.
He hid in the bushes for a few minutes, afraid to make a noise, afraid to run. He decided to peek up over the edge of the window, perhaps for more instructions from his mother, seeing as how she was in such a concerned mood. What he saw of his mother was her on her back, arms flung out slack, and someone apparently dragging her out of the room by the ankles—whoever it was out of view. Now his mother was gone, too, having left a smudged wet path across the floorboards after her.
Ray turned and ran through the fern bushes, off toward the woods.
Now the dream had become more of what you expected from a dream—absurd and dissonant, more fictional. When he emerged from the other end of the woods it was day, and he was older, probably nine. His cousin Paul was there, probably seven. They played Frisbee on a shady country back road with no cars to endanger them, while across the road was a farmhouse with a goat tied to a gnarled ancient apple tree, nibbling grass amongst the green fallen fruit, much of it rotting. An old couple, blatantly New England in character, sat in rocking chairs on a porch watching them. They didn’t speak, just rocked in the gentle breeze. Paul spun the Frisbee high; Ray looked up at it from below, the sun making it translucent, and it looked like a flying saucer. It became a flying saucer in a way, because it flew away high over the woods in the direction of Ray’s house and didn’t come back. Ray was amazed at Paul’s talent and laughed, “Great throw!”
“Go get it,” Paul said.
Ray looked back into the woods doubtfully, his laughter gone. He knew where the flying saucer had landed.
That’s where he woke up—contemplating the way back into the woods.
It wasn’t all that difficult for twenty-six-year-old Ray to decipher that last bit. He had been raised since four by his uncle and aunt, Paul’s parents. They had inherited this property. Ray had lived with them up until he was twenty-six, never owning his own apartment. Now that the previous tenants had moved out, Ray had asked his uncle and aunt if he could rent the house of his parents. He had just moved in two months ago.
It was an eagerly anticipated new life for him at first, a welcome change in the sterile winter he hated. Perhaps he had expected too much, but the magic had dulled a great deal in just two months and he was back to naps and winter sterility. He hoped spring would rejuvenate his new house again, bring it to life the way it should have become. The only difference right now between his bedroom at his aunt’s house and this house was that this place was bigger and had given him a nightmare.
Also, he had always loved being alone—alone in his bedroom, alone with his art, alone on walks and in museums—and so he hadn’t anticipated such a sad, enduring loneliness. He had Paul sleep over as often as he could talk him into it. Oh, he loved having a whole house to himself, but he had it to himself in those times when he needed to share a little. No more opening his bedroom door and seeing his aunt out there in her nightgown watching television.
The dog was new—almost. She belonged to another cousin who was living with her husband in Greece for as long as he was stationed there in the air force, so actually he was just babysitting the dog indefinitely, just as his uncle and aunt had taken him in. She was a timid but playful creature, rusty red like Ray’s hair, smallish, with a single white blaze between her eyes like a pony. Kelly. Ray adored animals but he had a short temper with them sometimes and something in Kelly’s behavior irritated him once in a while. She seemed especially mindless, dove for the dry dog food he kept in the back hall almost every time he brought her in from outside, no matter how much he yelled at her for it.
She liked to get wound around trees so he would have to venture into her mine field (maybe she wasn’t so dumb after all—revenge for his bad temper?). But he loved her and she was his only constant companion in the house.
Watching her unconsciously, Ray focused back on the first half of his dream. Why did it unsettle him so? Ha—a stupid question. His parents were butchered and then left hanging from ropes upside-down above the very step he sat on now, and he wondered why he was unsettled? But there was more to it.
Ray had never particularly loved his parents because they had never particularly loved him, to his recollection. His father had been a constant drunk, constantly unemployed, who had beaten him a few times. Mostly extra-hard spanks, but also hair-pulling, arm-wrenching and once he remembered a cane smack against his leg for talking back to his mother. A raging, stumbling, contorted-faced ogre. Ray remembered a lot of running to bed and pretending to be asleep when his father’s car pulled into the drive at night, but listening to the fighting all night long. And his mother often accompanied her husband on his drinking excursions, leaving Ray with his beloved aunt and uncle, who had bought him more toys than his real parents. Young though he was, Ray had felt disgust for his mother for being victimized by his father, for joining him instead of controlling him.
He remembered having to sneak food when they both fell asleep drunk because they hadn’t fed him. He remembered his drunken mother and father bringing home drunken friends, a woman who his father would paw and slobber over or a man who would paw and slobber over his giggling mother. He remembered once when his father was passed out drunk, coming in on his mother and another man naked under the blanket of his mother’s bed. They told him to go play. His father and mother fought a lot about that time and other times like it. Ray would lie in bed and listen to their roars and cries and the smashing of furniture; the fighting of monsters.
So the four-year-old Ray had felt only a numb confused fear rather than a traumatic horror at the unsolved, apparently unmotivated killing of his parents. A disorientation, as in a dream.
But now he was unsettled. Very. To his soul.
Why? Ray wondered about instincts. Did he subconsciously love his parents in some inexorable, obligatory instinctual way? Because he was supposed to love his parents, just as they had cared for him, seen to his needs—themselves, out of some instinctual, imposed sense of duty? He seemed to remember sloppy wet kisses, the grizzled cheek of his father—less clear, the goodnight kiss of his mother. Ray now wondered, at the age of twenty-six, if for all these years he had only allowed himself to focus on the bad memories as a defense mechanism. Maybe his mind had even enhanced those memories, because the memories seemed too sharp and immediate…he had friends who couldn’t remember a single incident up until the age of five. Even his close cousin Paul couldn’t remember shit beyond five.
He had never suffered psychologically for the lack of his natural parents, because the aunt and uncle he had fantasized were his parents were right there to embrace and nurture him, to make his fantasy come true.
But now he was alone in his own house, his first house, where only he lay beyond each door, and he was left to contemplate the fact that finally he had followed the flying saucer back through the woods, back in time, to its destination…and he felt something he had never felt before. It almost amazed him that it had taken this long. Though he couldn’t say he was sorry that he had ended up with his aunt and uncle, he felt for the first time that he had lost his parents…
Kelly came prancing toward him jovially, proud of her creation no doubt. Ray sighed, dismissed the issue of the dream (consciously). He was preparing to rise but stalling out of weary laziness when Kelly stopped short and looked sharply toward the driveway. She growled low in her throat. Ray turned his head.
Someone was standing in the direct center of the head of his driveway.
The dirt driveway sloped up from the stoop on which he sat to a narrow country road,. It was a fairly long drive and there were no street lamps along this stretch of road so the person at the head of the drive was darkly indistinct, a shadow. Ray felt a bit of a tug on his heart to see that it wasn’t one of Kelly’s frequent false alarms. He didn’t like that he couldn’t see the person well and yet they could see him in his pool of back door light. He could pretty much tell, however, that it was a woman or a girl.
It wouldn’t have seemed strange, except that Ray’s house was the only house along this piece of road but for a farmhouse a good stretch along, and a new house under construction, still a bleak skeleton. Kids tore along this road in the summer, inevitably, but most nights it wasn’t unusual not to hear a car pass for two hours. Just a lonely train that rumbled under a bridge beyond that farm. You might see a bicyclist in the day, even a serious jogger. But not too many lone pedestrians at seven o’clock in the evening.
Maybe a hitchhiker who hadn’t anticipated the low percentage of potential rides along this road. So what was she doing here, considering whether to ask for a ride?
And for how long had she been standing there under the sticky-budded branches of his ancient chestnut tree, considering him? It made him feel vulnerable. Unsettled.
Ray had now been staring back at her for over thirty seconds. It seemed rude of him, but she could only be staring at him. Was it a friend fooling him? Mm—could be. Angela, or Terry—the girlfriends of his two best friends, who had become his friends as individuals. It might be more like Terry to be pulling this, and he could imagine her boyfriend Dicky hiding in some bushes snickering, his car parked down the road.
Ray couldn’t see much, but it didn’t look like Terry. At least he didn’t think it was Terry.
Back to nervousness. Disorientation. A minute had passed. The dark form hadn’t moved that he could tell. He felt as though in a circus spot-light, under a microscope, every nervous twitch of his muscles exposed to the amusement of his shadow-protected audience. That dark face might be smirking at him in humored disgust for all he…he sensed he was being mocked. Maybe a mocking challenge.
Kelly had continued to rumble. She too waited for the figure to make its identity and intentions clear. Now she barked twice, and twice again—a jarring sound that shocked Ray, but he didn’t turn his head—before returning to her disgruntled rumbling.
Kelly had inspired Ray to finally call out. The most important thing to do was modulate his voice properly; he didn’t want to sound shaky and afraid, nor firm and authoritative because that would imply fear, too. He had decided on a casual, cool voice. But it still came out a little uneven around the edges.
“Can I help you or something?
Why didn’t he expect an answer? He didn’t get one. It was as if he hadn’t asked anything, and for a moment he almost wondered if he had only thought he had spoken. But he knew he had. And nothing had changed.
Whatever wasn’t established, one thing was—unless it was a joking friend, this person was rude. Even a shy, timid hitchhiker would have replied. So Ray didn’t feel guilty at the anger that was boiling up in him, his outrage at being made to feel nakedly afraid. The person had to be purposely intimidating him. There was only one recourse; he wouldn’t humiliate himself by calling out again. Whenever he received a phone call and asked hello once and got no reply, he never asked hello again—he’d hang up promptly. Ray was very paranoid about prank phone calls; he considered them personal attacks. From a mocking, faceless tormentor…
Ray stood. He stepped toward Kelly and took her chain as casually as possible. She rumbled, didn’t want to go at first, but obeyed. Ray no longer looked up the driveway; he took Kelly into the house.
Once Kelly was inside the house he forgot her totally, strode with taut determination to his bedroom, groped in the dark, lit it, opened the top right drawer of his desk where his Smith and Wesson nickel-plated .357
Magnum lay on the plastic bag he had bought it in. It was loaded with the .38 special loads he used for target shooting; not as powerful as .357’s, but the .38’s were semi-brass jacketed hollow-points. Ray hefted the pistol out, shut the drawer, and rode a foaming rapids of adrenalin back through the house, back to the back door.
Keeping the gun in his right fist (even if he stuck it in his waistband his intentions would seem hostile, so why not go all the way?), down along his thigh as if in a gunfighter’s holster, Ray pushed open his glass storm door and stepped out into the night air.
A distant mournful train rattled; phantom express. With each night, more and more chirps of crickets and/or frogs were heard distantly, and he heard them now off in the swamp somewhere within the dense woods. This was all that greeted Ray. There was no one at the head of his driveway.
Why had he expected this? Why wasn’t he really surprised? But now a more alarming concept than if he had found his audience still present there—what if the audience had simply moved? There were pews and pews of shadows about his house in which to sit and mock him. Clamping his teeth, Ray glanced about him into the dark. Behind a bush? Further back from his yard, in the endless woods? Behind the old chestnut tree at the head of the drive? Ray wished he’d brought a flashlight…even more, he wished he’d left Kelly out. He didn’t step down from the single cement door stoop.
I hope you can see this gun in my hand, if you’re out there, he thought. I hope you’ve seen enough movies to tell by the distinctive ejector shroud under the barrel and the bulk that it’s a Magnum. It could blow your head off, punk. Or punkette.
His body hummed. His adrenalin surged into the revolver and made it shine and flash as if with electric sparks. He wanted badly—he ached—
to discharge it into the air. Split the night. An atom bomb in this stillness.
Even if someone heard it, and if they did it would only be as a distant echo-pop, he couldn’t get in trouble for firing a weapon close to a residence unless his own residence counted, and wouldn’t that be funny? But as if out of respect for some law which required him to remain quiet and humble, he didn’t fire his gun into the air. Maybe it was some lingering hope that the person hadn’t meant any harm, and he didn’t want to terrify some innocent person, for then who was the monster?
Ray tucked the gun in his front waistband, went back inside for a flashlight and to clip a short leash onto Kelly’s collar. Kelly bounded and leaped with mindless, irritating delight when she saw him get the leash.
“Cool it,” he snapped. Once again he ventured outside, and this time dared to step off the door stoop. He let Kelly lead the way.
Kelly sniffed anxiously across the mine field of shit. Ray followed obediently. Kelly located her destination—a good spot to squat and tinkle.
“Oh for Christ’s sakes,” hissed Ray, jerking her toward the driveway.
Kelly had apparently forgotten her growling of not ten minutes ago.
She didn’t even sniff the spot where the figure had apparently stood. Ray expected a body to lunge out at him from behind the chestnut tree. Nothing.
From the vantage point of the figure, Ray looked at his house as if to imagine how he and Kelly had appeared to the shadowy spy at the time.
Good: distant. Small.
He urged Kelly fully around his house and yard. She never reacted adversely. Finally Ray gave up, admittedly relieved though still unsettled, and took Kelly and himself back into the house.
He made sure to lock up thoroughly.
Inside his house, the house he had inherited from his father like he had inherited his father’s artistic gift, Ray made coffee. He paced with it in hand in circles around his sparsely furnished livingroom. A squeaky-skinned, tacky black sofa bridged across the mouth of the bay windows with their filmy curtains. A cheap stereo, a nineteen-inch TV and an old wicker rocking chair in front of it. A secondhand circular rug in the center of the floor helped. He was proud of the display of books in the bookshelf built into the wall: Man and his Symbols and Flying Saucers by Carl G.
Jung. Death in Midsummer and Other Stories by Yukio Mishima. TheDistracted Preacher and Other Tales by Thomas Hardy, and the complete collection of poetry by Hardy. William Burroughs, Emanuel Swedenborg, Dante, Gray’s Anatomy, Devils and Demons by J. Tondriau and R.
Villeneuve, a giant book on Bosch and the infamous collection of medical anomalies by G.M. Gould and W.L. Pyle. He read a lot, but he hadn’t read any of these books mentioned all the way through. That was rare these days, mostly three or so novels a year. He browsed, scanned, picked at random. Also, it simply made for an impressive exhibit, as if he expected Hugh Hefner to come by with some friends one night. At least it impressed himself.
A neon beer sign he had eagerly snatched up at a flea market for twenty-five bucks glowed orange and blue across one wall and buzzed.
He sat in front of the TV and pulled out the Atari and selected a video game from his impressive library of video games. He shot down flying saucers, battled demons and Bosch-spawned space invaders.
He paced again. Another coffee? No, he was bad enough. He paced along the outer rim of the rug as if to blend the edge into the floor. Tonight had reminded him of another night. Another disturbance. He let the memory flow back in…
Before he moved here; January. He was standing outside with one of his aunt’s dogs on a pulley line like his. They had never left the dogs out alone since the day Ray had come out and found one dog had snapped its collar and escaped. Fortunately, they had found it. But the line pulled down sometimes, and what too of sick people you read about in the papers who stole dogs—one repulsive individual just German shep-herds—and tortured them to death, like sacrifices to some devil-good?
Someone had poisoned his grandmother’s Doberman puppy, and the town’s very own “animal control” officer had been brought forward on charges after shooting some dogs he had collected up that very day and left to die, though one had survived. So Ray’s aunt and uncle had taught him to watch over the dogs, and he was doing this one night when he noticed a silhouetted figure at the end of their dirt drive. A teenage boy, it appeared. Actually, he was down in the drive a few steps. And it was his planted stance that made Ray’s heart roll over sickishly. There was challenge in that stance, an arrogant firmness in the posing. Like a gunfighter.
Ray had played nonchalant for a moment or two, but then had turned his face to the figure and had stared hard at it. Exposed in the stark back door light like this, he felt queasy. He fought not to call out, not to walk up the drive and ask what the punk wanted in his driveway, why he was arrogantly staring at him like this.
Why was Ray so afraid? He had guns. He had studied martial arts.
Blood and gore didn’t sicken him (in itself). He was older, he had some rough friends. Why was Ray sick to his stomach afraid?: No face. No word. Just that black figure in his driveway, in it, inside his aura, standing in a confident planted fashion. Challenging him.
Something even worse developed. Dream imagery. It took Ray by surprise and disoriented him. Before his eyes, the teenage figure slowly sank down in a crouch, flopped on its side on the ground and rolled, like a slow motion log, three times down Ray’s uncle’s drive. Then came to a stop on its belly like a soldier. Weird fear and outrage washed through Ray. He was outwardly numbed.
He felt this reaction was what the challenger wanted—to freak him out with weird behavior. To torment him. Mock him. How could this kid know him so well?
Then a car came by, and as it passed things clicked to light in Ray’s mind, and he flushed the fear down its toilet as quickly as possible so he wouldn’t have to smell it. The kid had been hiding in his drive waiting for the car, which had come from a house down the street, to pass and be gone—for as soon as it was, the kid got up from the drive, clapped himself off and walked down the sidewalk out of view without so much as a glance back at Ray. The kid’s father, maybe, something like that. It was around ten and he probably wasn’t supposed to go out and meet his buddies. An eccentric thing to do, roll down someone’s drive, and he probably knew that Ray was outside, but not a wholly unmotivated or impractical action. Ray even believed he knew who the kid was, now—a local boy who had lived down the street years ago and had popped up recently, apparently to live with his divorced mother again. The kid used to sneak into his aunt’s back shed, which was reached through the back hall, and steal food out of their big meat freezer, then take it to the parents of a friend as a gift and ask if he could eat over. Sad, pathetic. Though angered, his aunt and uncle had never taken action, but Ray and his cousin Paul had talked loudly about sticking a gun in the kid’s mouth or slapping him hard across the face if they caught him sneaking into their back hall.
Ray then realized that the kid hadn’t been planed staring at him, but in the opposite direction. That had been the kid’s back.
Yeah, okay, his back, Ray thought. But what was this tonight? Was this a misinterpretation also? Not a challenge? Something to shrug off?
Had to be, he tried to calm himself. Why would a girl stand at the end of his driveway and challenge him? If she wanted to mock him, wouldn’t she have called out? What was she, an escaped mental patient?
A ghost, some part of his mind stated.
That statement came so abruptly and was so confident that it frightened him. A ghost?
For some reason, though the possibility did terrify him, it was a more comforting thought than having a corporal being challenging him. The motivations of ghosts were usually more benign than those of live people.
That had to be the reason. The motivations of a ghost would be easier for him to relate to. Yeah—this consideration nearly soothed him.
He was able to quit pacing, to feed his dog and brush his teeth and go into his bedroom to watch TV and fall asleep.
Still, he slept with the loaded Magnum on his bedside table like a crucifix.
««—»»
While Ray slept, eyes watched him.
Stevie Nicks of the group Fleetwood Mac stared wistfully at him with sheepish loveliness from under her bangs. Marlon Brando contemplated him with dark eyes cynically amused and dourly wise. Robert DeNiro frowned at him silently but was distracted by his own troubled musings.
Eyes he had created. He was surrounded by them, an audience of celebrities, and he on his stage dream-performing. A jury of eyes sizing him up, measuring the value of his existence. Sometimes in his room Ray would mouth along with a song he listened to on headphones to bring the music all the closer, fantasizing that he was the performer, the Springsteen or Sting or Elvis (Costello), that their brilliance was his, the stunned audience (of celebrities) was his, and his eyes would fall on the audience, focus on Brando’s wise amusement, and it would be like catching himself doing something stupid in the mirror. He might not stop, but he’d have to look away.
Brando was an oil he’d done in 75. DeNiro was a blue ballpoint pen from 77 or 78, Stevie a black ballpoint pen from 82. There was also a variety of favorite female movie stars, pastel or pen, colored pencil or marker or combinations of these. A painting, his first oil at the age of fifteen, of Maurice Evans in ape guise from Planet of the Apes. Little else but his art hung on the walls: a poster of John Belushi as a sword-wielding samurai (comically like an oil painting he was planning of another self-destructed artist, Yukio Mishima, which was still just a sketch on canvas as it had been for a year and a half) and a paper rifle target which actually had eleven targets on it, ten around the edges and one in the center: the NRA’s official fifty foot small bore rifle target. He thought it made an interesting decoration and wished he’d get around to shooting it to make it more interesting. He could leave it on the wall and shoot it if he wanted, no one would hear, but he was too proud of his house to destroy it. At his uncle and aunt’s house there were holes in the walls where he and Paul had thrown shurikens, martial arts throwing stars, and on the ceiling of Paul’s bedroom three punctures where Paul had shot at a spider with a BB gun. These days Ray and Paul couldn’t believe they could’ve acted like that, and laughed at themselves.
Still, one wall in Ray’s new adjacent garage, which was actually more like a rickety junk-strewn shed, was a backdrop for boards he leaned there and hurled shurikens into. Knives, too. Sometimes he would tack a photo there of some inhumanly beautiful model or some obnoxious TV star from a magazine. Sometimes he’d miss the board and stick the wall itself, which he didn’t like. He wanted to preserve this place. It was his—it was him.
Elsewhere in his house was more of his framed art, though not in such a concentration as in the bedroom of his early childhood.
It was mostly of a different nature as well. Monsters, mutations, fantasy. Surreal, more often than not symbolic, a message present. Ray was known more for the portraits of people and animals he had done many times for people he worked with; his cousin Paul was better known for his monsters. Actually, Ray was better at realism, at portraits, and Paul had a vastly better imagination for weird imagery. But Ray liked to draws monsters, too. Even then, however, his monsters were more related to reality, to people and animals. A deformed stillborn infant from his book on medical anomalies made for a good monster subject, whereas Paul’s beasts were more extravagant, less likely to exist even on the farthest planet.
On one livingroom wall was the only piece of his father’s artwork that Ray owned. It was a remarkably detailed pen and ink gazelle gazing over its shoulder. The paper was ivory-tinted with age. Ray’s aunt and uncle, other relatives, owned oil paintings by his father—mostly seascapes, clipper ships and lighthouses, covered bridges. No portraits, no monsters. Ray’s favorite was this little, very old gazelle. It served as a warning to him not to neglect his art as his father had, not to die and be appreciated only by a handful of relatives. Ray wanted to leave his art in books, on museum walls. This was his purpose in existing. He would rather be dead this instant if this were not to be fulfilled.
In his mother’s bedroom, where he had escaped from death, where he had looked back and seen his mother dragged out of the room, he had made his studio. The room smelled of linseed oil and turpentine, oil paint—delicious scents. He had never learned to paint on an easel, so atop an old Formica-topped metal-legged kitchen table lay the painting he was currently working on. Beside it lay a book on Van Gogh. And a mirror was propped on the table. On the canvas was a pencil sketch of himself patterned after Van Gogh’s last self-portrait, perhaps Ray’s favorite single work of art. So far the swirling background was nothing more than a few pencil strokes, but this time Ray was determined not to let the picture sit and gather dust, unstarted like Mishima, or get halfway and abandon it as he had with paintings before. Everything was set and ready to happen, the skeleton of pencil waiting to be fleshed out with oil, the swirling background to become a bright whirlpool of color energy.
He had gotten the idea for this from a self-portrait he had seen patterned after the very same piece—rendered by Joseph “Crazy Joe” Gallo, a New York mobster who had been shot inside a clam house but had died in Rasputin-like defiance on the sidewalk outside. Besides Van Gogh, Ray read that Gallo had favored Camus and Sartre. Gallo had owned an impressive library, too; primarily while in prison. Ray had collected four individual books about Gallo.
Where Gallo hadn’t resembled Van Gogh except that his face was bony and gaunt, Ray resembled an Americanized version of Van Gogh.
His hair was dark reddish with a brassy, glinting undertone, he wore a mustache and sometimes mustered up enough scruffy whiskers to approximate Van Gogh’s red beard. The face glowered, as did Van Gogh’s last portrait. People mistook the glower for arrogance or anger at them.
His features were blunter, though, cruder, less artistically European. He was rather better looking than Van Gogh, in a corrupted All-American Boy sense. Some people said he resembled the actor Ron Howard a bit.
Van Gogh meets Opie.
While Ray slept, his portrait watched the night, waiting to come to life.
««—»»
It was more than a half hour’s ride from Ray’s house to his job in one of Massachusetts’s small, dreary cities. Ray found Boston beautiful and exciting, and especially found the small country towns quaint and lovely, but this kind of dismal half city was a wretched purgatory to him. Even Worcester was exciting to him, though it had its dangerous mood. This placed seemed all danger and no excitement. Just recently someone had broken through a skylight at work and vandalized the place, setting fire to a box of sample leathers he had been working with lately, on a table next to the cutting machine he used. Only minor vandalism was done elsewhere. Crazy town. Ray was a leather cutter for a small pocketbook company. He had been here since September but he had experience as a leather cutter from having worked in a well-known shoe factory for over five years before the place shut down.
He was late, he knew, from the quiet of this little industrial road. No one getting out of their cars to go in, the coffee truck gone. He found one parking lot full so drove on down past a company that made salad dressing and found plenty of room in a larger dirt lot. He got out, lunch bag in hand, and crossed to the plant.
Inside, he climbed stairs to his floor. The lower floor was rented by another company. Ray nodded to a young black man who sat near the door operating a machine. He couldn’t figure this kid out—sometimes he acted glowering and tough, sometimes he was open and warm, like split personalities. Today the kid grinned and said, “Hey, Ray.”
Ray punched in. Ouch—ten minutes late. He’d thought five at the most. Oh well, it didn’t matter. They needed Ray here badly, as an experienced cutter, though they didn’t pay him like they did. Five an house compared to the piece work at his old place where a fast cutter could make eleven, though Ray had averaged six-fifty to seven, being overly conscientious. But they tolerated his tardiness and excessive absenteeism without ever saying a word. Too often he exploited this condition out of some rebellious arrogance.
He went directly to his cutting machine. It had been repaired so he didn’t have to use the old, outdated “clicker” machine next to which the fire had been set. There were only two other leather cutters: a small cocky Portugese in his twenties and an old man who wore a leather gambler’s visor and only worked Tuesday through Thursday, as he was retired. The rest of the cutting department crew consisted of a big black guy who cut the pocketbook handles from cow hides at a table with some sort of guillotine blade hinged to it, and a short pudgy white guy who incessantly wore a baseball cap and acted nineteen though he was thirty, who cut the pocketbooks’ fabric linings. Ray liked them all, but was especially fond of the cutting room foreman, Joe. Joe had also been Ray’s cutting room foreman for those five years at the shoe plant. A jovial old-timer with an often dry sense of humor, Joe mostly sorted the incoming leather, putting the hides away in the many wooden racks of the leather room, and “setting up jobs” for cutters.
Ray didn’t need to pick out a new job today, but continue work with the one he’d begun last Friday. This particular job consisted of bundles of wine-colored leather, one-hundred-sixty-eight square feet in total, out of which he had to cut the pieces for four dozen handbags. The leather ran good sometimes but more often than not was a nightmare—scarred, wrinkled, too soft around the belly of the animal because the leather would stretch. Sometimes it was aggravating enough to make Ray want to quit.
He’d complain to Joe, “You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, or rear in this case.” Joe would say, “Do what I’d do, Ray—close your eyes and cut it.” But Ray took it too seriously because he was conscientious about his work and didn’t like to make a product he wouldn’t buy himself.
He activated his machine. He stood on a wooden platform to be better on level with the cutting block. The cutting machine was actually just a press he would swivel over the block and lower onto a die on the cow hide. The die would be stamped through the leather like a cookie cutter through dough. Some jobs required few dies, some many. They were old, a lot of them, and soldered gold where they’d cracked. Dies were numbered with marker and heaped in racks in the cutting room and especially outside the leather room. It had taken Ray weeks to first get used to the many styles, experience or no. Dies belonging to pocketbooks no longer made still cluttered the shelves with brand-new die sets. Ray knew them like the back of his hand by now.
No one really went out of their way to greet Ray when he came in, unless his eyes met with theirs, because he didn’t go out of his way to greet them. Only Joe, and he overcompensated by acting as if he hadn’t seen Ray for a month. Joe was so friendly to Ray that it made him uncomfortable, so he often found himself avoiding him. He felt a little guilty but thought he was friendly enough to let Joe know that he liked him—it was just that Ray way shy and extremely private. In contrast, the baseball-capped lining cutter Pete joked loudly across the room to the big black handle-cutter, Jake, about how shit-faced he had gotten this weekend. Ray laughed inside at their humor while he set to his work but made no effort to join them.
Ray was glad to be back to regular cutting after working on sample leather for the company’s designer. He had been cutting colored swatches and stapling them to fabric-covered presentation boards to be displayed at the various showings of their forthcoming fall line. Not so difficult in itself, but he didn’t get along well with the company’s strong-willed (to put it mildly) designer, who seemed to think this was New York and clashed with everyone from the lowliest worker to the president. She was an artist, though, and had a vision to fulfill, and Ray did admire her work and her individuality. Another problem was that the president had been having Ray illustrate their new line, to be printed up on presentation sheets to be given to their salesmen to distribute to potential buyers. A lot of hectic confusion, this scurrying to get the spring show ready. It still wasn’t over but Ray wasn’t making presentation boards anymore and was caught up on his sketches, waiting for the designer to finish her final designs so he could draw them. He had come very close to quitting these past few weeks and felt a secret smug amusement, a satisfaction, that some punk had broken in here and torched that damn box of sample leather scraps.
Adjusting to work again after the weekend had occupied Ray for the first fifteen minutes or more before he finally noticed the new girl. She was easy to notice then, however, for two reasons. For one, he had seen her before—last week, in here. She had worn a tan suit and flowered shirt, he remembered; the flared legs of her slacks had been too short, and this coupled with her glasses had made him think she was a little on the meek and mild, “nerdy” side. Librarian type. Red hair in a little ponytail. The shop foreman, a black man named Bill, had been touring her around the place, presumably in relation to a job. Ray had felt mildly sorry for her because of her librarian mood but had since forgotten about her. The second reason why she was so noticeable now was that she was young and white. The cutting room was contained in the same room with the larger stitching room, all one open area, and Ray faced the rows of stitchers all day. Not one was a young, white Anglo-Saxon…most were old and white, or old and black, or old and Puerto Rican. Those few young women were Portugese, Puerto Rican or black. Ray couldn’t believe such a meek-looking girl had come back here to work after her initial tour.
Ray was relieved (for her) to see that she hadn’t deemed it necessary to dress up again. She wore a blue-sleeved baseball jersey tucked into new blue jeans, which were flare legs and still a little too short in the leg.
She was standing over the head stitcher, Louise, who was demonstrating the use of an ancient-looking sewing machine. When Ray first saw her, she was looking not at Louise’s work but across the spacious room directly at him.
Ray began to drop his eyes but brought them back up. It was the unabashed way she stared at him that unsettled him. She didn’t glance quickly away as might be expected. She didn’t smile either, or change her expression. She just stared, her mouth a little open, largely expressionless.
It was somewhat rude, and Ray began to feel as if he’d been in a bad mood, which he hadn’t been. He felt defensive. He felt like one of those stillborn horrors from his medical anomalies book, floating in a bottle. You didn’t just stupidly gawk at someone like this. “Duh,” he thought in his mind, a sound to go along with her ignorant rudeness. And the glower he unintentionally often showed the world was now summoned up consciously. He projected it at her like a weapon, as if in response to a challenge.
She looked uncertain maybe, but maybe her expression stayed expressionless, and she looked down to what Louise was doing—either because she didn’t want to get caught not paying attention or in response to Ray’s response. Either way, Ray was satisfied and went back to stamping out the fragments of future handbags. He placed his next die down to the left of a stitched incision still clear in the cow’s flesh even after tanning and coloring. You could even see veins in the skins sometimes, and always brands. Someone had found a Swastika brand once and cut it out, hung it up. The brand on this skin was a P inside a circle.
Ray thought he’d like to purposely put brands in every piece, and an operation incision like this one, and stitch a bag together out of them.
Funny. The new Halloween line. Sadomasochists would love it.
He looked up. The girl wasn’t looking at him as he had expected.
Jake appeared at his side, drifting up like smoke. He was over six feet and built like a bull, and he made Ray nervous because he talked so close to you that you thought he would kiss you. His eyes gleamed dully, ivory whites. He smiled and whispered, “Seen you lookin’ at that new girl.
She’s got herself some big titties.”
Ray chuckled and looked at her again. She did—he hadn’t noticed.
“Oh yeah,” he said.
Jake’s lips almost brushed Ray’s ear. “Wouldn’t ya like to stick your nose in a red-haired pussy?”
“I thought you didn’t like doing that stuff.” Jake had told Ray that blacks hated performing cunnilingus. He didn’t know whether to believe him.“I didn’t say I wanted to, I was askin’if you wouldn’t mind doin’it.”
Jake chuckled.
“Wouldn’t hurt.” Ray smiled, turning a little red. “Though red isn’t my favorite hair color.”
“What is? Blond?”
“Dark. Brown, black. My pubic hair is red—I’m sick of looking at red pubic hair.”
Jake laughed earnestly at this. “I get it. Maybe she just dyes her hair red, though, ya know? Looks like it.”
“Who knows.”
“Your pubic hair is red, huh? You sure?”
“Last time I checked. All three hairs—totally red.”
“Three hairs,” Jake laughed. He was still laughing when he walked away. That Ray kid hardly talked but he could be pretty funny when he did.
Ray smiled to himself, still flushed red and hot in the face from bashfulness at having joked with Jake. He checked on the girl again but now she was sitting and Louise hovered over her, and she was too engrossed in learning to gawk at him.
««—»»
Despite his strong feelings at the time and her incongruity in this place, Ray forgot the new girl as totally as was possible with her across the room from him. It was easy for him to daydream while he cut, despite the considerations of bad spots in the leather, and this he did—playing songs internally, some days an entire album track-for-track, fantasizing about being a recognized artist or movie director. He would stop his work to jot notes on an idea for a drawing, or on a prop or scene for his latest home video movie. His self-absorption made it pretty easy for him to tune out outside situations.
First break rang at nine-thirty. People scampered to get outside to the coffee truck. Not Ray. He sat up on his leather table atop the last two skins spread there. Opened his lunch, took out an apple. He remembered the new girl and looked to see her being led to the door by a black woman in her early thirties—Janey. Janey was apparently taking it upon herself to befriend the bespectacled newcomer and introduce her to the lunch truck. Despite his misgivings, Ray congratulated Janey internally for this thoughtfulness.
Ray felt a restlessness, didn’t like to sit at work. He hopped down and strolled into the adjacent leather room, crunching his apple. He found Joe alone at his battered desk in the corner, staring at the wall before him. It made for a rather sad image, and Ray congratulated himself internally at the way Joe livened up when he saw the young man stroll in. Made him feel good, that his presence could actually make people happy.
The day droned on. Ray finished his job, boxed the stacked pieces and left the box on the floor with others. A Puerto Rican boy would drag them one by one to the stitchers with a hook. Ray turned in his paperwork and scrap leather to Joe, selected a new job from a variety available (the idea was to always pick the easiest one) and set to work on it. Joe was caught up in the leather room so he began a job himself. Ray listened to Pete yell at Jake about Friday the 13th Part 3, which he had seen on cable this weekend.
Fuckin’ excellent, he proclaimed. A typical Monday at this place. Rather dark, dreary—numbing. More than anything, Ray felt a great sense of waiting. Waiting for this to end, waiting for something better. Every morning began a new day of waiting, every Monday began a new week of waiting…
Weeks had passed since Ray’s dream of his parents’ murder, and his confrontation with the dark stranger on the border of his property. It was May. He had waited for spring to come, and here it was. So what was he waiting for now?
««—»»
Noon—lunch. Ray waited for the stampede to recede and then crept downstairs. Someone was propping the door open and outside Ray could see the new girl buying something off the truck. He turned and entered the company downstairs, where the upstairs workers were allowed to go to buy soda or candy from their cafeteria machines. Ray bought a Coke and tramped back upstairs with it so as to eat at his machine.
He ate and didn’t notice that the girl had not returned to eat at her machine. When he had finished he went to the bathroom to wash his hands, then idled out into the dinky, dreary “cafeteria” at the head of the stairs leading down to the hall and out to the street. Three tables, and two usually remained empty. Ray would quietly sit at one of them or lean by the window to watch the foreman Bill play cards with two other black men, Jake, and the old white cutter when he was in. They played every day, even every break without fail, and kept their scores in a notebook.
They never invited Ray to play and he didn’t ask.
Ray strolled in and saw that at one of the two vacant tables the new girl sat eating a grinder. He quickly averted his eyes and continued on to the stairs. Downstairs he bought a candy bar, something he hadn’t intended to do. When he went back upstairs he walked through the break room and on to his machine, where he ate the candy bar.
He felt a vague empathic embarrassment for the girl’s aloneness in that room.
««—»»
Kelly’s growling woke him up.
Maybe she had just started, or maybe she’d been doing it a while. It was loud enough to reach from Ray’s studio room to his bedroom through his closed bedroom door. He kept it closed to keep Kelly out and off his bed, and out of habit after living in his aunt’s house with her many mischievous felines. At first Ray just lay there and listened to her, numb, his spirit still dreaming. The bed had its hold on him and was reluctant to let go. The greenish fluorescent desk lamp lit his room; he couldn’t sleep in total darkness. His imagination was a vivid Pandora’s box of masochistic surprises.
Finally he sobered and swung his legs out of bed—her growling was that persistent. His heart lightened its pace to a stealthy tiptoe in his chest when he remembered the last time Kelly had growled like this, weeks ago, when that figure had stood there regarding him. Ray rose with the Model 19 Smith and Wesson .357 in his right fist. He turned the knob of his door and let the gun lead his way like a guiding flashlight.
The livingroom was dark, even the neon beer sign out, its loud buzz subdued. The door to Ray’s studio was open, and the growling was louder than ever from in there. Though Ray couldn’t see well, he knew that Kelly was in there with her nose pressed to the screen window. He could hear her snort against it, as she would do. It had been a mild night and he’d left some windows open, just flimsy dirty screens to keep the night out.
Maybe inspired by a nugget of childhood memory, he was anticipating that in the summer the cool air would breeze in like water and the screens would filter out the impurities, all the bugs that would cling there gazing in at him, perhaps regarding him and his puzzling and self-important human existence. For now, the spring air in his house was cool, fresh, outdoorsy—but this made Ray feel vulnerable stepping out of his cloistered room. As if he had literally stepped outside.
The partly reassuring Magnum with its six little pieces of mythically reassuring lead pulled him into the livingroom, closer to his studio door.
Kelly’s growling would ebb and flow, not quite consistent, as if she had some doubts about her motivations for growling. Her growling had diminished to a mere questioning complaint by the time Ray had reached the threshold of his studio, but the moment his slippered foot touched the floor in there her growl surged with fresh inspiration. Ray’s heart jumped and he froze, so startled he wanted to vent his fearful anger by yelling at the dog. But he didn’t utter a sound. He knew that Kelly hadn’t growled at him in the dark; she took his presence for granted, like she’d been expecting him. He heard the screen creak with the pressure from her nose.
Ray sank now to half his height. Her growling had reached a plateau of angry intensity. Ray strained his ears beyond her noise but couldn’t hear any bushes out there stirring. He had reached Kelly’s side now but kept out of view of whoever or whatever might be outside the window, and he could see the blue light of night illuminating the dog’s face, particularly catching the pony blaze between her eyes, which glistened. What loyalty. She didn’t seem to care if some shotgun blast came ripping through the screen, so long as she alerted her master and kept watch for him. But then, if she could read the headlines maybe she’d be content to stay curled under the kitchen table and let the human take care of himself.
Her imagination for what horrors might be lurking out there could not even approach her master’s.
Ray had his hand on her back now, which didn’t distract her from her watch but seemed to lend him some comfort. He was pressed to the wall beside the window, his gun held barrel-vertical inches from the window frame. Still he heard nothing but for distant crickety chirps and tweets—bugs perhaps regarding his supposedly impervious fortress from a distance, planning their summer attack. Some ghost black panther had been stalking out there; fluid in the night breeze, fluid through the bushes, hardly stirring them. Now crouching, tensed and patient; waiting for the moment of vulnerability, the naked throat, mere papery skin covering fragile veins. A stupid little red dog would be no defense, six little blobs of lead would be no defense. How could you kill a ghost, a demon?
This all had the abstract, unreal feel of a dream to him.
He had a quick internal vision of what he would see if he peeked around the corner, out into the night—
He had seen photos in various exploitative tabloids, which had some of the appeal of his medical anomalies book…pictures of a young woman supposedly possessed by a demon or spirit; he couldn’t remember all the details, except that exorcism had failed and the woman had died. Her tormentor, whether external or created by her own sad mind, had won.
He couldn’t remember the story, but he remembered those photos. He remembered her face. His brain faithfully projected that face on his inner eyelids when he tried to sleep without a light. That face haunted him…
She would be out there in the bushes, crazed eyes burning in at him, deep in their sockets, her anorexic face bluish in the night, her hair limp and her features contorted in a grimace. A face of immense fear, like a carnival mirror of his own fear, a fanciful morbid caricature. She would be crouching animal-like, skeletally naked, in the ferns…she was there right now. Waiting for him to look around the corner and meet her mad eyes. Her restless soul attracted to his fear of her, waiting to leap into his eyes and possess him—until he died and passed the terror on to the next in a strange sort of chain letter progression. Never ending.
He could see her there so clearly in his mind that he almost believed he’d seen her, if only as a hallucination.
Then another strange idea came to him of its own volition. What if it were the new girl from work? Crouching in the bushes with a knife glittering in her hand, her expressionless eyes now subtly insane behind her owlish glasses? Seeking revenge for his glaring look. Maybe this was why she had stared at him so blatantly—because she wanted to kill him.
Who could tell what horror, what a monster, lurked behind a quiet face?
This flash of imagination was so weird, so sudden that it struck him sober. It seemed weirder to him than his fear of the possessed girl’s face.
Where had this crazy flash come from? He had frightened himself.
Coming back to reality after his dreamy flashes shocked him. How could he allow himself such vulnerability? He felt sharp now, nauseous with excitement. He had to look out there now; if he didn’t, whatever it was might get away before he could try. He had the gun; what was there to be afraid of?
Her, spider-like claw hands gripping the screen like summer bugs, her anorexic face pressed to it, the mesh indenting her flesh…her swollen tongue licking the screen…glazed eyes burning…
Ray realized he was moving. He was looking out the window now over Kelly’s head and he had surprised himself. He had to adjust to it quickly.
She wasn’t there. Nothing was there. Just the ferns, barely visible, the crickets calling from afar, the sinuous stirring of the night breeze.
Kelly’s growling had died down. She remained at the screen for a few minutes more, though, snorting at the fresh air. Ray crouched there for a while also, watching…spying through the window as if still expecting to see some horrid image take form.
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Chapter
2
This was no unusual day. It was only too usual.
Paul grumbled irritably. His mother rested the tray on his bed practically under his nose. Canned spaghetti. “Don’t let Pinky get it,” she warned emphatically, leaving him. She closed the door, latching it with a lock on the other side because the knob didn’t function.
He’d have to slip a birthday card he used through the door to unlatch it and let himself out. He had to keep it latched on one side or the other to keep their twenty voracious cats out. Pinky, a pathetic grungy poodle like an asthmatic lamb curled at the foot of the bed, perked up at the smell.
Paul stared at the canned spaghetti, just his eyes showing over the blanket edge, glaringly disgusted. Those slimy soupy strands in their anemic orange juice were how he felt too often, waking up at two in the afternoon having to be at work by three-thirty. Going on five years now.
Paul reopened his eyes. Searched out the digital clock face in the videotape machine on top of the expensive TV he’d bought for the bedroom in his parents’ house. He’d fallen back asleep. Two-thirty. “Fuckin’
goddamn it,” he hissed. Why hadn’t his mother checked back on him? He sat up to wolf the goop that Pinky had stared at longingly in contrast but hadn’t pilfered. Paul gave up on it after four mouthfuls, just ate his buttered bread and drank his milk. He set the tray closer to Pinky and got up.
He’d better have time to wash his hair or he’d be pissed. It was long, to his shoulders, dark blond and straight and got greasy and limp easily.
After employing the birthday card and latching the door behind him, he scuffed in slippers to the bathroom. His mother had disappeared into her room to sit in bed and read from her mounds of books on her beloved Orient, a fantasy world she had never visited, but probably appreciated more than many people who’d gone there physically. Paul’s father was as usual shopping for them and for Paul’s grandmother across the street, his only real job since he’d been disabled for fifteen years after having half a lung removed. He had a heart condition, too, and last summer had had a tumor removed. He thought he had two more and was going for tests soon. Paul’s sister lived with her boyfriend and had a two-year-old son who had undergone surgery three times to correct a cleft palate and harelip. Paul’s younger brother was a sophomore on a scholarship at Brandeis University majoring in foreign language, and he had a hernia now he was going to have corrected in April, spring break. Harelips and the tendency for hernias ran in some families; Paul’s father had had a double hernia. Defects and abnormalities predestined by DNA configurations. Today Paul felt as if tumors churned in his guts, pulsed in his head, inherited from himself from the day before and the day before.
The shower had been broken for months. Paul washed up the best he could weekdays and on weekends filled plastic basins with water, soaped up and stood naked in the tub and dumped water on himself. He dressed—a black T-shirt with a shiny Chinese dragon decal on the chest.
Black corduroy pants. He liked black; artistic. He washed his hair in the kitchen sink, returned to the bathroom to blow-dry it.
Finished. It was three. He had fifteen minutes. Paul lit up the first cigarette of his day with relish. The livingroom had little furniture—his brother’s desk and chair, another battered desk with no chair, and one kitchen chair in front of the new but broken livingroom TV and the Atari video game system Paul had played by the hour and now missed. Plenty of room to pace. They had owned a new used sofa recently but in no time the cats had clawed it up, pissed on it. Bay windows gave Paul a view of his yard, the fantasy landscape of his childhood, through green plastic blinds. Dragging on his butt, he searched the stereo numbers. He settled on Synchronity II by the Police, a favorite song. Once he had hated the group because he hated reggae music, until he had listened to the lyrics.
He paced to the song, a caged cat, with his cigarette. Now a medallion bumped against his chest. More properly a lead, die-cast pentagram the size of a silver dollar in diameter. Paul was a self-proclaimed witch.
“I made your lunch,” his mother called from her adjacent room.
“Mm,” he grumbled, involved in thought. He veered from his pacing back to his room to collect his things for the night. Money for snacks.
Cigarettes. His buck knife he knew he shouldn’t carry in his pocket but did. The room was a cluttered maze of magazines, books, records, all the stuff of Paul’s dreams. Even his brother’s top bunk bed was stacked and heaped. On the walls, along with theater posters for Taxi Driver, his favorite film, and Excalibur, were drawings, paintings by himself.
Tangled, warped monsters of impossible configurations, eyes on elbows, lips on the ends of penises. Naked women being raped and/or tortured by other women, by monsters or by themselves, was a recurrent image in his art and many comic books, most only half finished. On his desk was a monster mask of cardboard painted over with layers of liquid latex, hardened to an alien rubber skin. Here was an over-detailed Star Wars- like space ship made from a cardboard frame and glued all over with bits snipped from dozens of model cars and aircrafts, spray-painted white. Paul made his own full-length movies with the video camera and portable unit from the video recorder he had saved so long for. His cousin Ray, also an artist, filmed the movies with him. They took turns directing and starring, and played most of the parts, disguised in monster makeup usually devised by Paul but sometimes by Ray. Planet Of The Apes- like appliances glued on the face with theatrical spirit gum. Sometimes they stooped to papier-mache. For blood-spurting gunshot effects in their usually highly violent films they would hide clear tubing inside clothing, hit a pump and gush bogus gore—later dubbing in a gunshot sound effect. Fake stabbings, phony dismemberings. Once they had even made a dummy, dressed in clothes with blood-filled sandwich bags concealed in the chest, taken it into the woods and in closeup shot it repeatedly with Paul’s real .22 rifle. The dummy doubled for one of Ray’s characters. Their most realistic violent effect to date.
Paul left his tray on the bed, the spaghetti gone, Pinky’s face all orange, probably to remain orange for a week. He scooped Pinky up, left his room, latched it. No cats or even old feeble poodles allowed to remain in there unattended anymore, to dirty around, knock down piles or topple the papier-mache Stonehenge-inspired trilithon on one of his desks. Three realistic stones, two upright and one across their tops. This was his altar, the trilithon on a green towel to represent grass. He left oak leaf or pumpkin offerings before the trilithon, acorns or candles. No slaughtered animals or cups of blood—he was a real witch, a Nature-worshipping paganist. Nature being the Mother Goddess, a great benevolent entity. His beloved winter, the time of Nolaig and Candlemas, was ending. His favorite season because the Mother made the humans shiver in humility and kept them off the streets. It was supposed to snow tonight, on this March night of 1984, beginning late—around midnight, when he’d be getting out. Good, he could watch it begin. He had prayed, if such was the word, to the Mother by candlelight last night for one last good snow.
Out into the kitchen, where most of the cats congregated, perched high and nestled low, all colors and sizes and ages. They eyed him calmly like an audience of sphinxes as he dug in the refrigerator for his bagged lunch.
“Bye!” he called off to his mother.
“Bye, Paul,” she called from her room and her books.
Paul left his house. House of many years—from childhood—gray and tired. He was twenty-four. His family had moved out twice but had inevitably moved back. Paul loved this house. It was an extension of himself.
In the garage he took his new twelve speed black bike by the horns and wheeled it out into the crisp afternoon air. Everything dead brown.
Paul swung a leg over the bike and mounted it, pumped up the driveway.
He had his sunglasses on and a cigarette clenched. Bike, glasses, cigarette, long blond hair flapping—a familiar image in this part of town. His house faded off behind him.
««—»»
Massachusetts town of his life. He had never been out of Massachusetts for more than twenty-four hours, and probably not even that. The town had shrunk since his childhood— life had shrunk. His rambling house where every cupboard had been a cavern for a G.I. Joe doll was now a claustrophobic cupboard for him, and the immense yard where plastic dinosaurs had raged was now a meager patch mostly mine-fielded by the shit of the family dogs, dinosaurs extinct. Only in his room, amidst his books, on his videos and on his paper did life still extend horizonless into the fantasy and brightness of childhood.
Not entirely true. Since he had delved into witchcraft, Nature had attracted him to the sky, trees, stones. Woods were like stepping into his drawings, into dreams and child memories of wonder and life—awe. He loved autumn, the foliage and pumpkins, Halloween…spring and summer were beautiful but his less appreciative fellow humans emerged then to leave vodka bottles in his woods and panties hanging from branches like mock pagan offerings. He loved winter. He felt good now whipping along through cold air, the trees lining the road all starkly barren, coldly latticed.
He felt bad that spring was nearing and he’d have to share the lonely, serene air with the night whoops of drunken teenagers, blaring rock music and the revving of car engines. Please, just one more snow.
Paul didn’t dread another Ice Age.
It was only a ten minute walk to the factory, so much less so on bike.
A block away and he could already smell it. No kidding, he swore he could smell it sooner every day. Next week he’d open his door and smell it. That plastic and paint fumes stink, gray and sickish. How is it he had never smelled it the years he had walked this street on his way to Junior High? He had walked and rode and biked past the factory all his childhood, seeing only red brick and blocked windows on the outside, never knowing that someday he would know the inside so very well, and that this place would mean so much in his life history.
Paul turned a corner and saw the building far ahead on the right, like a deserted fortress the town had sprung up around and forgotten. He had a stop to make first; a tiny delicatessen on the left. He stopped in here every other day or so to either supplement or replace the dismal lunches his mother or father made him to bring to work.
He bounced in with his familiar energetic walk, hair swinging around his face. “Hey, Paulie,” said the owner behind the cash register; Mr. Ed, they called him. “How are ya how are ya?”
“Fine, fine. Hello, greetings one and all.” Paul clutched his chest and dropped his jaw in mock shock. “Robin!” He staggered back a step.
“When did you get back?”
Behind the counter a woman had appeared from a back room. “Hi Paulie…I got back Monday.”
“How do you feel?”
“Good. How come you didn’t come visit me or draw me a get well card or anything? Jeesh.”
“Sorry, sorry, I beg your forgiveness, I throw myself at your mercy, trample me with high heels—I love humiliation.”
“I left my high heels at home today—sorry,” Robin chuckled. They all loved Paulie in here.
“Hm hm hm, let’s see…what’ll it be today…” Nose to glass.
Soft-spoken, wry Mr. Ed had noticed how their new girl Irene had been noticing their exchanges with Paul. Mr. Ed said, “Paul, this is our new friend Irene—why don’t you break her in with a song?”
Robin laughed. Paul straightened up enthusiastically, grinning. Irene smiled nervously. Paul hopped to the counter and snatched a Slim Jim beef jerky stick and held it to his mouth like a microphone, warbling in his loudest and most obnoxious nightclub singer’s voice, “Goodnight, Irene, scooby-doo…oh yeah…hey, where’ya from—okay!”
Everyone laughed. Paulie was a good kid, a wild sense of humor. The didn’t see him at home pacing his furniture-less livingroom, staring out a window. He purchased an antipasto salad with a bisected hard-boiled egg on top, some wheat crackers and a can of Sprite, then was gone, calling back, “Farewell, humans!”
Back on his bike, he had only a little further to go before crossing the street to the factory.
It was three stories, and so many of the many arched windows had been blocked or bricked over that the building seemed to have no windows. It did, but nothing you could really look out of—light couldn’t even get through because they were tiny and covered with translucent plastic insulation. Only the offices in the office area, which was largely a modern addition, had real windows. Paul didn’t head for the front door into the reception area and offices, but down the length of the building for the side door the workers used. Battered cars were parked all along this narrow side street, some with engines running, husbands or boyfriends waiting for their women to get out. Paul hefted open the metal door; it rattled. A flood of workers was approaching—he had to hurry. Paul lifted his bike and carried it down a few steps into the building. Immediately to his left was another metal door with a small window in it.
In here, an echoy stairwell built from concrete blocks led upstairs. As usual Paul left his bike unchained under the staircase, then returned to the dark and chaotic molding room to punch in. He walked against the outgoing tide. Most of the smirky, punky-looking young guys looked twice as tall and heavy as Paul, who was pretty short, and they wore leather biker jackets and army coats. A lot of grease-stained men. Paul made it to the clock, avoiding meeting eyes, jouncing with bogus nonchalance, and waited for bodies to clear sufficiently for him to pluck his manilla time card. He left it in the same spot every night upon leaving so he wouldn’t have to search in the day while impatient punks waited. Paul inserted his card. Zzzt-stamp.
He inserted his card in the IN rack now. He turned from the clock to head upstairs to the second floor and his department.
Down here were “molding,” primarily, “deflashing” and “post-ops.”
A confusion of machinery and hoses and noise and dirt. Spattered sprays of molten plastic had hardened on walls like solidified moss. Complex mold half-dangled from the ceiling, partially supported by thick chains.
The yellow, unpainted plastic parts were heaped in boxes waiting to be deflashed; that is, filed of their rough edges. In post-ops holes were drilled in them, screws inserted. Paul walked back through the clamor, the shouts of workers to each other, the blasting of multiple radios on multiple stations, the screech of drills. It was a loud, filthy, dark hell down here. With all the chains and strange machinery, it seemed like some Industrial Age torture dungeon.
The metal door clanging shut behind him was a welcome barrier.
Carrying his bagged salad, wearing an army-colored winter jacket and under that a navy blue zippered sweatshirt with a less than Druidic hood hanging down his back, punched in for another day, Paul mounted the concrete steps to the second floor.
««—»»
Familiar smells permeating all, leading the way. Whatever varied smells and colors, words and thoughts were brought in here, the factory smells were ever-present/ever-permeating in an invisible effort to unite all in a wholeness, like one organism. Paul followed them up the stairs and got off at the second floor: metal door, little window. He opened it.
Lesser noise and chaos was better lighted in this, the shipping department. A less loud single radio played top forty, right now featuring some Michael Jackson hit. And it was mostly women in this room, standing or sitting at a collection of long tables—the “refinishing” crew. They were preparing to leave at three-forty, as various crews left at various times to avoid traffic jams. Paul’s “masking” team would replace them in the same work area.
They looked at Paul askance, most of them, as he bounced toward the shipping office. Weird, crazy, long-haired kid. Probably a druggie. And they looked at him askance because they sensed that under the humor and apparent nonchalance he didn’t think too highly of them either.
The shipping office was just a partially partitioned hollow under a staircase which led to the third floor painting department. Two desks, bul-letin boards and a coffee pot. Paul waited for his boss, the shipping supervisor Ted, to get off the phone. Ted would pass his orders down to Paul, who was the masking team’s group leader, thus considered a boss. Paul was paid five-fifty an hour for this honor, fifty cents more an hour than his team members and fifty less than the sanding team largely composed of Vietnam refugees upstairs.
Ted hung up. He was a short balding man, with a no-nonsense business-minded delivery which largely masked his more humorous and human side. “Paul,” he said as an introduction to tonight’s list of work, turning to him.
Ted took Paul around the room and into the storage room behind the cafeteria, showing him tonight’s abundance of varied parts to be masked prior to painting. Meanwhile the rest of the team was filing in and the refinishing crew gathering up their things to leave. Sometimes some of them stayed on an extra hour, making for a crowded and unpleasant atmosphere, since the two shifts didn’t like each other. The first shift had largely instigated this situation by being overly protective of their work area and equipment, which the masking team came in and made use of.
But tonight only one woman, Betty, stayed on to wait for her husband to come pick her up. She sat at her table looking weary with a coffee and her purse, already in her winter coat, watching the incoming crew come in.
Paul’s entire crew was four women, all younger than his twenty-four years. Actually one of them, Abigail, had already been here an hour when he came in. Her husband came in at that time and molded downstairs, and Ted let her do refinishing work sometimes, like today. She came in a lot of Saturdays, too. Abigail began breaking out the masking tools, which they kept with all their equipment in a box behind a bean bag chair in the office, so as not to be stolen by the evil first shift. Abigail tore a production sheet from a pad and wrote her name and the date at the top with red felt pen. She was twenty-two, fairly shapely but for a little extra paunch since she and her husband stopped nearly every night at a truck stop restaurant on Route 9 that served beer. She had shortish dyed blond hair in bangs. Paul had known her for a number of years, since she had married his friend Tim. Abigail had only worked here for a little over a month but was a fast and skillful masker. She took it upon herself now to separate everybody’s tools and tear everyone a production sheet. She had once asked Paul if he’d make her his assistant. He had only laughed. An assistant boss and a team of three workers?
Donna was nineteen. She lived with her thirty-year-old divorced boyfriend, who came every night, sometimes late, sometimes drunk, to pick her up. Donna was shortish and sexy-shapely, but the cotton jersey she wore tucked into her jeans showed she had a bit of soft, cushy beer belly too…though at this point it was still sexy and not paunchy. She had long brunette hair, rather sleepy-lidded eyes and the square-jawed perfect prettiness of today’s American beer-drinking blue collar dream girl. There was a seriousness about her, though, a bit at odds with the partying American dream girl’s rambunctious image.
Maureen had arrived after Abigail and Donna to join this new-founded masking crew. Nineteen also, she lived with her divorced mother but was soon moving into an apartment with a young couple who were expecting a baby. The young man of that couple, Donny, worked in post-ops and had suggested this job to her. She was small and a trifle over-weight in a cuddly way. A thick, wavy mass of dark blondish hair, narrow pretty eyes in an apple-cheeked face, her mouth curling at the corners in cartoon cuteness.
Jean was the newest recruit, this being her first week. Her live-in boyfriend Brad was also a second shift molder downstairs. She was twenty, and an old friend of Tim and Abigail She had gone to classes for hair styling and cosmetology. Her short dark hair was New Wave chic, and she wore a white T-shirt with purple and black squiggles, matching over-large purple earrings, designer jeans. Eye makeup and the thick dark eyebrows of a post-Brooke Shields Vogue cover. Actually, however, while certainly very attractive, it was part artifice and she was not as conventionally pretty as the more natural Donna.
The girls ended up gravitating toward each other to await orders.
Maureen plugged in her giant ghetto-blaster radio/tape player. Maureen shut off the transistor first shift had left running and turned on her own.
She showed Jean what she had brought for lunch: in a Tupperware bowl was a wrinkly plump length of wiener and some mustard. The two girls laughed when Jean cracked, “ Who’d that come from?”
“Okay?” Ted said.
“Roger,” Paul replied.
Ted began to break away to tend to other business. He’d leave at four-thirty. He said, “The only urgent priority is those front housings; I need them for painting tomorrow—all of ‘em. Okay? Does Maureen know how to do them?”
“Ah, she did one, I think.”
“Okay, you and, ah, Abby do them first. And what’s-her-face—
Donna. Put the new ones on the other stuff.”
“Yep.”
Ted bustled off. Paul turned and headed toward his now expectant crew, Ted’s list in hand. Paul was short, slender, wiry. His dirty blond hair swung with his buoyant stride. He wore a mustache, darker like his eyebrows, and a scruffy neglected growth of beard you couldn’t call a beard, mostly collected on his chin in a rough goatee. His hair framed a bony, slim face—a good place for shadows to collect. Sensitive pursed lips, a rather large nose, deep-set sleepy-lidded green eyes. Some girls were attracted to his looks, others turned off by them. He acted, most times, like things like that didn’t matter to him. He had worked in various capacities here since he had dropped out of high school in his senior year at the age of nineteen, and had been fired from here twice for taking too many days off, but had twice been accepted back because the bosses liked him quite a bit. A good kid, Paulie—no troublemaker. He had up until little over a month ago been just another masker on first shift, but then all at once two maskers had quit and the group leader was replaced with Paul, the former leader to be sent to another branch of the company elsewhere in the state. A new, larger masking crew was established under Paul’s command to work nights. Actually, though, he had personal reasons why he had preferred working days with the earlier crew, promotion or no promotion…
A bell rang. Three-forty. Various other crews were replaced. There was a back exit on this floor, steps leading down from the loading dock, and the sanders from upstairs came out this way since they had a punch clock up there and didn’t have to go through the molding department.
Reaching the girls, Paul turned to glance at the sanders as they filed into the room, across it and out the dock door to their cars in the rear lot. These people were dusted from head to toe with powdered paint. Hair, skin, clothing, even lunch boxes faded to a gray-white. The factory’s effort to unite them into a uniformity, a one-toned wholeness with itself. They looked like a dull procession of ghosts filing out.
««—»»
“Okay,” Paul said, and described how he was administering tonight’s work.“Why don’t you show Maureen and Jeanie how to do front housings tonight, too?” Abigail asked.
“Because they’re new and there’s other work to do. You and me and Donna can handle it.”
“Yeah, but they have to learn sometime. I did front housings my first night and so did Donna.”
Paul sighed patiently. “We have a lot of other stuff to do, too.”
“They’ll have to learn ‘em sometime.”
“They will.” Paul started to walk away. “You and Donna can get started while I get the other stuff.”
“Where are they, in the cage?” Abigail called.
“Yup.”
“Come on, Donna.”
Paul lifted the garage door leading onto the loading dock, slipped through the translucent plastic strips hanging down to keep heat in. He used a hand truck to bring in six boxes of plastic parts that had been stored out there. He made three trips. Closed the garage door. By now Abigail and Donna had begun on the front housings, a large involved piece which required masking with tape and cardboard, pre-cut into spe-cific shapes.
Paul deposited the six boxes near Maureen and Jean, the only two to share a table. They seemed to be becoming friends. “You’ve done these before,” he told Jean. “Maureen will show you as you go along so you won’t forget.”
“What are these called again?” said Maureen, pen poised over her production sheet.
“Triple T Datas.” Paul wheeled the hand truck away.
Office people came trickling sporadically out of a door which led into the main offices, wearing suit coats and carrying briefcases. Ted reappeared and talked with two of them. Betty sighed, her husband still not here, and scuffed into the shipping office to make a fresh cup of coffee.
An office man on his way out said, “Hi, Paulie, how are you?”
“Incredible, terrific, incredible.”
The man stopped. “These girls behavin’ at night?”
“Ahh, not on full moons, but I got a whip and chair.”
He laughed. “Okay, as long as you got things under control. Take care. Don’t work too hard.”
“Don’t make me laugh.”
Abigail sidled up to Paul out of nowhere, tapping her exacto knife in her palm, and whispered, “They took Tar-Fiend down.” She pointed the knife.Paul turned, and smirked bitterly at the barren yellow door to the cabinet near the elevator. Just a piece of tape remained.
««—»»
Betty returned to her work table and sat quietly watching the kids work at the other end of the room, hunkered low over her coffee as if to hide from them. During the day she touched up painting errors, some due to their poor masking. She noticed Donna worked alone at the middle table, at the next table beyond Maureen and Jean joked quietly, at the next table Abigail worked alone, and at the last table, which was pushed up against the shipping office’s partition wall, Paul sat with his back turned to his crew.
Betty looked up as her husband came through the dock door from outside. She sighed and gathered herself up. “Hi, Paulie,” her husband said.
“Shalom.”
“Shalom? What is that, the Star of David you’re wearing?”
Paul laughed. “No, a pentagram.”
“You worship the Devil or somethin’?”
“No, it wards off evil spirits—like Abby.”
“Thanks,” Abigail said.
Betty’s husband laughed. “Shalom, everybody.”
“Oy vey, have a nice shlep,” said Paul, in his famous old Yiddish man accent.
At four-ten a truck arrived to pick up a shipment. Paul now handled night shipping for the building night foreman, Dave. The driver came in and Paul got up to load his truck for him using a hand fork. To one side of the room there were large boxes of foam-wrapped finished parts piled on wooden skids and lashed with plastic tape. Paul slid the fork under the skids and wheeled them out onto the dock. The girls shivered at the cold from the open garage door and Jean complained to Maureen.
The driver signed the release and said, “See ya later.”
“Doobie-doo,” said Paul. He slid the garage door shut.
By now it was four-twenty-five, the first hour of the night nearly done. Ted had reappeared from wherever, slipping into his coat. His hat was already on. “Monitor got their shipment?” he noticed.
“Yep, just left,” Paul said, masking.
“Westman’s got two skids and that’s it for the night—they should be around ten. Okay? All set?”
“Yep.”
“Concentrate on getting those front housings out.” As Ted crossed the room he looked to the girls, addressed them. “We need ‘em all finished for morning.”
“We’ll get ‘em, Ted, don’t worry,” Abby proclaimed.
Ted left to go down through the molding area though he didn’t need to punch out. For the first time tonight the crew was alone. The way Paul liked it. Quiet, their own little world. He could relax…either extend himself to them or funnel into his own inner microcosm.
Karma Chameleon, by Culture Club, came on Maureen’s ghetto-blaster, or “nigger box” as Abby called it. Paul wanted to ask her to turn it up but didn’t. His favorite current song, his first shift masking song, his rebirth song—his Tess song. Tess was a twenty-year-old woman who had worked with him on first shift. Married, a daughter. She had quit because she couldn’t get transportation anymore with one car and her husband working in another town. Tess was pudgy but cute and lovable and she had befriended Paul the first night she joined the shift. For a month she stayed, for a month he had felt human. A human became more important than this art, than witchcraft, the Mother Goddess and Horned God. She would impersonate Boy George, his mannerisms, dance like him and sing Karma Chameleon. He had hated music for years; the radio was a sewer.
Her love of music had returned him to music. Now Tess was gone and he had only a musical shadow.
Maureen stretched to the radio and spun the dial, searched and settled on a predominantly heavy metal station.
Paul almost flinched at the break, and sizzled at her selection. But he kept his back to them and showed no change in mood. He funneled inside.
««—»»
Two last office men emerged, and crossed into the cafeteria. Food machines in there, lots of bright yellow and orange tables and chairs. It was sectioned off from the work area, glass from waist level up. Beyond the cafeteria was the large dark storage room of stacked, unmade boxes, a veritable cardboard maze. Across from the longest wall of the cafeteria was the wire “cage” in which some parts were stored—glass wall and cage made a corridor which led into the dark other half of the single immense room. Paul now entered the wire-enclosed cage room to select another front housing to mask, his first one complete. He glanced across through glass into the cafeteria. The two men stood by the coffee machine. At a candy machine stood a little boy in a brown winter coat.
His back was to Paul. He had blond hair, shiny clean. He stared in at the candy and Paul saw his face vaguely reflected in the glass machine front.
One of the two men came over and bent, spoke to him. He slowly shook his head. The man spoke again. Shy…he didn’t respond. The man inserted some coins and asked him a question. The boy shrugged. The man chose a button…handed the boy a candy bar, patted him on the head and straightened. Rejoined his companion. The little boy turned and took the candy bar with him to a table. He sat. Paul saw part of his face and didn’t recognize him. He picked up a front housing and carried it back into the brightly lit work area.
Maureen and Jean returned the small Triple T parts they were masking to the boxes they came in, vertical and divided by cardboard.
Abby carried her second finished front housing and placed it near Paul’s and her first by the elevator. “You should get a rack for these,” she called to him over the music.
“There’s none free upstairs—I looked.”
Abby went to get another part from the cage.
In the caf she saw the two men sitting at a table with coffee. One glanced to his watch, even though a clock was on the wall. Good, Abby thought, five—a half hour to break. She saw a little boy in a brown winter coat walking into the men’s room, which like the ladies’ room had no door but was designed at such an angle that you couldn’t look in. Cute boy. Abby shouldered two front housings and carried them back to her table, determined to show the others some real production tonight. She noted again that she was twice as fast as Paul, and he was the boss.
Donna was mostly done with her first, but she didn’t wait to finish it or wait for break—she got up and headed quietly to the caf for a cigarette since no one was allowed to smoke out here. Flammable liquids…paint thinners and solvents. Paul looked over his shoulder. Shit. He knew what she was up to and wished his crew wouldn’t fuck off when office people were still around. Too often one would go and another would follow, and sometimes three or all four girls would take an unscheduled break at once, either in the girls’ room or the shipping office for a smoke. What if Dave strolled up here and saw only Paul working? He would try to sneak off for a butt himself once in a while and Abby would tag along, then Maureen and Jean would take notice and follow. It was getting out of hand. They knew he was easygoing, a pushover, and were taking advantage of him. Did he have to be a prick and crack down?
The music, too. When it had just been him, Abby and Donna and the music had gotten too much, he had finally put his foot down and written a letter. The letter told his crew how he liked them and how he wanted to maintain a friendly and casual atmosphere in his department, where bosses didn’t breathe down necks and everyone would get along. But loud music infringed on his working mood. It made him tense and frustrated. He didn’t want to tell people what to listen to, but he only asked that it be kept fairly low to insure a relaxed environment. Abby and Donna had complied and Abby had mercifully kept the transistor tuned to the less offensive top forty station first shift listened to.
But Maureen and Jean had joined up lately. Maureen with her ghetto-blaster. She liked top forty and hard rock. She more than sensed that Paul hated blaring music but he had decided tonight that he was going to bring that letter in again tomorrow.
“Come on, break,” Maureen moaned. “I’m starving.”
“Gonna heat up your weanie?” asked Jean.
“She can heat up my weanie,” said Paul.
“Oh, you! ” Maureen hurled a near empty roll of masking tape at Paul’s back. “I don’t believe you said that!” Her cat-curled mouth curled further in a grin.
Paul sat up. Glanced at a clock. “Five minutes. Better get something before the mutants pour in.” He got up and headed briskly for the caf. He hated being in there when the other departments flooded in. He was grateful they had lunch at eight when the rest of the place had lunch in here at seven-thirty.
Humming, Paul bought a honey-glazed doughnut. Or tried to. The spiral which held it turned, the honey-glazed doughnut hung precariously off its cliff edge but didn’t drop. “Asshole,” Paul said. He shook the machine.
Thank God—this time it dropped. Sometimes you got robbed, sometimes you got a Coke and all your money came back. Las Vegas. Paul turned back toward the shipping office where there’d be coffee for his doughnut.
The buzzer rang. Instantly the second floor’s metal door banged open and people came whisking in—Paul had escaped just in time. Standing in the shipping office, he looked over the partial partition and watched the Vietnamese guys from sanding file into the caf. They looked back across the room at him and the first one, who every day wore the same denim jacket and baseball cap, smirked.
Fuckin’greasy little animals, Paul sneered internally. They thought he was a joke? Animals was the wrong word. Animals were dignified, pure—more pure and spiritually advanced than man. In touch. He always amended himself when he called people animals.
A kid from post-ops saw a candy bar unopened on a table. He scooped it up quickly and sat at a further table. He smirked at himself.
««—»»
Paul’s crew joined him in the shipping office. At once, five cigarettes ignited in celebration. Paul seated himself behind Ted’s desk, Abby at the other desk. Maureen flopped in the black bean bag chair. There were folding metal chairs to be unfolded. Things got a bit crowded. Jean chose to stand in the doorway, leaning against the partition’s threshold. She watched Paul hum to himself and doodle on a pad. He belched loudly, said in an English accent, “Sorry.”
“That’s gross,” Jean said.
“Isn’t it, though? But on the planet Mahoobie, burping is considered a fine art.”
“I knew you were from another planet,” Jean said, half masking a true sentiment.
Paul smirked and doodled, seeing beyond her half mask.
“Oh, I’m so tired,” Maureen moaned, curling up in the bean bag chair. “Wake me up at midnight, Paulie.”
“Can I tuck you in and read a bedtime story?”
“Wouldya pleez?”
“Nah.”
“Oh, you tease.” Maureen sat up. “Draw me a picture, Paul. Okay?”
“Like what?”
“Can you draw a unicorn?”
“Mmm…maybe. Why is it all girls love cute little whimsical phallic unicorns—boy, I wonder.”
“What’s phallic mean?”
Paul just hummed and stretched. Maureen came over to sit on the desk’s edge, her hair hanging down to touch his head. “You’re so talented.”
“Yeah, I know, but enough about my burping.”
Across the room came Tim, Abby’s husband, and Brad, Jean’s boyfriend—two of the six man second shift molding crew. Tim was short and muscular, with a scruffy beard and thick glasses, Brad tall and lanky, with drawling voice and motions. Both were greasy and filthy from their work, Brad particularly at odds with Jean’s Vogue image.
“That’s it, time to go home,” Tim called out before they had reached the shipping office. He and Brad stepped in. “The heads are down.”
“What?” Paul said, coming alert.
“The panel shorted out,” Brad said. “Dave’s sendin’ the molders home.”
“He can’t,” Abby said. “How am I supposed to get home if Tim goes home now? He has to go all the way to Hudson and then come back for me?”“Dave said there’s not enough work in masking or post-ops or he’d put us there,” Brad said, shrugging. “As a matter of fact, post-ops is out’ve work and Dave thinks he’ll have to send them home.”
“No,” said Paul.
“You don’t have enough work for them up here, right?”
“No—we’ve got enough to keep us busy tonight and we might even have to milk it a bit.”
Jean complained, “Well how am I gonna get home if you leave?”
“Why don’t we all just go home,” Donna said, mostly to herself.
“What shorted out?” Maureen said.
Brad answered, “The control panel that all the heads are hooked up to.”
“What are the heads?”
“The plastic injectors—they’re like hoses you insert into the molds.
Reaction injection molding—you know, R.I.M.? Rim Corp?” That was the name of their company. “There are five heads in one room and one in the other, and our five are all tied into one control system…it tells the heads how much to shoot, for how long to shoot. Dave can’t fuck with it because frankly he doesn’t know what the fuck he’s doing.”
“It’s still early…why doesn’t he call Roy?” Paul asked. Roy was the first shift building supervisor.
“He tried callin’ him four times already but Roy’s phone is busy or somethin’—he can’t get him. Off the hook,” said Tim. “But Dave can’t even use a phone right…I should try Roy.”
“You know his home number?”
Tim pulled a grubby, warped spiral pad out of his back pocket, paged to a list of telephone numbers. “I’ll get him in here.” He used the phone on Ted’s desk.
“Come on,” drawled Brad, “why spoil a godsend? Man.”
“Company man,” cracked Donna.
`“Really.”
Tim wagged his head, held out the receiver. A busy signal. He hung up. “I dunno.”
“Call Gary,” Abby said. Gary was the plant’s big foreman, the head man under the owner.
“Fuck that,” Brad said. “ I need a night off. How often does the panel konk out? I wanna get outta here and fast before Dave gets it goin’ or before post-ops finds they do have some work put aside.”
“What a night, huh?” Paul said. He returned to the unicorn.
“So what about my transportation, Brad?” Jean continued.
“Okay, look.” Abby took control. Al Haig, thought Paul sometimes.
‘Brad, you take Timmy home now and drop him off. When we get out I’ll take our car and drop Jean off. Right?”
“Mm, I suppose. Might as well.”
“It beats you and Tim hanging around getting drunk in a bar for six hours.”
“That might not be so bad.” Tim grinned.
“Tim.”
“I can’t believe post-ops might be getting out,” mumbled Paul, sketching. “Weird.”
`“Lay-offs on the way, maybe,” said Tim, “the way production is going.”
“Great,” said Jean. First week and talk of lay-offs.
“Such is life,” Paul said. He took a yellow marker from a cup on Ted’s desk and gilded the unicorn’s horn.
“Ooh,” said Maureen appreciatively.
“Paul my man,” Brad said, “have you got thirty cents I can borrow for a frosty beverage?”
You mean thirty cents you can have, right? Paul thought. But he dug for it anyway, gave it to him.
“Gracias, gracias. Oh well, I’ll be on my way. Jean, I’ll be thinking of you when I’m home lyin’ on the sofa watchin’ TV… I’ll be thinking of how hard you’ll be pretending to be working.”
“Yeah, thanks.”
“Not to gloat, but…” Brad jingled his thirty cents and began to leave for the cafeteria. He looked back. “You know who shorted out the panel, don’t ya? The Rim Corp ghost. Roy’s wife saw it today.”
“No, are you kidding?” Paul gasped.
“What ghost?” Maureen said.
Paul asked, “Where, up here?” Roy’s wife Peggy was one of the first shift refinishing crew Paul’s team replaced.
Brad gestured beyond the cafeteria. “In the cardboard room. She was packing parts so she went to get some boxes. A few minutes later she came out white as a ghost, pardon the pun. They asked her what was wrong and she said she saw a guy with curly hair jump behind some stacks of cardboard, so she went over to see who it was…she thought it was one of those two curly-haired brothers who do shipping…but there was nobody there.”
“Holy shit,” said Paul.
“Doo-doo doo-doo, doo-doo doo-doo.” Brad made Twilight Zone music.
“What was he wearing? What color hair?”
“I dunno, all I heard was curly hair. She went and asked the brothers if it was one of them ‘cause they’re in there a lot but neither of them had been in there for a while. So it’s either a ghost or a saboteur from a rival reaction injection molding company.”
“That’s scary,” complained Maureen.
“Have fun, people.” Brad walked off, and howled like a wolf.
“Bye,” Jean called after him self-pityingly.
“Holy shit, I don’t believe it. The ghost,” Paul laughed.
“Has anyone seen one in here before?” asked Maureen.
“That’s a long story—I’ll save it for after break.”
“Ghost in the Machine,” Donna said mostly to herself, thinking of the album of that title by the Police.
««—»»
The buzzer rang, the cafeteria emptied. Tim gave his wife a kiss good-bye and left to catch a ride with Brad. The masking crew filed back into their work area.
Maureen planted herself in her chair, grinned her apple-cheeked cherub grin. “Okay, I’m ready.”
“Why don’t you work and listen at the same time?” Paul suggested.
“Oh, well excuse me.” Maureen pulled a plastic piece in front of her, stretched masking tape across one section and sliced off excess with her exacto knife.
“The Rim Corp ghost,” Paul said, working on his more involved plastic part, the outer shell housing for a computer terminal. He began removing some screws in one section before masking it. “Well, let’s see.”
His back to his audience. Donna and Abby worked and listened, but Jean just stopped working to listen and sip her coffee.
“Okay, the first incident was with my boss Red when I was a molder…”
“You were a molder?” Maureen broke in.
“Yeah, it sucked. I got tired of getting foamed with back-fires all over my clothes, in my face—hot liquid plastic. Toxic chemical fumes…real fun. Loud fucking rock music from eighty million radios down there.
Anyway, this guy Red was my boss then and I like him a lot, but you gotta understand that a lotta people thought he was full of shit. He told me he went to Vietnam and all these stories; he tossed a gook out’ve a helicopter once and used to use a crossbow over there and everything. I personally believe him but other people didn’t.”
“Well some people did go to Vietnam,” Jean said.
“Yeah, really. Anyway, Red was there in molding one night after second shift, the only person in the place, and he was repairing a mold. It was big and he was sitting right inside it so he had it switched to manual control so it couldn’t close by itself. So it starts to close and he jumps out—he opens the mold. It had switched to automatic.”
“Wow,” breathed Maureen.
“Yeah, then a few minutes later one of the hot water lines that heat the molds popped out and sprayed the back of his neck. Then, he was standing there and a yard-long flat piece of metal flies across the molding area and lands a few feet from his feet. So he left everything the way it was to show people the next day—the metal, the puddle of water—but I guess nobody really believed him.”
“Wow,” said Donna.
“Okay, so another day Red went in early and he was alone again and he heard the clacking of footsteps, so he turned and saw a little girl in pig-tails and a brown checkered dress run past the time clock.”
“Maybe all this is just people sneaking in,” suggested Jean.
“Oh, come on,” said Abby. “Why would they? And how would they get away with it and not get caught?”
`”Is that it?” Maureen asked.
“Ha—just gettin’ warmed up. Lots of times we’d hear footsteps upstairs when there was just between five and ten people in the whole place, and everybody was downstairs and accounted for.”
“That would mean the footsteps came from our floor?”
“Maybe. Check this out—this was the day before I got laid off once.
A few molders and some part-time deflashers were the only people in there and everyone was on the ground floor. We heard distinct, I mean distinct footsteps upstairs and then a big crash…so I ran upstairs and this deflasher kid yells, ‘No, Paul!’ So he came after me, and the minute we stepped into this room here, our room, a clock radio came on. Now maybe somebody had set the alarm to turn the radio on then and it was a big coincidence, but come on!”
Maureen asked, “So what was the crash?”
“We didn’t find anything that looked knocked over to my recollection. Okay, so one time it was just me and two other molders in the entire building and I was talking to one guy who was standing with an open door behind him leading outside, and I saw a dark figure pass by the door either inside or outside. It was probably someone outside the building, but it looked too close and it felt weird. But anyway, another time our lead molder Jack was up here in the cafeteria alone rolling a joint and there was only four people in the building, and he saw someone in a white shirt walk past the cafeteria window, so he asked if any of us had been upstairs and we hadn’t, and nobody was wearing a white shirt that night.”
“Shit,” said Abby in an awed hiss.
Paul had somewhere in the midst of talking abandoned his part to turn in his chair and face the girls. Now only Donna was masking while she listened, and at a greatly reduced speed. Paul continued, “Then there was this guy Lou, and of course he was always doing coke, but anyway he was in this corridor downstairs—it’s really dark and old looking…it leads to the back dock—and he was sweeping out there, so he turned and he said he saw a dark figure in a big hat, whatever that means, and it turned and walked into the wall.”
“I see things like that all the time when I do coke,” Jean cracked.
“Okay,” Paul said, “in that same hall, this molder who was a heavy-duty Born Again Christian went in there to smoke a cigarette while he waited for his mold to open, because there’s this big sliding metal door that leads from molding into this corridor. So there’s these plastic strips hanging down like on our dock up here, hanging down separating the corridor from the back dock area. The kid saw the lights flick on and off in the dock room. So he goes in there and there’s a pile of old molds between the two garage doors. He saw a blond person in a blue shirt walk behind the pile of old molds and he called out my name—he thought it was me.
But nobody was there. The only way he could’ve gotten out was the two garage doors and another door and they were locked. Now this kid doesn’t believe ghosts can exist, it’s against his religion or somethin’, but he absolutely swears he saw this happen.”
“It was just you playin’ tricks, come on,” Jean said.
“No way, uh-uh. Listen to this. We were working Saturday, just the molders, and I was in the doorway with Jack talking to Jack’s friend outside on the street and I happened to glance into the molding room off the main molding room—the one with the orange molds now? Only then it was refinishing, just tables with parts on ‘em. I saws a person behind a table, wearing a light blue shirt. It seemed natural for a second and I saw the person slowly move behind a part on a table out of view, so suddenly I threw my can of soda on the floor and charged in there—my body was goin’ ape-shit and tingling with fear because I realized that I saw the ghost. Nobody was in there.”
“That’s scary,” Maureen cooed, subdued, the most attentive listener.
She looked like a six-year-old sitting by a campfire.
“This one’s real weird. Where post-ops is now it used to be just endless racks of parts, and through the beams of the racks I saw a figure—it wore blue jeans, a light blue T-shirt, with blond hair and a pale face with like shadowy sunken features. When I looked again it was gone, so I told everybody I saw the ghost. Like ten minutes later, a truck driver came in for a load and more than one person said, ‘Paul, there’s the ghost!’ The trucker had blue jeans, a blue T-shirt, blond hair, everything.”
“So it was him,” said Jean, “come on.”
“Nope—he had just arrived that minute. You ever hear of doppelgangers? Forerunners, some girl told me she calls stuff like that?”
“No,” said Jean.
“It’s like astral projection…”
“Oh yeah.”
“The ghost of a living person projected out of him. Being two places at once—there’s been lots of cases like that. So maybe that was the ghost, the forerunner, of that trucker, and maybe today that first shift girl saw the forerunner of that curly-haired shipping brother, and maybe even that Born Again kid saw my forerunner. Maybe they didn’t see these figures, though, except in their minds, like a psychic prediction.”
“If more than one person ever saw one, though, then it would have to be there,” Abby said.
“Check this out. I know it sounds crazy, but when my cousin Ray and I were kids and he lived with us, this one morning we were playing in the kitchen and my sister went into the bathroom. She was in a nightgown and she looked really like she was sleepwalking. About five or ten seconds after she goes in there, an exact double of my sister goes drifting into the bathroom after her, only it was totally white, like a ghost double catching up with her. I know it was a long time ago but Ray and I can swear it happened.”
“Holy fuck,” said Abby. “That’s weird.”
“We lived in that house a couple years and moved back to the house we lived in before, but some strange shit happened there. Are you ready for this revelation?”
“What?” said Maureen.
“About my telekinesis?”
“Let’s hear it,” sighed Jean with a smile.
“Okay—my cousin Ray was downstairs so I thought I’d freak him out and pretend a ghost was upstairs, so I knocked some books out of my bookcase and I tossed a few out on the landing. I was gonna tell him a ghost did it. All of a sudden books started falling out of the bookcase by themselves—it might’ve been an accident but I got scared and went out on the landing and called for Ray. When he came running up the stairs, he swears to this day he saw two or three books either fly or slide out onto the landing by themselves and land near me. We went into the room and nobody was there…and one of the books on the landing was a book about ghosts and poltergeists.”
“Oh, I saw that movie,” said Donna.
“Poltergeist? Yeah, that was a good movie but it wasn’t accurate. A poltergeist is a…it’s created by a disturbed person, it’s their psychic energy on a rampage. Telekinesis. Maybe it was a ghost, but Ray and I think that my mind finished up what my body started by tossing those books out on the landing. I got two better stories to prove my incredible psychic ability.”
Paul puffed out his chest and raised a haughty (scruffy) chin.
“Yes,” Jean said as if to humor him.
“Okay. Years ago I was dating this girl who really had me mixed up, she practically drove me nuts. She left me to go to college, finally—U.
Mass. Right? So she took me up to her dorm once to visit, and this place sucks…there’s a big party, everybody’s doin’ drugs and bong hits and getting drunk, the nuclear physicists and politicians and teachers of tomorrow, right? So this one guy who’s supposedly bisexual keeps asking my girlfriend to take a shower with him! He’s kissing her and everything…I’m sitting there steaming surrounded by all this and I wish I had a Magnum in each hand, and on the stereo is this weird fuckin’ music I don’t know what the fuck it was…so it was driving me crazy and I just looked at the stereo and arrr! ” Paul gritted his teeth and jabbed his fist in the air to symbolize his emotion, not his action. “All of a sudden the arm skids off the record and the music stops and my girlfriend looks at me funny. So the next day I can’t believe it, my girlfriend and I are walking and she asks me if I did that to the record last night—” Paul laughed “—and I said yes.”
“Oh man that’s wild,” Maureen breathed, smiling a little, eyes sparked.
“The other time, I did it even more consciously. I did it in here. There were times when I really wanted to go home and the panel would short out mysteriously, or something like that…more than once, y’know? But this one time this guy…well I was singing a stupid little song, you know how I fool around, and this guy, my friend Marty who used to be a molder with me, he cranked up the radio when I began singing. He always cranked it and he probably didn’t do it because of me, but at the time I was in a touchy mood or something and I got pissed, so I decided to test my powers—I was gonna fuck up his mold. So I really got myself psyched up and I began to concentrate on it, and in no time this mold that had run smoothly that night up until then began to fuck up. First this problem, then that problem. Marty was going crazy. It was too much for coincidence, too much for synchronicity. Finally as my anger began to fade his mold went back to normal and was fine after that, all by itself, no repairs.”
“Shit, I hope you never get mad at me!” Maureen gasp-laughed.
“Weird stories,” Jean said, wagging her head, and tossed her empty coffee cup in a waste bag. “I believe in stuff like that.”
“You do?” said Paul. “It didn’t sound like it.”
“Yeah, I believe it—I just don’t know if I believe your stories.”
“It’s like you said about Vietnam—it has to happen to somebody, so why not me?”
“I guess. I’m not calling you a liar or anything, just…” Shrug.
“Maureen,” Paul said casually, “you wanna go in the cardboard room and get me some cardboard die-cuts?”
“Fuck you!” she laughed. “No way.”
“Me neither,” Abby laughed.
“I’m not afraid of anything,” Jean proclaimed loudly. “Well, heights.
Blood makes me sick in my stomach but I’m not like afraid of it. And I don’t like guns…”
“If you don’t like guns and blood you’re afraid of them,” said Paul.
He like blood and guns, in the fictional context of his art and the video epics he filmed with his cousin Ray.
“Maybe the ghost has been taking Tar-Fiend down,” said Abigail, who’d gone back to masking.
“Yeah, right,” said Paul.
Maureen clicked her tongue. “What is this ‘Tar-Fiend ‘ you guys talk about?”
“Who is Tar-Fiend? Who is Tar-Fiend? ” Paul gasped, with eyes popping. He scurried to her table. “Are you insane? The Great and Immortal Tar-Fiend? I shall summon his Majesty forth for you…”
Maureen leaned closer to watch as Paul used her pen to start sketching on a production sheet. He seemed to be sketching out a skull.
He said, “The first week they put me in charge of this shift I drew a creature and titled it Tar-Fiend and hung it up on a wall. The next day it was gone. I thought maybe someone either liked it a lot and kept it or hated it and destroyed it, so I wrote a note that said, ‘Where is Tar-Fiend?’ and hung it up in the same place. The next day that was gone. So over the next few weeks I hung up Tar-Fiend a few times, once over the cafeteria door—I had to stand on two boxes. This time he had a word balloon with a message to first shift, something like, ‘Foolish mortals, don’t your limited imaginations have the capacity to appreciate the presence of Tar-Fiend?’ or something to that effect. Gone the next day.”
“Did Ted do it, you think?”
“Nope—I asked him. I even went to Gary and asked him. He said I can draw all I want as long as it’s on break. Unless him and Ted are lying, it has to be the first shift girls.”
“Why would they do that, rip all your cool pictures down?”
Abigail had been waiting to pounce into the conversation, and did, her voice raised. She seemed to relish adversity, in Paul’s opinion. She answered for him, “They hate us, that’s why; they think they’re better than us. Remember I told you how they left me a note on my table telling me not to move parts off their tables? I told this girl the next day, where the hell am I supposed to work if I don’t clear a table? They don’t own these tables any more than we do. Remember what they wrote on our equipment box? ‘Don’t Touch Out Stuff.’ And what pisses me off is that they’ve got decorations hung up, Playboy cartoons and stupid pictures hanging up, but when we hang up something like a monster Paul draws they tear it down. They go out of their way to tear it down! Paul hung up a banner that said, ‘Tar-Fiend Is Coming!’ way up near the ceiling over a shelf where you couldn’t see it too good, but it was ripped down a couple days later. They have their pictures and tables and chairs and when we come into their work area they look at us like we’re shit. I mean, doesn’t that make you mad?”
“Really,” Maureen cooed, checking on Paul’s progress. From what she could see, Tar-Fiend was a moldering skeleton with mechanical appa-ratuses grafted to him to keep him alive; tubes running out of his temples, his skull jaw wide and a long slick tongue hanging out dripping blood. He had a heart with an arrow impaled through it tattooed on his arm, a spoof of a similar tattoo on Donna’s arm. He was pretty disgusting, perhaps offensive enough to inspire the weak-stomached first shift to censorship.
“Nothing makes me more furious,” Paul said, finishing a gnarled hand, “than somebody who sneers at my artwork. It’s an insult. In a way, though, it’s an honor…because I affected these people, I got them upset.
It makes me pissed but it makes me laugh at them.”
“Are you gonna hang him up?” Abby asked.
“You bet. You can’t suppress Tar-Fiend.”
“Aw-right!”
Maureen watched Paul complete Tar-Fiend’s latest incarnation.
“You’re so talented,” she told him.
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Chapter
3
Ray had six guns (eight if you counted the BB rifle and BB
pistol). He left the single shot shotgun at home, and his AR-7
Explorer .22 rifle because it was broken. The .357, the .38, the
.22 pistol and his other .22 rifle he brought with him.
It was a blue-skyed, very warm May Sunday; he wore his blue jeans from yesterday and a short-sleeved khaki shirt with tails untucked. His avi-ator sunglasses had cost him twenty-six dollars and he was proud of them, but didn’t wear them often lest peopled think he was trying to look cool and tough. He drove alone. A friend had introduced him to the spot but since then he had come here on his own except once with his cousin Paul, and once with his best friend Dicky and Paul together. He, Dicky and Paul had all fired the .357 with .38 special loads (Dicky very reluctant at first)—only today did Ray have .357 loads for the fairly new Magnum.
He would experience them for the first time alone.
Another uncivilized back road like the one he lived on, though more hilly. Only one house along it, too, though a higher income than his was in evidence. Further down, a rocky dirt road broke to the left and was blocked a short distance in with boulders and some fallen trees laid for that purpose. Ray parked his car, made sure it was locked, and went on foot carrying his rifle in one hand, finger lightly on the trigger, and an army-type duffel bag with the ammo. The dirt road crackled and crunched under his sneakers, a nostalgic outdoorsy sound—the air a nostalgic scent. The gun a nostalgic weight—only it wasn’t a childhood toy anymore. Or was it? Ray had passed the boulders and further up the trail the land opened up. To the right, beyond a wall-like heap of rock, lay a small pond; to the left were a series of three tall, rocky sand-pits. Hunks of metal, an old TV antenna, but mostly trash intended as targets. Ray bypassed the first two pits as too rocky. He was glad no one else was here today. From the looks of things, some shooters had been here since his last time, but mostly the shotgun shells were rusty and tire-flattened, the empty .22 boxes faded.
What a locale for a movie. He and Paul could stage a realistic gun battle here, with real guns. No sound effect, even in real films, could match the real thing in quality. He and Paul just hadn’t got around to it yet, but someday they’d film some good video carnage here.
Ray set down his duffel bag on the rocky ground, unpacked. He decided on the rifle first. It was a semiautomatic Ruger Model 10/22 carbine. It looked a lot like a real .30 carbine to him, which was why it had attracted him. The regular magazine had a ten shot capacity but Ray had bought a long and radically curved “banana” clip that held thirty bullets.
It took a while to fill it and the gnats about took advantage of his preoc-cupation by swarming around his head. Finally he clicked the clip in the belly of the rifle, rose, turned and considered what to destroy.
At the foot of the curved sand-pit was a giant tree stump on its side, serving as the central base. Leaning against it were a gas tank from a truck, rusty and bullet-ripped, a punctured sheet of metal, some large pipe made of something like plaster or light cement, and all around a scattering of torn beer cans and obliterated bottles.
Ray set down the rifle and went to the target spot to arrange a better variety. He found two intact bottles—amazing—and some large pieces of bottle neck, set up some plastic soda bottles, a few cans, a bleach bottle, some big chunks of slate. That was a fair selection. He went back to his guns.
The .22 didn’t give much jump, the report was an inoffensive fire-cracker snap, but Ray still wore cotton in his ears. He’d learned his lesson the first time he fired his .38 five years ago without protection and was eighty percent deaf for the day, with a ringing that lasted several more.
Three cans in a row jumped, a bottle neck tinkled, a hunk of slate exploded like a clay pigeon. Ray switched to the very top of that plaster-like conduit and pumped bullet after bullet into it as fast as he could pull the trigger, chewing away the rim at the top, trying to see how much he could cut away before he ran dry. Smoky dust flew from the pipe. Little brass shells popped out of the side of the gun to litter the ground. Crack, crack, crack, click. Empty.
Ray switched to his H&R Model 923 nine shot revolver, which took the same ammo as the rifle. A toy-like pistol with black plastic grips and a handle a little too short for comfort. The cylinder wasn’t hinged: the whole thing popped out in your hand so it was a bit awkward to load at first. When he was ready he surveyed the battlefield for survivors.
The pistol was louder than the rifle, the barrel being so much shorter and the cylinder area letting sound out. Blue smoke blew out from the muzzle and sides. The gun had a little bit of kick to it. Ray shot at a can three times. No movement, but he was sure he’d hit it at least once. He walked to within three feet of it and fired twice more. No movement, but he had to have hit it. They must have zapped straight through, the can being stabbed on a piece of wood stump. Ray moved back and emptied the rest at an intact bottle, hitting it on the last try. With its fairly short barrel, the gun wasn’t very accurate. Cocking the hammer first and firing it with a hair trigger made it more accurate, but he didn’t do this much, and he mostly fired it with one hand, too, which didn’t help.
The .38 S&W Model 36 snub-nose was his oldest gun, but for his broken Explorer. A mirror-bright, nickel-finished detective’s special with a two-and-a-half inch barrel. It and the nickel Magnum complemented each other nicely. Someday he wanted pearl grips for it to replace the checkered wood. He loaded her up with five semi-brass jacketed hollow-points.
The first shot he’d ever taken with the snub .38 it had jumped and the hammer, being close to his thumb in such a compact revolver, had gashed his thumb. That had also happened once the last time he shot it, because he had fired too fast, without a good grip. With its short barrel and greater loads, this pistol kicked and the sound made the .22 pistol seem like a cap-shooter. It was as inaccurate as hell. Ray missed twice on the bleach container, tried two more a few steps closer, on the last shot he walked within four feet of it. It was a big target so he hit it. He pretty much bypassed the .38 after that—the Magnum was too luring.
First he loaded it with .38 special flat-nosed semi-wadcutters. He shot holding the pistol in both hands but didn’t bother with a wide stance. The heavy gun kicked but not as much as the .38 snub, what with the heavier barrel, and with more barrel the bullet had more revolutions; it would go further and straighter like a good football throw. Accurate. After three shots Ray switched to one hand. An intact bottle tinkled into dust. A rusty can leaped. Good, solid, satisfying impacts.
After those six he switched to .357 Magnum loads. Hollow-nosed.
Exciting—his first time.
He didn’t know what to expect. How much greater power over the .38
slugs. He was deliciously surprised.
Those shells weren’t longer for nothing, the mythic allure of the Magnum not unfounded. The gun didn’t kick back and cleave his skull as some had said Magnums did, but it was more than you saw or felt from watching TV cops shoot it out. He had both hands on it and now he wore green headphone-type ear protectors, but the recoil jerked his hands up, jolted his shoulders back, his whole upper body back a little, and the noise—even muffled—was immense. It was like some small thunder clap, with a sort of whoomp sound in there.
WHUMP—that rusty truck’s gas tank was punctured.
WHUMP—a two liter plastic soda bottle jumped two feet off the ground.
Ray switched to one hand for the next six Magnum loads.
He went through five hundred .22 bullets, fifty .38 bullets, and thirty
.357 bullets. He didn’t want to use them all up at once because of their expense, and because he wanted to keep the Magnum loaded with them for home protection. The .38 specials weren’t enough for him anymore. It took some amount of will to keep himself from using up those twenty last
.357 shells.
He left with the sun lowering in the sky, feeling very contented. The wonders of annihilation. He was particularly proud that he could say to himself he had fired his first Magnum bullets, and out of a Magnum he owned. It was almost like having had sex for the first time—that kind of self-satisfaction, that kind of fantasy finally come true.
Though most people who have shot Magnums have had sex first.
««—»»
Sometimes the beginnings of an attraction or infatuation are obvious, as when one sees or meets a particular person who appeals to their personal concept of outward beauty. It was easy for Ray to understand what had prompted him once to ask out a Portugese girl at work. From her first day he had been attracted to her physicality. She was short, with sexy wide hips, with pouty childish prettiness, long black hair in bangs, wearing heavy glasses and somewhat native clothing instead of Americanized fashion. Dark, earthy, human, unlike the fabricated beauty personified by American fashion models and commercial actresses. A lot of Latin types, Europeans, blacks and especially Asians excited him. So he was attracted early, but asking her out was another matter—that came later, after he had found her to be shy, family oriented (a virgin, he heard).
One night after weeks of torturous stalling and hours of fantasy confrontations and conversations and happy endings, Ray drew her a card that just said “Hi!” inside, showing a cute kitten batting curiously at a but-terfly. He photocopied it for his personal records at the library, and the next day, up til now having only exchanged shy hellos with her, he gave it to her at the foot of the stairs during break. She said it was cute and bashfully accepted it. He went upstairs, heart pounding. The next day during break, at the foot of the stairs, he asked her if he could take her out to a movie or dinner sometime. She looked a little more than nervous—she looked a little scared. She shook her head. A boyfriend? he asked. She nodded. Well, if she ever changed her mind… “I don’t think so,” she replied. After that, some days he walked past her like she didn’t exist, but usually they exchanged subdued but friendly hellos like before. About a month later he wondered why she seemed extra friendly lately, watching him; a mood. He asked her if she still had a boyfriend. She nodded. He joked, “Oh, you’re no fun,” and he went upstairs. She still worked here, way in the back but still painfully within his vision, torturing him when she walked by him, her rear full, haunches shifting in her tight skirt like those of an animal. A pagan goddess. He often wished she’d quit.
But when a person’s physicality doesn’t leap out at you like that, your attraction to them can sneak up on you—surprise you—as if your unconscious has been working independently of you, building something.
A few weeks into May, Ray found himself paying extra attention to the new redheaded girl. It made him wonder if he hadn’t been paying this attention all along.
He had stored up information about her. Her name was Heidi. She was twenty-one. She was working the summer, having just completed her junior year at U. Mass. She was obviously bookwormish, reading from a paperback at breaks, which she took at her machine—never out in the break room with the male card players again. She attended some night school classes or other several nights a week. In mood, she reminded Ray a little, sometimes a lot, of himself. Though he was a high school drop-out, like his cousin Paul.
Perhaps she did leap out at him, but in a subtler way. She was a conspicuous
intelligence amongst the workers, who were in general on a more simple, and in a way more fortunate, plane. Ray overheard one black woman refer to her as a “Poindexter”—meaning a dopey, absent-minded brainiac maniac. A rather derogatory, probably jealous stamp. He even heard this woman go so far as to ask another worker, “Who could like her?”—meaning in a romantic sense. Shop gossip.
Ray had tried to spark up a bit of conversation with her during these past few weeks. She had had her hair cut shorter, no longer long enough for a ponytail but still in bangs, and Ray had told her in a seemingly off-hand manner that it looked nice. Not much response. Once in the cafeteria of the downstairs business, waiting in line for a Coke, he had listened in on a little conversation about eye problems between the girl and his former love interest, the juicy pagan creature, both of whom wore those owlish thick glasses. To his amazement, Ray slipped neatly into their exchange and somehow (he couldn’t remember later) ended up asking to see the new girl’s glasses. She handed them over and he loosely tried them on. The world became liquidly dizzying and distorted. He handed them back. Not much response from her…and so it went. When he mentioned to her one time that his cousin Paul’s younger brother attended Brandeis and had been awarded a trip to Germany in connection with his linguistics study, she seemed almost unaware he was speaking. Remote was putting it mildly.
So why did he keep storing info on her? Listening to her brag that she had drunk two beers last night at some party, and ask what the effects of a hangover were to compare with her own experience (cute, Ray thought).
It came nosing to the surface when one afternoon, while cutting, he spent a good deal of time fantasizing about what it would be like with her as a girlfriend. She was a candidate for fantasy, being shy…intelli-gent…withdrawn. As the Elephant Man had fantasized about winning a blind girl, so did Ray dream of shy, withdrawn girls. And on occasion, an amputee…a blind or deaf girl. A sociological misfit, a freak (though with some redeeming attractiveness).
But one man’s attractive woman is another man’s attractive woman.
What really made Ray realize the extent of his interest in the girl was when she took lunch one day with the workers downstairs in their cafeteria, and sat alone at one table with a tall Anglo-Saxon boy also on summer break from school, speaking quietly and leaning across to each other almost nose-to-nose, or so it looked to Ray. Intimate, secretive. A bile-tasting fury rose in Ray at the sight. After his attempts to speak with her, she finally opens up to some gangly basketball player type. Good—fuck them both.
For a few days she was out of conscious thought, but she came sneaking back like a ghost refusing to be exorcized. She seemed to be getting a little friendlier, though, for whatever reason. Loosening up. One day Ray, Jake, Pete and the girl were standing about before the final bell, and Jake tied a leather strap around Ray’s head. The girl smiled and said he looked “punk.” Small, but it had a reaching feel to it, he felt. Also, she would wave goodnight to him when she left, as he would lean against a table with his old friend Joe and wait for everyone else to punch out. She seemed to be making a habit of this—it seemed mandatory now, but pleasantly so for them both.
This was what decided him, though it was no more a basis than he had had with the Portugese girl. But he was too impatient to wait for a friendship to form with a woman before he asked her out. This was what he planned to do. Every day for nearly a week in the last week of May he psyched himself up to call her over on her way out when she waved goodbye, and ask her for a date. Every day his heart throbbed as the bell neared, pounded as the line formed, boomed when the buzzer rang and the cards began punching, and staggered bullet-ridden when he let her wave and disappear. When this happened on Friday he felt a cumulative flood of disappointment and very nearly wished for the respite of the weekend to be over with already.
Next week, he told himself.
And surprisingly, it was.
Monday he let it slip again. Tomorrow, he told himself as she walked out of sight. It was.
Joe was off talking with someone instead of chatting with Ray as he usually did when the workers filed out. Ray knew this was a perfect time.
What he did surprised, almost shocked him, as if he floated outside his body watching it do as it pleased. He waited until she looked at him to wave goodbye, and without conscious thought, impulsively, he crooked his finger at her. She walked to him, not out of sight til tomorrow.
Keeping impulsive, keeping numb to keep the fear out, he took it from there when she reached him.
“Hi. Um, I know this sounds crazy, but would you ever go to a movie or dinner with me?”
“Wow,” she said. She looked off.
“Don’t be afraid to say no,” Ray reassured her for some reason, every word he uttered mystifying another part of him, watching like an audience.
“It isn’t that, it’s just that I don’t think my boyfriend would like it.”
She smiled in his face. But not cruelly.
“Oh, he can come, too.” Ray smiled, tasting defeat but holding himself up, familiar with the taste.
Heidi laughed.
Ray said, “I saw your boyfriend out with another girl last night.”
“Well, that would be hard because he was in Worcester last night.”
“Yeah, I was there last night. No, really, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
“Hey, I’m not embarrassed—” she put her hand on his arm between elbow and shoulder and squeezed “— I’m flattered.” She removed her warm hand, smiling at his face. He looked away, grinning numbly.
“Well, you know where to come if you break up.” Why did he always have to try that last pathetic shot?
“Thanks anyway. Bye.”
“See ya later.”
She left.
Ray felt good. Proud. Hey, he’d tried, right? He’d gotten it off his chest instead of prolonging the agonizing suspense as he had with other girls, stalling for months only to finally ask and get rejected. He’d tried—nothing ventured, nothing gained. He felt satisfied…he felt good.
He felt horrible.
««—»»
It was as if he had cancer, and kept trying various cures, getting his hopes up only to find they wouldn’t save him. He was getting used to the cancer now, fatalistic. The resigned way a man walks to the electric chair. They don’t have to drag them, screaming and thrashing. They just stroll to it.
After that he felt a kind of coldness toward her, as if he were mad she hadn’t waited for him to come into her life and blamed her for having a boyfriend. But they still waved and said goodnight. She got new glasses, he noticed. He asked to look at them. He told her, a little dourly maybe, that he thought the frames were odd.
One day before the final bell Ray was cleaning up around the cutting area, and he found of all things a glass one liter soda bottle amongst leather scraps between two cutting machines, leather dust all stuck to the gummy insides, as it was broken and sharp. As he walked to a trash barrel to drop it in he passed Heidi on her way to the offices beyond Joe’s leather stock room. As he passed her, holding the broken bottle down by his leg, he looked up into her eyes.
She was looking into his. Wary, nervous. They passed each other.
Dropping the bottle into the trash, he was more than irritated at her—he was insulted and furious. Had she thought he was walking up to her to slam that broken bottle into her belly?
He knew, though, that there had been some kind of fury already stamped on his face, and it was this more so than the bottle that had probably scared her. The fury was often constant, low level and humming—the lining cutter Pete had once told Ray that their foreman Bill thought Ray was evil. Evil? Pete had asked Bill. Yeah, look at his face, he had said. When Pete had told Ray this Ray had laughed his head off. He enjoyed it. He liked the way Bill treated him with weird respect but was stern with other workers. The others often treated Ray with a similar, wary respect. Pete, Jake, the old cutter. Only old Joe didn’t seem to hear that low-humming fury.
Ray didn’t resent the others for their wariness, but for a little while he resented Heidi for that look she had given him.
She didn’t look at him like that again. She didn’t seem to notice him much at all over the passing days, and weeks, except to tell him goodnight.
Ray had fully adjusted by now to the fact that he’d never have a chance with Heidi, and that there was nothing to do but wait for destiny to place the next candidate in his path. The next possible cancer cure.
««—»»
One day in July he was sweeping his area with a broom and Heidi and the cute Portugese girl were talking nearby, and he was flushed because he felt their eyes on him. Heidi called him over and said, “You’ll make somebody a good housewife someday.”
Ray cocked his fist back as if to punch her. “You mean house husband.”
“I’m sorry, house husband,” she laughed.
Grinning shyly, he went back to sweeping…
Another day she swept the floor near him during clean-up and flicked some dust at him, and nudged the broom against his shoe. He was surprised at her mischievous smile and jumped away from her. “You’re dangerous,” he joked. She pretended she was going to bat him with the broom. Ray was somewhat pleasantly confused.
««—»»
During June, one Friday night around two-thirty in the morning while Ray was drawing at his desk, no music or TV on and Kelly dreaming, he had heard a man’s voice out in the dark. It was raining so he had the window closed but he heard it. It was like a weird laugh or something.
Something like, “Har-har! Har-har! Har-har!” Three bursts of spaced, artificial-sounding laughter. It sounded shouted, too. It was unnatural.
Nothing else followed.
He sat at his desk not drawing, listening. But this time he didn’t get his gun, didn’t sneak out to look. He waited numbly, yet heard nothing more.
Kelly hadn’t heard, hadn’t stirred. Maybe it had been his imagination.
He went back to drawing.
Sometime in mid July, Ray heard a man’s voice shouting outside while he was making coffee at eleven forty-five on a Friday night. He whirled and snapped off the volume of the radio on the kitchen counter.
The last distant words he heard sounded like: “— fucking asshole!
Fucking (dog?)…”
Ray stood with heart suspended like a clock pendulum suddenly gripped. He waited, heard no more. Someone from a passing car? This time he did go outside, and he grabbed his .22 rifle because it was big and highly visible and would thus hide his fear like a shield.
He found nothing but the summer night, thick with humidity and possibilities.
««—»»
The lining cutter Pete made a more obvious show of flirting with Heidi; Heidi was all he seemed to talk about with Ray. Pete grabbed his crotch when Heidi walked by and her back was turned, pantomimed grabbing her breasts, about which he raved. “I’d give anything for one night with her,”
he moaned to Ray. Pete would tell Heidi, “You’re gorgeous! Did anyone ever tell you you’re gorgeous?” Ray would watch her—she seemed uncomfortably amused, but with her it was hard to tell what she felt.
A maintenance man who worked on the machines and electricity in both the upper and lower businesses in the building became rather friendly with her, as did his partner, a big hulking guy who told Ray he used to own a restaurant in Vegas. Ray heard the big guy had asked Heidi out but that he gave her the creeps. She seemed friendly with the other one, though—one day they talked nearly an hour while she worked, and whenever he was around they chatted. In Ray’s presence he mock threatened her, “You’re gonna get it.”
“I hope so,” she smiled.
Ray felt a numb, strange vertiginousness.
Pete would wolf-whistle at Heidi, and when she looked up he would point to Ray. “He did it!”
Heidi would smile at him and Ray would smile and look away. Pete would repeat this until Heidi ignored his whistles and obnoxious shouts of, “You’re gorgeous!”
Pete whistled one day and pointed to Ray. Heidi said, “Ray wouldn’t do that,” and smiled to him.
Pete said, “Ray’s an animal—watch out.”
Heidi grinned at Ray and he asked, “What did Pete say?”
“He said you’re an animal.”
“I am,” he told her.
Pete didn’t tell Heidi that he thought Ray was an animal because Ray had told Pete he liked oral sex with a girl while she was on her period.
Pete thought that was hideous. “Blood,” Ray teased him—Ray who had never even seen a woman’s naked pubis.
Within this time there was a day when Heidi had wandered idly into the leather room at lunch, and Ray wandered in after her without any conscious motivation. No one else was in there. Heidi stood at the table where Joe would spread out skins when setting up jobs for the cutters. Ray came up to her and without premeditation said,
“Congratulations,” and he pointed at the ring Heidi had worn to work for the first time yesterday. She’d been showing everyone, but not him yet. It was a diamond.
“Thank you,” said Heidi.
“You really shouldn’t wear it in here—you might dislodge the stone or something.”
“Well I mostly keep it in my pocket because it’s too big anyway.”
Heidi’s hand floated to his arm. “The one thing bad about being engaged to Tim—” she squeezed “— is not being able to go out with nice guys like you.” She squeezed again.
“Thanks, that’s nice of you to say that.”
Squeeze. Then her hand slowly slid away.
“Well,” Ray joked, “it’s your loss—just kidding.”
“The ring was a surprise.”
“Yeah, well, that’s the nicest way.” Ray’s face felt hot. She had squeezed his arm about eight times total and now that place felt empty.
“You wouldn’t want to go out with a guy like me, anyway, working here.”
“Well Tim graduated four years ago and he’s still working in the bookstore at school.”
“Oh yeah?” Four years after graduating from college—Ray had a little internal giggle at that. “Well I’m a high school drop-out…for emotional reasons, not for any lack of…” Ray trailed off.
“Ever think of getting your G.E.D.?”
“Nnno—‘cause look at your boyfriend. I’ve worked side-by-side with college educated guys, doing the same work. I want to be a recognized artist; you know, doing album and book covers, not a commercial artist doing cat food ads. I’d like to compose a book of art with my cousin Paul and try to publish that. We’re working on that, as a matter of fact.
It’d be mostly fantasy type art.”
“Oh, that’s great. You’ll get out of here. But why don’t you still get your G.E.D. and go for a better job while you’re working at your art career?”
“Well…because working here makes me want to try at my art career more. If I had a comfortable job like in computers or something I wouldn’t be as motivated, and working to succeed at my new job would distract me from my art.”
“I see,” Heidi said, smiling. Maybe it was Ray’s insecurity but she seemed to be humoring him, as if his explanation were an excuse for laziness. Another sad pipe-dreamer. Ray wanted to shout out his conviction about his art, but he didn’t pursue it. He knew he was more than a pipe-dreamer, and that was all that mattered. He was already a commercial artist, doing drawings of purses for the company and occasional portraits of people’s children and pets. Still, he nearly gagged on his need to express his conviction to her.
The conversation ended there anyway, as Joe came shambling into the stock room with a cup of tea he’d been off making. Joe ate his lunch in here. “Hello, kids,” he said jovially.
Things pretty much ended there, until after work that same day.
The day through, workers flooded out to their cars. Ray trailed behind the main flow, as did Heidi and Pete. They were talking about karate, for some reason. Heidi told Pete she’d studied a little at a school that was part of a popular chain, but hadn’t gone beyond white belt. “Tae Kwon Do,”
she said. “It’s Chinese, as opposed to Japanese.”
“No, it’s Korean,” Ray said. He didn’t mention his friend who had taught him martial arts, and how for about a year he had lived and breathed martial arts.
“Oh, that’s right.”
“I studied the Chicken Fingers of Death,” Ray said. Heidi laughed.
In the parking lot Heidi fell in beside him and asked him more about the nature of his art. The subject matter. Fantasy, he reminded her, surrealism, though he excelled at portraits. She told him she liked fantasy novels and movies, though science fiction more precisely.
Pete, somewhat left out of the conversation, said goodbye as he broke off to his van. Heidi noted his license plate, which stated Pete only picked up blond, brunette or redhead hitchhikers. At that she put her arm around Ray’s shoulders and squeezed him to her side a moment.
“Us redheads have to stick together, right?”
“We certainly do,” Ray agreed. He seemed to be sleepwalking. She let him go and turned to her car, leaving him almost jarred, disoriented.
He waited near her car half-expectantly as she unlocked it.
“See ya later,” she chirped, and sank down inside away from him.
“See ya later.” Ray gave a quick wave and turned in his own direction.
In his unmoving car he sat and watched hers glide away. He sat numb for a little while longer before urging his machine to life and pointing it in the direction of the home his long-dead parents had left him.
««—»»
The house had two floors, an attic and a basement.
The previous owners had lived downstairs, had fixed it up nicely, painting directly over the wallpaper in each room. The second floor apartment—with its peeling and water-stained wallpaper, cracked and preg-nant livingroom ceiling, one bedroom with a leaky ceiling, and a giant hole in the wall of another bedroom where the plaster had bulged out and finally fallen away—was now vacant, but the last tenants had kept the wife’s mother up there. Her obese cat, fond of sharpening his nails on wallpaper, and two small dogs fond of shitting on the kitchen floor, hadn’t helped keep the place looking decent. Ray’s aunt and uncle were afraid to move someone else up there until they put a little money into repairs, but they didn’t have a little money, and that was alright with Ray because he wanted the whole place to himself. Anyway, Paul wanted the apartment once he finally learned to drive, but right now it was too far for him to bike ride from the house to his job at Rim Corp, and because of their different shifts Ray couldn’t give Paul a lift on his way to his own job. Paul wouldn’t leave that place no matter how Ray urged him. Ray believed Paul was too dependant on that place, too afraid of change, trapped by his own fears.
Especially since the layout was nearly exact, the contrast between the upstairs and downstairs apartments was all the more striking. But Ray liked it upstairs. He had a key, and he sometimes carried his portable black-and-white TV up there, sat in the kitchen to draw in an interestingly different environment. He was anxious for Paul and himself to film scenes up here for their video movies. The old woman hadn’t left much furniture, but she hadn’t had much to begin with. She had left a mess, whereas the downstairs couple had cleaned up for him. He supposed they hadn’t thought it necessary, since new tenants weren’t moving in upstairs.
The kitchen tiles were grimy, the windows unwashed, the cobwebs strung along the crack-squiggled ceiling horrendous. In the adjacent two-story shed through which one had to pass to climb the back stairs into the attic (there was a second way in at the front of the house), the old woman had left all kinds of junk treasures too dismal and faded for even the lowest class of flea market.
Ray sat tonight at the upstairs kitchen table, his portable set running The Fury, of which he only watched the highlights since he had it on tape.
On the table was a heap of old newspapers he’d dug out of the second floor shed. He was mellowing out from today‘s excitement—he had painted his bedroom black.
It had been a pastel lemon yellow, the only room so unappealingly painted by the couple (maybe they’d been high that night), and out of lazy acquiescence Ray had tolerated it, hesitantly tacking up his posters, hanging his paintings, hoping that would help things. Nope. The other two bedrooms didn’t appeal to him as much in shape or format so he had suffered it, promising himself he’d get around to painting it a restful pastel green. Colors had a psychological influence, and green was used in hospitals because it calmed the human mind. But when black crossed Ray’s mind, the exciting prospect gave him a rare charge of initiative to pursue the project. His friend Dicky was highly amused at this choice but was similarly excited enough to offer his help in selecting materials and in the actual painting.
Ray had desired a glossy rather than matte look, and bought two gallons of glossy black exterior paint (though even with two coats he ended up using only one gallon). Now, he contemplated what to paint the trim: the baseboards, the inside door, and the two little closets over his sliding closet. Light blue sounded nice. Dicky suggested white. Ray almost chose a metallic, chrome-like color—but the choice was inevitable. Red. The colors of the yin and yang: black/death, red/life. Ray desired a lacquered, oriental mood. He selected a dark, rich, blood-like glossy red. Dicky could only laugh.
Dicky used a brush to paint around the window frames and baseboards, Ray used the roller to cover the large areas. They finished the first coat in no time, leaving only the area closest to the white ceiling. They took a walk, talked of their lives…Ray smelling pine trees, reminded of childhood cook-outs, and inspired to ask Dicky if he noticed how smells and tastes, sights and sensations grew less acute as childhood was left behind, how spaces shrank and time speeded. Dicky said he felt this way, too. Back at the house Ray showed him his most recent artwork, including a pen and marker portrait of silent actress Theda Bara, the Vamp. Dicky shook his head. “Why you aren’t making a living of this I don’t know.”
When Dicky had gone the paint was already dry, and alone Ray applied a second coat and used an edger to carefully bring the glistening black up to the ceiling. Black flecks in his hair, on his cheek and bare chest. The black finished, Ray stepped back and admired his latest painting. By now it was night, and this room was night within night, a glistening, obsidian void which altered his perception, did something to space and dimension. A room inside a black hole in space.
Later still he started the red trim, but by now he was tired and irritable, and got red drops on the floor where the plastic drop-cloth didn’t cover. All he did was the door. It looked painted in blood.
Now, after much washing and scrubbing his hands with steel wool, he unwound upstairs. He would sleep in one of the other two bedrooms until his work was done—the third, middle, bedroom being his studio. He felt a nervous restlessness even now, knowing there was still so much work left to do. He hated incompleteness…disharmony.
He wanted bamboo blinds, and to paint oriental characters in a few spots, like down one panel of the door, on the closet doors over the main closet. Dicky’s girlfriend had suggested the calligraphy. He wanted to externalize his spiritual aesthetic. Until it was finished he was yin without yang.
Ray sighed wearily, gently turned a brittle yellow page of an old newspaper. Old was an understatement. The New York Fireside Companion, “A Journal of Instructive and Entertaining Literature.”
November 10, 1884. Under a drawing was the caption, “‘Poor boy! The gal has broken his heart—broken his heart!’cried Tom, helplessly looking at Steve.”
“Poor boy,” muttered Ray.
Elsewhere, concerning “Fashion Chitchat for the Ladies”: “That short dolman and mantilla shapes will be worn all winter for the promenade is quite certain.” Ray smiled with a warm, sad nostalgic envy.
In the back of The Seaside Library, from 1880, back issues were advertised. Novellas, apparently. One was “A Little Aversion.” There was
“His Great Revenge,” First Half, and “His Great Revenge,” Second Half.
“Must be revenge,” Ray observed.
Ray supposed that someday someone would come across his hundred-year-old copies of Oui and Hustler, the articles he’d collected from the Enquirer and others, on possessed girls and twins born connected as one.
He heard Kelly barking downstairs.
He sat there. He listened.
She wasn’t stopping.
The movie wasn’t playing so loud that he wouldn’t hear a car pull into his drive—or had he been too engrossed in the papers?
He should go check, but he sat. Listened. There were no lights on but for this room, and he was almost afraid to venture into the livingroom to look out the window. Kelly kept barking. Ray gave himself a jolt of incentive and got up, turned down the volume of the TV. Before, Kelly had seemed to be barking in the kitchen directly below, but now she seemed to be barking at the other end of the house, in the bedroom where Ray was temporarily sleeping. To Ray it became obvious—someone had knocked on the back door, and getting no response they were now trying the front door.
Only, Ray hadn’t heard any knocking, and even with the volume down he still didn’t hear any knocking. Just Kelly, barking.
All of Ray’s guns were downstairs.
His eyes flicked nervously, randomly around the room. Grimy cobwebs stirred in a breeze he didn’t feel. On TV there was a commercial imitating Flashdance, the sweaty young women in their workout leotards all smiling and blissful in their world. He didn’t hear what the main girl was saying. Kelly was suddenly barking in the room beneath his feet again.
Ray crept into the silent bathroom, avoiding looking into the mirror.
He didn’t like mirrors, the way they watched you, and he always expected to see some apparition standing behind him in that reversed universe. He stepped into the bathtub and peeked around the curtain down into the dirt driveway that ended at his back door.
Though the outside light wasn’t on and there were no streetlights on this stretch of road, Ray was sure he’d see if there were a car in the drive other than his own. He could vaguely make out his.
Kelly’s barking terminated.
It was almost an unpleasant shock to him. He listened, stepped out of the tub, paused by the kitchen table. It was now dead still downstairs.
That fucking dog—she was crazy. Probably heard that skunk that sometimes got into his trash can in the open garage. His nerves began to unclench.
He heard the faint ring of his telephone downstairs.
Kelly barked once and stopped after another half bark, obviously startled but quickly calming. Ray was oddly relived to hear her bark again, as if he had thought something had happened to end her previous barking so abruptly.
Ray plunged into the hall and downstairs to his own apartment, pausing in the hall to flick on the outside light. He’d feel better if he left it on. He snatched up the receiver after its fourth ring, brought it to his ear.
“Hello?”
It was a busy signal. No question about it.
“What the fuck? Hello? Hello?” Ray hung up, picked up the receiver again. His regular dial tone. How could your phone ring and when you picked it up you got a busy signal? Some fuck-up—it sounded feasible.
He hung up and set about making himself some coffee. He’d stay down here for now in case someone tried to call back, and he’d put out the light upstairs and lock the vacant floor later.
Kelly had come into the kitchen and growled when he entered, but he’d ignored her. Now he looked down and saw her watching his face, her eyes timid and nervous as usual, as though she continuously expected him to hit her. Her eyes seemed to plead with him now more than usual.
“You have to go out?” Ray said. She pricked her ears. While his water boiled he went and found his .38, nuzzled it in his waistband. When his coffee was ready he brought Kelly outside and sat on the door stoop to drink it.
Kelly went about her business without distraction. If something had been out here it hadn’t left a spoor to attract her attention.
She finished up and came prancing to Ray, her chain hissing on the pulley line. At the foot of the driveway she came to a stop and looked up the drive, lifting her nose and sniffing the air.
Ray turned his head, followed her gaze up the drive.
Beyond the reach of the light over the back door, the road was black.
But Kelly snorted and sniffed exaggeratedly, and now Ray’s consciousness accepted a smell that had been there all along, and it wasn’t good.
Sort of garbage-like. Skunk into his trash again.
Ray returned inside, set down his mug and found a flashlight. He went outside and crept to the open maw of his dirt-floored adjacent garage.
The feeble, low-battery pool flowed over disheveled piles of lumber, a rust-consumed barbecue grill on its side, an old washing machine, the gouged wall where Ray threw knives and shurikens at pages from magazines. And his trash can, upright and intact—undisturbed.
Ray turned and faced the driveway. Kelly lifted her nose high and snorted loudly at the air again as a cool breeze rustled.
What might be lurking at the head of the drive, behind the thick chestnut tree on the right, or behind another? The possessed girl, dead of starvation, naked and bruise-eyed, lips blood-flecked, crouching behind a bush so that her vertebrae stood up like lizard spikes on her back.
Ray switched the flashlight to his left, drew the .38. The pebbly dirt of the drive crunched as he followed the path as stealthily as he could.
Kelly waited behind, taut at the end of her chain.
Near the top of the drive, Ray shot the flashlight behind the chestnut tree, then quickly to the narrower trees on the left. Nothing. He proceeded to the head of the driveway itself and now the road lay before him, black like a crevice through these woods.
Ray’s light didn’t reach far. To the left he saw nothing. He turned to the right. He had noticed the increase in that smell, now a stench, and already he knew what it was—a dead skunk. Only the form he spotted in the road just beyond the reach of his beam was larger than a skunk…
Ray caught his breath…advanced a few steps gingerly, as though afraid the form would awaken and spring up. He advanced only far enough for his flashlight’s glow to begin to touch.
At this distance the beam was anemic, but Ray could tell the lump wasn’t a human—his first instinctual impression. A dog, looked like. It was almost in the gutter, and part of it glistened in his beam. Ray stole closer, and when he was assured the thing was dead he went right up to it, stood close over it. He had to hold his breath—he stuck the pistol in his belt and cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, let in only a little air.
It was still poisoned.
Scrawny hairy legs like a dog’s, but they ended in hooves. It was a goat. The eyes were glazed, the tongue out, blood flecked and crusting all around the mouth and nostrils. It had been obliterated through the middle and hindquarters, its insides all on the outside—heaps of red pulp, chunks smeared away from the body, the smears printed with tire tracks. Poor thing—it had blundered out into the path of some drunk punks out for a wild night cruise, no doubt. Ray was reminded of a recent case where a young man had struck a pedestrian and dragged his body for miles, getting out several times in an unsuccessful attempt to dislodge him.
And Ray believed he knew from where the goat had come; the nearest house to his was that farmhouse with the apple tree in the front lawn. An elderly couple—they had geese you sometimes had to brake for as they waddled across the road in a parade, and Ray had read in the paper that some fucking asshole had once deliberately blazed his car through them, squashing several. They had a goat; he’d seen it out back in a chicken-wire pen, and if this were the same one then the elderly couple had lost another pet to the raging machines of man.
Ray remembered that dream he’d had about the murder of his parents, and then playing Frisbee in the road in front of the farmhouse with his cousin Paul.
The goat had no collar. It might be the same, but he’d never seen their goat up close, just as he had never seen the couple up close—mostly just sitting in their rocking chairs on the front porch, watching him drive past.
When had this happened? The blood was already congealing—it couldn’t have been what set Kelly barking.
What to do with it? Drag it further out of the road, and call on its apparent owners in the morning? Ray decided to simply leave it. He wondered how long it would lie here…who picked up squashed skunks, woodchucks and cats. Maybe the old farmer would see it while driving along. Ray still felt almost an accomplice’s guilt about leaving it, but he turned away and walked back to his driveway.
He vaguely considered videotaping it in the daylight, incorporating it into his and Paul’s latest movie. They liked the grotesque, the macabre.
But as he pulled his car out the next day to cash his check and pick up some groceries, all that remained of the goat was a dull smear and a few loose chunks of meat in the gutter, which bugs would no doubt feast on. It looked as if a tribe of army ants had already nibbled the goat into oblivion. Ray hoped that whoever had hit the thing in the first place had a nice big dent in his car, and had gotten a good scare out of the incident.
Maybe that was the person who had removed the body—disposing of evidence, his mind blackly joked.
Ray drove off in his car.
««—»»
Until today, Ray had never necked with a girl—except at twelve or thereabouts, a little bit with his cousin Jan—nor really held hands with a girl, or touched a girl’s breasts.
During lunch, Ray, Heidi, and the kid who handled shipping on the far side of the stock room, Russ, stood around in the stock room and got to talking about movies. Ray talked enthusiastically; he loved movies.
Heidi expressed her fear of gory movies—she preferred the Star Wars trilogy.
“I like kung fu movies,” Pete said. “You ever see Enter the Dragon?
Man! Bruce Lee with those numb-chucks—unreal. Oh-oh, watch out, don’t forget Heidi can do karate!” Pete snatched up a broom and poked it at her like a spear. Heidi assumed a stance and when an opening came she lunged in playfully but accidentally hit Pete in the nose. Everyone laughed. Heidi asked if he were okay. Ray felt a little embarrassed for her.
His eyes seized every available opportunity to study her. Early today he had been reaching with a cardboard tube across a table to flick a light switch on and Heidi had appeared beside him, said, “I wonder if Ray is ticklish.” She tickled his side.
“No! I am!” he laughed, squirming away.
At the end of the day the four of them moved to the parking lot together, as Pete had to give Russ a ride home today in his van. Heidi told Russ, “You should get a rich girl with her own car.”
“Yeah, I want to be a gigolo, too,” Ray said. “I’ll work the octoge-narian crowd.”
Heidi fell in beside Ray and put her arm around his shoulders, her breast soft and pliable against his arm. “What about the young girls like me?” Her eyes sparked mischievously behind her flashing glasses.
In the lot, her arm now off him, they gathered about Pete’s van. With her head down, Heidi said, “I don’t want to go home—let’s go get an ice cream or a six-pack or something.”
“Yeah,” Ray agreed.
The four decided on ice cream. Heidi said, “Does anyone want to drive with me?”
“Yeah, I will,” Pete joked. He had to drive his van.
“Yeah, I’ll go,” Ray offered.
Heidi and Ray didn’t talk much as they followed the dusty van.
Inside the ice cream and sandwich shop, the four took stools at a counter. Heidi deliberately, obviously waited for Pete to sit beside Russ so she could sit to Ray’s left. His mind was humming with blank excitement, growing.
While Pete and Russ had ice cream, Heidi and Ray had sandwiches and talked about science fiction. Heidi told him she’d been a shy, scholarly type all her life until college, when she began “coming out.” On the ride here she had asked him if he dated much. No. She clicked her tongue.
Why not? Shy, he said.
Out at the van again, again Heidi lowered her head and mumbled that she didn’t want to go home. They all climbed into Pete’s van. She sat up front beside Pete; Russ and Ray sat cross-legged on the rough-carpeted floor. Ray sensed Russ was anxious to go home, tried to ignore it. They chattered in the motionless van.
Pete made some crude remarks about passing girls. Heidi acted disgusted and joined the other two on the floor, to Ray’s right, her leg against his. Soon Russ, for whatever reason (Ray believed out of courtesy to him), moved up front, leaving the two of them alone in back. While Russ and Pete watched girls go into the ice cream shop, Heidi nonchalantly rested her elbow on Ray’s inner leg. Ray’s lungs trembled like freezing animals with every breath through his nostrils.
A particularly nice-looking girl sauntered by. Ray craned his neck and said, “Wow—she’s enough to make Heidi a lesbian!”
Heidi attacked him and he laughed, held her wrists away. Some piece of her jewelry, a ring maybe, scratched his inner arm and drew blood. When he pointed it out to her she seemed especially guilty and subdued, as if she had really hurt him. But she softly joked, “Want me to kiss a boo-boo?”
Ray shyly declined, so she didn’t. He couldn’t believe how stupid he was.“You still ticklish?” She attacked him with a tickling barrage and again he pinned her wrists. “She’s molesting me back here!” Ray laughed nervously. As she drew back she held his hand for a moment.
“Where are we gong now?” Pete asked. Ray wondered this, too.
They tossed around ideas. Pete suggested a liquor-oriented festival but Russ told him he had to get home soon, and Heidi had a night course this evening. Meanwhile Heidi’s hand had stolen onto Ray’s hand and stayed there.
Funny how you worked so hard to realize your dreams, and one day they just came visiting of their own volition.
Ray was also surprised at how he was able to joke and act casual, but then he had always been good at hiding his true feelings.
“Let’s blow this clam-bake,” Russ said, anxious to be getting home.
It was decided they’d go drop him off, and Heidi and Ray would go along for the ride, leaving Heidi’s car in the ice cream parlor’s lot and Ray’s back in the factory lot.
On the ride Heidi told them some “cute,” naughty dirty jokes and Ray made himself laugh because the other two didn’t much—she seemed naively proud of her naughtiness. She was able to act outwardly casual as well, with Ray’s conquered hand lightly brushing her fingers, no longer inert. She’d rub back and squeeze extra tight now and then.
This van ride was probably the peak of Ray’s happiness in adult life up until the time of its occurrence, and yet that numb unreality sensation coexisted with the acute exhilaration, a weird yin/yang.
“Comfortable back there?” Pete said, half looking back.
“Yup,” piped Ray.
“Havin’ fun back there?”
“Yup.”
“Want me to pull the curtains for ya?” There was a subtle trace of hurt or jealousy behind Pete’s joking.
Ray just chuckled uneasily as a reply. He wanted to say, “Yup.”
For a while they didn’t look at each other, just held to each other like Siamese twins joined by the hands. Then Ray chanced a look at her, and she immediately looked to him as if she had been awaiting this incentive on his part. Her expression was odd—featuring a mysterious little smile, almost sad. Her lids blinked once with fond slowness at him, then she looked away. Ray saw the girl’s smile grow slightly, and grow (perhaps) more wistfully sad. The van stopped short with a sudden jerk and Ray found his left hand shooting out and covering her hand on his right. As he sat back he removed it. She had whipped her head to him and smiled at this impulsiveness. He was surprised at having been startled into it.
Pete and Russ were tossing little nonchalant looks at their joined hands. Pete asked, in that hurt humorous tone, “Any place you wanna go—to a motel?” Ray and Heidi only laughed. Ray went into a kind of swooning delirium at that last remark. His stomach even rumbled.
Heidi looked to him, said softly, “Your stomach’s doing all kinds of weird things over there.”
On a wooded road as they neared Russ’s parents’ home, Pete nearly hit a squirrel. “I almost hit a dog on this road yesterday,” Russ said.
Ray thought of geese and goats. Still holding Heidi’s hand, he sat up abruptly to cry, “Look out for that chimpanzee!”
Russ was dropped off. Pete headed them back for their respective cars. Ray hoped it would take a long time back—like forever.
Heidi didn’t advance to take Russ’s place in the passenger’s seat, nor did Ray.
Heidi rubbed her hand up and down Ray’s shoulder and upper arm.
Ray looked at her and again faced that perhaps sad, weirdly indescribable expression, like a sickly/sensuous slow-lidded invitation to dreamy sex.
Ray assumed his returned smile looked sickly as well, as though they were male/female mirrored components of a single being. She was so familiar to his soul, and so alien.
Pete was asked by Heidi to pull into a gas station so she could relieve herself. “If you’re not still here when I come out, goodbye—it was different,” she told them.
“Different?” Ray protested indignantly. “Getting your arm cut off is
‘different.’”
Heidi laughed enthusiastically and walked toward the restrooms. Pete half turned in his creaky mock-leather seat. “She’s really after you.”
“I’m not encouraging it,” said Ray, almost in way of an apology.
“I’m always the one whistling at her and telling her she’s gorgeous and whatever, and she goes after you. Ha.”
“Well, whatever turns her on.”
“Yeah, right.”
Ray didn’t feel bad for Pete, really. He even gloated a bit. For once in his life, he was preferred by a woman over another man. What a strange concept.
Heidi was gone a long time. When she emerged she looked truly relieved that they were still there, and Ray was relieved, too. His heart pranced like his dog did in greeting when he came home from work.
They drove, and the three talked. Ray gestured with their clasped hands. Pete complimented her on her hair. “Is that the real color?” Ray asked.
“Yes, it’s real.”
“I thought it was dyed.”
“My hair stylist goes nuts over it—it’s the color everybody wants these days, he said.”
“You’re really gorgeous, you know that, Heidi?” said Pete.
They reached the parking lot of the ice cream parlor at last, and pulled into it with Ray feeling a mournful gurgle-moan in his stomach.
This had just been a dream, and when he rose to step out of the van, letting go of Heidi’s hand, he would open his eyes and wake in his bedroom (not the drying black one) with Kelly curled asleep on the small blue rug beside him and the ethereal pink-gray light of summer dawn misting into the room. Alone but for the dog who had no apparent conception of his abysmal spiritual loneliness.
««—»»
The van came to a stop alongside Heidi’s car.
“Well, I gotta be gettin’ home,” Pete sulked up front.
“Want me to drive Ray to his car?” Heidi asked. She looked to Ray, and he nodded pleadingly. She apparently wanted him to say it aloud, though. “Do you want me to drive you?”
“Yeah,” he said weakly.
“Okay, whatever,” Pete said.
Ray got up, knees cracking, and followed Heidi out. “Have a nice weekend, buddy,” Ray told Pete.
“Yeah, you too.” Lack of enthusiasm.
They waved as the van sulked away, and Heidi let Ray back into her car. She buckled herself into the safety harness and they were off.
They didn’t talk much along the ride, and didn’t hold hands or touch.
They didn’t even look much at each other.
The factory lot, when they reached it, was empty save for Ray’s lonely automobile.
Heidi nuzzled her car to a halt beside it and kept her motor running.
Ray found his hand already on the door handle, turning it, the door opening a crack—as if he were anxious to flee. “Thanks for the ride,” he told Heidi.
She took his left hand, leaned to him and kissed him on the lips.
Within two seconds they were frenching. Ray’s hand slowly came off the handle of the still ajar door, the motor idling beyond their perception.
A girl at a shoe factory he had worked at for over five years had kissed him on the lips briefly at a factory Christmas party. At a New Year’s party, at midnight, a young girl who was friends with his cousin Paul had given him a light kiss. His last kiss had been in 1978, six years ago, at the conclusion of a blind date with a girl he hadn’t cared much for or bothered pursuing, though he went to a party with her and phoned her a few times afterwards. But for necking with his cousin Jane at twelve or so, these three kisses were all that had sustained him to this moment.
He did instinctively well, for the most part. He sucked on her lower lip, chased her tongue, ran his in circles around hers, which darted elusive and slippery, teasingly away, ran his along the slick surface of hers, still holding hands, radio softly playing, their factory watching them dispassionately. Eventually Ray moved his lips away and simply hugged her, squeezed her to him. Heidi husked softly, “I told you it wasn’t silly.”
“I never really kissed a girl before.”
“We’ll have to do it more often.”
They kissed again. Heidi broke to shut off the motor, Ray twisted and pulled the door shut. Embracing again, kissing luxuriously, breathing deeply like sleepers, they were encapsulated in the car, insulated from time and reality. Ray squeezed her shoulder, held her under the armpit with his left hand, rubbed her back, rubbed her nape with deliberate sensuousness, stroked the side of her neck, with his thumb teasing the front of her throat. He fingered her ear, stroked her cheek and hair, and finally, inexorably, his sensation-thirsty hand lighted on her left breast and closed to hold its front, as it was too large to fully cup. He tried not to be rough as he rubbed it in circles and pulled it through his fingers. Ray had never held a breast and was surprised at its pillowy, even cloud-like softness around its inner firmness; there was nothing in his own anatomy that could have prepared him for this set of impressions.
She wore a blue-sleeved, white-bodied baseball shirt. He wore a red-sleeved, white-bodied baseball shirt. Her hand fell to his breast and squeezed it. He had noted she seemed to follow his lead. During the kissing his eyes opened often to watch her face. Her eyes never fully opened but sometimes were partly lidded, though they didn’t seem to be seeing anything, like a corpse’s eyes.
She had him pinned to the door by now, half lying on him, her belly soft on his. Her hands ran almost around to his rear. He uncapped her breast and cupped her blue-jeaned bottom, rubbing her left buttock.
Sometimes in kissing him she would go motionless and suddenly bear down hard on his mouth with hard passion.
She told him, “I wouldn’t have known that you never kissed a girl.”
“I imagined a lot.”
“You won’t have to imagine it anymore.” She stroked his hair. “I practically had to jump all over you to get you to respond.”
Ray was a tinge insulted; he hadn’t thought he was that bad. Why should he, as a man, necessarily have to take the greater thrust of incentive?He kissed her warm neck, which stretched taut and hard, through her hair…licked in the hollow of her jaw under her ear, causing her to loll her head back, eyes closed, a full smile on her compressed lips.
Ray found himself watching her face as he kissed her on the mouth again. Analyzing his reactions to this succubus-dream. He still felt a numbness and was disappointed—no fireworks. Did he expect more than the true physicality of kissing had to offer? Why didn’t he have an erection? He had to urinate, that was it he supposed, but he was afraid to leave the car and go into the trees beyond the far end of the lot, afraid to break this off. He found if he closed his eyes for too long he even drifted into lazy waking dreams. It was weird how he felt impatient with frenching and found it, while definitely wonderful, awkward and painful, imposing and in a way, almost offensive. A little unpleasantly crude and rough—but he liked it more than he didn’t. He just wished she’d let him kiss her close-lipped and gently, but she seemed to want to feast on his inner mouth like a breath-sucking vampire of oriental myth.
When Ray discovered his mind had drifted, he returned to find himself squeezing her breast or shoulder too hard. How could his mind wander—he was kissing and holding a real, pulsing woman! His dream, even beyond becoming a recognized artist, fulfilled!
Heidi sat back, car seat creaking, their saliva-slick lips parting. “I hate to say it but I’ve gotta get going—I have class tonight.” She smiled. “I don’t wanna leave you. I hope I didn’t screw up your head with out brief encounter.”
“You’ve helped me,” Ray chuckled restlessly. “I’ve never felt attractive to a girl before.” He even regretted implying that she found him attractive.
“I hope I helped you. You should get yourself a girlfriend.”
Holding her hand, Ray looked down. A girlfriend other than her, or was it a hint for him to pursue her? It didn’t sound encouraging.
She was watching his troubled profile. “You’re so handsome.”
Ray laughed. They exchanged a series of light kisses. She hugged him tightly and gave a contented sigh, another. She went to kiss him on the nose but he intercepted her lips. They rested their foreheads together and looked closely into each other’s eyes; again her slow-motion lids. It was rather scary for him.
Sitting back, Heidi straightened her mussed hair in the rear view. “My lips are swollen—I wonder what my mother will say.” She removed her glasses to wipe at smudges from his nose. “I should’ve taken these off—smears never come out…”
“That’s the human body for ya,” he replied defensively. “Sweat.”
She picked a hair out of her mouth and wiped it off on his knee, smiled.
Ray didn’t meet her eyes. He was feeling a little dejected. She said,
“You’re sweet,” stroked his cheek.
“You are, too.”
“Did you know I’m taking a vacation all next week? Not paid, of course. My cousin and me are driving to Maine to rent a beach cottage.”
“Really? I didn’t know.”
“Yeah. So I’ll see you next Monday.”
“You mean the Monday after next Monday.”
“Oh—right, yeah.”
“Well.” Ray sighed, avoiding her eyes. Hand on the cold door handle again. He squeezed her hand a last time. “Take care.”
“You too.”
He stepped out of the car into the parking lot, a half hour or more after they had driven back into it. He walked around to his car, looked to her and waved. She was watching him and smiled, waved. He got inside, started it, drove out of the lot. Looking in the mirror, he saw her car still sitting there. Watching? Waiting?
Further down the road he glanced at the mirror again and the parking lot was empty, with no sign of her car diminishing or rounding a far bend, as if it had been teleported away, dissolved like a vapor. Such are dreams.
««—»»
One of the major impressions Ray had experienced then and experienced, accepted, now was one of finality. When he got home he took Kelly for a walk along his wooded road on a leash, and it was about six at night and a bit cool, overcast. Gray layered sky, and when a bird soared high against it Ray followed it with eyes and heart, feeling an elation at his spiritual enrichment and today’s evolution. He felt God as a mantle over him. It was a wonderful world! He had to laugh softly out loud. Yes, she was engaged to another, this had been a “brief encounter,” there would be no more (“We’ll have to do it more often.”), but it didn’t matter—she had helped him evolve, had opened a universe to him, she could release him now and he could soar off to a new life. It was a desirable world, and it now found him desirable.
Walking, he fantasized about returning to work Monday, Russ and Pete whispering gossip, spreading the scandal. Good—he loved it. He’d eat it right up, just as he soaked up the infinitesimal smells, sights, sensations of God’s forest now and the path humankind had ventured into it.
On his way back to his house as the sky grew grayer, he noticed what he hadn’t before. It was obvious why he had missed it—the spot where he had found the shattered goat was no longer littered even with little dried chips of flesh. Even more, the smeared blood was utterly gone. It didn’t even appear to have settled into the dimples and cracks of the tar.
Kelly didn’t sniff the spot or pay it any attention. Ray glanced around him. It had been here, hadn’t it? Maybe it had rained. Maybe ants. Maybe some conscientious road crew who picked up flattened critters and mopped up after them, too.
Ray had more on his mind, more growing inside him, and he forgot it. Consciously…
««—»»
Ray visited his aunt, his surrogate mother—Paul’s mother—that evening and told her the entire incident, leaving out nothing. He paced excitedly, utterly proud of himself. His aunt was rather old-fashioned and seemed a bit disturbed, expressed a little disapproval.
On the phone Ray told Dicky everything, too. Dicky could be dis-agreeable and was fond of criticism, and Ray was anticipatory, but Dicky told him he was proud of him, told him not to give up on Heidi. Ray said he believed she didn’t mean to pursue this thing. Dicky advised Ray not to underestimate her feelings.
Saturday and Sunday there was no elation. A walk with Kelly wasn’t the same as that singular Friday evening. Ray found himself nervous and depressed. He expected she‘d call him and was upset when she didn’t. He had decided, Friday, to make no moves, to take no responsibility in inciting anything. But Dicky had encouraged his hopes. He had been proud of his maturity, Friday, in accepting the incident as a pleasant and therapeutic stepping stone but not as a direction to follow. The proud maturity had abandoned him. Now he napped a lot, wasted his weekend drawing only a little. He was high-strung. Saturday he had bought a six-pack of light beer to calm himself. He wasn’t much of a drinker, so one bottle was sufficient to mellow him out. He drank two Saturday, two Sunday. He got through the weekend, numb and nervous, broodingly dead and electrically alive.
Monday Pete asked him if he had scored on Heidi. No, Ray said, she had simply dropped him off at his car that day. He didn’t think Pete bought it. Russ didn’t bring it up. It seemed to Ray that everyone watched him at the factory, and it wasn’t as pleasant as he had dreamed. He expected the world to disapprove. Work was lonely, dark without her. He got through it somehow.
Her vacation to Maine looked like it was going to be a vacation in hell for him.
Tuesday and Wednesday Ray called in sick at work.
««—»»
Ray sat at his kitchen table with a coffee in front of him, a fluorescent desk lamp the only illumination in the house. The refrigerator hummed, and there was a trickling leak from the bathroom sink. When he looked up from the bright pages before him at the dark door beyond the kitchen, vague ectoplasmic forms seemed to stir in there. He had just finished watching a videotape of Halloween and now it was one-o-five at night.
The book was the Gould and Pyle tome on medical anomalies. Ray hovered at it like some sorcerer over a mystic volume with blood-penned spells to summon forth demons.
Halloween, now this, and no lights but one. He wondered if he were masochistic.
A photo of a disrobed man with elephantiasis of the scrotum—the tumor, which was successfully removed, weighing one-hundred-twenty pounds. One man afflicted with the same anomaly had a scrotal tumor with a circumference of six-and-a-half feet, and six-feet-ten vertically.
Ray sipped his coffee. Well hung, he joked to himself, but feeling an empathic twinge in his own lower parts.
Photo of a Chinese woman, a mere four-feet-eight in height, crushed in bed under the weight of an ovarian cyst weighing in at one-hundred-eighty-two pounds (twenty-two gallons of fluid). Fluid. An easy word, but what fluid, from where? Ray wondered. How could a four-foot-eight body manufacture a tumor nearly six feet around?
Another photo showed her with cyst removed like a one-hundred-eighty pound stillborn baby. The stretch marks on her belly looked like accordion folds. More of her bulk had been removed and destroyed than was left to exist.
Photos of a boy of five with a tumor hiding half his face. Didn’t even look like it was growing from his face—more like a glistening organ, a liver or giant heart, placed on his face, or a giant amoeba-blob parasite affixed to it. The boy was staring with mouth agape, his expression hard to describe. Ray was greatly disturbed by the picture. Five years old. He was disappointed that the authors didn’t tell him the boy’s fate. What had this boy done to deserve this evil karma?
The book was from eighteen-ninety-six—the boy long dead, gone from pain.
Illustration of a woman with a fat pendulous growth growing from her face, hanging to her knees, three feet long. Her ear was dragged down into the growth, on level with her breasts.
Lipoma of the parietal region. Nice words, but what did they mean?
How did it happen; why?
Could it happen to anyone—like me? wondered Ray.
Everyone was a freak. Obese people, anorexics (Ray was surprised to find them in the book—he had thought anorexia to be a recent fad-like ailment). People still got the “Elephant Man’s” disease. Medical science could only weed out so much, correct so much. Ray’s cousin Paul had twenty cats, and one had a weird crooked stump of a tail, a cross between its tailed mother and Manx father. Ray’s left eye was rather crooked, off to the left a bit (most people didn’t notice) and its vision was weak. Ray’s uncle had been born without an anal opening. And Ray’s cousin, Paul’s sister, had given birth to a boy with a cleft palate and harelip, the mouth orifice connecting to one nostril. Multiple plastic surgeries had repaired him tremendously and he was more adorable than most babies, but a man Ray had met as a young teenager came to mind. This man hadn’t been born with a cleft palate so much as a cleft head. He was a rather famous sideshow attraction, and while the man gurgle-rasped his story he autographed pictures of himself like a movie star, and Ray had his somewhere to this day. The man had seemed immensely tall to him, and was dark-suited, and Ray had looked up at him with repulsed, timid fascination and morbid curiosity…almost like an awe-inspired respect, or reverence, as if the man had received his wounds in some cosmic battle.
The man had three eyes, two noses (or one split nose) and a cleft mouth. Dick Smith, Rick Baker or Tom Savini would be hard-pressed to duplicate this look—it wouldn’t quite catch the mood. And Ray felt something like guilt even today, as he had then, when he recalled the man looking down at him with his three eyes from that great height and handing him his autographed photo. Ray had imagined that the man looked at him a little bitterly, a little disgustedly, for the way he gawked up at him. Maybe Ray had only imagined this due to the man’s unpleasant visage—he’d never know.
Ray would never forget the armless-legless man, the three-legged rooster, the pickled baby horrors he’d seen as a boy in tents with straw-littered floors. He could see these images to this day, whereas he couldn’t easily summon up the faces of school chums from those same years, or even remember exactly what his aunt and uncle had looked like then.
Mutants, freaks, deformed souls made up much of his artwork, as if he were trying to exorcize these visions out of him, but to no avail.
Ray focused his attention back on the book, peripherally hearing the plop-trickle from the bathroom and a single car swish by in the night. The story, called “well-known,” of Edward Mordake was related. An heir to a noble family, handsome and intelligent, and on the back of his head there was a second, smaller face. A “beautiful” girl. It would make expressions, follow you with its eyes as you observed it, and “gibbered” endlessly—though only Edward Mordake could hear its demonic whisperings, fiendishly tormenting him until his fateful suicide at twenty-three.
Ray didn’t know how much of the story had been further abstracted by its tellers and by Mordake himself, but the book showed other cases of
“supernumerary” heads with individual brains growing from people’s heads, and legs dangling out of bellies, and an entire withered upper half of a body hanging out of a man’s belly, and Ray had seen an Asian man in a tabloid once with a smaller Asian face on his skull, which was successfully removed in a kind of warped abortion. Ray wondered what intellect, or at least sentience, however low, hummed in these beings.
What horrors could be created by our traitorous bodies, at the prompting of Nature, or God, karma, whatever.
Ray closed the book at last, coffee gone, sink still gurgling, and couldn’t help but wonder about the integrity of his own fragile corpore-ality. He also wondered what inner need compelled him to this kind of reading, and thinking.
««—»»
Thursday Ray sat at Joe’s battered wooden desk in the leather room during work hours, taking a little break for himself, and contemplated looking up Heidi’s home phone number.
Ray’s eyes lifted mindlessly, following a peripheral movement.
In the high-ceilinged stock room, its shelves filled with every color and texture of leather, a half of a cow skin was nailed to the wall near the ceiling. A full skin was too difficult for a cutter to handle so they were bisected down the spine, and the tacked up half skin looked amazingly like a map of the United States (the neck Maine, front leg Florida, hind leg Texas). It was tacked in such a place of honor because it was a hideous skin, branded and scarred, badly colored, like the skin off some cow mutation. Below it a hand-scrawled sign read, “Another Quality Product From Spruce Leathers.” Part of the skin had fallen loose (Maine) and hung down, showing the lighter colored wall behind it. Also, the skin’s light outline could be seen as it stirred in the breeze from a powerful fan across the room. It billowed out from the wall like a lazy sail, pulsing, the ugly squiggled brand rippling.
Ray watched it numbly as though mesmerized.
At home that evening he called directory assistance, asked for Heidi’s town and Heidi’s father’s number. He hesitated, almost changed his mind—then he was suddenly dialing out the code. Cracking the safe, no turning back.
It was Heidi’s mother. Ray identified himself as a friend from work.
Heidi was still on vacation with her sister, her mother told him pleasantly.
Ray stammered that he was an artist and had wanted to show Heidi some of his work. The mother said that sounded exciting and he could come down and drop it off if he cared to. Ray said no thanks and hung up. Two seconds later he dialed again and apologized that he hadn’t left his own number should Heidi wish to call him back. The mother, sounding a wee bit surprised or wary at this calling back (or was it his paranoia?), took his number. She told him Heidi was coming back on Friday evening.
Again Ray thanked her and hung up.
Friday? Then why had she said she wouldn’t see him until Monday?
She’s engaged, remember? a cold part of him answered back tauntingly.Still, he was a bit relieved to find she truly was in Maine on vacation, as if he hadn’t believed her.
He waited that night for her to call her mother, receive his message, and call him. He was agitated, played video games, paced with a beer in hand rather than coffee, listened to David Bowie sing about Modern Love.
Would her call answer his unformed, frightened questions? Would she tell him—in the voice of God, His ventriloquist’s puppet—his fate?
Dicky called to check on his progress. The ring wrung his heart.
Ray didn’t think he was in love, but maybe he wouldn’t recognize it, never having felt romantic love for someone who truly returned it. Would she want to return it? He didn’t want her to release him to soar alone. She had helped him, but not as much as he had believed almost a week ago today. He hungered for more, he hungered to stay alive, not be teased with one day of life. In or out of her embrace, he felt so hopelessly unreal. Why this dazed numbness, everlasting? Was he lacking in emotion, or too filled with it?
Brief encounter, her voice came back. Or was it his own voice, that cold alter-ego’s voice, taunting again?
What was in her mind? What was her motivation? The fear maddened and exhilarated him. What had she spawned in his mind?
She didn’t call him that night, of course, and that night he had a vivid and resonant nightmare…
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Chapter
4
Itwas six-fifteen PM. Five-and-three-quarter hours till clock-out.
The latest reincarnation of Tar-Fiend was hung up by a piece of masking tape on the door which led out onto the loading dock. A word balloon had him saying, “Where do you think you’re going, puny mortals?”Conversation had broken down into smaller groups. Maureen and Jean quietly exchanged while they worked, Abigail exchanged with Paul about her husband Tim and their car problems. Donna had slunk off, mostly unobserved, to the ladies’ room to smoke a cigarette.
The ladies’ room was cleaner than the men’s room, as is common with factories. Donna lit a cigarette and glanced obligatorily into the mirror at her doppelganger, as some ancient peoples believed the mirrored self to be. Again she vaguely considered dying her hair blond, as she had been doing lately. She had had it blond before. Her boyfriend would shit—he’d kill her. She liked the idea of unsettling him like that.
She knew she looked damn good blond. In the summer, with a tan, in a skimpy bikini cutting into her soft beer belly, with her tattooed heart and arrow on her upper arm…blond. Her boyfriend had better keep in line, because she could turn more heads than turned at Wimbledon if she put herself to it.
Donna reached into the trash basket, felt around. Her hand closed on something heavy in a paper bag. She drew it out, ducked into a stall and closed the door. Donna sat on the toilet and had some swallows of peppermint Schnapps.
Through the floor she heard chains rattling. She realized it was the
“degreaser”—fresh unpainted parts loaded in a cage, and then lowered into a steaming vat of chemical fumes which would boil away grease that would otherwise eat into the plastic and hinder painting. She thought this was funny, as the molders had been sent home. Then she considered that maybe the post-ops guys were the ones who degreased parts, and she dismissed it. Anyway, the chains had stopped. The parts now rested on a grill over a volatile solution one-hundred-and-eighty degrees Fahrenheit.
Someone had told her once that you forgot where you were, working at the degreaser—the fumes made your eyes red, made you high, and you had a hard time getting out of bed the next day, as if you’d been mildly poisoned. She’d also heard that if you tossed some aluminum in the vat it would react with the chemical and there’d be a giant fireball explosion.
The kid explaining this to her had then flicked his cigarette’s ash into the vat to tease her and to prove how cool he was.
Donna heard a man shouting down there, yelling something across the room to someone else. He sounded mad: “— fucking asshole, fucking (something)…”
She tilted her head back and her throat moved as she gulped a bit more Schnapps.
Feet clumped down the stairs which ran alongside the diagonal freight elevator leading to the third floor. The door squealed open and Steve stepped out. He was six-four and looked as heavy as Paul, who was almost a foot shorter and pretty light himself. He was a shy kid. Paul liked him.“Hey, Paul.”
“Hey, Steve.”
“You have an extra four shelf rack down here?” Steve glanced around the room and didn’t spot any.
“What rack?”
“The kind with four shelves. I got racks but they’ve got too many shelves—I’m painting Infoforms and they’re big.”
“No racks down here. I couldn’t find any for these front housings.”
“None behind the cafeteria?”
“Mm-nope. Why don’t you unload small parts off the four shelf racks and put ‘em on the racks you can’t use? There are a lot of painted parts up there; I’m sure there’s four shelf racks.”
Steve smiled shyly and slapped his head. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
“Sure, just transfer those parts and use the racks.”
“Good thinkin’, Paul.”
“First shift should be smart enough to put small parts on racks with lots of shelves and save the four shelf racks for big parts.”
“They’re too lazy,” Steve said, scratching the back of his neck. His blue jeans and work shirt were grayish with paint mist that had settled on him. He sprayed without using a mask or goggles, like the first shift painters. When they blew their noses there was paint in their snot.
“Hi Steve,” Maureen called, cat-grinning.
“Hello.” Steve wiggled his fingers. He shuffled, watched Paul work.
“I see you got your witchcraft necklace.”
“Yep, my pentagram. I’m surprised you mentioned it—all the people in here and hardly anyone ever mentions it. Truck drivers come in and don’t mention it. Whatta ya gotta do in this world to get noticed, wear a bone through your nose with pinwheels on the ends?”
Steve laughed softly. “No, you have to have the, um, pentagram tattooed on your forehead.”
“That wouldn’t work too good, necessarily—my cousin Ray has a yin and yang tattooed on both his hands right here—” Paul tapped the web of his left hand between thumb and forefinger “— and he says people hardly ever ask him what it means.”
“What does it mean?”
“It’s a Chinese symbol for life and death, man and woman, flesh and spirit—it’s a symbol for wholeness, ya know? The circle and spiral are used a lot in witchcraft as signs of infinity and wholeness of the spirit.
You’ve seen it.” Paul proceeded to draw a duplicate of Ray’s tattoo on his left hand, using his black ballpoint pen. “It looks like a 69.”
“Oh—oh yeah. Yeah. It’s a kung fu symbol too, right?”
“Yeah, Ray’s into martial arts. He learned a lot from a friend who’s really incredible at it. There. Only the white side is red on his tattoo; red’s the oriental color of life. Like the Japanese red sun flag. On his left hand the tattoo is opposite of the right—the black side is on the left, red on the right. It’s really like a 96…wait, no it isn’t. Well, on his left hand the thing’s reversed, the way his right hand’s yin/yang would look in the mirror.”
“I get it.”
“That enhances the effect. Makes it neater.”
“He got any other tattoos?”
“Nope.”
“Do you?”
“Yup—I got Brooke Shields’ face on my bum.”
“Oh God,” Jean moaned.
“Yeah,” Maureen said, “he’s got a ying-yang on his ying-yang.”
Donna resisted temptation and bagged the remainder of Schnapps; a bit left for later if she felt so inclined. Good thing about Schnapps, she didn’t need to chew gum or suck a mint after. Her rather dreamy eyelids were rather dreamier, though she held her outer reserve well; none of the others had seemed to notice the other few times she’d indulged herself at work. Ha—they should see her when she was really oiled…fuckin’ wild woman. She’d punched her boyfriend once on the chin and almost knocked him on his as, and he was big. He’d had all he could do to pin her. She snorted a smile to herself, imagining what it’d be like to get shit-faced at work and start beating on her fellows, and all of them trying to tackle her down. Crazy thought.
She heard activity downstairs again, through the grimy linoleum floor under her sneakers.
“Oh well, Infoforms,” Steve said.
“Yep. Go to it, soldier.”
“Back to the bottle.”
“Morituri te salutant.”
“E Pluribus Unum.”
“Pasta fa-zool!” Paul proclaimed.
Steve saluted shyly and clumped back upstairs.
A piece of masking tape stuck to itself. Paul swore under his breath and balled it up, flicked it across his table. After all this talking tonight he was still geared up, adrenalin still bubbling, and it was hard to really focus on the work.
Donna came walking briskly out of the cafeteria. “Hey,” she said.
Paul turned in his chair.
Abigail saw Donna was unusually hurried and said, “What?”
“You should come hear the weird shit downstairs—somebody’s fighting or something.”
“Who?” Maureen joined in.
“I dunno. I heard it in the toilet.”
“Somebody’s fighting in the toilet!” Paul leapt off his chair. “Call in the plumber and the National Guard!” He started toward the cafeteria, and Abby pranced excitedly on his heels. Maureen bolted up from her chair, grinning in mischievous delight.
Paul turned to them before Jean could get up, too. “I can handle this…you all stay here.”
“Oh, come on,” Abby moaned.
“What if Dave comes up and we’re all gone in the bathroom? Oh, we just had to take a leak, Dave.”
“Party pooper.” Maureen pouted.
“Jeesh,” Abigail said, turning back to her table looking irked.
Paul and Donna continued into the cafeteria.
“I oughta run downstairs,” Abby said to Maureen.
“Go ahead.”
“Naw…it’s probably just the guys fooling around.”
Paul had been in here before, to shut the light out at midnight for Dave, the night foreman. Donna pointed at the open stall where she’d sat.
“I heard it in there.” They listened. Nothing. “Ha,” she said.
“Was it bad?”
“Yeah, like a fight.” They listened. Just a radio down there playing a mindless heavy metal rock song laced with the obligatory sexual innuen-does, Satanic references, and teen rebel posings—probably concocted by twelve balding bespectacled businessmen at a long polished table.
“Oh well,” sighed Donna in dismissal.
Paul flushed the toilet and walked out of the bathroom into the cafeteria. Donna followed him. Paul tossed up his hands as three heads swivelled expectantly. “It’s all over now.”
“Maybe I was hallucinating,” Donna said, reseating herself. A secret joke.The five of them worked for several minutes in silence. The radio played King of Pain by the Police, one of Paul’s favorite songs.
Jean stood up. “I’m going to have a cigarette, okay Bloss?”
“I suppose,” Paul droned unenthusiastically. It seemed impossible to keep all four of his workers working at once.
Jean took her pocketbook into the little partitioned office and lit up a cigarette. She didn’t sit. Over the partition she said to Paul, “Can I make coffee in this thing?”
“I don’t like to use their materials.”
“They won’t notice.”
“We should bring our own stuff in—why don’t we?” Abby suggested.
“One time I’ll bring in the coffee and sugar, the next week Paul can…”
“I suppose,” Paul said.
“Well I’m gonna make a pot,” said Jean. “Who wants a coffee?”
All did but Donna. Jean took the glass pot off to the ladies’ room to fill with water. She had tamped out her cigarette first so as not to violate the no-smoking rule in the shipping and finishing area.
Behind its closed canvas curtain the elevator was heard jolting into movement, ascending to the third floor. Probably Steve, Paul thought, but why did he need the elevator? Paul realized that Steve must have cleared a big rack for him as well, to put the big front housing parts on. He’d sent racks down for Paul before. Good kid, Steve.
Jean filled the pot at a sink. She heard nothing through the floor but the radio playing something indistinguishable.
The elevator came to a stop upstairs. The canvas curtain still stirred vaguely.
Near the elevator was a yellow metal cabinet with the bright red word FLAMMABLE! blazing on it. The paint and lacquer thinner first shift used to touch up little painting defects before wrapping and shipping the parts were stored in there. On the closed door was the scrap of tape where the last Tar-Fiend had hung. For some reason Paul glanced over there now. How would Salvador Dali feel if someone walked into a museum and tore one of his paintings to shreds because it offended them? This place could crush his spirit only so much. He’d keep hanging up Tar-Fiend until Ted or Gary themselves came in to him face-to-face and told him to stop, and then he’d ask them why. Why, really, did they deem it so very necessary to obliterate his art?
He had done a drawing for a friend of his, Terry, and Terry’s mother had taken it off her bedroom wall and torn it up. Terry was afraid to tell Paul for months, but Paul was bitterly pleased when he heard. The drawing had been sadomasochistically violent and erotic. It gave him a satisfaction—it praised him even as it insulted him—that his art had incited such a powerful reaction in someone.
This reminded Paul of the many times teachers in school had urged him to draw pretty things, nice things—cows and trees. This had been the case with his cousin Ray as well. In the second grade Ray had brought a Creature from the Black Lagoon model to school to show the kids and the teacher had confiscated it and hidden it in a closet. He smuggled it out at the end of the day, fearing the teacher would keep it. Ray had worn a ring to school he got out of a gum machine—a monster with red jewel eyes.
The same teacher asked him why he had to bring in such awful things.
This same second grade teacher took Ray to the head of the class so he could show the alligator he had drawn, copied from a book. At first Ray had thought she was proudly showing off his artwork, until he realized she was punishing him, telling the class, “Look at the awful things Ray draws.” Ray had felt more of a hot, insulted rage, the rage of a misunder-stood artist, than the sadness of a seven-year-old boy. It was an alligator.
Even in fifth or sixth grade, Paul remembered, a teacher had taken Ray aside and asked him why he drew monsters for the kids. Why didn’t he draw horses and farms?
Paul thought that today, when children played with E.T. dolls, StarWars beings and even a repulsive replica of H.R. Giger’s monster from the film Alien (he owned this doll—a work of art), the ignorant worry on the part of teachers he and Ray had experienced would be rare. He and Ray were rebellious in their own quiet, hot way and Paul didn’t doubt that the teachers who had discouraged them had only fueled their fires.
Nowadays Ray did paint pretty pictures—portraits of women, pastel drawings of the children of people he worked with. And Paul drew misty, delicate meadowlands with crooked ancient stones, robed Druids on the moors with looming lovely skies overhead. But he only drew such things now because he wanted to.
Paul and Ray dreamed of composing their best art into a volume and trying to publish it. Paul had an abundance of work but Ray was slower, lazy with art. They had to make up some photocopies, compose a letter they could send agents and editors. They burned to be recognized and appreciated.
What was taking Jean so long in the bathroom?
Here she came. “Hola,” she said loudly, whisking through and on into the office. Paul almost flinched at her “hola”—her voice could get grating when she projected. He noticed that Jean had the manner and mood of someone’s rich, eccentric aunt in a young girl’s body. She liked to talk about herself and he’d noticed she’d go on incessantly if you let her. She said she came from a well-to-do family and had been to Italy as a child and had done a little modeling at shows, so what she was doing here he didn’t know, any more than he knew why his destiny had led him here.
He supposed life was still tooth and claw, and Nature didn’t make special allowances for paintbrush and pencil.
Jean made four coffees slowly and carefully, obviously stalling from her work and obviously not caring. Paul tried not to get irritated, although he felt rather exploited. Behind him, Maureen suddenly jerked up the volume extra loud on a Van Halen song and Paul ground his teeth a little, his nostrils flaring.
The elevator jolted to life upstairs, began to descend.
Jean came slowly out of the office with two coffees, spilling a little down their sides. She placed one in front of Paul. “I don’t know if that’s enough sugar; you can put more in if you want.”
“Thanks.” Paul didn’t touch it just yet to find out.
Jean gave Abby a cup and went back for her own and Maureen’s.
The freight elevator running parallel to the staircase that led upstairs, the staircase under which the shipping office was located, continued downward on its diagonal track, finally bumping to rest at the bottom.
The drawn canvas curtain breezed like a drape with someone hiding behind it.
Paul sliced the excess tape off a portion of the front housing he was masking. He glanced at his coffee: still steamed too hot. Jean placed Maureen’s coffee in front of her and finally sat down at her work again.
So far she had only done a fourth as many parts as Maureen, at the most.
Paul sighed, got up from his chair and took the few steps to the drawn curtain, now motionless. He unhooked its edge and drew it back.
The elevator’s platform was totally empty.
“What the fuck,” he said to himself. Why would Steve bring the empty elevator up and then send it back down empty? Probably one of the people from the sanding room playing a trick. Cute.
Paul rehooked the curtain and went back to test his coffee.
Maureen was flipping stations on her radio with abandon, listening to a few lines from Boy George, flipping, singing out in a loud twangy country western voice along with Bob Seger, flipping to John Cougar and belting out with him. Paul winced as if someone were firing a gun repeatedly behind his head. She’d make a good country western singer, he thought, if she’d lower her voice a few decibels.
“Old MacDonald had a…” she yelled. Waited.
“Snake,” Paul said.
“Ee-iii-ee-ii-oooh!” Maureen laughed at herself proudly, though flushed with a little embarrassment.
“Lovely,” Paul droned. “Have you filmed a video for MTV yet?”
“Next week.”
“Maybe tonight we’ll even get some work done,” said Paul.
“I’m working,” Abby proclaimed.
“Of course you are, dear!”
“I’ve even got more than you!”
“Everybody’s got to be good at something.”
Abby didn’t reply to that. Just glowered at her part a little.
The phone rang (blooped was more accurate). Paul belched with terrifying volume and resonance, causing Jean to scrunch her face and Maureen to cluck her tongue, got off his chair and moved around the partition into the office.
“I’ll give you ten bucks if you pick up the phone and do that before you say anything!” Abby called after him, apparently cheering up.
Paul picked up the receiver but didn’t belch. “Hello—Rim Corp, shipping department.” There was a hiss of dead air, like a faint blizzardy static. “Hel-lo, Paul speaking. Mask-God at your service.” That soft sifting noise. “Yo, anybody home?: Your turn to speak now.” He glanced at the row of extension buttons, thinking he’d depressed the wrong one—he hadn’t. As he looked at the buttons the hiss was replaced with a click and then a busy signal. Distinctly a busy signal, but strangely muted, muffled and distant. Paul burped thunderously into the mouthpiece, hung up and came back around to his table.
“What’s wrong?” asked Abby.
“Nobody there—maybe somebody took it downstairs.”
“It was an obscene call,” Donna said.
“I’ve had them before,” Maureen sneered. “Sometimes they don’t talk but you can hear ‘em listening. I yell ‘fuck you! ’ at the top of my lungs and slam the phone down.”
“I’d like to shoot a gun next to the receiver,” said Paul.
“Blanks you could do it.”
“My cousin Ray,” Paul said. “When he was still living with my parents my mother got some obscene phone calls so he did the stupidest thing you could do—he grabbed the phone and told the kid he was gonna blow his head off with his shotgun. So the kid called back and said he was gonna cut Ray’s throat and drink his blood. For about two weeks my mother got tons of calls and by now Ray wouldn’t answer the phone—they mostly just let it ring once or twice anyway. Ray was laid off from his old job then and he was staying inside drawing and painting mostly, so…I don’t know if you’ve ever had this happen, but sometimes if you get laid off or something you get nervous and paranoid because you’re not around people all the time and it’s weird. Anyway, he’d purposely stay up all night long and sleep through the afternoon with his headphones on because that was when these fuckin’ punks usually called. It really upset him because it was like having an enemy without a face and you can’t fight back. So anyway, in the middle of this my brother woke him up out of his nap one day and said some guys were here to see him.
Now, he thought every beer bottle in the yard and funny lookin’ car parked in front of the house was these kids, right? So he looks out his bedroom door and sees this guy with a bushy beard comin’ into the house and he’s never seen the guy before. He was keeping a loaded .22 rifle by his bed and he picked it up and walked right up to this guy with it.”
“Wow,” whispered Maureen, always the attentive listener.
“Just then Ray sees his friend Jay come into the house after the bearded guy, and Jay’s holding his little daughter in his arms. The bearded guy, a Vietnam vet who had emotional problems after the war, this guy is standing there frozen with his face turned white.”
“Oh no.”
“He was just a friend of Jay’s he was bringing over to meet Ray. Ray was so embarrassed and upset he apologized and he told me he was almost crying. That’s what happens when you let these ignorant little assholes ter-rorize ya,. I think they deserve to get their heads shotgunned apart.”
“Abby likes obscene phone calls,” Maureen said.
“Yeah!” Abby bulged her eyes with decided lasciviousness.
The intercom came on. You could hear the raspy static and the radio music from downstairs…but nobody spoke. Usually it would be Dave calling a molder back from a protracted visit to the cafeteria. No one spoke.
“Listen,” Maureen squealed, “it’s another obscene call!”
Everybody cracked up. Paul jumped off his seat and pretended to look scared, cried out to the ceiling, “I-I-I know somebody’s there, I can hear you breathing!”
”Yeah,” Maureen said, “speak up or I’ll blow your head off with a shotgun!”
Paul sat back down. He heard Billy Idol singing Eyes Without a Face on the Worcester rock station they listened to down there. Paul liked the tune—he had diverse interests. Elvis Costello and Stonehenge, handguns and Nature worship.
“Ow—shit!”
“You alright?” Abby looked up.
It was Maureen, Paul saw—holding her hand up, smiling embarrassedly. A red bead glittered on a finger pad. “My fucking exacto knife,” she said.“Paulie Paramedic to the rescue.” Would no work get done tonight?
“Go wash it off and I’ll get a Band-Aid.” Maureen got up from her table and Paul headed into the office-alcove.
“You sure are clumsy,” Abby said after her. Maureen had been similarly wounded several times in the brief time she had been here.
“No shit,” she admitted.
Paul chose a bandage. He had bandaged her other little slices. She knocked coffees and Cokes over with her elbows, too. He wondered if she did it on purpose, subconsciously of course, to look cutely bumbling and get attention. He lit up a cigarette while he waited for her.
The intercom still rasped. The music was indistinct—it had taken him a minute or two to distinguish the previous song—and this song was just cluttered noise. This happened a lot with the intercom: someone would turn it on to call for Dave or something and forget to turn it off, or they’d think they had turned it off but hadn’t because they didn’t understand the system, and the damn thing would stay open for five, ten minutes, broadcasting the whining of drills, hissing and humming machinery, the molders’ activity. Only tonight the molders and the post-ops guys were gone. The “deflashers” were still down there filing sharp edges smooth—maybe somebody was playing a joke. Twice in the past Paul had gotten irritated enough to go downstairs himself and have Dave shut the thing off.
“They don’t hear that downstairs?” Jean asked Abby.
“No, just here and upstairs. Well, maybe you can hear it downstairs but it’s too noisy to hear it.”
“Come on, Maureen,” sighed Paul impatiently. What, had she slipped cutely on the tiles and bumblingly bashed her brains in on the corner of a sink?Jean completed a part and said, “Sucka-lucka.”
Paul looked over the partition at her and did his “Mr. Spock,” raising a speculative eyebrow at her as if she were some curious new life form.
“Blah, blah-blah-blah, blah-blah,” she chanted to herself in boredom, chalking up the part on her production sheet.
“You keeping yourself entertained over there, Blue Jeans?”
Jean looked up at him. “What?”
“You keeping yourself happy over there?”
“Yeah—are you keeping yourself happy behind there?”
“How could you tell? Masturbation is my forte.”
Abby sputtered into laughter. Donna looked up with a big grin.
Jean cracked, “I wouldn’t doubt it,” drily and went on to her next part. Even from here Paul could see the previous one was rather sloppily masked. He came around out of the office, approached her.
“These are the shittiest masking attempts I have ever seen. This work is inferior to acceptable Rim Corp standards.”
Jean withdrew from him a trifle and replied, “And your mouthwash just ain’t
makin’ it.”
Paul felt a shiver of rage pass inside, a brief lightning bolt of insecurity and self-consciousness flash through his spine. She had poked him in a vulnerable nerve like a deadly kung fu assassin. He hid his angry humiliation. “And make sure the tape sticks. See this? The paint spray will lift this right off—press it down hard. Ted just had a talk with me about that.”
“Gotcha, Bloss.” Jean seemed to humor him.
There was nothing in this world—the clubbing of seals, the blinding of rabbits to test eye makeup such as that worn profusely by human beings such as Jean, the potential nuclear destruction of all life on Earth—that Paul despised more than being laughed at or mocked by a female of his species. Nothing.
He didn’t like being mocked before an audience of other females either. It seemed to make the mocking surround and outnumber him.
The intercom was still on and Maureen still hadn’t come back from the bathroom.
“Maybe she got flushed down the toilet,” Paul said, returning to his cigarette in the office. He sucked a comforting drag, told himself that Jean had been made self-conscious by his teasing mockery in front of an audience and had merely reciprocated with similar teasing humor. Paul untensed a little—but still her remark had been a little too mean and personal, calculatedly so, for his taste.
“I’m back.” It was Maureen, bouncing into the room from the cafeteria. “I haven’t bled to death yet.”
“I’m ready to operate.” Paul snatched a stapler from Ted’s desk and held it up. Maureen entered the office and presented her injured digit.
“Kiss a boo-boo?” he offered.
“No thanks, I don’t need germs.”
Bad breath and germs. Paul wasn’t doing too well tonight with the ladies.
He poised the bandage over the wound, contemplated her finger pad a moment. A spiral, like those carved in Celtic monuments, like the spirals of “geodetic earth force” supposed by some to exist beneath the ground, whorls of energy perhaps once tapped into by ancient man, perhaps even utilized to levitate Stonehenge into existence, some supposed.
The spiral, symbol of formation, reincarnation, eternity, of power modern man, printed on every fingertip, waiting in futility to be used in touching and creating…
Paul bandaged her bleeding spiral.
“That fuckin’ intercom is still on?” Maureen noticed.
“I’ll go down and tell Dave,” Paul said. “There—now if you’ll excuse me I have a brain transplant to perform.”
“Thanks.”
“And then I’ll perform a breath transplant on myself.”
“What?”
Paul left the office and made his way past the rows of tables toward the door. “I’ll be back—don’t stop working on my account.”
“Oh boy, break time!” Abby said.
Ignoring her, Paul swung open the metal door and stepped into the concrete, echoy stairwell, the door banging shut behind him.
Jean headed for a cigarette in the office and Maureen scampered up from her chair after her, grinning. “Blah-blah-blah,” said Jean.
««—»»
Paul’s bicycle waited patiently for midnight at the bottom of the stairwell, almost under the stairs, like a tethered horse. Once he had discovered a flat tire on the quiet ride home from work and had deduced that some asshole who worked here had done it. He had been furious—some real scumbag low-lifes worked here; druggie losers and arrogant punks.
Some of them he would love to blast with his cousin’s .357 just for the way they looked at him, and truly believed he would if he could absolutely get away with it.
Paul only glanced at his bike; it looked unmolested. He stepped toward the door and noticed his shoe had been sticking to the floor. He looked at his sole, expecting to see gum. There was a smudged smear of grease or whatever. Dismissing it, he took hold of the doorknob and pushed the door open, letting himself into the first floor work area.
««—»»
As soon as Paul left the shipping department and Jean and Maureen headed for a cigarette, some indistinct, static-distorted voices could be heard over the intercom. Just a few faint snatches. Someone said, “Want me to (pull?) the (curtains?) for ya?…”
And, distant from the microphone, apparently a woman’s voice: “I hope I didn’t (screw?) up your (head?)…”
Maureen threw back her head and shouted, “Turn that fucking thing off!”Since everybody seemed to be having a party tonight, Donna decided to get up and visit the alluring bathroom again. Watching her leave, Abby scowled and became all the more dedicated to her work. Dave wouldn’t come in and see her not working, Ted wouldn’t look at her production sheet and grimace. She was the only one presently working.
“Hey, wait a minute,” said Maureen, “can I get on the intercom with this phone? Well, only one can get on at a time, I guess.” She lifted the receiver of Ted’s phone, listened to its buzz. A button was lit orange and she punched it. “Maybe I can shut it off from here.”
Maureen grew still as she listened to something on the line she had broken into.
“What is—” began Jean.
Maureen whirled at her and grimaced, cupping her hand over the mouthpiece. Jean kept silent, pulled on her cigarette. She shrugged and mouthed, “What is it?”
Maureen wagged her head. Whispered very lightly away from the receiver, “Some guy arguing with his girlfriend—I think he’s crying. I don’t think they heard me pick it up.”
“Which one is in the building, the guy or the girl?”
“I dunno.” Maureen listened again intently.
“I wonder who it is,” Jean whispered, drawing closer to Maureen to hear.Abby glanced disapprovingly toward the little office. She’d have to take Paul aside and tell him about all these shenanigans. He wasn’t a good boss to let this happen… she wouldn’t let it happen.
Before Jean could decipher any words Maureen abruptly jerked the receiver away from her ear and hung it up. Jean asked, “What happened?”
“The girl hung up. She said her mother was telling her to hang up; I guess she came in and saw her crying. He was still crying, too. He said,
‘I love you,’ and she like cried a little and hung up.”
“So what were they crying about?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Which one is in the building?”
“The guy, I guess, since the girl’s mother made her hang up.”
“Yeah, right. I wonder who he is.”
“I didn’t recognize him; he was crying too much anyways.”
“Wow,” said Jean.
“I know,” said Maureen.
They were subdued a moment.
««—»»
The molding section closer to the door leading upstairs utilized black foam rather than the yellow foam used in the larger molding area. The finished black parts were more brittle than yellow. This molding area lay before Paul as he opened the door, the greasy molds in their presses attached to the ceiling by chains that could hold them vertically or hori-zontally. The opposite side of the door Paul opened was splattered with hardened black molten plastic, and green plastic from when green foam was used. People, not just doors, got foamed—caps were encouraged, since foamed hair most likely required cutting. During his molding stint, Paul had been speckled on the face, splashed on the arm with searing fluid plastic. Molds that didn’t fit snugly together leaked out the sides and bottom like two pieces of bread with too much peanut butter in-between—a common occurrence, and the resulting tumorous blobs on the floor were called “buns.” They had to be broken up with metal pikes because they kept smoldering inside their hardened shells, and were usually broken up outside the side door in the fresh air because the gas inside them was noxious. Smashed buns were always strewn around the door when Paul carried his bike inside, like clusters of ossified virulent fungus.
Paul was reminded how lucky he was to work upstairs.
It was quiet now with the yellow molding area shut down for repair, and the black area, hitched to an individual control panel, was functional but hadn’t been utilized very much the past week or so. A single radio still played off in the yellow area, though—probably Dave working on the panel. The song was static-jagged and unidentifiable, and the intercom was still on. Couldn’t they tell? It wasn’t so noisy down here that they couldn’t hear it playing back the garbled radio music.
Paul headed for the adjacent large room where yellow foam was used and where Dave would be nervously assessing the panel’s condition.
The garbled rock song was loud in the large molding room with its high walls of white brick splashed with yellow foam, the castle-like narrow windows set high and covered with translucent plastic mem-branes. The radio volume was up but raspily distorted as if the tuner were not exactly on the station’s number. The floor was a mess of grease puddles and scattered piles of “flash”—the excess plastic around the edges of the finished parts where the two halves of a mold joined together, the most salient flash stripped off by the molders but eliminated with more attention by the deflashing department in the same central room Paul had just left. To one side of the room were the control panels to which all the molds in this room were connected, and Dave wasn’t crouched at them as Paul had expected.
Paul glanced around. Dave wasn’t in this room, period—nobody was.
He stepped back into the central room. Opposite him was the board from which the punch clock projected, the racks for time cards “in” and “out.”
To his left was deflashing, and beyond that, post operations. Through racks in his way he didn’t see anyone at the tables in deflashing—had they been sent home, too, with the molders and post-ops? Christ. Paul frowned to his right . The “degreasing” area with its cauldron of chemical steam into which parts were lowered by chains, presently deserted, and beyond that the large shadowy machine shop. Past this was a door leading into the main offices, locked at night.
To Paul’s right, following the degreaser, there was also a door with steps leading down into maintenance. There was an office down there with the first floor telephone in it, though the intercom was on the wall opposite the punch clock. Paul turned to the intercom, reminded himself of its operation, and shut it off. Believing he might find Dave down in the maintenance office trying to get the first shift molding foreman, Roy, on the phone, Paul headed for the steps.
At the foot of the stairs Paul turned to his left into the gloomy little office with its two desks and overabundance of posters, tacked up photographs, magazine cartoons, and the like. A plastic model helicopter on a shelf, actress Pia Zadora in a marginal swimsuit on a poster, a sexy cal-endar and a motorcycle calender. And no Dave. Paul glanced at the phone, then stepped out into the maintenance area.
“Yoo-hoo,” he said.
Only his own voice.
««—»»
On the second floor the young women heard the intercom go off.
“Yaah,” said Maureen, and she rolled her eyes in exasperation.
“I’d get back to work before Paul gets back,” Abby called.
“Blah-blah,” Jean mumbled. Maureen, however, grabbed a last hurried drag on her cigarette and ground it out. She wore a naughty little smile like a child who’s slipped a whoopie cushion onto her school-teacher’s chair and has to hurry back to her seat and look inconspicuous.
Maureen hadn’t taken two steps out of the office and Jean was still leisurely pulling in a drag when the two of them and Abby heard the wail from upstairs, a long and chilling, coyote-like cry—the shriek of a forlorn banshee—though human. Terribly human.
««—»»
“Yoo-hoo, ma-roo-hoo.”
Paul walked into deflashing. Four empty tables. He stepped closer.
There were yellow parts on two of the tables, and files, an open tool box, the floor littered with flash piles. If the deflashers had gone home all the parts would be finished and put away, the tools likewise, the flash swept up. Paul walked around a wooden rack/partition into post-ops. Here everything was put away and cleaned up. So if some deflashers were still here, where were they?
Paul decided that they must have gone upstairs the back way, through the dark cardboard storage room and into the cafeteria for a drink, at about the same time he was coming down here. Dave too…but funny they should all take a break together.
The intercom crackled back to life.
Paul was jolted a little, surprising himself. He turned.
A voice came over the speaker. “Paul, come to shipping, quick.” He recognized the voice as Maureen’s. “Paul, please come to shipping…”
Paul trotted back toward the stairs. Something tense in her voice, even through the fizzing distortion…
««—»»
Coming back up the steps, Paul noticed the stickiness he had stepped in before. There was a landing between the first and second floors and a single small window here, close to the landing floor; you had to squat to open it. One of the few windows, excluding those in the office, you could open for fresh air, only tonight it was shut against the cold. The stickiness had run down from the window: there was a resin-colored gum smeared around the four edges of it. It looked like someone had intended it for insulation in place of gray putty. As Paul briefly, curiously looked at it he saw a bead trickle molasses-like down the pane itself. He dismissed it; you could walk around downstairs and all kinds of weird fluids would stick to your feet or plop down on your head from above.
He swung open the metal door and strode into his brightly lit work area. Before heading for Ted’s office he cut to his right and stepped into the cafeteria.
Empty plastic tables. No one standing at the soda machine.
“Dave?” Maybe in the bathroom…
“Paul!”
He turned, saw Maureen over the office partition, gesturing to him.
“Have you seen Dave or anybody from deflashing?” Paul called to her as he trotted toward the office.
Maureen came out of the office, her plushly cute face pinched with some disturbance. “No. Abby and Jean went upstairs to check out a real freaky sound we heard up there—it sounded like somebody crying or something. A couple minutes ago I picked up the phone and heard a guy in here talking to his girlfriend and they were both crying so maybe it was him, but it sounded so fuckin’ weird, man, I wasn’t about to go up there.
He might be flipping out or something.”
“Okay, I’ll got take a look.”
“Tell Abby and Jean to come back down here; I don’t like being alone!”
“Gotcha.” Paul moved to the door beside the diagonal freight elevator and squealed it open, gazed up a moment, listened and heard nothing, then began tramping in ascent.
Maureen hovered at the foot of the steps watching after him, holding the door open against her elbow, her face still pinched. “Maybe somebody got hurt or something,” she said.
Paul didn’t respond. He reached the head of the narrow staircase and slipped out of her view.
When Paul had reached the last step a strange feeling or intuition came to him—that there would be no one up here, either, like downstairs: no sanders in the finishing room, no Steve painting, no Abby and no Jean.
Rows of steel racks filled with parts dominated this corner of the room, three rows deep back to the wall. Paul turned and looked down the length of the room. On the left were five individual three-sided spray booths, their interiors crusted with deep layers of paint, multiple colors blended into a weird uniform gray. There was also the carousel, a rotating ceiling conveyor with hooks, to which small parts could be affixed for spraying. Parts in boxes, more racks along the right. Also on the right were the painting office and the steps that led down to the place where Paul left his bicycle. At the end of the long room were those transparent plastic strips again, hanging down from the ceiling, with the sanding room behind them, but the strips were not to hold heat in the sanding room so much as to keep the gray dust—which clung to all surfaces organic or inorganic—in there from getting into the painting area and perhaps onto the drying pieces. Down the length of this long room and as far as Paul could see through the watery distortion of those grayish strips, there was no one to be seen, as his intuition had warned him.
He realized he’d been hanging back a moment. Why? Another intuition? He realized he’d been watching and listening closely for something besides Abby and Jean—but what?
The origin of the sound the girls had heard, he reminded himself, and he bounced down the length of the room with his usual buoyant stride restored. “Yoo-hoo,” he called.
A blurred figure stepped into view behind the plastic strips, reached and parted them. Jean emerged. “Hey Bloss, there’s nobody up here,” she called to him. “Did they send the sanders home, too?”
“No Dave up here?” Paul asked, still covering the distance between them, his longish hair flapping with his bounces.
“No.”
“There’s nobody on the first floor, either—no deflashers or anything.
Where’s Abby?”
“In here.” He had reached Jean and she led him through the dust-filmed curtain into the spacious sanding area. Paul held the strips away from himself as he slipped through so the dust wouldn’t get on his black T-shirt and black corduroys.
Abigail swivelled from an examination of someone’s ghetto-blaster radio/tape player on one of the tables. “Third World briefcase,” Paul’s cousin Ray’s friend Jay called them. It was on a hard rock station, naturally. “Was that left on?” Paul called.
“What?”
“Was that radio on or did you put it on?”
“It was on…where’re all the sanders?”
Paul and Jean reached her by the radio. “I don’t know—Dave isn’t downstairs either and the deflashers, too. Dave can’t go home and leave us;; I don’t know if he sent the others home. I don’t see why he’d send the sanders home, ‘cause they got tons of work.” Paul contemplated the radio.
“This belongs to one of the Vietnamese kids—he takes it home with him every night.”
“Maybe there was a fire alarm and we didn’t hear it,” Abby said.
“Maybe they’re all playing a trick on us,” Paul joked humorlessly. He shut off the hard rock music. The room grew filled with heavy silence that settled everywhere like the gray dust. Volcanic ash…industrial fall-out.
“Did you check every where?” asked Jean.
“The offices are locked. The only other place is on the first floor: the back docks and the paint room. I don’t know why they’d be back in there but I guess I should look.” With that, Paul made his way through the long dusty work benches toward a door in the back of the room. The building’s smaller freight elevator was here; unlike the diagonal one, it communicated between all three floors. Steps here would take him down into the cardboard storage room on his floor, or further down to the rear dock area on the ground floor.
Abby skipped after him. “Can I come, Paulie?”
“Yeah.” He called over his shoulder to Jean, “Why don’t you got downstairs and keep Maureen company—she’s lonely.”
Paul froze at that and Abby almost collided with his back; he swung around abruptly. “Is Donna down there?”
“Um,” said Jean, “she went to the can.”
“Go see.” Paul aimed for the door again, his lean face clipped with intensity, and Abby springing after him like some loyal puppy.
Jean swivelled in the direction of her assignment and abandoned the sanding room. Ugh, she thought with a last look. How could you even put a coffee down in here? If you turned your back a few minutes you wouldn’t be able to find it under all the dust. She held the hanging strips away from her white T-shirt with purple and black squiggles and new designer jeans as she passed through them. Letting them go, they slapped against each other and stirred like the tentacles of a giant jellyfish.
Paul and Abby faced the elevator now and the gloomy steps leading down. The back wall between the two was heaped with dusty cardboard boxes. The elevator was up here with nothing on it. A sign prohibited living passengers. Abby tailed Paul to the worn wooden staircase.
A box tumbled down the barrow-mound of boxes behind them.
In half turn Paul and Abby heard another cairn-box tumble.
In full turn their hearts jolted in synchronization at the sight of a human head heaped amidst the boxes, the hair gray with dust and eyes bulging at them, mouth a black orifice.
“Jesus!” Paul gasped. Abby clutched his arm.
A box tumbled as a hand emerged. The mouth quivered and the head whimpered.
Paul laughed hard. “You fuckin’ asshole, Steve! You made me shit in my pants—”
A wail issued from Steve’s trembling orifice, long and chilling, a coyote-like cry, the shriek of a forlorn banshee, his unblinking eyes locked on them but blazing through them, and his hand thrust at them, blindly closing and unclosing.
“Steve,” Abby said, stepping forward.
Paul’s first impression had been that Dave would be hiding in the boxes, too, and the deflashers in the men’s room, the sanders in the paint room—hah, hah, hah! But Steve’s cry and expression rooted him to his spot, blanked his mind, even as Abby was lunging to dig Steve out.
“Help me, Paul, he’s hurt!”
Without any conscious decision Paul found himself helping the young woman tear boxes away from Steve. One box Paul grabbed Steve seized impulsively, too, and Paul had to yank it away from him. He whimpered again and his eyes were almost following them now; he tried to shrink from them timidly deeper into the box pile. Abby touched his arm and he grasped her shoulder, his eyes snapping fully onto her with pleading insanity, mouth working with exaggerated convulsions but only whimpers coming forth.
“Ow!” Abby tried to twist out of his grasp. Paul had to pry Steve’s fingers off her shoulder. Now Steve was more or less simply sprawled on the boxes uncovered and apparently physically uninjured.
“We’d better call an ambulance or something,” Paul muttered. They had withdrawn a bit from Steve and gazed helplessly down at him, and he helplessly up at them, whimpering. He pulled a box to him and squashed it to his chest like a teddy bear.
“I think he’s on drugs, Paul—really, he’s flipping out.”
“Maybe. Go call an ambulance and I’ll watch him.”
“Maybe he’s epileptic!” Abby yelled, trotting away.
Yeah, Paul’s mind answered, and he buried himself in boxes so he wouldn’t upset anybody with his seizure. Now alone with Steve the tall, quiet painter, Paul scowled at him with his most intense scrutiny—a scrutiny which appeared almost as perplexed contempt. Paul felt an immediate and concerned compassion for Steve beneath his hard, unrelenting intensity, but Steve in this alien state seemed so inhuman, so unlike the
Steve Paul knew or any person Paul knew, that he felt he were in the presence of some wounded and vulnerable creature from another dimension.
Paul knelt by Steve’s sneakers, Steve’s eyes following him. Bulging.
“What is it, Steve? What happened?”
Steve’s lower lip trembled, his glassy eyes trembled but didn’t blink.
His terror seemed directed at and focused on Paul.
“Do you know who I am?” Paul asked.
««—»»
“Busy?” Maureen said.
Abby slammed the phone down. “Jesus Christ, how come I can’t get a call out?” She picked the receiver back up and tried another line’s button, another. “What the fuck is going on? Here.” She handed the receiver to Maureen. “Keep trying. I’m gonna go ask Paul if we should just drive Steve to the hospital or something.”
“I think you should go try the pay phone, Abby—you can get sued if you try to move a sick person and fuck ‘em up even worse.”
“Well he could be dying for all we know.”
“Yeah, I say we take him,” Jean agreed, rather anxious to partake of the excitement—it beat working.
“Where’s Donna at, still in the girls’ room?”
“I guess.” Maureen shrugged. She tried another button. “I say we try the pay phone.”
”Okay, go for it. I’m goin’ back upstairs. Jean, go see if Donna’s in the bathroom.”
“She’s taking a shit,” Jean grumped. “I want to see if I can help Paul with Steve.” She had to see how badly he was flipping out.
“Jean, Dave is missing, the sanders and deflashers are missing—
Donna’s been in the john too long. Paul told me to have someone check.”
“Alright, blah-blah-blah.” Jean tramped off toward the cafeteria.
Maureen bolted after her.
“I’ll try the pay phone!”
Abby sprang out of the office and pounded back upstairs.
In the cafeteria Maureen broke off toward the pay phone and Jean broke off into the ladies’ room. As Maureen dug in her jeans pocket for a dime, squirming because the jeans were so tight, the receiver tucked between her jaw and shoulder, her eyes chanced upon the tiny single window in the cafeteria, just above her, higher than she could reach. In the day you could see moving silhouettes behind the translucent plastic covering: pigeons rested on the sill, perhaps having built a nest there. It was only dark out there now, the pigeons maybe present but silent and asleep. Maureen squinted her eyes, a little perplexed, a little like Paul, when she made out streams of resin-colored goo that had run down the wall from the window almost to the floor, though they looked like they had hardened, no longer fluid.
««—»»
At Paul’s behest, Abby rolled a wooden push cart from the painting department, through the sanding department and into the elevator area.
The cart was paint-smeared, used to transport paint cans. Paul had suggested they move Steve downstairs.
Steve had grown subdued, though not catatonic; he still seemed conscious of them, but he had become fatalistically compliant, like a groggy drugged animal. He didn’t clutch at either of them nor even whimper as Paul and Abby stepped into the crushed boxes to gently take him by one arm and one leg each and carry him onto the push cart. He was light, for all his physical span, like a daddy-long-legs, and like a mannequin he allowed Abby to bend his legs so he could curl on the cart in a fetal position. Steve drew further into that shape of his own accord.
“We could take him down to the first floor with this elevator,” Abby suggested.
“I want him on my floor. We’re gonna wait for an ambulance.
Besides, this elevator’s too small for me to ride on it with the cart and I wanna ride down with him in case he suddenly flips out again—he could really get hurt.”
“Get on the cart beside him and scrunch down.”
“There’s no room,” snapped Paul, “we’ll use the bigger one. Help me push him.”
“Don’t bite my head off,” Abby mumbled. They grunted as they wheeled the cart around to point it into the sanding room. At this Steve rolled his head a little and his eyes darted a few times over the ceiling fluorescents. One was ambery and flickering, making a feeble ticking sound.
“Take it easy, Steve-o, you’re gonna be okay.”
The cart rumbled along the dusty sanding room floor, Paul and Abby straining behind it. Steve’s eyes gazed with horrified suspicion into each spray-booth as they passed it, the plastic strips they had nosed the cart through still slapping against each other lightly.
They eased the cart to a stop near the head of the diagonal freight lift and Paul had to bring it up from the first floor; it seemed to take forever.
Paul then unhooked the chained safety bar, swinging it to one side. They rolled the cart with Steve on it onto the platform and Paul stood beside it, the platform sagging unpleasantly with their combined weight. Abby replaced the safety bar and sent them down. Again it took forever.
Paul gazed down at Steve; Steve gazed bug-eyed up at him.
The elevator gently met with the second floor. Abby came clumping downstairs rapidly so she wouldn’t miss anything. Maureen and Jean were here and they helped Paul wheel Steve out of the elevator shaft.
“Oh my God,” Maureen breathed. She knelt by Steve and cooed to him with true concern, “Steve, can’t you hear us? What’s wrong?”
“Wow,” said Jean, “the poor guy.” She leaned over Paul’s shoulder.
“You’ll be okay, Steve, we’ll get you to a doctor.”
“Did you use the pay phone?” Paul asked them.
Maureen glanced up. “Yeah—it doesn’t work! No shit, all I get is a far-away busy signal. I think the power is fucked in the whole building, not just in molding.”
“You’re kiddin’—all the lights are on and everything…the elevator works. I don’t think a power failure would fuck up the phones anyway.”
“Maybe it’s just one circuit or whatever, one fuse—I dunno.”
“So where’s Donna, is she in the bathroom or what?”
“Yeah, Jean, show him.”
“Check this out,” said Jean, taking a step away.
“Check what out?”
“Come on.”
Paul followed her brisk pace. Abby looked to Maureen.
“What is it?”
Maureen told her.
Paul tailed Jean into the ladies’ room. “Watch out,” Jean said, but already Paul felt the gravelly crunch under his heels. He halted fast and looked down—glass fragments littered the grimy linoleum floor. Jean, who had stepped carefully, bent to delicately pick up a label to which glass shards still clung, held it like a dead smelly fish for Paul to inspect, which he did with his sharp look of perplexed contempt.
“Peppermint Schnapps. It was all smashed when you came in?”
“Yup.”
“And Donna wasn’t here?”
“Nope.”
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Chapter
5
Ray wouldn’t remember the nightmare when he woke—or rather, his conscious mind wouldn’t remember it—but his subconscious remembered every dream he had ever dreamed, every last dream image, adventure and dreamed romance, just as his subconscious had photographed every face he had ever seen in his entire life, every frame and word from every film and book he had exposed himself to in his entire existence—it was just that, like those people who obses-sively videotape movies and sports programs but never get around to playing back any but the most relevant, the conscious chose to narrow its focus to prevent the fragile human mind from short-circuiting on over-load; it selected one choice book at a time from a dusty library no single human being could ever fully exhaust in a mortal lifetime. The conscious mind was the censor for sanity, the guardian at the border check-point of subconsciousness, letting only so many carefully screened immigrants through.
But there was always that percentage of illegal aliens.
In the first major part of his nightmare Ray found himself at the purse factory. He was in the high-ceilinged stock room, its shelves filled with every color and texture of dully shining bundled leather. That half of a cow skin was nailed to the wall near the ceiling, and the tacked up half skin looked amazingly like a map of the United States (the neck Maine, front leg Florida, hind leg Texas), and it was tacked in such a place of honor because it was a hideous skin, branded and scarred, badly colored, like the skin off some cow mutation. Below it a hand-scrawled sign read something illegible and part of the skin had fallen loose (Maine) and hung down, showing the lighter colored wall behind it, and the light outline could be seen as the skin stirred in the breeze from a powerful fan across the room in which Ray stood staring up at the skin as it billowed out from the wall like a lazy sail, pulsing, the ugly squiggled brand rippling. The skin throbbed in the eerie death throes of crucifixion. Ray was mesmerized. Where was its head now…its skeleton—who had eaten its meat? He remembered petting cows on the head in his life, their eyes on him.
Where were this one’s eyes now and what had they seen? One human petting it on the head, another delivering the stroke of death? Had he petted it? Had he consumed it? In answer, the skin only waved to him, a flag of death—a map of pain.
The brand was different in the dream. It was a pentagram.
Now there was an apparent buckshot scattering of dream fragments that didn’t coalesce, a commercial break or the random flipping of channels before Ray returned to the main story. Time had elapsed (timeless dream time) and he was driving home from work in the dark, in the rain.
The swishhh-tick, swishhh-tick of his windshield wipers, his headlights catching in fluid glimmers across the glass, the glimmers running and disappearing like stars dribbling into oblivion. A song on the radio—Billy Idol— Eyes Without A Face. It made the dream incarnation of Ray, his astral projection doppelganger, think of his cousin Paul and something awful that had happened to him back—when? February, March? It had happened in this world but he wouldn’t remember it when he woke up and it was too awful for his dream memory to remember now.
He was getting closer to home now, but these narrow, winding country roads seemed longer than he remembered them. He seemed to doze in and out but always awoke still safe and on the road, as good a driver asleep as awake, so he wasn’t alarmed at this. There were some streetlights along this stretch, though spaced far apart, and he could see a mist swelling in from right to left. Soon he was in it, and it glowed with his headlights and all around him was mist, but he again remained safely on the road.
As he emerged from the nucleus of the fog he found himself passing a meadow on his right fenced off with rusty barbed wire, and cows stood in an uneven line along the fence at the edge of the meadow watching him as he passed, their faces in succession lit and eyes flashing dully in his lights but the rest of their bodies shading back into blackness like the meadow—disembodied floating cow heads, they looked like. Then the cows were behind him. Ray turned onto a little bridge and slowed, turned again and to his right was an isolated farmhouse. He crawled past it, strained to see out his fluid passenger’s side window. On the front porch he thought he saw two dark figures sitting in rocking chairs with no lights on in the house to bleed out and illuminate them. But he felt their eyes on him. In his dream he didn’t like it and he accelerated, left them behind. A brief flash in his headlights, then a vibration against his windshield—
“tic!”—and he realized a toy flying saucer had been thrown at his car from the black woods and had rebounded off his wet windshield.
Annoyed, he accelerated more.
It stepped out of the trees from the right directly in his path, vulnerable but challengingly still, starkly and garishly bold in his headlights—a goat—its eyes catching the headlight flash and blazing green like a cat’s eyes and even as Ray drove his foot to the brake his car jolted with the impact. Thud, and the sickening vibration Ray felt all through him of obliteration. Blood streamers on his windshield, smeared by the blades to mix and dribble with the rain. Screech of tires trying hard to grasp the slick pavement. Starkly textured tree bark suddenly rushed at his face but his tires had seized their hold at last. Ray sat a moment with his engine panting…then he cracked his door and stepped out into the rain.
He left his headlights and motor on, door open, walked back to the animal he saw lying on its side on the perimeter of street lamp glow.
He stood over it, looking down as it lay dying at his feet.
The tongue had lolled out and it was panting, its lungs no doubt speared with the punji sticks of its own blasted ribs. It snorted out some blood that hit Ray’s shoe, but he didn’t withdraw. It turned its eye up at him and matched his gaze. As the rain pelted Ray’s head and exploded off his shoulders and diluted the goat’s pouring blood the goat’s tongue lashed and its mouth moved and it said to him in a coarse, dying voice,
“Read Jung all you want you pathetic little boy, who are you impressing, Heidi?—she won’t stay with you to be impressed so are you impressing yourself or are you just hiding? You haven’t killed me—we have a later more apocalyptic date though in microcosm because that is your karma this is 1984 and that’s one of your favorite books, and this year we’ll find out who our next president and potential murderer of all life on Earth is and we’ll find out, more important to some, who wins the Olympic medals and this is the year a man kills more than twenty people in a fast food restaurant in the most all-American crime you could conceive of right down to camouflage pants and apple pies and you couldn’t ask for a better year to lose your virginity and do battle with me, little boy.”
Appalled and quivering at this challenging insult, Ray defiantly reached inside his windbreaker, withdrew his .357 Magnum and aimed it down at the bulging eye and bulging tongue and blasted once. The goat was once again dead.
««—»»
People repeat experiences and particular moods that they’ve enjoyed before, trying to capture the old mood and only creating a new one to imi-tate later, and on and on. Next summer you’d be trying to relive this summer but this summer you were trying to relive last summer. Tonight Ray tried to repeat the mood of the night he had buried himself in the medical anomalies book; he had his mandatory coffee by his side at the kitchen table, the fluorescent desk lamp the only light in the house, and had just a half hour ago finished watching a gory, special effects laden werewolf film he had on videotape. He had gathered up some books from various spots about the house, a few he had borrowed months ago from his cousin Paul.
He had decided to haunt himself tonight with the occult, the paranormal, the so-called supernatural. He would savor his own fear, like a child who enters the haunted castle at an amusement park, safely confronting his own nightmares so he can perceive them as so much papier-mache.
Ray found that tonight he wasn’t so much interested in reading about actual ghost stories, demonic possessions, poltergeist cases, the mysterious
“devil” hoof prints in the snow of Devon, England, in 1855—a trail one hundred miles long, continuing over walls and roofs. He had read already about the French werewolf-demon, the “Beast of Gevadun,” which from1764 to 1767 killed forty people and attacked over one hundred and ten, the most memorable victims being children. Ray had read about human beings who believed themselves to be vampires, and that mentally disturbed people who believed themselves to be werewolves were called zoanthropic paranoiacs.
Tonight he was more interested in the general horizon of the “paranormal,” the protoplasm, as it were, that composed the body of the supernatural. Not the individual cities but the planet of mysteries as seen from space. The ocean, not the fish. The psychic realm, and how all that was spiritual, including himself, related to it.
Assuming the concept of the soul, the spirit, was not ultimately some dismal illusion, the biggest and cruellest joke played by humankind on itself. Assuming the spirit was not simply personality, and personality just the random by-product of the biological machinations of the organic brain.
That dizzying, Sahara-desolate possibility terrified Ray, made him feel insignificant, made all existence seem insignificant—all based on sad self-deceptions, all of humankind’s greatest beliefs and institutions painted on a stage backdrop, every cathedral no more than the western facades on a street in Universal Studios.
He had to contest that hideous, blackly comedic possibility. There had to be a God of some kind, not the random, deaf and dumb and non-sentient Destiny of Thomas Hardy. A Tess Durbeyfield would transcend, or reincarnate, or merge—not simply revert to chemical soups and gases.
That was the difference between angels and garbage.
Ray read tonight to confront his own fears.
He read about the age-old, desperate belief in afterlife. Ghosts, spirit levels, planes. The author Colin Wilson suggested that man’s conscious mind was but the ground floor of a towering skyscraper with a many-lev-eled basement as well. Why should the lights go out on each floor when the time came for the lights to go out on the ground floor? Which floors did split personalities and so-called possessing demons originate from?
asked Wilson. Ray thought again of the young “possessed” girl who had starved to death, unsaved by the rites of her exorcists.
From which floors of this department store, this haunted Macy’s, did poltergeists come, and telekinetics, and those who saw the future? And why did most people have no stairs, no elevators with which to communicate from level to level at will?
Ray read about astral projection. He remembered, as a boy, with his cousin Paul, seeing an afterimage of Paul’s apparently somnambulistic sister follow her into the bathroom. Further, Ray read about doppelgangers, which meant “double-goers,” how the mirror image was once thought to be a doppelganger, how once doppelgangers were believed to exist in the umbilical cord or placenta, like an unformed identical twin. What were siamese twins, then, Ray thought idly—man and doppelganger united?
Magic might be used, it was said, to form a fully developed doppelganger from the afterbirth that would accompany the original throughout his life, shadow-like, clone-like. He read of the Egyptian “ka”—the “divine essence” of the soul—how after death the placenta would be buried with a king that he might rejoin his ka, or spiritual double, in the eternal afterlife.
Ray realized much of this umbilical cord stuff was Freudian mother-dependance, mother-linkage, womb-fixation, but funny how it related to astral projection and the planes of existence. Briefly he wondered about conjoined twins again, imbecile heads growing out of active heads. One spirit, or two? Did the drooling, close-eyed face belong to the head to which it was attached, or to itself?
Ray read about the Egyptian khaib—a “shadow” that might depart from its human owner to pursue an independent existence.
From these subjects Ray drifted to tulpas.
Tulpas. He was superficially familiar with the word, having chanced on it in books before. A tulpa, in Tibetan mysticism, was a thought-form given an apparently material life through magical mind power. A seemingly physical projection of the mind, as with doppelganger cases. Colin Wilson suggested that UFOs and the Loch Ness Monster might be tulpas recorded by the imaginations of primitive peoples on the very fabric of time and space, as some suggested ghosts were, the heavenly UFOs and dragon lake monsters (and prehistoric Bigfoot, Ray added) coinciding with primitive symbols and archetypes. He was reminded of Jung’s book on flying saucers and how Jung couldn’t claim that people weren’t actually seeing these forms in the sky, only that they coincided with symbols important to man—the disc, or circular symbol of wholeness, the disc as female symbol and cigar-shaped UFO as male symbol.
Ray read about a respected authoress who studied the Tibetan tech-nique and manifested a tulpa monk, which became increasingly visually solid to the point of resembling an actual human, and “he” began taking on an independent life, performing actions she did not (consciously) order him to make. When she no longer desired his company it took six months for her to reabsorb him. Ray reencountered a familiar story—a group of psychic investigators who “invented” an invisible ghost with their minds in seance-like sessions, inventing a name and history for him. Again, he began taking on his own existence, relating to them information from his past which they had not consciously programmed into him. Possessions, poltergeists, sexual attacks by incubus-like phantom lovers were all no doubt created by the mind, inflicted on a person by himself. These
“tulpas” could physically influence their surroundings, moving tables, as with the “invented” ghost, dashing plates, appearing to rape a woman.
Tibetan yoga disciples participated in a test in which the subject would pick a lonely area and there proceed to summon up with his imagination a ka-like double of himself and a swarm of hideous tulpa demons to confront the double. The demons would rip and slash and rend the double-tulpa, consume it , while the disciple watched and remained calm.
If the disciple were able to both visualize this episode as if it were absolutely real but at the same time understand that it was an illusion, he would succeed—but if he came to believe that what he was seeing was
“reality,” he might die. There were many times, it was said, that dead men were found in the lonely battlefields they had chosen for the ritual, slain by the terrors from their own minds. Not physically torn, not consumed, but beaten all the same.
Ray didn’t believe that if he mounted a hill and looked into a hollow to see such a man participating in such a ritual that he would also see the demons murdering the doppelganger—it was only a dangerous mental exercise, a potentially lethal hypnotic autosuggestion. But what of the
“invented” ghost with its dancing table, and poltergeists? The monk created by the author of the Tibetan mysteries book was seen by another person.
What of a trail of weird hoof prints in snow a hundred miles long? What of a bipedal, wolf-like blazing-eyed demon that murdered forty people, attacked one hundred and ten, many of whom could no doubt describe it, only ten years before the well-documented and thoroughly believable American Revolution? Not in Bullfinch’s Mythology. Not a Biblical story or an Aesop’s Fable. In 1767, during the life of George Washington.
A self-inflicted tulpa, generated by Jung’s collective unconscious, by the townspeople on whom the creature preyed? A subconscious con-spiracy against themselves? A demonic archetype made tangible? What of John Smith’s visitation by the angel Moroni? What of many things?
The Tibetans believed all the world we see, hear, smell, taste and touch is, in effect, a very intricately conceived tulpa. A reality of unreality.
Ray sat with a stack of books before him, the last one shut, his coffee gone, a first bird chirping outside though the sun hadn’t yet risen. After a moment he got up and carried the books to the livingroom. Setting them down, he withdrew another volume and opened it. He found what he sought: an example of the varied writings of David Berkowitz, the .44
Caliber Killer—the Son of Sam—formulated during his confinement.
This one piece had strangely wound its way into Ray’s mind:
“I am never happy
Rather I am sad
Very often I cry when alone in my cell
I am very nervous
I can never rest or relax
I am going to have a nervous breakdown
I am possessed!
I sleep restlessly
I feel like screaming
I must be put to death
Demons torment me
I am not going to make it.”
Demons had told him to kill. There was no doppelganger, no Beast of Gevadun, but there didn’t have to be—David and the Son of Sam were one. Whether tangible or abstract, Ray thought, demons were real.
««—»»
Heidi called Ray Friday after he’d gotten home from work; she said that her mother had told her he’d called but she hadn’t had a chance to answer last night, as her boyfriend had been with her. They chatted a little, laughed, were nervous. “My mother said you wanted to show me some artwork or something?”
“Yeah, well—ahh. I thought it’d be nice if you could come over sometime and see my paintings…whenever you had some time…”
Hesitation. “I could stop down for a little while tomorrow, but not for long—I’ve got things to be doing. I’m already home right now.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Mm-hm. Did you get my postcard?”
“Oh yeah, I love it. Thank you.” In this morning’s mail: a map of Maine with an inked circle where she had stayed. (Hi Ray, the little penmark on the front is where I’m spending the week. See ya Mon. Heidi.) No Love, Heidi, he had lamented.
He offered to meet her somewhere and take her on to his house from there, but she said she was good with directions so he gave her the information. Tomorrow afternoon—for “a little while.”
««—»»
Before he could begin to possess himself with fears that he would wait and wait and she wouldn’t show, Heidi came—his dog’s barking alerting him. No sooner had her car crunched to a halt in his drive in the great shadow of the chestnut tree than Ray had stepped outside to greet her, grinning with bashful excitement. She came out from behind the car smiling as well.
They took a walk down the wooded road in the shadows, heads down, eyes on their feet, a car passing only every five minutes or so—and Heidi had taken Ray by the hand. To walk in rhythm with a woman and be holding hands was the height of Ray’s aesthetics—spiritually, even more so than sex (perhaps).
Heidi told him about her trip, how she had gotten a little tan (very little, he noticed, and mentioned—she seemed a bit hurt but he looked closer at her neck and said, “Oh yeah, yeah, you do.”) About a rock con-cert she’d gone to during the week—all the fun she’d been having while his heart had been writhing.
He lifted their joined hands and looked at her engagement ring, wanting to call her attention to it as well. He was reminded of Hardy’s Tess—how on her wedding night, before the first stroke of her doom,
“each diamond in her necklace gave a sinister wink like a toad’s.” This tiny stone looked benign enough. But it did seem to wink at him in the dappled light.
“I told Tim maybe he should take it back,” Heidi said softly. “I don’t now if I’m ready for it. I tried to give it back really but he told me to keep it for now and think about it some more.”
Ray glowed inside, hardly feeling his legs work under him and not noticing that they had walked past the spot where the goat had lain.
««—»»
They made their way back toward the house, down the drive to her car. Ray leaned his back against the driver’s door, hands in pockets as they talked. Heidi stood facing him, and after a joke they laughed and she unexpectedly began tickling hm. They laughed harder but they grew quiet simultaneously as their eyes linked and their grins became soft meaningful smiles. Heidi stepped closer and they embraced to kiss.
She made sure to take her glasses off sooner this time, laying them on the car. They wrestled tongues again, Ray’s hands sliding up and down her back, cupping the back of her head. Their bodies pressed close, her weight pinning him against the car door. Heidi drew her face away a moment several times during their kissing to stand on her toes and press her body harder against his, smiling into his eyes, before resuming. Ray didn’t take it for accidental that standing on her toes aligned their crotches perfectly for the grinding of her hard pubis against his What made him curious, in a detached analytical way as they kissed, was that actually his penis wasn’t hard, but he was too numbed and confused by all this to speculate on that in depth. He hadn’t had an erection last time either but he had had to urinate then…he didn’t now.
She withdrew from him again, her large breasts unsquashing, this time withdrew all the way A half hour of closeness had passed. “I don’t ever want to leave you,” she cooed gently, sounding so much like she meant that “ever,” “but I should be going.”
“Oh well,” Ray said, hurt coming back. She squeezed his arms, looking at him, trying to look in. Averting his eyes, Ray joked, “That put hair on my chest.”
“Oh? Can I see?” Heidi hooked a finger in his shirt, peered in at his pale bare chest.
“Just a little fuzz and some hair on my nipples.”
“Oh.” Heidi smiled. She turned, slipped her glasses on, moved her hair with her hands. She sank down into her car and Ray leaned in the window, watching her dig up a pen and scrap of paper. “I’m going to give you my address at home and school so we can write each other. I’m not good at writing letters and I only wrote my mother once all last year, but…” She handed him the scrap.
Ray reached in and fondled her hand, pocketing the scrap with the other. Heidi smiled up at him. “I’ll see you on Monday.”
“Yup.” They kissed goodbye. Ray straightened up away from the car.
“Next time you’ll have to let me in your house,” Heidi said.
“Okay,” Ray said. He wanted next time to be now.
He walked to his door, glanced back and waved. She seemed to linger a moment at the head of the drive—he sensed it—but he didn’t look as he turned the knob. Inside the hall, closing the door, he did look around and was disappointed.
Standing at the door glass, his mind drifted to some bruised suction marks he had noticed on her neck and called her attention to with a wan joke. She had only smiled in acknowledgment. He had felt a poison sickness in his gut at the sight of them but had suppressed it, ignored it, ignored them. But now his mind called them back up—sinister wounds like brands on a cow skin. A menacing vandalism. Only, he was the one who felt vandalized.
««—»»
Monday at work Ray surfed much of the day on a frightening and exhilarating wave of adrenalin—he was cockier, funnier, noisier than cus-tomary. He felt conscious of Heidi’s eyes on his back at times, but when he looked she always seemed otherwise absorbed. However, an opportunity came for them to be alone a moment in the stock room and Ray’s fear was soothed when he asked Heidi if she’d like to come over for a while after work and she said yes. She rubbed his arm with her hand. They both smiled.
It was a confidential, secret smile that linked the two of them like conjoined twins. They had passed each other at the start of the day and smiled at each other, said hi, Ray raising his eyebrows and Heidi imitating him—there was an intimate, furtive excitement in the air. A clandestine tone, a shared aura.
Ray had never felt so invited into another being’s romantic aura—had never met someone who so obviously desired his physicality. After she agreed, the rest of the work day was like an opium dream.
Her car followed his. If he lost her in the rear view he became afraid that she had changed her mind, or had only been teasing him, but she would reappear.
Their cars parked side-by-side in his driveway, and were soon empty.
««—»»
Ray had to raise his voice to keep Kelly from excitedly jumping up on Heidi. “Some watch dog, huh?” he joked—though he didn’t mention how alert and dedicated she was when night fell, even if most of her alarms seemed false.
Ray toured Heidi, ending, to no one’s surprise, with his bedroom. He closed the door after him as if there were someone else here who might walk in.
This room—not his still unfinished black room—was a semi-organ-ized attic-like maze of book stacks, magazine and newspaper piles, odd collectibles and props for his video movies. Ray relished having a captured audience, and spent nearly an hour pointing out his possessions to Heidi, who seemed intrigued or else convincingly tolerant.. Throughout this hour they remained standing. He pointed out his canvas sketch of the author Yukio Mishima, which had sat around unpainted for so long, and described Mishima to her, stressing Mishima’s tumultuous spirit and violent suicide. He showed her the Van Gogh-inspired self-portrait he had begun, though only some of the swirling background was painted so far.
He let Heidi fondle his Marine combat knife with its Bowie-like blade tinted black to prevent tell-tale flashes, and his lock-blade knives, of which he had two, both of which he had to close for her since she didn’t understand the mechanisms. He produced his .38, and assuring her it was unloaded by spinning the open cylinder, handed it to her. He couldn’t always tell from her restrained or remote expression how she reacted to these things, but Ray liked to see her seeing them, holding them. As if she were fondling some intimate part of his body, masculine and hard and very tangible. Inviting her into this house, this room was like inviting her into the core of his mind, where all his thoughts and dreams were solid to the touch.
“Are you getting a little bored with this?” he asked self-consciously.
“No, but I’m tired of standing.”
“Oh I’m sorry, I’m sorry—sit down.”
Heidi sat on the bed’s edge, the springs squeaking like some mischievous elf hid under it. Ray sat beside her.
Somehow it progressed to tickling, a familiar and trusted device.
From there to kissing. Ray reclined and pulled her down on top of him, but it was awkward and they had to straighten. Heidi looked at him.
“It’s your room—you make the moves.”
Ray turned his eyes elsewhere. “Have you decided what to do with Tim’s ring?”
A long sigh, heavy hesitance. “I’ve decided to keep it,” she admitted with a mournful, perhaps somewhat exaggeratedly mournful, tone.
“Oh boy,” Ray sighed. “Well.” He clasped his hands, smirked and wagged his head. Of course. Of course. How could he have been so naive as to expect a woman to want to share her life and love with him? It had only been a dream.
Heidi watched him. “I’ll leave it up to you if you want me to call my mother and tell her I’ll be late.”
“Yeah, why not—go ahead,” Ray murmured.
««—»»
His external mood lightened a good deal as they went about the pre-liminaries of abolishing his virginity. It was pointless for her to ask him if he were a virgin—it went without saying. Apparently he exuded it.
She removed his shirt as they stood facing each other, and then he unbuttoned hers. Top forty radio droned on unheard. Jagged emotions drifted on in a surreal ice flow. Shirtless, her skin was not much darker than her bra. Ray touched her through the bra as they kissed. He fumbled behind her.
“I don’t know if I can undo this mechanism.”
“You’ll manage,” she said, wanting him to be the one. He sensed now, as he had before with her, that she wanted him to be more aggressive, more of an instigator than he was presently capable of. He was the virgin, though, not she.
The caps of her bra came away and her breasts swelled free, great and heavy, maternal, with wide soft-colored aureoles and indistinct, almost nonexistent nipples. What greatly surprised him was the long, twisty hairs that grew from the aureoles. Ray knew the names of dinosaurs, Ray knew about Jung and Freud. Ray knew the names and models and weights of guns and he knew many things but he had never known that women can grow hairs from their nipples.
He said nothing though he sensed her unrest. He stroked her breasts and squeezed them. So soft, softer and more formless than he had ever imagined—they seemed to elusively spill through his hands like smoke in two half-inflated balloons.
“I like this one better,” he softly joked. Her right.
“It’s bigger, that’s why,” she replied.
He bent his head to kiss and lick them and pull her ill-defined nipples through his lips. He liked the musty or musky smell of their flesh. He kissed her mouth and relished her breasts squashing into his bare chest.
Ray and Heidi removed their shoes, and he his socks. He slid down her pants. Her panties were oddly garish: a near fluorescent lemon yellow, and shiny. She asked him if she should retain her knee socks—“some guys like that.” Definitely, he told her, as they floated down to the bed.
Heidi had removed her panties—and Ray was somewhat embarrassed that he had been stroking her through them only to find he’d been stroking a sanitary napkin. She was in the second day of her period, she mentioned.
Ray touched her there, felt the coarse hair, sparse so that flesh showed through from behind. “I told you I was a natural redhead,” she cooed.
She let him kiss her belly, and lower, and let hm nuzzle for a while, but became self-conscious apparently and told him, “Let’s see what you can do up here.” Ray crawled up to her obediently, both relieved and disappointed.
An acquired taste, no doubt, but he had been willing to get more used to it.
Heidi now noticed, and Ray saw her notice, that he didn’t have an erection.
««—»»
It became apparent to Ray how long they had been trying to fulfill him when he began to hear a few songs repeated on the radio, songs they had heard just prior to their undressing. Four hours had gone by since Heidi had stepped into his bedroom.
His erection had come and gone, and they had copulated, and Heidi had climaxed—to her surprise, she admitted. She had tried riding him on top, and he had asked her to roll on her belly (so as not to have to see her eyes, but she had looked nervous as if he intended to enter her elsewhere). She had complied, arching her bottom up for him, but he couldn’t even penetrate. She had had to tell him to stop trying so hard—he did not sweat easily but was literally drenched now and drenching her, to the extent that she remarked she had never seen a man sweat so heavily. Maybe she was excited and marveling, or repulsed and accusatory, or merely matter-of-fact, but Ray didn’t like it.
She had tried cooing in his ear, “You’re the best,” and something about their hair mingling, but Ray could only chuckle at that, wanting her to stop. Absurdity. All of it—life—so transparently a comedy now, when a man couldn’t even perform his instinctive biological function.
Though she had been compliant and exceedingly patient, never disgusted, Ray had gotten impatient with her. At one point he even asked her to put her hands on his back—he thought she wasn’t trying hard enough to guide him. Her occasional rotating hip motions didn’t satisfy him. Was she too repulsed by his slick body to wrap her legs around him like they did in movies, too repulsed to touch him? At moments he felt like he was auditioning for her. He didn’t want to be the only aggressor.
“This is what’s nice—pillow talk. You’re gonna find that some of the best talks you can have are in bed,” Heidi whispered beside him.
“Yeah.”
Her finger traced in his pubic hair. She found a scar. Gingerly she asked if that were why…
“No, it was just a hernia,” he cut her off rather disgustedly. He groaned, “It doesn’t hurt so much that I can’t have you, but I wanted at least to be able to…do this alright. Y’know?”
“I understand. It’s your pride.” She sounded a little wounded. Ray had partly wanted that. What he had said wasn’t true—that he could easily part with her—but he was lying to himself defensively with that one. Still, it would be easier to fail at one thing than two.
“You look like you’re going to cry,” Heidi said. “Are you?”
“No—it’s funny…I wish I could, but I can’t. I’m so numb. ”
“Yeah?”
“I can’t understand it. I get erections when I don’t want them—I masturbate all the time.” Never had that been a matter of pride before.
“Really?” She was amusedly intrigued.
“I have a strong sex urge. Come on, Freddie, what’s the matter with you?” He gave his penis a playful light backhand.
Heidi smiled. “My first sex was awful. I didn’t have my first orgasm for a long time…more than a year.”
“Yeah but—that’s different.”
“No it isn’t. Why is that different?”
Words didn’t satisfy him, so he gave up on them. Beside the bed stood a large plastic Tyrannosaurus Rex model Ray’s cousin Paul had given him for Christmas two years ago. In its green face the stark white eyes and giant white grin had been trained on them. To bring a bit of levity to things, Heidi reached across and twisted the head to discreetly smirk in another direction.
Ray had asked Heidi if they could try one last time. It hadn’t worked.
Now he joked morosely, “I could probably get it if I had four more hours.”
“I’m sorry but I can’t stay that long.”
It was just a joke but Ray felt guilty, as if he had wasted her time. He rolled over onto her and held her, and she held him sufficiently now. He pretended to sob in her neck. It seemed to be something she wanted—something touching and tormentedly romantic. He exploited her so that she could soothe him, but he wished that his little sobs were real.
Finally she rolled away, and lay on her belly trying to incite him to help her find the jungle animals amongst the jungle vegetation on his pil-lowcase. Forcing patience, forcing himself not to exert himself against her body one last time, he helped her pick out a creature or two.
He touched her body, admired it, told her it was the creamy and snow-flawless, shapely body that classical artists had immortalized for years—
Greek sculptors, Rodin, Renoir. He had drawn it too, for years, aching for it to step out whole and real from his imagination on command. Ray felt guilty now that he had groped her roughly, positioned her like a doll and held her body captive while he tried in vain again and again to make her that imaginary catharsis (though she had told him to stop being so gentle—“I won’t break”—and she had exploited him in kind for whatever motivation she had).
“Are you hungry?” she asked. Ray’s spirit shriveled to its least volume. It was over.
They got up from the damp bed. Heidi joked, “I bet you’ll never change these sheets.”
“Can I keep your panties?” he joked back bravely.
“No.” She sounded serious. He hoped she hadn’t believed he meant it. She hid her Renoir body away from him bit by bit as it had been unveiled to him. “Well after I go tonight you can get out your dirty magazines and have fun.”
Ray knew that Heidi was a sweet and compassionate woman—but how could as sensitive and intelligent a woman as she was make a joke so dismal and crushing? Was it meant to reassure him that his power of erection was indeed intact? That his built up steam could soon be vented free? He didn’t hate her for it, but it came across as unintentionally cruel mockery. A great way to end this tragic, pathetic—though gloomily romantic—dream.
They rode in the night to a pizza and sub restaurant. Not facing her as they neared it, Ray said, “I’m mixed up pretty bad right now but I want you to know I appreciate your patience and…everything.”
Heidi juste snorted a little embarrassed chuckle.
Ray didn’t have enough money to cover her meal, to his further dismay, so she had to pay for her own. They sat, he tried to eat, couldn’t.
Heidi told him to bring the sandwich to work tomorrow.
“I think I’ll stay out sick tomorrow.” His eyes scanned the paper song title slips in the jukebox on their table.
“No you won’t. I’m going in tomorrow and you will too.”
They chatted, Ray composing himself well, as if he had never seen this human, this woman, naked, or battled himself so luridly before her eyes. Mostly Heidi talked of her few girlfriends. They finished up and Heidi drove Ray back to his secluded home.
In the driveway they sat in her car. Heidi seemed to study him and smiled. There was real warmth in it. “I can almost say I love you,” her dream voice sighed.
Ray’s defense mechanism kicked in again. He didn’t love this girl—he didn’t know her. He only wanted a girl. He didn’t love this one. He was just disappointed with his disloyal body.
“I don’t know what I feel,” he mumbled. He cracked the door.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she stressed.
“Yeah—maybe.” He left the car without moving toward her for a goodbye kiss, taking his uneaten sandwich with him.
After she had gone, Ray took Kelly out on a leash for a walk along his dark-forested road and cried.
And he didn’t masturbate that night.
««—»»
Ray’s dream got a little better for a while.
At work the next day Ray and Heidi exchanged a few words at the start of the morning. Ray’s mood was composed, even a little jovial—in a chilly, defensive way. He told Heidi that he wasn’t so worried now about what had happened, since he had remembered that the same problem had befallen his cousin Paul the first time he tried to make love to his girlfriend—who had since gone off to college and out of his life.
But for the rest of the day Ray was left too alone at his machine stamping holes in the cattle hides, their reddish dye coming off on his hands. His mind was left too free to dwell on the embarrassing horror of last night. Masochistically he replayed images and sensations so clear it was like truly reliving them. He remembered being pleasantly surprised at how comfortable he felt so starkly naked before another person. (But he had held in his belly when standing. And sitting beside her, he had self-consciously pointed out how his legs were broken out with pimples.
“Mm,” she had grunted blandly, maybe dismissively.) He remembered how, sitting beside her, feeling her thigh, he had felt prickly stubble and said with mock disgust, “If I wanted hairy legs I’d make love to a man,”
to which she had self-consciously replied that she only shaved from the knees down, and he had told her it was alright—he liked it. It was human, it made her more real.
He had flinched from her touching his stomach and upper thighs—
violently flinched as if cattle-prodded or branded—and had laughed with fearful awe at his uncontrollable response.
“I’ve never seen a man with blond body hair,” she had marveled, the hairs on him glowing golden and delicate. He had felt proud, exotic.
But he had felt a great inferiority in this universe when she had resorted to oral sex to stimulate him. He could see her face vividly now, her eyes on him watching his naked despair and ineffectiveness, her eyes never leaving his as she delicately tongued the eye of his glans. It hadn’t helped much and she hadn’t taken it into her mouth to pursue this avenue more thoroughly. Ray doubted it would have transformed things anyway.
Her tongue was trying to excite him but those eyes kept scaring him away.
Ultimately he had tried rubbing himself against her leg while lying half on her…humping her leg like a dog. It was like rubbing two wet sticks together to make a fire.
Like a dog. Humping her leg like a dog…
“Oh God,” Ray sighed to himself at his machine, glancing toward her, his throat clenching. She glanced back at him with that strange blank and shielded expression. But Ray did sense some kind of pain or concern behind the big glasses and composed mouth.
As promised, the day did get better.
They ate lunch in her car in the parking lot—he was glad not in his, because he thought it smelled inside. They barely spoke, mostly listened to each other munch, but it was something. When lunch was almost over Ray finally summoned up the nerve to ask, “Would you be interested in going to a nice platonic movie or something tonight?”
“Platonic,” she echoed with an ironic smile.
Well, she hadn’t chosen him for a romantic relationship, had she?
Unless you considered sex—or half sex—romantic. He waited.
“Alright, but we’ll have to go from my house because I have to feed my dog and call Tim tonight. So we can stop off at your house first and get a change of clothes.”
She said this so calmly, nonchalantly. Ray smiled gingerly inside.
His car led them to his home, and she waited in the drive while he bolted inside to gather some clothing in a brown paper bag and pour Kelly a hasty early dinner. He took her out on the line for a few minutes before letting her go in to munch it down. She was too excited about her chow to notice Ray get into Heidi’s car outside and leave her. Ray had forgotten to leave a light on for her. He wouldn’t be here tonight to console her when she barked, eyes wide, at the rustling sounds outside the window screens, or when her ears perked when the telephone rang only once several times, or when the floorboards in the vacant run-down apartment upstairs creaked in ominous succession as if some restless sleepwalker paced.
««—»»
It was a long ride to Heidi’s town, mostly by highway, and again they barely spoke. Ray found himself nearly paralyzed mentally. As they reached Heidi’s hometown, however, she began pointing out places of interest, schools she’d attended. They turned into her street, stole up to her house, and Ray found himself filled with anxiousness and dread.
Heidi exuded concern that some family member would be home, and crept into the house as if finding her family home would be like finding their mangled murdered bodies. When she relaxed he relaxed. Her mother and a sister were staying overnight somewhere, a brother was elsewhere, and it wasn’t made clear where the father was but Ray didn’t pursue it. He sensed that was a delicate topic—there wasn’t much of a man’s presence in the house, he would soon note. In any case, at first Ray believed these overnight absences were all a clever manipulation on Heidi’s part with her mother as accomplice, but later he would find it was all just a weirdly favorable coincidence somewhat reminiscent of Divine Providence.
Heidi conducted a prideful tour of the house, which was large and expensive and filled with expensive things, brimming so much with the belongings and material wealth it boasted that it was to Ray cluttered and claustrophobic. Heidi let Ray peek into her sister’s and brother’s rooms, bragging about their accomplishments. She saved her bedroom, which she shared with another sister (Ray couldn’t keep track of her siblings) for later. In the vast yard out back he walked her playful dog on a leash for her while she strolled beside him.
Her tour of her bedroom was much as his had been, but it didn’t lead to sex. Ray wondered when, and even if, that was to occur. After an hour or so of looking through her books and such they left the room, the two small beds undisturbed, so that Heidi could make them some hamburgers in the kitchen.
He tried to joke with her but she seemed too absorbed in a Star Trek rerun so he ate in silence. Disturbed and nervous about this distance, remoteness about her which was always there but especially so today, Ray scanned the newspaper for a movie at Heidi’s suggestion. He let her decide, forceful man that he was, on some low-budget barbarian fantasy for which the TV preview looked mildly exciting. As the sun began to decline they locked up the house and left in her car.
He paid for her ticket, she bought her own candy. The theater was chilly, Heidi remarked—it occurred to Ray later that she had hinted for him to put his arm around her. They didn’t touch. They laughed as soon as the credits began; the movie was so trashily bad that it was a lot of fun.
But throughout, troubling concerns would sneak into Ray’s mind. Would they go to bed together tonight or had she taken “platonic” seriously, instead of as a dejected accusation from him?
At home she received a call from her father. From what Ray heard on this end, the father was expressing concern that Heidi would be alone tonight.
“I’m a big girl now, Daddy,” Heidi reassured him—not in a joking way, but almost beseechingly. Oh God, Ray thought when he heard this.
Ray played with the dog in the kitchen while Heidi went off into the parlor to phone her boyfriend. Listening numbly to her soft voice, he couldn’t make out words. She came back twenty minutes or so later.
“You look like you were crying,” said Ray.
“Do I? I wasn’t,” she replied calmly.
Ray was embarrassed by his presumptuousness. He held up the knotted sock he and the dog had been playing tug-o’-war with. “Your dog decimated his sock.”
“Decimated,” Heidi chuckled. She sat facing him at the table. “Now the big choice of the night—do you want to sleep in my brother’s room or in my room in my sister’s bed?”
She wanted him to be the man, the decisive one, the forceful one—the instigator. Was it her way of exonerating herself, of shifting the responsibility? While part of Ray knew this was a sexual invitation, as she had invited him in his house (“I’ll leave it up to you if you want me to call my mother and tell her I’ll be late” and “You make the moves”), part of him, low in confidence, dubious that another could find hm desirable, believed that she meant for him simply to sleep in the same room with her. This part of him, indecisive, hardly forceful, assumed that unless she blatantly expressed the desire to have sex with him, then she didn’t want to. To him, the question wasn’t fully answered.
But he said, “I think I’ll sleep in your sister’s bed,” and he smiled bashfully.
Heidi’s eyes smiled back and she took his hand.
Heidi changed into a nightshirt in the bathroom, returned. She pushed their beds together and climbed in. She watched Ray. At the height of confusion, he simply removed his shoes and began to get into his bed on the left fully dressed.
Heidi laughed at him. “You’re gong to sleep in your clothes?”
“Well—you have pajamas on…”
“Yeah, but I sleep in these.”
Humiliated, Ray got up to strip for her. At least now his last doubts were fading. He removed one of the new pairs of underpants he had bought while Heidi had been on vacation, so that he would have nice clean underwear for just such an occasion as this, then he climbed onto the sister’s bed.
She took his hand, and beckoned by her smile, Ray scooted over onto her bed. She looked happy to move over for him.
Things got off to a decidedly better start this time, despite, or perhaps helped by, the unfamiliar surroundings. “Freddie,” as Ray had referred to his previously unreliable, underdeveloped conjoined twin, which seemed to have intelligence and moods of its own, awakened rather promptly to participate with them. Ray smiled at Heidi with pride, and she smiled back to acknowledge him. She had noticed.
Freddie made all the difference in Ray’s attitude. Feeling decisive now, and forceful, Ray took control. He undressed Heidi. He climbed half onto her body and kissed her, and by hooking his arm under her left leg and drawing it up, pinned her down securely under him in a wrestler’s hold. She smiled up appreciatively into his smile, which was almost sadistic in its satisfied confidence.
As she was further into her period he refrained from oral sex, and they were soon having intercourse. Within minutes Ray had already exceeded himself from last time, and he kept on effortlessly. They were equally relieved, and Ray was so happy that he didn’t think to worry about Heidi ever stepping out of his life.
There were sounds outside their window. Rustlings—a weird cry.
It was Heidi’s cat wanting in. “Fucking cat,” Ray joked. “Why didn’t I bring my Magnum?” Together they nakedly disembarked to let it inside, but Heidi admonished Ray to pull his jeans on lest her spunky dog seize a new toy to decimate. She pulled on her panties. Otherwise naked at the glass patio door, Heidi let her cat inside.
Freddie had diminished once the jeans came on, and Ray was more than a little concerned that he might not resurrect. God had teased him with Divine Providence and then sent a cat to thwart him—but his fears proved unfounded. When the two of them returned to bed, Freddie eagerly rejoined them as well.
Things did not transform to utter perfection this time, however. Ray was sweating as profusely as the first time, causing the two of them to look like they had just emerged from a pool. He nearly went soft twice or more but prayed and fought it and won. As time passed, his new trouble became apparent—he was having a problem climbing for orgasm. That pre-sensation would vaguely near and then recede. When Ray glanced at a clock near the bed and saw that it was going on an hour of continuous intercourse in one position, he began to worry a little about his ability to climax, and he worried that Heidi was getting a little anxious for him to finish up. He began to feel again that he was performing before a critical-minded audience.
By now they were so lubricated that they might have been soaked outside (and in her case, inside) with oil, making them slippery and causing Ray to wonder sometimes if Freddie was really in there. Their contact made a rhythmic squishing-splat sound. He was used to more friction, and this wasn’t helping him approach the pinnacle.
In the end, to Ray’s disappointment, what he had to do was press his face into her neck, close his eyes to block her out, and—he didn’t want to admit to it—fantasize a little. As if masturbating. A real woman under him, and here he was fantasizing like a bored husband. But he told himself he was new to this and doing better, and also as he felt the pre-sensation arrive he was able to lift his head and look into her face. She saw it coming and seemed relieved as he speeded up and ejaculated, moaning.
She seemed gratified. He settled slickly on her.
Ray looked in her eyes again, kissed her. She was smiling.
“That was the best sex I ever had,” he said.
Later he would wish he had joked less with Heidi, been more romantic, less defensively shielded, but it was all he could summon now.
They got up from the bed and it was a pond somewhat tinted with blood; a pinkish marsh. Ray cleaned sore Freddie, still diligently hard, with a tissue and winced. Heidi took a concerned look at him. “What have you got in there, sand paper?” Ray joked some more.
Softly she replied, “I guess so.” Subdued. She had seemed irked about the pink pond. She found a towel to place over it.
“Sleep in your sister’s bed, I’ll sleep on the floor.”
“No, it’s alright.”
“Will that come out?”
“It always has before.” She smiled at him.
“Ahh,” he said, acknowledging her dig. Revenge. When they had begun to make love Ray had nodded toward a framed high school portrait on the bookshelf opposite them, a photo of a serious and non-threatening, though rather snotty looking young man. A little cold and remote. A good future businessman.
“Tim’s watching,” Ray had said, not meaning for it to sound so much like a tease. She had said only, “Mm.” Now she—and Tim—had teased him back.
“I’ll have to wash my hair again tomorrow; I didn’t think I’d have to,” Heidi murmured, making Ray feel dirty and apologetic.
They slipped into their respective beds. “Night,” said Ray. They reached and held hands but didn’t kiss. Without letting go, Heidi twisted to put out the light with her free hand. Heidi smiled at him in the dark and they held hands for a half hour, or maybe an hour—it was hard to tell. Ray was fogged with sleepiness but didn’t sleep. He wondered if she were asleep, listened for her breathing, couldn’t tell and didn’t ask.
Slowly, gently, she extricated her fingers from his, thinking him asleep.
Had she dozed and reawakened, or had she too been awake all this time, and if so, what was in her mind? As her fingers drew away they seemed to lightly caress his, but she turned on her side and showed her back to him.
Ray dozed on and off jaggedly, didn’t sleep deeply until only a few hours before she had set the clock to wake them. A restless night, but it was lovely as well here in the dark with her deep breathing so near. Ray didn’t feel transformed by his official loss of virginity, by his dream come—partially—true. Again, as he had told Heidi before, he didn’t know what he felt.
««—»»
He woke, hearing the springs in her bed that was touching his bed but apart from his. She stalked around to his side and whispered his name.
For some reason he feigned sleep. He hoped for a light touch or kiss but he heard her go and shower and he dozed some more.
Fully dressed, she woke him. She returned to the kitchen and he stole nakedly into the bathroom. He didn’t want to presume to shower so he decided to quickly wash his privates with soapy water. Heidi asked to come in when he was lathered up and gave him a towel. He hoped she hadn’t thought he was going to use the family hand towel to dry himself, though he hadn’t known what to use and might have ended up doing that.
Maybe she hadn’t noticed. Yeah, his mind replied, like she wouldn’t notice that a naked man’s Freddie was all soap bubbles. One pathetic humiliation after another like stones in a wall.
It was still dark out when he joined her in the kitchen. He liked the way she looked with her hair wet and sleeked back as she made lunch for them, though he had told her he didn’t need any. She made him a salami sandwich and gave herself a granola bar for dessert. She toasted herself a breakfast snack but said, “I know you don’t eat breakfast.” He didn’t, usually, on weekdays but he had never told her this. She did make him some coffee. He took it with him when they left.
They didn’t pick up his car but drove directly to work in the gloom of pre-dawn, and got there early. Sat in the parking lot. She seemed more remote and uncommunicative than yesterday and he felt a tad bitterly defensive, but they chatted politely a little. Ray heard a car door slam, turned his head. “Shit.”
“What?”
“Pete and Russ.”
“We should hurry inside.”
They left Heidi’s car, Ray carrying his conspicuous paper overnight bag. Pete and Russ spotted them and waved across the lot. “Shit,” said Ray, but he was glad. Proud. Eat your heart out, Pete. “Go on ahead and punch in,” Ray told her, and purposely dragged behind. The sinful excitement of it all.
««—»»
There wasn’t much opportunity for communication between them at work, except at lunch. Ray, Heidi, and the pretty little Portugese girl sat in the stock room. When the girls strolled in Ray got up from the desk and insisted Heidi sit there. She looked at him to say with warm meaningfulness, “You’re a sweet guy.”
“I know.”
They ate. Ray noticed Heidi wore the white-bodied, blue-sleeved baseball jersey she had worn that day in the van, and oddly, he wore the white-bodied red-sleeved jersey he had worn. He motioned to his jersey and hers. “We should form a club.”
Lunch ended too soon. The buzzer sounded. Ray started out. “Bye.”
Heidi looked up at him sadly. She echoed, “Bye.” Sadly.
This was the second to last time they spoke at work. She had to get right home tonight so Ray had bargained on Pete giving him a ride home in his van, and he’d agreed. This was Heidi’s last day of work—she wanted the last few days of the week for herself. Then a few full weeks of vacation before school resumed.
Ray hadn’t really feared this day because he assumed they would see each other outside work. He had been a bit disappointed that she hadn’t simply taken today off, too, so that he could have called in sick and they could have spent the day together. But he thought she would find plenty of time during vacation to come visit him at his house.
Too bad, she had told him on one occasion, they had gotten together so close to the end of summer and not when she first came. Too bad…too bad. ( I asked you, he had thought.) But her last day at work was the last time she intended to see him, apparently. Apparently. Brief encounter, she had once told him.
When Ray left the stock room to punch back in from lunch, Heidi folded her lunch bag and glanced up at the ugly skin tacked to the wall as it stirred.
««—»»
The last time they spoke at work was at the end of the day when Heidi wasfollowing the queue to the time clock. In no hurry to push his way to the clock, Ray leaned against a table watching. Heidi came nearer to him and said, “Bye.”
“Bye,” he said coldly. He had pretended not to see her approach. Part of him must have known this was apparently the last time she meant to see him, and that part of him was mad.
She lingered a moment and returned to the line. Punched out.
««—»»
Ray occupied himself much of the weekend with his friend Dicky and his girlfriend Terry, even sleeping over at their new apartment in Worcester on Saturday night. It helped keep his mind off confusing hopes and fears. At the dinky kitchen table Ray joked that he wanted to get his ear pierced soon; Terry took him up on it and, impulsively excited, he told her to go ahead. He numbed his left lobe with ice in a face cloth (pretty painful for a numbing effect) while she soaked a needle in hydrogen peroxide. She ran the needle entirely through his lobe, which crunched inside but he didn’t flinch or complain. This was nearly as hallucinatorily exciting and exotic as when he had had the yin/yangs tattooed on his hands at the house of a friend of a friend. Terry fitted a gold half-moon earring into the bleeding hole and Ray went into the bathroom to admire himself. Dicky just laughed at the weirdness of it all.
He marveled at how Ray could be so reserved but unexpectedly get tattoos, get his ear pierced.
Ray had gotten the impression that Terry had enjoyed performing the surgery, as she was interested in horror movies, vampires, and joked a lot about bondage and sadomasochism. That had made this little ritual all the more exotic for him.
What would Heidi say when she saw this?
Ray expected Heidi to phone him Sunday night. She didn’t. At work Monday he missed looking across at her. The entire place seemed different, unfriendly, a mold on his spirit.
He had called from Dicky’s house Saturday afternoon and a sister, apparently, had told him she was out. Out? With Tim, no doubt. He’d left a message but Heidi didn’t call him Monday, or Tuesday, and now it was nearly a week already since he had last seen her. Monday after work he wrote her a letter at the library, photocopied a copy for himself and mailed it. At the library he had fought to restrain tears. He was embarrassed by the letter, uncertain of it. It said they hadn’t had the proper opportunity to say goodbye (it was creeping up on him that she didn’t intend to say a further goodbye—that the night at her house had been goodbye). The letter ended that he knew now that he loved her. Not because she was a woman who had touched his life—he loved her. Her being, her persona. He realized that now, he told her.
Inside, deep, part of him wondered at the truth in that. She didn’t really stack up well against his fantasy requirements for a woman. In fact, Heidi had looked up naked from Ray’s bed that night in his home at a drawing of Stevie Nicks he had framed, and muttered self-pityingly, “It’s hard to compete with a fantasy.” He had felt embarrassed at this strange accusation, wondered what crack in her self-confidence, self-image, had leaked it. Later, stupidly, he had joked, “I wouldn’t be having a hard time if you looked like Stevie Nicks.”
“I know,” she had muttered.
But he did love her, his conscious mind persisted. He chose to love her— it wasn’t because she was the first and only one. Real one.
Time had stood still for Ray; her impending departure from work had barely registered on him. It hadn’t mattered all that much that she had decided to quit her job a week earlier than planned. Hadn’t she said things like, “We’ll have to do it more often,” and, “I don’t ever want to leave you”? Time had become warped to him. It had only been three weeks, their involvement. Less—one week had been her Maine vacation. Days.
A few days. How did “ever” become a few days?
You were blind, he told himself. Deaf. The baleful ring. “Brief Encounter.”
Ray stayed home sick form work Tuesday.
He paced the dilapidated upstairs apartment with a coffee in hand, sunlight slanting into the dusty rooms like rays through the cracks in a crumbling tomb. He stopped to look at knickknacks and old books in a shelf corresponding with his parlor bookshelf. There was a busted statue of St. Francis of Assisi and a busted bust of Chopin. Ray supposed the old woman’s cat had knocked these over. Chopin looked sternly pissed at having been shattered, but benign Francis forgave the animal. Ray sipped his coffee and stared in a dull trance at their scattered chunks.
Again he paced. He wanted to call her—she wasn’t going to call him.
He knew it. But he was having a hard time willing himself to do it.
Kelly had stopped barking at the creaking floorboards above her where he paced but he heard her bark again as he clumped downstairs.
Inside he told her, “Shut the fuck up. Who do you think it is?” He finished off his coffee, rinsed his cup with Kelly watching him, a little frightened by his anger. Cowed.
He paced some more. A half hour, maybe, in his own parlor. And then, impulsively, the only way he could do it, he found himself veering from his pacing to stride directly to the kitchen phone. He had been playing fantasy conversations through his head, and yet for all that he wasn’t prepared for what to say as he watched his finger punch out her number for him. He gingerly held the receiver against his face as if pointing a gun to his temple.
His heart gurgled.
He almost hoped no one would be home. The receiver lifted on the other end. “Hello.”
He wasn’t sure if it was her. “Is Heidi here?”
“Just a minute.” A second. “Hello?”
“Hi—it’s Ray.”
The conversation didn’t amount to much, because Ray was waiting for something from her that didn’t come. He didn’t pursue it, wasn’t decisive and forceful. She mentioned that a little green spider had lighted on her sister just now at the table and Heidi had brushed it off and squished it. Ray joked, “That poor thing. He wasn’t hurting anybody. He’s just minding his own business and this big ugly giant murders him.”
“Thanks,” said Heidi—no doubt, sarcastically, about “ugly.” He had meant that from the spider’s viewpoint all humans were hideous giants.
Monsters.
They joked some more, teased each other. Heidi said she would have to give him a spanking the next time she saw him (he instantly clung to
“next time”). She said she would dress up, for the occasion, in black leather and chains, with a whip, black stockings and stiletto heels.
“And you glasses,” Ray completed.
He felt her grow chilly and hurt on the other end. He realized that had been mean, but she had been intimidating him with her sexuality—and he felt she was being immodest. She did wear glasses, and looked like an attractive young librarian. The image of a librarian dominance freak didn’t make him enthused, especially when in the context of the joke he was the victim to be humiliated by her whip. It scared him to think that even a shy and seemingly accessible, down-to-earth serious young woman like Heidi could pose, even as a joke, as some malicious temptress. What did that leave him to hope for in women?
Soon after, Heidi was excusing herself to do some chore for her mother. They hadn’t talked long. Now Ray became a bit desperate and leapt to the point.
“Can I see you again in person?”
“Maybe. Eventually.”
“Alright. Bye,” Ray said tersely. He hung up without waiting for her, which for him was unusual.
He turned from the phone and began walking toward the parlor and Kelly looked up at him sharply as the wail began to come out of him.
««—»»
What must the uncomprehending dog have thought of his display?
Some agonizing physical pain? No, she was not that uncomprehending.
She could at least smell anger in it—fury—and so she stayed under the kitchen table to watch him. She was the spider, he the hideous giant.
He paced, made abrupt turns, ranted in a sobbing self-pitying voice as the damned would rant if there were a literal hell. Why, why, why? he demanded of Heidi and of God and of himself. He swung his fist into the wall of his bathroom, and as the plaster was weak it cratered in a little.
Oh great—his beautiful apartment. He paced into the livingroom briskly and in its center squeezed his palms to his temples as if to hold his brain from exploding, his eyes and teeth clenched but pain oozing through.
He snapped his head to look abruptly at his closed bedroom door as if he had just heard a cry from in there. A soft, ghostly peep.
His pistols were in there.
Ray spun and strode back into the kitchen to phone his friend Angela.
They talked on the phone often; she would tell him her problems, would listen to his. Maybe come over. He had had a crush on her for a time, still did really, but he had accepted his limitations and loved her as a friend.
Dicky wouldn’t do right now—he needed to talk to a woman. He needed some woman somewhere not to turn him away.
Of course, no one was home. Ray hung up with a sputtering sob.
He didn’t try again, didn’t call Dicky or his aunt or anyone. He returned to pacing and to fantasizing about what he should have said.
At four-thirty, two hours after he had phoned Heidi, he called her again.
««—»»
Almost instantly every pore of her voice oozed reluctance to speak with him. Ray stammered something about being…confused.
“Hm,” Heidi sighed, sounding patient and compassionate (and reluctant), “we have a confused person here.” She asked him to specify.
Ray asked Heidi what her motivations had been in becoming involved with him. Soon she was crying, and at the precise moment Ray heard her begin, he began—and for most of their hour-and-a-half long conversation both continued crying, though it would range from sniffling sobs to hysterical gasping. Ray felt an almost exultant agony at her crying for him, and at his crying openly to her.
“…I believe a person can love two people at one time,” Heidi sobbed, referring to Ray and her boyfriend Tim.
“There was never a choice there, though—you weren’t thinking of choosing me.”
“I care about you, Ray, I really do.”
“I can’t buy that, Heidi, I’m sorry.”
“You son of a bitch,” she squeaked in a thin little sob meant as toughness, which struck Ray even now as cute, “don’t you call me a liar. Don’t you think this is as hard for me as it is for you?”
“No,” Ray chuckle-sobbed, “ I don’t, Heidi—I don’t.”
It was satisfying and touching for him to hear her frustrated tearful responses to such accusations throughout this, their last talk. Yet even as part of him gratefully drank up her declarations of concern and compassion for him, another part rejected them and wanted more than declarations, something physical and substantial.
She told him if she’d just wanted sex she would have gone to bed with other men who’d asked her out; that sex wasn’t all that important to her. “Why then,” asked Ray, “did you seek out a relationship with me that was mostly just for sex?”
“I don’t know,” she moaned. Earlier, before the crying, he had asked her if their affair had mostly just been for sex and she had hesitatingly replied, “Mostly—yes,” contradictory to what she said now. She tried to clarify, “It started out just for sex, but…”
“If I wanted just to go to bed with somebody I’d go find a hooker. I don’t think a Penthouse Forum lifestyle becomes you—it isn’t you.”
“I do care about you.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“I thought when I went back to school I could…get away from you and I wouldn’t have to think about you—I could get you off my mind.”
She didn’t mean run out on him; she meant it as a compliment that he meant that much to her, but wasn’t it the same result? “I’m having a hard time with this now,” she cried, “because I hurt you and I’m sorry.” Heidi then related to Ray how she had tried once to break up with Tim, and how Tim, who drank when they fought and would speed off recklessly in his car, had threatened to crash his car and had stormed off in an effort (supposedly) to do so, but Heidi had clung to him and finally gotten his keys from him.
“So you’re going to marry him out of blackmail, huh? And guilt and pity, just to keep him alive? Is that one of the reasons you won’t get serious with me—you’re afraid he’ll kill himself if you leave him?”
“Yes,” Heidi moaned.
“Well that’s funny because I feel almost suicidal, too.” Ray’s voice broke again, the tears dripped fresh and nakedly. “I have a loaded gun right there in my room now and it’s almost like it’s calling me and I’m afraid—I’m afraid to be alone…”
“Ray, if you killed yourself I’d have a nervous breakdown,” Heidi blubbered in an agonized, jagged tone which backed up her words. “Can you hear the emotion in my voice? Imagine what I’d be like if you committed suicide.”
“It isn’t easy for me—I fell in love with you.”
“I know it isn’t easy for you; it isn’t easy for me either. I ruined your life.” Her gasp-sobs came now with utter despair, utter failure as a human being. “I’m sorry…”
As much as Ray felt a need to bury her under a molten pile of guilt, to blame her for all the torture of his life, he felt a great pity for her now as she blamed herself too willingly for the totality of his spirit’s pain.
Wasn’t he helping to ruin her life? There was something soft and vulnerable, her most vulnerable pressure point, exposed now and she was helping him guide the arrows into it, masochistically. Now that her defensive tone had given way to this unabashed self-immolation Ray’s con-science couldn’t bear it, even though it was self-reproach he had sought in her and wanted the most.
“I’m sorry, Heidi,” he reassured her quickly in a calmer voice, “you haven’t ruined my life—only I can do that. Don’t blame yourself. I won’t kill myself, I swear…I wouldn’t do that to you and my family. It would be immature and selfish for me to blackmail you with that. I don’t want you to have a suicidal guy on either hand…it wouldn’t be fair for me to do the same thing to you he’s doing. I won’t kill myself, I’ll be alright.” He said all this for her, but he didn’t necessarily mean it for himself. So I’m hiding my true pain for her protection, he realized—sacrificing. This must really be love, he thought. He was truly surprised and sadly pleased at his own unselfish consideration, though he realized it might be counterproductive. But then, would he really be endearing himself as a suicidal lover when she had one of that variety already? He told himself he wanted her to be happy and whole whether it was with him or with Tim. Could he really be this magnanimous in the deepest depth of his spirit?
By now Heidi’s mother had discovered her daughter on the phone crying, and Ray—who wondered how much she knew of what was going on—heard her sternly urge Heidi to hang up. Heidi put her off, and the mother apparently left for now. Ray then entered into a dramatic lecture on the future for Heidi. He had determined that she was greatly motivated in her goals and aspirations to please her father, and during some conversation Heidi must have brought Ray up to her father..or perhaps even approached her father about Ray. Maybe excitedly, enthusiastically, she had told her dad about this new man she had met. Her father, Heidi had told Ray, said he didn’t want to see his daughter go out with a factory boy.
Factory boy. In quotation marks: a “factory boy.” Factory boy.
He didn’t say he didn’t want his daughter to go out with a sensitive artist. He said he didn’t want his daughter to go out with a factory boy.
It hadn’t hit Ray very hard at the time she told him this. Why? He supposed that at that time things (beautiful things and horrible things) had been rushing by too fast to catch and assimilate. Boy, did he assimilate it now. Factory boy. It seared him like a brand on his skin, spelling out in charred, bloody-bubbly words: FACTORY BOY.
“Heidi,” he asked her sternly, “is your father one of the reasons you won’t get serious with me?”
“Yes,” she moaned.
“Those are good reasons to get married—because of suicide blackmail and to please your father. What about you? How can these two guys say they really love you? Your father doesn’t have to live your life for you—when he’s dead where will you be? Living a life for him still? You have to think about this, Heidi—even if you never see me again, it’s important. I’m not saying this for me, I swear. Think about this.”
“I will. But if I left Tim for you, I’d be seeing Tim all the time at school and
I’d only see you when I could, you know? How could I be around Tim and not…you know? Not…”
“Love isn’t…Christ, love isn’t based on—proximity.” What an inane excuse, his brain fumed. “If you love somebody it doesn’t matter if you’re not always near them. That’s no excuse not to…”
“Ray, it just wouldn’t work.”
“Why?”
“I told you. And I do love him.”
“Heidi, I can’t help being in love with you.”
“I’m sorry, Ray…I really care about you, I really do.”
“I still have a hard time believing you,” Ray sobbed.
“If I had met you before Tim,” she sobbed back, “I wouldn’t need another man, ever—you’d fill my heart.”
For a woman to say such a thing to him was so unreal, and even under the circumstances flushed him with delirious excitement. But did she mean it, really mean it?
“I hope,” Heidi continued, “someday you’ll believe me that I care about you.”
“I hope so too, but…”
“Can we still be friends? Do you think you can handle that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Please.”
“I have friends. I need…I have just friends.”
“Please, Ray? Can you try?”
He smiled. Sighed. “Yeah, alright. Okay.” If it made it easier for her to look in the mirror tomorrow.
“Stay alive,” she told him.
“I will—physically.”
“In all ways.”
“I’ve been dead a long time,” his voice cracked.
The mother was back, apparently more determined to protect her child from the damaging factory boy. Ray became a bit desperate to get his last few bullets in. “Think about what I said about your father and Tim and living life for yourself, Heidi, will you? Even if you never see me again, do it for yourself—please promise me.”
The mother’s voice rose.
“I will, I promise,” Heidi cried. “Take care.”
“I love you, Heidi.”
There was a final little gasping sob in response, and then the phone hastily clunked off. Bzzz. She was gone. Bzzz…
Ray let out a sob, too.
At a time like this it was hard for him to comprehend that this kind of thing happened to millions of people in the world each day. Just the end of another brief encounter.
Ray paced a while, replaying fragments of their conversation, past conversations, while some foolish shred of his mind still optimistically weighed the possibilities of retaining a friendship which might someday evolve into something substantially more. Substantial beyond mere fleshly sex.
That shred blew away in the greater winds of his pain.
Kelly lay staring up at him as he paced. He didn’t go to her—he didn’t want dumb dog solace.
She didn’t really care to the extent she had said, the voices in the winds told him; she didn’t mean that about if she had met him before Tim.
Her heart being filled with him. About her hiding in her school life to escape her feelings for him. Justifications, excuses, lies. I was just a human vibrator, the wind seemed to cry as it blew across the unfriendly terrain in his mind, I was just a physical fantasy.
Ray tried to tell himself to make a cup of coffee, sit down and attempt to call Angela again.
Instead he veered radically from his pacing and burst into his bedroom. He bucked with sobs, watched through a liquid unreality as his yin/yang-tattooed hand sought out and lifted the snub-nosed .38. He turned and faced out into the livingroom at Kelly, who looked concerned but not concerned enough, not comprehending enough.
Convulsing, nearly hysterical, Ray lifted the gun and it glittered weirdly through his tears. He pointed it to his right temple, the muzzle lightly brushing his skin, and his finger curled around the roughly checkered trigger without yet really applying pressure. The five hollow-point bullets waited like warheads in silos but only one was needed to annihilate this world. Ray pivoted from Kelly’s eyes and looked across his room, looked into the eyes of his unfinished Van Gogh-inspired self-portrait.
He gurgled a self-pitying, hopeless whine and tightened up the slack in his finger.
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Chapter

6

..Okay,” Paul said, taking charge. He was, after all, the man in charge. “Abby, take your car down the street to a pay phone and get an ambulance over here for Steve.”

“Why don’t you let me take Steve to the hospital so we won’t have to wait for an ambulance?”

“No—no way. What if he needs the paramedics on the ride or something? Just get an ambulance up here. Then after you call them, call up Roy and ask him where Dave and everybody might’ve gone. I’ll write his number down for ya.” Paul dug out his wallet and began searching through a nest of scraps and notes.

“Did you check punch cards to see if they all punched out?” asked Maureen.

“No, but I’m going back down there in a minute while you and Jean keep an eye on Steve. I’m gonna see if anyone’s in the paint room or the back dock area.” Paul found the first shift shop foreman’s number and scribbled it down on the back of a production sheet. Abby took it, folded it into the pocket of her ski jacket. She jingled her keys.

“I’m all set.”

“Okay, let’s go. You two don’t take your eyes off Steve.”

“Gotcha, Bloss,” said Jean.

Paul walked briskly after Abby. Both disappeared from the room.

The door slammed and both young women turned to gaze down at Steve, curled up in a ball on his side on the paint-spattered push cart. He seemed to be mellowing out further and getting dopey; he blinked up at the girls docilely and without a vestige of recognition. He was almost too vulnerable for the girls to be afraid of, but neither of them got too close to him with both Paul and Abby gone.

“I’m gonna try the phone again,” Jean decided, returning to the little shipping office half under the stairs.

“This is fuckin’ spooky, man.” Maureen hugged her arms and hunched her shoulders. “No shit—where did everybody go? Even Donna?”

“They must have all got sent home and they forgot to tell us—that’s all,” Jean said. She wasn’t getting anything. “Well Dave wouldn’t go but he’s probably in the paint room or whatever. Smoking a joint or something. This damn thing.” Jean slapped the phone down, looking utterly disgusted.

“What about Donna?” Maureen stressed, eyes on Steve, still hugging herself. Steve’s eyes were gently fluttering shut.

Jean didn’t have a quick reply for that.

««—»»

Abby’s keys jingled louder in the concrete stairwell. She touched bottom first and reached out to push the door open.

“Wait!” snapped Paul behind her.

Turning, Abby said, “What?”

Paul scowled at the blank spot below the stairs. “My bike is gone.”

“Gone?” Abby stared. “What the fuck?”

“It was here when I came down like twenty minutes ago. Come on.”

Paul pushed past her and through the door.

The radio in the main molding room was still on (I meant to turn that off, thought Paul) and playing another over-dynamic, turgid heavy metal song. Abby stepped to the door leading outside.

“You got change for the pay phone?”asked Paul.

“Yeah.”

Paul started to turn away.

Abby went to turn the knob and push against the door. The knob didn’t turn and the door didn’t push. “Hey.” She pulled back and looked at the knob. “Hey Paul, I think they locked us—” She broke off.

Paul came back. “It’s locked? ”

“Check this out, man!” Abby glided her finger down the edge of the door where it joined against its frame. Then her eyes and finger followed the top outline of the door as Paul stepped up beside her. She said, “Is this glue or foam or something? It looks like somebody glued the door shut!”

“No shit, it does, ” hissed Paul. He gripped the knob and fought it and it slipped through his fingers. Butting his shoulder lightly against the metal door didn’t jar it. “It does look like somebody squirted glue around the edges of the door and then shut it.”

“Even the bottom, see? And the hinges.”

Paul gingerly poked the amber-colored substance that had bulged out from the crack between door and frame. It had hardened solid, whatever it was. There was a slight, unfamiliar, unpleasant chemical stink to it.

Beads of it had squeezed from the crack and dribbled down like candle wax, leaving hard resiny trails. Paul, once a molder, a five year Rim Corp veteran, didn’t recognize the stuff.

But he did recognize it. He had seen it not a half hour earlier, similarly coating the edges of the little window at the landing halfway up the stairs to the second floor. A strange, quick cold surf washed over Paul.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the battered Buck knife he was never without but never wore in a visible sheath, and he opened its ugly sharp blade with a click that drew Abby’s attention.

Abby didn’t protest—she relished the dramatic. She said, in a furtive whisper now, “Somebody did this on purpose, Paul.”

“I know.” Paul found himself lowering his voice, too, his eyes darting through the chains and mold presses, the beams splashed with hard foam that looked like diseased flesh. “The window on the landing up here looks glued shut, too…somebody’s being a real wise-guy.”

“I have to get to a phone!”

“Let’s go try the back door on our floor.”

Abby ducked back into the stairwell, and after a last suspicious glance into the molding area, Paul lunged after her. He considered wedging this door open, but if someone wanted to glue it they would simply unwedge it. Had practical jokers stolen his bike, too? Played with the intercom? Smashed that Schnapps bottle in the ladies’ room?

“You’re right!” cried Abby on the landing, kneeling at the window.

Paul knelt beside her. “My God, check it out! The whole fucking thing!”

Paul stared numbly. When he had noticed the window before, the gum had been soft and a drip had run down the glass. Now not only the edges were glued—the entire surface of the glass was sheeted over with the amber substance, which had also streaked down a bit to the landing floor.

Paul scratched at the stuff with the tip of his knife; it left a faint whitish scratch, but not a deep one. He positioned the tip under a bead at the outer edge of the rectangular mass and tried to wedge the blade between the stuff and the wall. He exerted more force. The blade ground against the wall, couldn’t slide under the plastic-like material. He tried to pry away a swell of the stuff, using the knife as a lever, but the knife just grated and skidded off.

“Don’t stab yourself,” Abby cautioned.

Paul rose. “Let’s go try the dock door.”

««—»»

Maureen and Jean could tell something was wrong when they saw Abby come back first, and Paul with his knife in hand. Steve softly whimpered.

Abby and Paul strode straight past the girls. “Stay here,” Paul said.

“What’s up?”

“Just wait.” Paul hit the switch that would light the dock, then tried the knob to the door that led onto it. It turned. He and Abby passed onto the dock. It was cold: they could see their breaths a little in the stark light.

“Jesus Christ!” Paul said.

“I don’t believe this, Paul—how could anybody do this out here without us hearing ‘em?”

“We’ve all been talking and scurrying around,” Paul supposed. He drew closer to the door that opened to stone steps leading down to the driveway. There was a window—normally—in the door; now it was hidden under a hard sheet of resin-like plastic, or plastic-like resin. The four edges of the door were sealed with it. Paul drifted sideways to the first of the three dock doors trucks backed up to. Resin squeezed out around the edges. Next door: resin. Third door, too. Paul squatted, seized the handle with both hands and tried to jerk the door up when he rose. The jolt through his body was hernia-inspiring. “Ugh—shit,” he grunted. He straightened, hands sore. His right shoulder felt torn.

“This is fucking scary, man,” Abby said. “Let’s keep checking windows. How about the dock doors downstairs?”

“Why do I get this feeling they’re glued, too?” said Paul. “Wait a minute.”

Abby followed Paul back into the shipping department. Abby brought the other two up to date while Paul picked up a screwdriver and poked in a tool cabinet across the room for a hammer. He couldn’t find one. Coffee cups—some tool cabinet.

“No way!” Maureen exclaimed. Abby led Maureen and Jean out to the dock to show them what they’d found. Paul turned to a large scale on which boxes of parts were weighed. There were three detachable weights on the slide. Paul removed the heaviest of them and tailed after the three women.

He found them congregated at the sealed window. “Move, move, move. Somebody go back in and watch Steve.” They parted to let him through but all three lingered to watch as Paul positioned the screwdriver in the very center of the window like a chisel. He brought the weight back, then against the butt of the screwdriver with a crack. The blade skit-tered across the plastic surface an inch or two, leaving a faint scratch.

Paul tried again, with more force. Skitter. The stuff was slick like obsidian but not brittle; it didn’t shatter. Didn’t even crack.

“God,” Maureen breathed.

Paul hammered the screwdriver repeatedly, twelve solid blows, doing his best not to let the blade slide. When he removed his tools there was an asterisk of scratch lines but no gouges; no cracks. He sighed. “Okay—

Abby and I are gonna keep checking doors and windows while you two stay with Steve. Keep trying the phones.”

“I just did; I can’t get a call out,” Jean replied.

“Yeah, well keep tryin’…and don’t leave this floor if you can help it.”

“What do ya thinks goin’ on? ” Maureen asked.

“I have no idea,” Paul said. He led his crew from the dock back into the shipping and refinishing department. He instantly noticed that Steve was gone.

««—»»

After the initial few moments of frantic excitement Abby suggested,

“We should spread out and look for him!”

Paul came out from the elevator shaft, started for the cafeteria.

“I’m not spreading out anywhere,” Maureen said, hugging herself.

“Everybody just stay there, stay together,” Paul called back. “I’m gonna look in the men’s room.”

Abby sprang after him. “You two keep together,” she warned Maureen and Jean.

Maureen glanced nervously at the door to the stairs running parallel to the elevator; she half expected to see Steve’s face pop up in the window the moment Paul and Abby were out of view. She shuddered. “One minute he’s in a ball and won’t move, and the next minute he gets up and runs off.”

“There’s gotta be a normal explanation for all this, don’t worry,” Jean reassured her, maintaining her air of unruffled confidence. She seemed the most calm and nonchalant of them—but whether that was good or bad was another thing.

No one in the cafeteria. Abby pointed out the window up by the ceiling over the pay phone. It was capped in plastic, a few beads having dribbled half way down to the floor. Paul picked up the phone and tried it, to no avail.

“Abby,” he said, “I told you to stay with the others.”

“You shouldn’t be left alone, Paul—something dangerous could be happening.”

Abby wanted to be in the thick of the excitement; this was an adventure for her so far. Not that she didn’t worry about Paul. He looked past her into the shipping area. “Go see if the windows in there are all sealed.”

“Oh my God—I didn’t think of that!” Abby was whirling around already.

“I didn’t either. I’ll check the rest rooms.”

The men’s room was empty save for Paul’s anxious reflection. He stealthily floated into the ladies’s room. The shattered Schnapp’s bottle, empty booths. Paul still gripped his Buck knife. He went back into the cafeteria and heard his name called simultaneously. Abby started to run for him but stopped when she saw him coming. Maureen and Jean were staring up at something intensely.

“Don’t tell me,” Paul said, following their eyes.

“Now when did this happen?” Abby asked him. “It wasn’t like this when we came in today. The only time when we were all out of the room was just a few minutes out on the dock…right?”

The small windows near the ceiling to either side of the room were sealed over with that mysterious yellow-brown material. These windows were normally covered with thick translucent plastic anyway and the effect was similar. Wasn’t it possible that they had been this way all along and they simply hadn’t noticed, Paul wondered. Paul hoped.

“I’m scared,” Maureen said. She eyed the knife in Paul’s fist. “Do you think the company is doing this or is it some sickie or what?”

“Maybe Steve did it. He’s acting like a sickie,” Jean suggested drily.

“Could, um, could some kind of insulation around all the windows have melted and then got, I don’t know, hard again?” Maureen didn’t sound convinced by her own proposed theory.

“No,” Paul said firmly. “Somebody’s got some kind of glue gun or something and is going around squirtin’ this stuff. It’s gotta be.”

“There’s glue guns in post-ops,” said Abby. “You stick a tube of hard glue in ‘em and it heats it up into glue. That could be it.”

“Whoever did the dock must have come in from the parking lot, glued the truck doors and the window in the door,” Paul mused, “then glued the edges of the door and gone back outside to the parking lot.”

“Somebody’s playing a joke.” Jean rolled her eyes.

“So what do we do? ” Maureen persisted. “Where’d Steve go?”

Paul sighed, nibbled his lip, his eyebrows bunched over his nose.

“Abby and me will keep looking for Steve and for a way out…you two stay on this floor and stay together no matter what. Don’t even go to the bathroom alone.”

“What if Steve pops up and tries to hurt me and Jean?”

“I’ll knock him on his ass, don’t worry,” Jean said, bunching a fist.

Paul resisted the urge to roll his eyes himself. To Abby he said, “Let’s start upstairs. Maybe Steve went back to work,” he added sarcastically.

Maureen protested, “Shouldn’t you try downstairs first? If there’s any windows or doors not glued up you should get to them before anybody else does, y’know?”

“Yeah, but Steve could hurt himself.”

“Well maybe he went downstairs.”

“Okay, yeah, you’re right.”

“Maureen and me will look upstairs for him,” Jean offered.

“No we won’t—Steve’s acting crazy!”

“You and me both worked in nursing homes, honey—you used to have to deal with those violent grannies like I did. We can handle it. I’m not afraid of anything.”

“Good for you—I am. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I think you’d better just stay right here like I said,” Paul ordered.

“Let’s go, Abby.”

“Sucka-lucka,” Jean dismissed in that special language of hers.

Abby selected a Phillips-head screwdriver as her weapon to bring along. Paul saw this and didn’t think to dissuade her.

««—»»

The two of them stole out of the stairwell and into the first floor shop like two sailors boarding the drifting, creaking, vacant Mary Celeste to check for signs of life that were never found. Paul remembered reading about that mysterious abandoned vessel; undisturbed belongings were found on board preserved in mid use. A partially eaten breakfast. That story had always intrigued and haunted Paul.

On the radio in the large molding area the song Synchronicity by the Police

played through a screen of rasping static. The radio sounded even louder than the last time Paul had ventured down here.

Paul hovered in the doorway as if listening to the song. He sharpened up as Abby squeezed around him. She whispered, “Look at the punch cards.”

“Yeah, right.” Paul felt glad to have Abby beside him as they skirted around the smaller, black foam molding area. They came to the punch clock and its racks for cards either IN or OUT. Paul ran his eyes down the line for OUT but Abby had already found Donna’s card in IN and plucked it out.

She held it under Paul’s nose, saying, “She didn’t punch out, Paul.”

Paul pulled more cards from IN. Names he knew from deflashing.

“No one in deflashing punched out but they’re gone.” Just for comparison he examined the cards in OUT. The molders and post-ops crew, all sent home, had all clocked out properly. He reversed a card and inserted it into the clock to see if it were still functioning, and the card was stamped on its blank side with the correct time. He dropped the card back into its slot thoughtfully.

They walked past the degreasing tank quickly and downstairs into the maintenance office to try the phone again. Paul couldn’t get an outside line—only that muted, remote busy signal—so he dialed for the phone upstairs. He heard Maureen snatch up the receiver anxiously. “Hello?”

“It’s just me testing. Call me if you need me. Seen Steve yet?”

“No. Did you check the windows down there?”

“We’re gonna do that right now.”

Up from the sunken office, they again passed the degreasing tank into which parts were lowered in a cage to be rid of grease in a chemical bath. As required by law, the names and properties of the chemicals involved were posted on the wall beside it—chemicals with mile-long names, all of which sounded utterly unhealthy, like the ingredients listed on a box of cereal.

In the separate, large main molding area brittle pieces of “flash”

crackled under their shoes. “Look.” Paul pointed his knife toward the ceiling. The high, castle-like windows were familiarly sealed, to the surprise of neither of them. Abby grunted with grim acceptance. Paul advanced on the radio, now playing a less interesting song, and shut it off with an irritated snap. The sudden silence was a contrast so eerie that Paul could almost hear the last note of the banished song echoing faintly in the corners like a dying wind-blown moth. A Mary Celeste blanket of stillness came settling down on them like a collapsing parachute.

The plastic debris snapped under their feet louder as they returned to the general shop area. Deflashing still empty, post-ops still empty. At the far end of the room they stopped at a segmented overhead garage door like the three on the loading dock upstairs. Even though the amber was quite evident around its edges Paul gave it an obligatory, ineffective tug.

As one they turned to a wide doorway branching off from the room.

Through it they could see the small elevator that ended on the third floor where they had found Steve buried in boxes. Opposite the elevator, stairs which led up to the dark cardboard room on Paul’s floor. Between the elevator and stairs were those hanging plastic insulation strips, smeared with grease. It was too murky beyond to see anything through them from here, but back there was the rear loading dock, mostly used to unload the drums of paint that were stored in the paint room, which was behind that curtain of plastic strips also.

“Well,” said Paul, stepping forward. The motionless strips with darkness behind them seemed to beckon him and repel him simultaneously.

Paul remembered the story he had told the girls only tonight—how a molder had once seen the lights flick on and off through these strips, and on investigating had seen a mysterious figure on the back dock disappear behind a pile of old molds—not to reappear.

There was a loud crash somewhere in the shop behind them.

“Shit!” Abby hissed, jumping and spinning, Phillips-head ready.

Paul crouched, eyes burning, like a knife fighter. He straightened up a little and whispered to Abby, “Come on.”

Nothing looked changed in post-ops…in deflashing. They passed the punch clock. They hung back in the threshold to the main molding room; nothing seemed any more misaligned in there than it had a few minutes ago.

“I think it was in the machine shop,” Paul whispered, and they proceeded.

Before them, the machine shop was dimly lit, an ideal playground for mischievous shadow-children. They hid giggling soundlessly behind a work bench here, a pile of unused molds there. The locked office door looked enigmatic—a red security alarm light flashed rhythmically on and off above it like a heart beat.

They crept past the degreasing tank on their right, Abby craning her neck to cast a quick glance inside it.

She jumped against Paul, almost knocking him off his feet, and screamed.

Abby had seen that the chemical had turned an opaque clouded red, and she had glimpsed a bent knee and a bent elbow and a big sneaker poking up out of the murk.

««—»»

Paul snuck up on the cauldron, snapping back at Abby, “Okay, quiet— shut up! ”

Abby hung back, chanting some kind of Christian supplication:

“Oh my God, oh my God, Jesus Christ…oh my God…”

Paul peeked over the tub’s rim and joined in with Abby momentarily despite his belief in the Old Religion: “Jesus Christ! Holy fuck!”

“Is that blood? ”

“I don’t know—it looks like it.” With a fluttering heart Paul glanced around and then bounded past Abby to where a broom leaned against a beam.

“Who is it?” Abby groaned. She half-doubled abruptly and produced a gurgling belch but caught herself, squeezed her eyes shut.

“I don’t know yet.” The broom shivered in his hands like a dowsing rod. He poked the handle into the red liquid, moved it about gingerly. It found soft resistance. Paul felt his own craw yawn threateningly, as if a bucket of bile inside him were balanced, tottering, on a thin board. He stirred the liquid some more and very nearly jumped out of his body—the sneaker propped against the side of the tank slid down under the surface.

“Jesus Christ.”

“Come on—what if he’s alive?”

“Why don’t you come over here and do it!” Paul hissed. The pole’s tip caught in some clothing around where the chest should have been and Paul levered the broom on the edge of the tank. Something began to rise up, dripping…something heavy. The broom creaked, bowing, as Paul pushed down on it harder. A face emerged from the red liquid, and now a thrown-back head. Dripping hair. Chemicals with mile-long names mixed into one soup, now tinted red, ran out of the man’s mouth and nostrils and flowed freely across his wide unblinking eyeballs.

“Oh my God—oh my God—oh Jesus,” Abby hyperventilated, and consummated her litany by vomiting on the toes of her sneakers.

The quavering broom splintered with a crack and Steve sank back down into the vat.

««—»»

Paul let go of the broom as if he feared that, in sinking, Steve would suddenly seize the end of it and try to yank Paul in with him.

Paul sprang at Abigail and grabbed her above the elbow. “Come on, back upstairs!” He tugged her after him, causing her to stumble and almost fall. In righting herself she seemed to recover a bit from her shock and Paul knew he could let go of her arm. He pushed her into the stairwell in front of him all the same, then plunged after her while looking over his shoulder into the first floor shop. Abby had already reached the landing between floors when Paul hit the first step.

Bursting through the door into the shipping department, Abby began screaming out what had happened before Paul could tell the others, as if it were all some juicy gossip she had to be the first to relate.

“We found Steve dead…he’s dead in the degreaser…somebody killed him and threw him in the degreaser!”

“What?” Maureen said, rooted.

“Oh my God, you’re kidding!” Jean’s eyes bulged and flicked to Paul as he dashed through the door. “Did you find St—”

“He’s dead.” Paul joined the three young women, panting.

“Dead? How?” whined Maureen. “Somebody killed—”

”Somebody killed him,” Abby gasped, and burped her impression of a toilet flushing, coughed in a momentary effort not to vomit again, then vomited again. She clung to the edge of a table and got most of her spurts into a trash bag. Not much came but it sounded like the insides of her throat were being raked with claws. When no more came her face turned red and she gagged as if trying to cough up scrap metal. The others, however, weren’t noticing her much.

“Did somebody kill him, Paul?” Maureen was asking.

“I don’t know—I doubt it. Steve was acting crazy…”

“He was in the degreaser? ” Jean asked, holding Paul’s forearm.

“Yeah—I began to fish him out but I couldn’t so I left him, but he’s definitely dead.”

“Are you sure? ” Maureen looked nauseous herself. Nauseous with horrified disbelief, a swooning sense of unreality.

“The degreaser was full of blood. I didn’t see any wounds on him but I only saw him for a second.” Paul glanced over his shoulder at the door.

“So did someone kill him or what? ”

“I don’t know— I think maybe he killed himself. Why would anyone else kill him?”

“Why would he kill himself? ” Maureen’s voice teetered like an unsteady tightrope walker. She had stepped onto a low mesa of hysteria.

“We’ve gotta get the fuck outta here now.”

“We’re trying to.”

“Were all the doors and windows covered down there?” asked Jean, who looked intense but more stable. Almost morbidly intrigued.

“I didn’t get into the back dock area—Abby and me heard a loud crash and came out and then we found Steve in the degreaser.”

“You heard him fall in? Or thrown in—was that the crash?”

“I don’t know—we didn’t look into it the first time we went past it.”

“We’ve gotta go check those doors on the dock,” Maureen said, her eyes with a liquid sheen but too numb with fear to produce real tears.

“Right?”

Abby’s cheeks were streaked with tears of fright mixed with strain, her face contorted and eyes squinted as she groaned against her cramps and burning throat, still doubled at the trash bag. At least her dry heaves had stopped. No one thought to give her a soothing pat on the back.

“I don’t know,” Paul told Maureen. He turned to look at the metal door again; and what did he expect to see—Steve standing behind it looking in at them through the door’s small window, his hair plastered to his head and eyes glassy and chemical drooling out of his gaping mouth? Paul saw this clearly in his mind but Steve wasn’t there. Paul said, “We don’t know if somebody did kill Steve—we don’t know who could be down there.”

“Look,” Jean said, “I think Steve flipped out on acid or something and he glued all the windows shut—listen to me—he glued them shut and he fell into the degreaser and bonked his head and whatever.”

“He couldn’t have glued anything,” Maureen snapped, “he was with us! And what did everybody else do, freak out on acid too and go home?”

She abruptly snapped her head and stared at the door as if she saw what

Paul had imagined. On her mesa of hysteria, the view was dizzying. With fresh terror she hissed, “That crash you guys heard—couldn’t that have been a gun?”

“A gun?” Jean echoed.

“I…doubt it,” Paul said, but he doubted that doubt. He couldn’t play back the crash in his memory. At this point anything was possible.

Abby tried to straighten up a bit and gingerly unsquinted her eyes.

Her mind flashbacked the image of Steve’s open-mouthed face rising up from the red soup, the liquid trickling across his eyes and out of his nostrils, and she shuddered violently. Only minutes ago he had been curled on the push-cart staring up at her and the others, weak but alive. This situation was so disorienting—not your daily factory routine. Fighting for a regular breathing pattern, listening to the others nervously argue, she looked around and her eyes settled on the door near Ted’s little shipping office, the door which led into the main offices.

“Hey guys—Paul,” she said, straightening up fully with inspiration.

“Why don’t we break down the door into the office? There are phones in there.”

“Somebody’s fucked up the lines,” Paul said, “it’s gotta be—so they’re not gonna work.”

“Yeah, but the windows…”

“Right, the windows. They probably won’t be covered in there. Not only that, but if we can break open the door it’ll set off the alarm system.”

Paul smiled with sadistic triumph. “The cops will be down here in a minute.”

“Awright—great—let’s do it!” Maureen enthused.

“Are we gonna kick it open?” Jean asked.

Paul scanned the area around them, regarding the possible tools they might use to get the door open. “I wish I had a crowbar or one of those metal pikes the molders use to break up foam buns. I dunno…we’ll try a screwdriver.” The others kept close to him as he moved to the broad, fea-tureless door.

His intention was to wedge the screwdriver’s blade between the door and frame, hammer it in as deep as possible and then try to bust the bolt with leverage—but Paul instantly saw that this would be impossible. The girls saw, too, and exclaimed appropriately. Their unseen challenger had foreseen their plan: a little resin, hard as rock, could be seen squeezed out around the four borders of the door. Undetectable at a distance…how long had it been there?

“Okay,” Paul hissed, “we’ll go right through the door itself.” He strode across the room to a locked tool cabinet, jammed the screwdriver behind the padlock and jerked on the screwdriver violently with both hands. The screws of the lock mechanism were torn out on the left door of the double doors, and Paul swung them open. Inside he found a hammer, which he handed to Abby, two drills, little boxes of interchange-able drill bits, and a glue gun. He held it up and scrutinized it. It didn’t look capable of what had been done, and the glue residue didn’t resemble the resinous stuff they had encountered. Paul tossed the gun back amongst the tools. He dug out an extension cord for the drills.

The drill was plugged in. Paul found a real, thick drill bit in the midst of too many tapping bits. He depressed the trigger and the drill whirred anxiously. “Okay,” he passed it to Abby, “start drilling a circle of holes in the middle of the door. Wait a sec.” He snatched up a magic marker and drew a dotted outline of a circle on the door. “When you got that finished we’ll smash it in and crawl through—understand?”

“What are you gonna be doing?” Maureen asked before the other two could.

“Checking the windows in the cardboard room—we haven’t looked.”

Maureen gazed past him across the room, at the heavy canvas curtain that blocked the brief corridor leading into the cardboard storage room.

Through the thick plastic widow in the curtain she could only see ill-illu-mined murk, which suggested a vast and dangerous void lay beyond, as if the curtain divided this dimension from one both alien and hostile.

“No way, Paul, don’t be crazy—you can’t go back there alone.”

“You said we should all stick together, so you stick with us,” Abby said. “We can get out this way.”

“Yeah, well what if we can’t?”

“At least the alarm will go off, won’t it?”

“We need you here to protect us,” Maureen said. “Everybody’s safer if we stay together, so you’re not goin’ anywhere.”

The intercom came on with a loud crackle that rippled the hair on Paul’s nape and arms, one of which Maureen snatched in both hands.

They could hear a radio down there, the volume apparently very high, playing Badlands by Bruce Springsteen. The song had just then begun, as if whoever were broadcasting it over the intercom had known in advance that it was going to come on.

“Someone is in the building!” Maureen whispered, almost in tears, crushing Paul’s arm. “What if they come up here?”

“Start drilling, come on,” Paul ordered. Fumbling, he fitted another drill bit into the second drill, glancing up at the window in the metal door.

Behind him, Abby’s drill buzzed and whined shrilly as she applied the bit to the wood.

Paul cursed at the key used to tighten the bit into the drill as it repeatedly slipped out of place. Abby reversed her drill and pulled it out. One hole through. She started on the next.

Jean and Maureen stood by helplessly and watched while Paul began drilling beside Abby, who had three holes through now and was starting a fourth. Badlands, the Boss kept chanting as the song came to its end, Badlands. The song ended.

The intercom went off.

Abby and Paul paused from their drilling and the four of them exchanged very similar looks.

“Real clever, real cute,” Paul sneered.

“Shit, look out!” Abby yelled. “Owww—oh my God!”

A resin-colored liquid was squirting through the four holes Abby had drilled and the one Paul had drilled, squirting and running down the surface of the door, and one spurt had splashed Abby on the top of her left hand.Maureen screamed and jumped to one side, Jean following suit. Paul yanked Abby to the opposite side at the same time he noticed the toe of his right shoe had gotten splashed with the stuff.

“It burns, get if off me!” Abby cried, breaking out of Paul’s grip and bolting for the cafeteria. Paul bolted after her. He was going to order the other two to follow him but he didn’t have to.

He found Abby at sink in the ladies’ room, her hand under cold water to ease the fire. She was sobbing hysterically and rubbing at her hand with a ball of soaked paper towels. Paul switched the water from cold to hot. “Not cold, that’ll make it harden quicker!” he snapped.

“It’s too hot!”

Paul adjusted the water to make it bearable. His heart was doing a speeded-up corybantic dance. Maureen and Jean crowded in.

“Is it coming off?”

“Yes,” Abby moaned, “yeah, it is, thank God. Oh my God…”

“The fuckin’ asshole’s in the office,” Maureen said. “Hey, wait—how’d he do the intercom downstairs, then?”

“It must’ve been the office intercom,” Paul said, staring into the sink.

“Great,” Jean said disgustedly.

“Whoever it is,” Paul went on, “must have a key to the office. That’s how they snuck upstairs while we were out on the dock. That’s how they get back and forth—there’s the other way into the main offices downstairs, in the machine shop.”

“Would it be Dave? Who else has a key?”

“Why would Dave do this?”

“Why would anyone do this?”

After squirting some liquid soap on her hand Abby scrubbed it under the faucet again with fresh paper towels. “My hand feels burned. The skin is tight.”

“What if it had hardened?” said Jean.

“ I know.”

Maureen said, “Do you think the person was just trying to block up our holes, or squirt us with that shit, or what?”

“Both, probably,” Abby said. She shut off the water, dried her hand and presented it for them all to examine. The skin was mottled a vivid pink. She flexed it. “The skin is real tight.”

“Is it sore?”

“Not too bad—like a sunburn. I was lucky.”

Looking down at the hardened resin on the toe of his shoe, Paul said,

“Yeah.”

They all just stood there in a protective knot for a few moments in the stark fluorescent light, apparently feeling safe in the small enclosed bathroom, apparently hesitant about stepping out of it. When they shifted their weight, glass would crackle and scrape under their shoes.

“I don’t know what to do,” Paul told his crew softly, in case their nemesis lurked out there in the grimy, ill-kept cafeteria. “Whoever it is keeps heading us off. I guess we can try the cardboard room, and then if that’s no good we can all go down the back way to the back docks. If those are sealed, I don’t know what. Except—a truck is supposed to come at ten.” His voice brightened a bit. “Remember? Westman Freight is supposed to pick up two skids at ten o’clock. If they can’t get in they’ll call their company, and then their company will make calls.

Somebody will come looking, Ted or somebody. Even then, if we aren’t out of here at midnight people will come looking for us. We just gotta hang on.”

“So where’s Donna and everyone?” Maureen asked once more.

“Murdered like Steve?”

“Nobody said Steve was definitely murdered.”

“Paul, somebody really sick is playing a game with us. They’ve purposely trapped us in here. Anybody that crazy could have murdered Steve and be trying to murder us! ” Maureen’s voice had almost broken at the end.“Yeah, well, we’d better assume that’s what’s happening, even if it isn’t—that way we’ll be ready for anything.” Paul unfolded his nasty-looking Buck knife with a nasty, reverberant clack. . He pulled in a long breath.

Something odd—weird—occurred to Paul then. Weirdly fascinating.

Paul was frightened by all this…quite scared. On one level. But on another, apparently higher level, he felt cool and tough, strong.

Competent. On this level he felt their present situation to be an intense challenge. He felt like a young, green soldier, an Audie Murphy, who is thrust into battle and finds he makes a good, clear-headed killer. But Paul realized that it was the three girls who were giving him most of this strength. He was the stereotypical man in charge, he was the boss and he was responsible for them. Having a crew, an army, he could snap orders to boost his sense of control. How would he be right now if he were alone? Cowering under some table with shit in his pants, he wondered?

At any rate, with the three girls he felt it was their dilemma, not just his, and he was worried about them, not just him, and he would strive to protect their lives, not just his. He was rather surprised to find this was his attitude—he hadn’t expected to encounter such an unselfish attitude in a human, even in himself. He felt pleased about his uncovered capacity for strength and unselfish concern. Proud.

Paul didn’t doubt, however, that much of his strength and composure could also be attributed to several other factors—for one, the banal acceptance, the unthinking mundane adaptability of humans (gypsy children played ball in Auschwitz), and also there was the numbness of disorientation, as after a fire or a car wreck. Numb disorientation made it easy to be calm.

It didn’t make it easy to make decisions, though.. Here they stood in a huddle in the ladies’ room, and what was next?

Biking to work today, waking up to soupy spaghetti, how could Paul have guessed that today wouldn’t be just another faceless factory night, with many before it and many to come? What if there were no more to come, after tonight?

Talk about numbing and disorienting.

««—»»

“Okay, I’ll got out first to see if it’s safe,” said Paul in his most solemn Audie Murphy voice. He had loved playing war with his cousin Ray as kids, but they had never opposed each other, choosing to team against an imaginary enemy. This was almost as exhilarating as a game.

Strange concept. Steve dead in a tank of chemicals downstairs was no cap-gun casualty.

The girls obeyed and allowed Paul to stalk out of the ladies’ room alone. Knife held low and ready, he looked like an extra from a production of West Side Story.

But he didn’t feel he was acting over-dramatic; it seemed their environment was changing at the drop of a hat, as unstable as a dream.

The cafeteria lay still and normal-looking, with its lurid orange and yellow plastic seats and tables. Soda stains on them, smeared ashes from cheap little metal ash trays. One night there had been three new cheap metal ash trays in the men’s room above the sinks. The company in a generous mood; who needed a union? The next night they were gone. Paul thought it bitterly funny—he had envisioned one of those five cent ash trays on somebody’s livingroom coffee table, which was probably one of those big wire spools or some cinder blocks with a hunk of wood on top.

But then, Paul didn’t live in Graceland, either.

He glanced up at the wall clock. Jesus—going on quarter of nine already. The building should have had lunch at 7:30, and Paul’s crew at 8:00, the only crew that elected to have a later lunch so they could have the cafeteria all to themselves. Their lunch would have just ended—but there had been no buzzers at 7:30 and 8:00 as there should have been. Paul was sure he would have taken notice. No more breaks tonight, apparently.

Westman Freight would be here in less than an hour-and-a-half.

Paul glanced out the glass windows in the cafeteria. Across from the longest wall was the “cage” in which had been stored the front housings he’d been making. It looked empty. Behind him was a door into the cardboard room. He crept to the door into the shipping department and peeked out.

“Fuckin’ Christ! ” he hissed.

He could see it from here.

The door into the main offices at the far end of the room, the door they had tried drilling through, was gone. Much of that entire length of wall was gone. Not removed, but covered. From here it looked like black foam plastic of the kind that was used in the smaller of the two molding areas downstairs, and it appeared as if it had already hardened. It had run down the wall as if from a crack in the ceiling, and had puddled on the floor a little in a few spots. It looked like a wall caked in black candle wax. Paul could make out just one lower corner of the office door, and a poster on the wall—warning workers to be cautious on the job to avoid accidents—was covered across its left half.

From here Paul couldn’t detect any crack over the door from which this stuff could have flowed down, and the hoses that injected foam into molds could never reach an upper floor. Could it be possible someone had sprayed some foam into a bucket downstairs, rushed it up here while they were hiding in the bathroom and tossed the hot liquid across the wall?

There was more than a bucketful, more than one man could carry in one trip. And even from here it was apparent the stuff hadn’t been splashed; there were no spatters. It had flowed, like a descending curtain.

Behind him Paul heard the girls gingerly emerging. “Is it safe?”

Maureen whispered, her eyes large. Paul turned to face them, at a loss for words.

Jean turned straight to the sandwich machine—it was after their lunch break, after all. She didn’t have her purse on her but she had a few coins in her pants pocket, enough maybe for a bagel and cream cheese she could heat in the microwave.

“Look,” Paul said to Maureen, stepping to one side for her.

With her right hand Jean fished for quarters, and with her left depressed the button that revolved the sandwich carousel with its many small compartments. Some plastic-tasting hamburgers, a burrito to attract a Hispanic appetite…

“Oh my God—what is it?”

“What?” Abby crowded in the doorway with them.

“I think it’s foam,” Paul stated.

“What?” Jean said, craning her neck. She couldn’t see past them. Her finger was still on the button, and as the carousel shifted to another row of selections Jean glanced instinctively down at the compartments. She let go of the button and pulled out her change, began to step away to join the others for a moment but caught herself. She squinted, wrinkled her nose. Curiously, she bent and peered down at the compartment second to the bottom…

“How could anybody foam up here?” Maureen said.

Jean shrieked. She jolted back as if rammed by a car, and luckily fell into one of the yellow plastic seats rather than strike her lower back on the edge of a table, but she shrieked again anyway and her hands fluttered up by her face.

The others nearly fell over each other as they scrabbled to spin around and rush to her. “Jesus, what?” Paul barked as if disgusted, but only because she’d almost shocked his sphincter into relaxing.

“Oh my God, look in there, look, look!” Jean blubbered. Her face was as livid a red-purple, almost black-purple, as Paul had ever seen in a person, and that and the way her tears seemed to pop out of her eyes without touching her cheeks was so weirdly fascinating that he was mesmerized a second before he followed her pointing finger.

“What?” said Abby, crouching at the sandwich machine. “Shit—

Jesus!” She too sprang backwards.

Paul knelt a safe two feet away as if there might be a bomb in that second to the lowest compartment, or some creature that would bite.

“Is that real, or what?” Abby gasped, hand to her chest.

“What is it, for Chrissakes?” Maureen pleaded.

“A hand,” Paul said flatly.

“A what? ”

“A hand, a hand, a human hand,” Abby told her.

“A cut off hand?”

“Yes, cut off, what do you think?”

Paul drew nearer, that knotted look of utmost intensity commanding his face, a look that suggested no one and nothing else existed for him but the object of his attention. He felt as he had as a boy when his father would take him and his cousin Ray to the carnival that set up at the race track every summer for a couple weeks. More than the rides (even the haunted house, which they both dreaded and adored), more than the games and the food, they had been drawn to the haunting sideshows.

Here the monsters they drew became tangible, here their misty imaginations condensed into flesh. They met a man with three eyes and two noses (or one halved) and a harelip that made the one Paul’s nephew had been born with look trifling. He had given Ray his autographed picture.

They had seen a dog with three legs, a rooster with three legs, a dead stuffed cow with six (certainly enough to spare one for the dog). Ray had acquired a signed photo of a man and his baby girl, both suffering “suppression of digits,” billed as a “Lobster Family.” But most fascinating of all were the “Pickled Punks,” as they were called by carny folk, the Baby in a Bottle display. That eerie look to their flesh you could almost taste, like those bottles of lamb’s tongues and pickled pig knuckles you could find in a supermarket. Hideous little being like aliens on display, removed from a wrecked spaceship (as told in the tabloids). There was nothing immoral about the fascination of these two boys—they did not wish deformity on others for their entertainment. But all life is a mirror, and in these bottles the boys confronted their fear of the instability of their own physical integrity, in a world of cancer and car crashes—confronted their frail material existence. Their mortality. As with spiders and ghosts, which greatly interested Paul and Ray, and violence, they were drawn to what frightened them most, in an effort to understand how it related to them personally, and hopefully to draw a peace with that fear.

Paul could almost smell a formaldehyde stench from the thing he studied in the sandwich compartment. For some strange reason he glanced to the price for this selection—a dollar twenty-five.

“It looks real,” he murmured, “but there’s no blood on it. I can’t see the stump good because the fingers are facing me.” Did he have a dollar twenty-five?

Jean with her face like a plum having its juice wrung out of it sobbed,

“I wanna get the fuck out of here!”

Maureen felt her stomach roll onto its back and play dead. It didn’t help that, like Jean, she had been hungry and thinking about buying a snack. She managed, “Could it be Steve’s hand, Paul? Did you see both of his hands when you saw him?”

“No, I didn’t. Could be. Maybe that was the blood we saw in the degreaser, and the chemicals washed the blood off the hand.”

“When was it put in there?” Abby moaned. She glanced around her out the windows in the cafeteria, expecting some blood-drenched grinning fiend to be looming beyond brandishing a glue gun in one hand and a hatchet in the other.

Paul envisioned an insane scenario with its own insane logic. Steve, after alternating between gluing all the windows and doors, and cata-tonia—exhausted from all this running around—snuck in here for a sandwich, paid his buck-and-a-quarter, and in reaching in for it the compartment door snapped shut, severing his hand. Clutching his stump so as not to dirty the factory, he stumbled downstairs, passed out and toppled into the degreaser. It made as much sense as anything.

Paul rose from his haunches, hesitated, then depressed the selection button again. The carousel revolved.

He shuddered. Jean clapped her hands over her eyes and wailed even though she couldn’t get a good look from where she sat, and Maureen began to retch. Abby, all retched out, looked away quickly and tried to command her heart to calm down as if it were a yapping neurotic poodle.

“I don’t believe this, man,” she breathed.

On eye level with Paul was another human hand. This time facing palm up. Also bloodless, but the stump more visible. It looked neat as a pork cut. The other hand had been a man’s hand; this was smoother, smaller, a woman’s. It looked more like a mannequin’s hand than the first, but with the ugly addition of two shards of glass stuck bloodlessly in the palm. Also in the compartment was a little unopened packet of ketchup.

There were no identifying rings or distinctly painted nails or moles or birthmarks, but an intuition, a vertiginous gut feeling, told Paul he was staring at Donna’s dismembered hand.
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Chapter
7
With a sob of defeat Ray lowered the .38 from his temple and turned away from his dog’s mournful gaze as if ashamed—though whether ashamed for putting the pistol to his head or ashamed for not using it the animal couldn’t know.
««—»»
Days passed, as days will, but time does not heal all wounds; time is sometimes only a band-aid on a raw, festering stump.
Ray worked, and working with this turmoil burdening him was a realization of the tales of the damned in hell. Back on the Chain Gang, sang the Pretenders on the radio, and Ray could relate to the torment in that song.Not long ago Ray and his friend Dicky on a stroll along the fringes of some woods had chanced upon a dead cat. Ray had been deeply sad-dened—had it been killed by some punks, had it been a lonely stray or someone’s loved pet, and if so did they wonder where it had gone, had death been slow and awful?—but also fascinated enough to draw quite near while Dicky hung back. He had wished for his video camera to be with him so he could record what he saw and incorporate it into a movie somehow, so that others might be subjected to the mesmerizing horror which now absorbed him. For the cat’s belly had been torn open or rotted open and inside it boiled maggots. Boiled was insufficient a term to convey the movements, so hideously fast and frenzied, as the glistening worms writhed across each other in a dense ball-like mass. It was like looking through a ragged portal into a hideous slithering-seething Other Dimension. A dimension that existed beneath the contrastingly placid green grass of a cemetery, as it now existed beneath the achingly contrasted familiarity of cat fur perhaps once fondly stroked. What Ray felt at work and at home was the movements of the Other Dimension inside him. Slithering, seething, boiling in a tumultuous mass. It was like bearing some monstrous deformed child and feeling it shift; a host of par-asitic offspring that when born would devour him as spiderlings might devour their mother. And yet he smiled at work, wanly joked. Outside mask. No one caught scent of the dead cat he carried to work in his figurative lunch box.
Nor did he tell the people at work about the strange things that had been happening the past few nights at his isolated home.
««—»»
It was late Friday night and Ray sat on the livingroom floor cross-legged close to the set, which was the only light in the house but for the fluorescent lamp on the kitchen table. He was watching one of those supernatural documentaries that played late at night, on Bigfoot or UFOs or out-of-body experiences when near death. This one was on psychic abilities—bending spoons, telepathy, spiritual healing. A young man was shown who furiously sketched portraits while supposedly possessed by the spirits of deceased artists, not unlike a case of automatic handwriting.
He did this with his eyes closed at times or head averted, and with such a violent energy, with such a weird frenzy of movement that Ray suddenly felt frightened to be so close to the set, sitting on the cold floor with his back exposed to the blackness behind him. With a chilly near-panic, he sprang up and turned on the lights and continued to watch the man with fascination—from the safety of the couch.
Ray didn’t believe that Renoir or even the most obscure spirit artist utilized this man as his paintbrush, but he didn’t necessarily believe the man was consciously lying. Ray had heard of artists, Alfred Kubin for one, who worked while in a trance of self-hypnosis. Ray believed such was the case here—self-hypnosis raised to the level of dissociation reaction hysteria. The realm of fugue states, somnambulism and multiple personality.
If it were a hoax, it was disappointing though impressive. It if were true possession or else a self-induced phenomenon—well, which was actually the more frightening prospect?
Ray remembered the “possessed” young girl who apparently starved to death during her futile exorcism, the tabloid photos of her anxious wasted face. And Ray recalled something else. He had encountered these clipped photos and their accompanying stories in a drawer accidentally a few days ago, not remembering having saved them, and he had been shocked that in the biggest close-up of this girl, while not the most hideous shot of her, she seemed to look remarkably like Heidi with no glasses on. Heidi with her hair greasy and in disarray, her head back and mouth open a bit…as if recovering from sex. Had this picture always looked this way? His mind told him it had been more hideous once; more demon, less human.
The man finished his sketch, of a young girl, and it was displayed.
In the kitchen the phone rang.
Ray checked the time as he rose to get it; it was ten of three in the morning. He didn’t feel jolted, only irritated…he might miss something good.“Hello?”
It was his aunt, who had raised him after the death of his parents. Often Ray forgot he had had other parents and thought of his aunt and uncle as his true parents, as though that distant first couple had never existed. A dream.
“Hi. It’s me. Ah, your father wants to know if you can help him bring Nipper to the vet tomorrow to have her ear fixed—he needs help with her.”
“Yeah—when?” Even his aunt and uncle thought of themselves as his parents.
“When?” he heard her ask her husband. It was not unusual for them both to be awake watching TV or reading at such an hour—this was no doubt how Ray had acquired the habit. They’d known he’d be awake.
“Between eight and nine, so eight-thirty?”
Only five-and-a-half hours from now? Ray sighed. “Yeah, alright.”
“Um, okay.” His aunt sounded meek at his obvious irritation.
“Okay—bye.”
“Yeah, bye.” Ray hung up, returned to the sofa. The segment on the possessed artist continued. The telephone rang in the kitchen.
Another annoyed sigh as he went to it. It was his aunt/mother again.
Could he pay half for Nipper’s blood-engorged ear to be drained, his uncle had asked her to ask him. Ray had always helped with the family pets, his uncle being disabled and collecting social security.
“Yes,” sighed Ray, remembering Nipper’s three previous ear hematomas over the past years and how they had cost him about ninety dollars each. Nipper had always been more his dog, since he had found her as a stray pup while skipping school, and he still felt closer to her than he did to Kelly, for whom he was actually babysitting while his cousin and her husband remained stationed in Greece. He loved Nipper and wished he could keep her here, but that was her home. He loved Kelly but she had that sometimes irritating mood about her, that victimized mood which almost made you want to victimize her, scold her, be sadistic. It was scary, but some animals—even people—sometimes attracted negative energy to them, he felt. Yes, actually more so people. If someone else tried to victimize Kelly, though, he’d shoot them.
“Yeah, I’ll pay half but that’s all I can afford; I’m swamped in bills.”
“Okay. Alright. Bye.”
“Bye.”
Ray returned to his movie. The artist was describing what the spirits of the dead artists wanted with him and the telephone rang again.
Ray looked sharply toward the kitchen but didn’t jump up this time.
He was tempted not to answer. His irritation was more like disgust. And there was something else. Though logic would dictate it would be his aunt again, after two calls in a row from his aunt, and considering that none of his friends would call at such an hour, Ray knew it wasn’t his aunt. He didn’t actually know, but he felt it. And his disgust was also like fear. He was afraid to answer this time.
Why? If any of the three calls were to make him nervous it should have been the first, coming as it did in the middle of this spooky program at three o’clock in the morning. Why the wariness, the urge not to answer it, now? It had to be his aunt again.
Fourth ring. Ray got up and walked into the kitchen.
His disgust masked his nervousness as he lifted the receiver. It was so intense, this defensive disgust almost like repulsion, that he didn’t say
“hello” into the mouthpiece.
Instead, he growled, “Yeah?”
The phone clattered and clunked a little on the other end, and then clicked as if hung up. But no dial tone followed. Dead, heavy air. Like a listening, but not quite.
“Hello?” Ray grumbled, trying not to sound disturbed. He was disturbed but not surprised. “Hello?” If someone were listening he wouldn’t give them any further satisfaction; he said “Jerk.” And sharply hung up.
Had his tone frightened some friend—Dicky?—into remaining silent? Having someone answer with a gruff, “Yeah?” wasn’t especially inviting. A timid wrong number dialer? But at three o’clock AM?
Ray dialed his aunt’s house. She answered.
“Did you just try calling me again, for a third time?”
“No.”
“Are you sure? How about dad?”
“No, he didn’t.”
Ray nodded grimly. “Okay—thanks—bye.”
Heidi, he wondered?
Why? No, he thought. She didn’t care enough to need to talk to him at some impulsive hour, or to listen silently to his voice before she could sleep. She had exorcized him from herself.
Ray switched his phone’s ringer switch from HIGH to LOW to OFF.
««—»»
The next day Ray talked with Dicky on the phone for several hours and was able to vent some frustration. Dicky didn’t say anything derogatory about Heidi, perhaps afraid to do so, but sensing it Ray felt compelled to make excuses for her, rationalize and justify her behavior.
Defend her.
“I’m no better, am I?” he said.
Dicky asked Ray if he had gotten around to finishing his black room yet. Ray said he had thought about doing that today, as a matter of fact.
In fact he had thought of it for three minutes and had gone on to other thoughts.
But after the conversation he determined to make it tonight’s project.
He stalled, put it off, played a few albums and paced the parlor. Finally with a half empty beer bottle he went in to survey his work thus far. The glossy black walls still looked wet but weren’t, the door and trim and windows all that remained, and these to be red. One window had one coat, the other hadn’t been started, and the baseboard was partially painted.
The streaky thick red looked just like blood—just like it.
The newspapers and plastic drop-cloth on the floor looked spattered.
He stood in the threshold looking in at this, took a slug of his warming beer and sighed. Stepped in. Placing the bottle on the spattered step ladder, he went to take down the stark white shades. Rolling one up in his hands, he glanced some more around him. Like a solid obsidian void. You almost didn’t want to touch it for fear of your arm sinking in and touching some cold alien thing beyond. He could almost see his reflection in the surface.
Ray leaned the first rolled shade in a corner and went to the window that looked out at his car in the drive. He unhooked the two ends and lowered the shade to roll up.
He froze, staring out the window.
It was a little past dusk and enough tinge of sun remained to make the world a vaguely fluorescent dark blue. The outside light wasn’t on. His car glowed blue in the warm evening air. And someone was standing in the direct center of the head of his driveway. Darkly indistinct, a shadow.
He couldn’t make out features though it seemed to be a girl. Even that was more like a feeling than in evidence. One thing was certain—it was facing down the drive directly at this window that Ray was probably nakedly lighted in, his every feature distinct.
Turning from the window, he speedily rolled the shade and set it with the other, shut out the overhead light and left the room.
His heart pulsed thickly with the eerie certainty that this figure was the same one he had seen in the same spot while sitting on his door stoop contemplating a nightmare on that night in April.
Ray quickly extinguished the livingroom light and poked around a curtain in the bay window—just a tiny sliver.
He knew the figure would be gone now, vanished. It wasn’t.
Though the curtain was only held open a fragment and the window would be black as seen from outside at such a distance, Ray could almost feel the eyes of that black form on his spying eyes. He wanted to draw back but didn’t, not even to get his pistol. He held his ground and just watched it. Daring it to move, to withdraw—or advance.
Several minutes passed. They were long. Ray chanced a glance at the glowing blue digital numbers on his video recorder’s built-in clock. Then out again—still there, like a stone. A little harder to see with each creeping minute as the fluorescent quality waned and true night came closer. What now, five minutes? Ray felt like the killer in The Tell-TaleHeart, peering through the cracked door at his maddening victim for hours.
What if it’s Heidi? a voice inside him asked, hopeful.
Was it Heidi in April, before she started work with you? retorted another voice, impatient.
Ray shifted his position a bit. Snatched another fast check of the digital clock. Eight minutes had passed since last he had looked.
The figure was so melded with surrounding blackness now as to be very nearly indistinguishable. If Ray had looked out for the first time instead of a mere fifteen minutes ago it might not have even caught his eye. Receding into the obsidian black void. Cold alien thing.
“Asshole,” Ray hissed. He was sure it was no ghost. It made perfect sense to him…
He lived in a desolate area, an isolated home. No car in the driveway for nine hours a day. What a temptation to a robber or to just plain asshole punks. The phone calls were to establish if someone were home, if the coast was clear. This a reconnaissance, too.
Oh? Then why hadn’t the prospective robber left? Lights were still on in the house, the car was home and he had been revealed in a window.
Why not rob him in the day, while he was gone—why call at three in the morning?
Punks, assholes, terrorizing an isolated house just for sadistic kicks.
Or a crazy person, maybe. Someone from that farmhouse that was the closest place to his—how did he know who really lived in there?
“Okay, good,” Ray whispered to himself.
He strode purposefully into the kitchen and opened the narrow broom closet. Outside it was almond, inside a dark red-brown. Inside were a mop, a broom, a dust pan and brush, a baseball bat and his .22 semiautomatic rifle with its curving thirty shot magazine, or “banana clip.” He selected the rifle, it being the deadliest of this collection of housewares.
Ray bolted in the first shot; henceforth he wouldn’t have to bolt again, just squeeze off shot after shot as quickly as he cared to, for an almost machine gun-like effect. He left the safety button on, however, as he carried the gun to the bay window behind his sofa.
Out there now it was a further shade of blackness on the spectrum. He squinted. Shit, he couldn’t tell…wait…wait…yes. Still there. Sure enough—still there.
“You don’t know what you’re dealing with, fucker,” Ray muttered, the curtain hanging across his face. “Come on—I got nothing to lose.”
There was a sound in his studio room and Kelly began barking in there. Ray spun from the window and crossed the parlor to look in. The room was dark but he could see the animal at a window screen snorting at the night air, growling, then barking, then growling again.
Had someone tried to cut the screen, not knowing the dog had been curled asleep on the little rug in there?
An electric current vibrated through every nerve in Ray’s body, wired to the generator of his mind, which promptly supplied him with memories of Sharon Tate’s isolated home at 10050 Cielo Drive, photos of the crime scene, the victims and their murderers, all of which he had read about and imagined so vividly that he had felt teleported, projected Scrooge-like back in time as a witness. He had felt so empathically helpless for the victims, and had imagined how he would have reacted had he been a guest in the house, also—with a gun accessible as now. There would have been helter skelter of another sort, then.
Come on, his mind hissed, break in—I’d love it.
But he was trembling all over and dizzy with nausea, his legs feeling deprived of blood. He stood in the doorway of his studio listening to Kelly rumble, torn between which window to attend to. He felt like the last soldier at the Alamo trying to defend all sides at once.
Was the kitchen door locked? Usually it was, even in the day, but not always…
Kelly would cover this window; he headed back into the kitchen, flicking off the trigger safety, expecting the kitchen door to burst open and some wild-eyed maniac-fiend to spring through before he could reach it…but instead of locking it he hesitated, and then turned the knob.
Opened it.
The back hall was pitch black; someone could be crouching on the dusty stairs that led to the second floor for all he could see. Holding the heavy rifle in his right hand, finger on the trigger, Ray stole a step forward and thrashed his left hand about, catching the overhead light cord and yanking it. Reassuring light strengthened him. He lunged to the door leading outside, relieved to see no one crouched down behind the banister-panel running along the stairs.
Ray slapped the outside light on, threw open the door and shoved the second, glass and metal storm door out of his way—plunging outside quickly with his rifle before his enemies could get away.
The bare bulb over the door lit the drive fairly clearly all the way up to the chestnut tree at its head. The figure was gone.
“Okay,” Ray hissed, easing the storm door shut behind him. He stepped off the door stoop, his eyes fixed on that big fat chestnut tree, its craggy bark and gnarled limbs and weirdly shaped leaves delineated by the outer edge of the pool of light.
He headed up the upwards-sloping driveway step after stealthy step, the pebbly dirt crunching under his sneakers, eyes and gun barrel riveted on that tree, his ears tuned for tell-tale rustles. Finger tight on the grooved trigger. He had to be hair-trigger ready—no one said maniacs only used knives. The Mansons had used a gun.
Ray had passed his car. He heard Kelly bark inside his house again and flinched, very nearly looked over his shoulder but caught himself. He was halfway up the long drive and couldn’t turn back now.
A distant breezing sound—a car. Far away and gliding in this direction. Ray quit advancing but didn’t hide his weapon. It drew nearer…nearer…he saw the lights through bushes and it swam by on the lonely road, breezed away in the night trailing red embers briefly. Ray wondered if the driver had glanced down this lighted driveway and seen a man standing there with a rifle in his hands, ready at waist level. He doubted it—the cars on lonely roads at night didn’t seem to him to have drivers inside them, anyway; they were passing spirits. Another crunchy step forward.
Again Kelly barked, and barked consistently now.
Did Ray really want to find someone behind that tree to shoot?
No—he didn’t—he desperately didn’t. In this country you had to be shot already before you could really get away with shooting your enemy, and besides, Ray could see in his too vivid artist’s imagination the face of the enemy. It would be an emaciated, mad-eyed and grinning possessed face, and he would be paralyzed in horror when he gazed into its eyes, and would hesitate long enough for a butcher knife to arc down and slam into his chest. No, he did not want to meet his enemy face-to-face, definitely not.
Kelly abruptly ceased her barking, and again Ray ceased advancing.
Had they gotten her?
Were they now inside his house?
He was a fool to have left it. Ray summoned a blind bolt of adrenalin and lunged forward, ran the brief distance that remained to the tree, came to the tree and jumped past it, swinging the .22 around to bear.
Behind the tree there was nothing but unliving shadow.
He let out a raspy, trembling sigh and darted down the driveway back to the safe fort of his house.
But as he stepped into the back hall he cringed. Was it safe? No barking within, no sound. Perhaps he had fallen into a trap, designed to lure him out of his house so that he might blindly step back and be ambushed. He stood staring numbly at the door that led inside, as if at the bloody door to some terrible murder scene beyond.
Ray knocked on his own door.
Something came scrambling on the other side. Barking. Kelly.
Sighing again, Ray let himself in. Locked the door. Chained it, too.
He found that no one had cut the screen in the studio, or anywhere else in the house. Though it was a warm night he closed and latched each window as he came to it.
Ray sat on his sofa watching two movies consecutively on pay TV
until the sun came up and he fell asleep there, his rifle leaning close at hand and Kelly curled close by on the floor.
««—»»
Dicky tried calling Sunday morning and afternoon but Ray had left his ringer on OFF and his friend only heard unanswered ringing. After several hours asleep on the couch Ray roused and dazedly watched some television before going in to his bed for a few more hours. He finally woke around three in the afternoon, the sunlight golden through the windows as in some soft-focused nostalgic movie. Kelly communicated to her master with cowed, distressed eyes that her bladder was ballooned and Ray brought her out on the line and sat on the door stoop to watch her. He sipped a coffee. His eyes were inevitably compelled to find the chestnut tree, the sinister black mass of night now gray like ash and decrepit in day. It occurred to him that he might find footprints in the drive nearby to prove that he hadn’t imagined that figure last night, but that wouldn’t be any good—like a foolish policeman who handles a murder weapon and covers the killer’s prints with his, Ray would only find his own prints. He didn’t need evidence, anyway—he knew what he’d seen had been real. Real as anything was real.
After Kelly was relieved Ray took her in and dug something out of his back shed, reached through the back hall. An old washing machine in there, a refrigerator, trash and bags of old toys, an old twisted artificial Christmas tree in a box. This room corresponded with the shed upstairs, in which were piled those nineteenth century newspapers Ray liked to browse through. That shed gave into the attic, this one into the damp cob-webbed cellar.
A figure leaned against a wall in here. Ray walked to it. It was a two-dimensional figure: a colorful cardboard matador, his face in proud lifted profile. His uncle had gotten it from a friend—it was a travel agency display—and given it to Ray to use in a movie if he wanted. Ray had other plans for the five-foot-tall matador.
He had wanted to take it out to his desolate shooting spot with his cousin Paul so that they might share in the execution. Recently he had been tempted to drag it down into the dungeon-like basement and riddle it with his BB gun. But a BB gun was only a BB gun.
Ray could have driven his condemned prisoner to the desolate spot to shoot, but now he simply didn’t want to. He was not within five hundred feet—or was it yards?—of another house. Actually there was a house closer to his shooting spot. There was the road, but there was a road near the shooting spot.
Ray dragged the matador outside into his yard and propped him up in such a way that he would be firing in the direction opposite the road, into the unpeopled woods. The matador kept his chin high in courageous pride, refusing to watch Ray as he put some distance between them. Ray picked up his semiautomatic rifle and thumbed off the safety.
He chewed off the profiled nose with careful, intent shots, and nibbled up the profile bit by bit until there was no profile, just a ragged edge.
He finished up the clip by seeing how accurately he could nail a hand, the crotch, the ear. He turned his back to the gored matador, then spun and fired from the hip like a gunslinger, stitching the figure across the mid-section. Crack-crack-crack-crack…as fast as he could work the trigger.
After reloading the thirty shot banana clip, Ray set about decapitating the matador. He fired all thirty shots as quickly as he could pull the trigger and the spent shell casings cascaded, glittering in the brassy sunlight. The head flopped and hung by only a shred of paper skin, but Ray wouldn’t let it go at that. He reloaded a third magazine’s worth.
Beyond his overgrown yard, beyond a tumbled-down little stone wall, the forest trees were strafed, the deformed lead visibly lodged in their bark and leaves thrashing, tearing, pine needles spraying.
««—»»
During the past few weeks Ray had acquired a sizable loan with which to purchase a beautiful livingroom set for his apartment. His uncle had co-signed. Ray had enjoyed much satisfaction in prowling the vast furniture showrooms of a warehouse, having the freedom to pick out exactly what he wanted and not simply what he could afford…though he would rather have been so extravagant with a wife by his side, with whom to confer on style, than alone. Still, this was the adult fleshing out of his first apartment, a fantasy come true. Some dreams were worth the ball and chain of debt. Ray had done all this with a future lover in mind; he had hoped it would impress Heidi.
Monday it was delivered and Ray stayed home sick to receive it. The men were willing to remove his ugly black vinyl sofa and leave it in his open garage for him (he tipped them for it). The men left.
There was a black Art Deco tree lamp with three shaded bulbs, a nice coffee table with a cabinet underneath, and a matching love seat (in the bay window) and armchair of luxurious blue velour with oak and brass trim. Ray had removed the unseemly, dusty circular rug and wicker rocking chair. It was all so resplendent, now, mature. He stood back and admired it. He owned this dream, it belonged to him.
When he lowered himself into the plush armchair it wobbled. He could rock in it. He knelt to tighten the legs but they seemed tight. He tried the sofa—it wobbled unevenly also. He began to hiss curses.
He called. They asked him if the floor were warped. No, he had checked that by shifting the chair around. Well, he was told, some washer-like rings could be added to make up for the difference in the legs; a serviceman could call in two weeks. That was the soonest? Yes.
Ray hung up and fumed, returned to glare at this lush scene out of Better Homes and Gardens. Flawed. Deformed. How perfect. How complete the universe was in crushing a soul. He could hear the celestial laughter.
The simplest dream was thwarted, the most minor material gratification was soiled. This must be my karma, Ray sneered inwardly. Two short weeks only, but that was still no comfort. It was that nothing came simple and pure and uncomplicated, nothing came totally right, nothing. Well, that was yin and yang, wasn’t it? It was printed on both his hands.
He couldn’t bring himself to sit on his dream furniture. It was a tainted dream now, a mockery of his hopes. Even when fixed, what good would it be? What good would this whole apartment be to him now? His career as an artist—what for? What for, life, when the most evil and corrupt assholes had girlfriends and he bought a blue velour love seat to sit in alone?
««—»»
The rest of the week passed. Summer was leaving with each punch of the clock. Ray worked on painting the red trim in his black room—briefly. He did no drawing or work on his Van Gogh-inspired self-portrait.
Ten years earlier, and for most of the years before that, he had scribbled and sketched and drawn constantly. A particularly interesting photo of Marlon Brando’s fascinating face compelled him to copy it, and the image gnawed at him, didn’t fully exist, until he did. He was a hunter of images then, thirsty for game. Dreams of glory, of becoming enshrined. Now it was like—fuck it. His talent wasn’t going anywhere. The exciting photo-inspiration would still be there tomorrow—he’d get around to it. Anyway, who’d see it? Van Gogh died insane, having sold only one piece of his art.
He died envying the happiness of his brother, who had a wife. Van Gogh wanted a wife. Did his art win one for him? No. Did cutting off part of an ear win him affection? No. Just left him mutilated. More of a freak. To his brother Theo he had once written, “There is a power within me, and I do what I can to bring it out and free it.” But near his death wrote, “…the prospect grows darker. I see no happy future at all.”
Yet Ray still clung to a hunk of flotsam. Someday his art would save him, someday, somehow. He remembered a lyric by Bob Dylan:
“Someday, everything is gonna be diff’rent When I paint my masterpiece.”
But it was a mere shard, like a priest’s dying faith.
What was left, then? What was the meaning of life?
Ray would sit on Friday nights and stare at the proliferation of music videos. The glossy, glamorous, dynamic and sexy people in them seemed to have all the answers he sought, but they weren’t accessible people.
Watching them made him feel sour inside. Acid condensing.
Ray finally sat on his blue sofa—not yet repaired, a thin book under one leg to even it—watching these videos late on Friday night, and he heard sounds outside the bay window behind him. It sounded like a low hum of multiple human voices. Kelly, asleep in another room, apparently hadn’t picked it up yet.
Ray got onto his knees on the love seat and parted the gauzy curtain.
He flinched back. He sprang to the light, turned it off, to the TV, turned off the volume. Back at the window with pounding heart, he peeled the curtain a fraction. He heard Kelly perk up elsewhere, growl uncertainly.
A single file of perhaps a dozen people were marching down his driveway. The first one, already in the yard, Ray only saw for a moment before he/she passed out of his range of sight, but carried a torch. A real, flaming torch. It cast a little light on those who followed. They wore black frocks and cowls and walked with their hands joined before them inside their sleeves like monks. Of their faces, Ray saw briefly only the nose and mouth of the second in line. The sound of voices had been a soft, indistinct chanting—nice and quiet, so as not to disturb anyone. None of that loud Gregorian stuff.
Trembling, reeling from a concussion of unreality, Ray moved swiftly to the window on the opposite side of the three-sided bay. The torch-bearer had crossed his yard and was entering the dense woods beyond, held back somehow by the tumbled-down dam of the old stone wall. The torch flickered through the trees and the others filed after it, these figures hard to distinguish in the murk. The chanting faded, faded.
Apparently the last figure had stepped over the wall.
Kelly came growling into the livingroom, joined Ray at the window and snorted at the glass. “My fuckin’ God,” Ray breathed, shaking.
His first instinct (beyond grabbing his rifle) was to call the police, but he questioned this. For one, what if he antagonized these robed chanters in so doing, made enemies of people who so far had only cut through his yard? Also—what if they weren’t real?
Ray thought they could be ghosts.
The police might not believe him anyway. A procession of Druids? The last of the Mansons? Well—he knew they’d come check, he didn’t really think their skepticism would make them hang up on him. But he simply didn’t want to call, now. Something restrained him, all his fear aside.
Ghosts?
Fear wasn’t all. Fear bred resentful anger, defensive rage. How dare they cut through his yard?
He more than strongly suspected that he had the answer to the two (one?) figures he had seen standing at the head of his drive. He felt he knew. A scout, then? Searching for a path to whatever it was they sought in the woods?
Ray wished he was brave enough to go sneaking after them, this time to spy on them. But even with a gun, he knew he couldn’t.
They were gone. The chanting not even a murmur. No fire, either. Had they gone in that deeply, or simply doused the flames and stopped chanting?
Kelly moved off into the kitchen. Ray stayed at the window, perhaps waiting for them to reappear. Should get my gun out, he thought. He turned and got up from the sofa.
A cloaked figure stepped into the room from the kitchen and confronted Ray. His heart rocketed. Kelly, Kelly—why hadn’t she barked to warn him? The man stood between Ray and the rifle in the kitchen broom closet, though there were other guns, but the man threw back his hood and smiled. A characteristic chuckle.
“Jesus, Paul!” Ray hissed at his cousin. “Don’t do that to me!”
“Pretty neat, huh?” Paul said.
“Are you one of them?” Ray motioned his head toward the window.
Ray opened his eyes and numbly watched beauty-marked Madonna cavorting on TV. He squinted, his eyes feeling burned. God that was real.
Right down to the intense fear, the thoughts through his head, Kelly’s growling…pretty weird.
««—»»
Saturday evening Ray drove into town for groceries. He had been in a bit of an artistic mood today and planned on trying a drawing after a little dinner, his recent thoughts of Van Gogh having chilled him. He’d have to start kicking himself in the pants. Yeah, he had a pretty good attitude and he’d felt artistic all day. But then, all day he hadn’t yet done anything about it. After dinner, yeah, after dinner and maybe a record or two for artistic inspiration.
Pushing a car in the market, he eyed a pretty young woman in tight blue jeans. Out of an aisle came a tall and roughly good-looking young man to join her. Ray pushed his rickety cart on past them.
He bought some cold cuts for work sandwiches, eyed the ugly jars of greenish pickled eggs, pork hocks and lamb tongues and was reminded of the pickled mutant babies in his beloved carnival sideshows.
He carted his bags out to his car and it was about eight-fifteen and dark now and he drove out to the woods and his house.
It had been light when he left and the outside light wasn’t on. He should have left a light on inside for Kelly and to dissuade burglars. His car crunched down the drive and he left the headlights on, stretching off across his yard and illuminating the first trees in the woods, so that he wouldn’t break his neck when he went into the back hall to switch the outside light on.
Ray hit the switch, returned outside. From the backseat he selected a bundle and he started for his house, peeking into the bag to see why it was so light. A big six-pack of toilet paper. He looked up and then quickly further up and came to an abrupt stop. “Ohh!” he said. “Ohhh!” Ray blindly tossed the groceries off into the grass (only toilet tissue anyway).
“Oh my God, no! Jesus, no!” Ray thought: a knife, a knife, I need a knife! But it was obvious that it was too late. He bolted into his house, unlocked the kitchen door, yanked the light cord, snatched out the .22
rifle from the boom closet he kept it in. “Fuckin’ bastards, fuckin’ goddamn motherfuckers, I’ll kill you! ” he raged through gritted teeth.
Unafraid, he charged from room to room, lighting them. No one.
Apparently nothing stolen. Videotape machine, pistols. No windows seemed smashed.
Ray lunged back outside, his ranting more of a self-pitying whine now. “Motherfuckers, motherfuckers, fucking losers…” He practically convulsed in sick rage staring at his house, at the surface of his gray house above the outside light.
Kelly hung by her throat, a rope knotted around it, her red fur matted with blood from somewhere—some of it, or paint, speckled on the cement door stoop. The other end of the rope was tied to a ring-like rain gutter bracket, its spiked blade driven into the house just above the window to the second floor hallway, black and ominous. Above the door, Kelly; above Kelly, the window; above the window, a five-pointed star had been painted on the house. Red brush strokes, not spray paint. An upside-down star enclosed in a circle. A pentagram. It was smeared blood, Ray realized. It was dark, but he knew. Blood.
Ray charged back inside, found a flashlight and the keys to the dilapidated second floor apartment. He traded his rifle for the .357 and stormed upstairs…too furious for stealth, too agonized to fear.
Room to room. Nothing.
The attic was spookier. No other light but where he pointed it, in the attic. He cocked the gun’s hammer back. He wanted someone to pop up, he wanted it desperately, he prayed for it. Ray ached to kill.
There was no one in the attic.
Ray went downstairs and outside and the moment he was out in the air he fired the Magnum. “You fuckers!” he bellowed. He aimed into the woods beyond his yard. “Come out, you cowardly fucks!” Boom. Boom.
Boom. He herd branches shatter. He relished the jolting recoils as he fired with one hand. Boom. Boom.
The shots carried in the night, but crickets kept right on chirping.
Ray lowered the gun, looked up at Kelly and stretched out the first long sob of the sobbing to follow.
««—»»
The police came out and brought her down for him. With their many flashlights they went over the attic again and the cluttered sheds on both floors. Ray had stopped crying but his eyes were vividly red in a doughy face. The cops seemed sympathetic and told him this kind of sick prank had happened before in the area towns—kids killing a dog or cat for fun.
Was he sure he hadn’t locked Kelly outside? Ray told them he never put her outside unless he was out with her. Was he sure nothing was stolen?
Ray took another brief tour. No, nothing he could tell.
In the kitchen he looked down at Kelly’s water dish. His eyes filled.
Quickly he dumped its contents and stuffed it far back in the cupboards under the sink.
The police left him alone, left the pentagram for him to hose off himself. They left Kelly in a plastic garbage bag in the open garage.
Ray dreaded it, dreaded the inevitable hysterics, but he called his aunt to tell her the sad news. At least he wouldn’t have to cry alone again.
He dozed in spurts and numbly watched TV until the sun came up.
The Magnum on his new coffee table, the rifle leaning close. He had no loyal watch dog to alert him anymore to the things that stirred in the night.
Ray made coffee, drank it quickly, stuffed his .38 snub-nose in his pants pocket and locked up. He went out to the garage to fetch a shovel.
First he paused to glance up at the pentagram. Pale brownish stains, already fading.
Why? Why? What did he have, besides a dog?
Blinking back more tears, Ray continued to the garage. Froze in its mouth. Began to tremble inside again.
He stood in the cavern-mouth of his garage and Kelly was gone—just the empty trash bag lying discarded like Lazarus’ shroud.
««—»»
Ray called the police about it. This time he mentioned that a few times he’d seen a figure in his drive, had received weird phone calls. This time he told them something he had been reluctant, for some reason, to admit last night. Twenty-two years ago his mother and father had been butchered inside this very house, and their bodies had been found hanging by ropes upside-down above the back door. Nothing had been stolen. And no one was ever caught.
For a long moment the officer on the phone was quiet.
««—»»
Ray sat on his propped blue velour love seat on Saturday night with his Magnum sitting beside him atop a few books. Ray had bought some beer this afternoon and, uncharacteristically, a bottle of sixty proof peppermint Schnapps. In between sips of coffee and glances up at the TV
with volume turned low, Ray took a small hit of Schnapps from the bottle.
The candy cane fire would send sinus cleansing vapors up his nose and warm his throat. It only took a few of these hits before he felt a light dreamy buzz. Sandalwood incense burned on the coffee table—the ectoplasmic mist quickly negated the purifying peppermint vapor. It was suffocating but he refused to put the cone out until it burned down to nothing but ash.
The Love Boat was on, to be followed by Fantasy Island. Ray stared glumly at the near soundless inanities. He looked back into the book in his lap through the haze of incense and haze in his mind.
He had been looking up pentagrams, witches, cults. But his restless curiosity had wandered. He read again about Tibetan “tulpas.”
The book claimed these mind-generated, outwardly projected
“ghosts” could take on a life of their own, and that a tulpa could create its own tulpa, called a yang-tul, which could even create its own tulpa, called a nying-tul. Ray wondered, if this could be taken as true, how far this tulpa progeny could extend. Might some Tibetan yogi find himself the great-grandfather of some undesirable tulpa? Yang-tul, nying-tul. Ray couldn’t help but notice the similarity to yin/yang, as in the yin and yang tattoos he wore on both hands.
Ray got up and banished the unpleasant tulpas of Hollywood executives from his TV. The incense had burned out.
He paced. Paced. He churned the remaining mist in the room with his pacing. He missed his dog. He hated himself for the times he had been irritated, impatient with her. He ached for her not to be dead. To come back.Ray missed Heidi, too. He ached for her to come back.
Ray swigged another shot of Schnapps and turned into the kitchen.
He wanted to call Heidi—he had to. Tell her how he felt about Kelly.
About her. There was just too much horrible pain for him to contain within him.
Shakily he looked up the number and quickly dialed it before he lost his inspiration. It rang. Rang. He hoped no one would pick it up. Part of him wanted to avoid a confrontation with her, opposing the part that screamed across empty space for Heidi to pick up her phone.
The receiver lifted on the other end. The person didn’t say “hello.”
“Hello? Can I speak to Heidi please?”
Silent listening. The connection had gone through—Ray heard TheLove Boat in the background. It had to be her mother, who had compelled Heidi to get off the phone during their sob-filled final conversation, listening to determine if this were that awful “factory boy” who had caused her daughter such emotional distress.
“Hel-lo?” Ray said, beginning to feel angry heat. Then a sudden, shocking realization…
“Heidi, is that you?” he near-whispered.
Nothing but Love Boat.
“Heidi? Hello?”
Another sound in there, too. Faint, indistinct. Ray strained to hear it, though he had all he could do to keep from hanging up. Beyond the TV
babble he heard a familiar kind of…subdued murmur, an uneven hum as of multiple human voices mumbling in an auditorium before a show.
It sounded like…chanting.
Ray looked sharply to his blank kitchen TV. “Hello?” He moved to his TV and put on Love Boat, turned up the volume. No chanting going on on Love Boat. He switched it off. “Hello? Hello? I know someone’s there.”
The phone on the other end hung up with a stealthy, hesitant clatter.
“Fuck,” Ray breathed. He glanced around his kitchen blindly.
Chanting?
It had to have been a radio in another room. The family conversing at the dinner table. His imagination…
But Ray had this unpleasant, strange intuition.
He rushed to snatch up his car keys and his .38 snub revolver.
««—»»
Couldn’t hurt to check, he told himself as he drove. He tried to make excuses for driving over there, because he had calmed down a little and felt stupid. That dream with Paul in it had still been on his mind, and he had simply misinterpreted a sound. Still, couldn’t hurt to park outside Heidi’s house for a few minutes and look at its lit windows and listen for normal sounds from within.
Quickly, before he had left, he had hidden his.22 rifle back in the broom closet and his .22 pistol and the .357 under clothes in a drawer in the bedroom he was using while painting the black room. Having used so much ammo on the matador, today he had also picked up some more ammo. He had bought some .12 gauge shells for his single shot shotgun, too. He had never fired it before and he wanted to start. Especially since Kelley. It had a shell already in it and Ray had slid it under the sofa.
No one would find his guns readily if they broke in. Also, whether he found himself surprised someday in his kitchen, bedroom or parlor, he would have death at his disposal.
It was a long ride, about a half hour or more, to Heidi’s house anyway, complicated by the fact he had only been there once and she had driven him. Luckily he remembered her street’s name. By the time he reached her street, nearly fifty minutes since he had left home, FantasyIsland was half over.
Ray recognized the house ahead on his left. The lights were on, Heidi’s car was parked in the drive but none others. Ray slowed to a crawl, still questioning his actions, and decided to follow through by parking directly across the street.
He sat and watched the yellow windows in the black house. No one passed by in them, but blue TV light flickered on the curtains in the parlor. Ray looked again to the driveway. Heidi’s car. None others. He remembered the night the rest of her family had been conveniently gone, leaving them to spend the night together. Ray took in a long breath, and then pulled the .38 out of his blue windbreaker’s pocket.
Ray placed the .38 on the passenger’s seat and covered it with a folded newspaper, left his car and locked it. He crossed the street.
Up the walk. Part of him shrilly pleaded for him to turn and run but he mounted the front step. Ray poked the door buzzer. He heard it ring inside. He was nearly swooning, drunken—though the Schnapps had since worn off.
No one answered. He rang again. Waited. Knocked loudly.
“For God’s sakes,” he sighed. Knocked—nothing.
Ray stepped down, moved around the side of the house into the backyard. He climbed the few steps to the small patio that gave into the kitchen through a glass sliding door. He hesitated. The kitchen could be clearly seen beyond, and part of the livingroom with blue light moving on the walls.
Ray rapped on the glass. He waited and no one came. The TV
couldn’t be turned up too loud—he couldn’t even bear it. All he heard was a fizzing sound he didn’t recognize. Perhaps Heidi was asleep, so he rapped more loudly.
Glancing down at his feet, Ray sighed. He should leave, leave while he still had a chance. What good would this do? She didn’t want him. He was already past history for her—yesterday’s paper. Yesterday’s toilet paper.
Ray was lifting his head to knock again, maybe for the last time, when his eyes flicked back to his shoes. He moved one of them a little.
He had been standing on a few dark splotches like paint dripped from a height.
His head jerked back. He gaped above him.
Above him, above the back door, someone had painted an inverted five-pointed star inside a circle with some red liquid.
“Oh my God!” Ray hissed to himself.
A few involuntary steps backward, and he snapped his eyes back down to the glass door. Placid, unoccupied kitchen beyond. Lighted rooms, but no activity. Ray moved forward and tried sliding the door but found it locked.
He ran out front again, tugged at the front door. Locked. Ray stared at the knob, then compulsively wiped it free of prints with his shirttail. If something bad had happened he didn’t want to be wrongly implicated.
Darting across to his car, he retrieved the .38 and jammed it in his pocket, then rushed back. Around to the backyard, up the patio steps.
There was lots of yard and the neighboring houses didn’t crowd, so Ray felt safe in freeing his gun and using it to rap on the glass.
“Heidi!” he said. “Heidi!” A glance above.
The dark pentagram stood out even in the dark of night.
His heart was at a crazed gallop, pumping too much blood into his brain, drowning him. Ray looked around him, spotted a heap of gardening tools in the grass against the house, jumped down and seized a trowel. He pulled off his windbreaker, bundled it around his right hand and gripped the trowel, again ascended to the patio. A glance off toward the neighbors.
He hoped Fantasy Island was interesting tonight.
It was such an inconceivably destructive thing to do that he hesitated, tempted to change his mind and break a smaller window and crawl through—or even to drive off and call the police. Let them break in. But what if Heidi’s life depended on quickness? What if he had a chance of protecting her but ran away instead?
Ray drove the trowel blade-first against the glass as if lunging a knife into a man’s stomach. A screeching-grinding noise; the trowel skidded and the glass door rattled but didn’t shatter.
Ray realized that instead of simply breaking a hole big enough for him to reach in and unlock the door, if he did succeed in smashing the glass the whole thing would fall away in huge chunks. Fuck it—if that were going to happen anyway who needed the trowel? He tossed it away and picked up a large stone that had a hand-painted seascape on it and the words CAPE COD in red, wound up almost like a shot-putter and flung the heavy decoration straight at the center of the glass. That worked on the first try—there was a far too loud crystalline explosion and big hunks like sheets of ice dropped down and sub-divided at Ray’s feet.
His arm still wrapped, he reached in and fumbled, unlocked the door.
To hell with prints—his selfish concern could cost Heidi her life. Ray slid the door open and entered the house, overlapping shards of glass grinding and squealing and crunching under his shoes.
No one in the kitchen definitely, no signs of disturbance. Ray plunged into the livingroom.
The fizzing he had heard was very loud now—it was the TV, turned to some channel that had no station. Ray saw it was “8,” with the snowy static up to a high volume. This fizzing/crackling emptiness was what had danced blue light on the curtains and walls.
No one in here, either. Ray strode across the room and shut off the TV
with his left hand; in his right fist he clung to the five shot .38.
The house was now quiet; too quiet. So much so that Ray could hear a clock ticking and the hum of the refrigerator off in the kitchen.
He swallowed saliva and resumed his search of the house. When he had searched his own house, attic and, all after Kelly’s sacrifice he had been too furious to be afraid—but even in this well-lighted, more modern, less isolated house he felt a chilly terror almost like panic, almost enough to make him run the hell out of there. Almost.
Dining room empty, undisturbed. No signs of struggle. Nothing unusual. On down the hall to the bedrooms. Ray poked his nose and gun into the brother’s bedroom first, saving Heidi’s. No brother, no Heidi. He entered and nudged a closet door open. Ray wondered why this room would be lit, since Heidi’s car was the only one here.
What if the boy and Heidi had stayed home—maybe the sister, too, and only the mother was out? Or what if Heidi had gone with them and left her car, and no one was home, and he had broken in for nothing?
Perhaps all the lights and the TV had been left on to dissuade burglars.
So who had answered the phone? Who had painted the pentagram?
And where was Heidi’s dog?
The bathroom was lit and empty—no wide-eyed, grinning possessed fiend hiding behind the shower curtain. Ray glanced at his reflection.
Who would paint the pentagram on Heidi’s house and his house? Who suspected the connection between them? Someone at work? Ray remembered, for some reason, the time someone had broken into work just to set fire to a box of scrap leather on a table next to his cutting machine.
Someone crazy?
Out in the hall again, Ray faced Heidi’s room, its door half open, his gun poised at waist level.
The lights were on in there. No sounds…
Ray eased the door open fully, slowly, with his toe. Breath whistling through his nostrils, mouth clamped tight.
Two empty beds, no longer pushed together to make one.
The sister’s looked taut as an army cot, but there was a dent in Heidi’s pillow and the blanket was rumpled, partly turned aside.
Heart rate escalating further, if that were possible, Ray peeked into the closet, prodded his gun into hanging clothes, half expecting a skeletal white hand to shoot out and seize his wrist.
Ray left Heidi’s bedroom to seek out her mother’s.
Lights on, bed taut as a drum and pillow rigidly undented.
Now what? Call the police?
Wait—the basement. He’d seen a door in the hall, just outside the kitchen, which he assumed led down there.
When Ray cracked the door he saw light down there. Silently he swung the door fully open. Hesitated…then began to descend with soft guerilla steps. He felt vulnerable as his legs came within view of whoever might be down there.
A billiard table waited down here for him, the green too bright in the center from a low light but shading darker toward the pockets. A bookshelf stuffed with paperbacks behind glass cabinet doors. Behind the stairs was a second half of the cellar partly divisioned, and it wasn’t lit, and Ray smelled clothing detergent from that direction. Wash room. His alert eyes scanned further but his body stayed rooted. Away from the pool table, some stone steps led up to a slanting metal bulkhead hatch that obviously gave access to the backyard. Ray now remembered having seen it from the outside—but he didn’t remember noticing that the hatch was cracked a few inches open, with a cool night breeze sifting in.
He moved quickly toward it, passing the opening into the dark wash room, which was also where the furnace was, without really looking deeply in there yet. If he had, he would have seen Heidi staring back out at him from the gloom.
Ray mounted the stone steps and raised the hatch fully on its rusted, squeaky hinges. Peered out as if from inside a tank, then stepped out into the yard again. Stood scanning around him. Here he was full circle…as he looked toward the obliterated patio door. What if Heidi were out with her mom and safe and he had committed vandalism and breaking and entering for nothing?
But the pentagram was still there, only slightly visible from here, over the smashed glass door.
Ray turned and ducked back down into the playroom section of the basement. At the foot of the stone steps he swivelled to face the darkened wash room.
Darkened. It was the only room in the house not lit.
He stepped forward.
He saw her before he had even stepped through the threshold.
Ray made an exclamation of fear that might have been funny if he were a character in a comedy movie sitting on a tack. The short burst of incoherent gasping-babbling that followed as he stumbled backward might have been funny, too. Ray had to spin away from the vision and grab the edge of the pool table. “Oh God, oh God,” he moaned. Chilly wave after wave ran up his neck into his cheeks and scalp.
Stay alert! his mind shrieked.
He hadn’t looked throughout the wash area—what if the person who had done this were still here?
Dazedly, Ray turned and gazed back into the murk. Stepped away from the anchored security of the billiard table and felt floaty as he neared the room. She was still there. This time Ray crept fully inside the sepulcher.
“Jesus. Oh Heidi,” whispered Ray tremulously—for all his terror, some pity oozing through. After all, he was only scared. Heidi was dead.
He felt he should cry. A person he loved, or thought he loved, was dead..
He couldn’t cry. For one, the vision was too fascinating to his horrified curiosity. Heidi was naked except for panties and her ankles were lashed to an overhead pipe and her eyes were open and there were the kind of deep cuts, not mere scratch slits, that open like vaginas, and there was blood still wet and catching sparkly highlights from the other room.
Her mouth was a little open and her hair hung down, her arms flopped in nail-less crucifixion.
Ray glanced around, established that there was no one lurking about behind the furnace or boxes of Christmas decorations. Christmas decorations. Ray’s eyes returned to the body he had made love to, and now that he had assured himself the killers were gone, their work finished, he started to cry. It was safe to cry. He sobbed loudly as if in self-pity, a child with a dead mother, alone in the world. Christmas decorations. Where were her glasses? Her flawless Renoir skin. She was sweet, shy, afraid…she didn’t deserve this, didn’t deserve this…
Ray squatted by her, vision blurred—mercifully—and groped for her stiffening, cooling hand, mottled with the blood settling in it. He bent and kissed the hand, which wore her engagement ring, with a sob of the utmost despair. She didn’t deserve this…he wished he could trade places with her.
Breathing raspily through gritted teeth, Ray straightened and wiped his left hand across his eyes. He couldn’t, wouldn’t leave her like this, strung up like a side of beef. Like a sacrifice to some decadent demon even now watching this human’s pain and laughing at him. Ray turned from her to go upstairs and find a knife.
In the kitchen he pulled open a drawer, sniffling, selected a butcher knife. As he shut the drawer he noticed several spots of red on the tiles a few inches from his feet, like those on the patio. They were under the cabinets below the sink. Ray remembered the light on in Heidi’s brother’s room…
The .38 in hand, for no other reason than moral support, Ray stooped cautiously and opened the cupboard.
Kelly tumbled halfway out rigidly at his feet. Ray jumped back and screamed.
««—»»
Ray embraced Heidi around the legs while he sliced at the rope, so as to let her down rather than let her thump. He did it in a dream-state, not looking at her, forcing out his fear of her blood on him. The rope gave and her weight shifted to his arms. He lowered her legs to the cold, dirty floor, took her under the arms now (a little scratchy from stubble) and dragged her onto a blanket from the wash. Ray dragged the blanket out into the light of the playroom, and there he covered Heidi’s savaged nakedness with another blanket. He didn’t cover her face and he knelt by her side.
Her face was discolored—that interior bloodying more scary than the outer blood that snaked across her neck, into her ear and hair. Ray sniffled, gasped raggedly, batted his lashes at tears and stroked Heidi’s cheek lightly one last time before covering her face. He couldn’t bear the pain he thought he saw in her clouded eyes. The pain of a person cheated of life, cheated of all her dreams.
He rose. He went up the stone steps into the open night air.
Too many prints—if they blamed him how could he prove he didn’t do it? Even if he wiped the prints, how could he get rid of the pentagram like the one the police had found at his home? And Kelly was inside, and he didn’t have enough nerve left to go back in and get her. At least Heidi was still soft…Kelly had toppled out like a gnarled piece of driftwood.
He couldn’t touch that.
He would have to go to the police now and tell them the truth.
So Ray crossed the street to his car, let himself in and drove off.
««—»»
The sniffling wound down to irregular little hitches like hiccups.
Ray’s red eyes grew intent on the road. Not much traffic for a late summer Saturday night, but it was late— Fantasy Island over.
There was a point where the road ahead offered him a choice: to drive left and head into the center of town where the police station would doubtlessly be found, or to take a right branch in the direction of his town.
Ray slowed, the fork growing, and when he could no longer avoid a choice any longer and a car came pressing up from behind he turned right.
The car of kids behind laid on the horn and yelled. The horn and yells vanished off down the left side of the fork as if their car plummeted into an abyss. Or was he plummeting from them?
Ray didn’t understand his choice much except for two things. He had a strange intuition. And he was mad. Furiously, explosively mad. His intuition suggested that he might be able to use his fury. It was pent-up, chained-to-a-wall-for-a-hundred-years fury, and he could unleash it on the proper enemy. Get revenge…
No more hiccup-hitches. His eyes narrowed, hardened, burned painfully with their determined blaze. The segmented white strips in the road plunged one after another after another into his rushing car like tracer bullets, each one pumping his adrenalin further.
He knew they’d be there, whoever they were…waiting for him. It was him they really wanted.
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Chapter
8
Itwas nine o’clock. One hour until Westman Freight arrived for their two skids of taped boxes. Three short—infinite—hours ’til punch-out.
Paul, Abby, Maureen and Jean had left the cafeteria after Paul brought the sandwich carousel full circle in search of more human fragments, but there were just the two mismatched hands. Hungry as they were, no one bought so much as a pack of gum. They had timidly ventured out of the cafeteria in a cluster and approached the far wall of the shipping room, blanketed in black foam hardening from air contact.
By nine the foam had quit flowing and had hardened and cooled. Paul poked it with his Buck knife but warned the others not to touch it with their skin. Jean and Maureen sat at the two old desks in Ted’s tiny office, while Abby and Paul stood. They were waiting, and Paul accepted the burden of their expectations in his command.
Paul wasn’t content with waiting. Somberly he announced, “Let’s make some weapons.”
Abby dislodged a broom handle from its head, Maureen doing likewise. Maureen suggested Paul whittle the broom handles to points but he instructed them to tape exacto knives to the ends. The knives’ blades were small and brittle but razor sharp.
Abby also had her screwdriver. Jean simply adopted a hammer.
“Are we gonna check the cardboard room nor not?” Abby asked. “We don’t even know if the windows aren’t blocked in there.”
“It’s too big and dark,” Maureen said, “and there’s too many places for someone to be hiding.”
“Well we’ve gotta check the back docks and the paint room—there’s a door that goes outside in the paint room. Either we go through the cardboard room or down through the molding area, but we gotta try it.”
“Let’s wait until the fucking truck comes!”
“Paul,” Abby whined for support.
He sighed. “We should try it. Waiting for the truck might be waiting too long. I don’t know how many of the workers are dead but whoever killed them is pretty clever to overpower them, so time counts. With all the weird stuff going on, I don’t think we’re dealing with just one sick person, anyway.”
“I’m not going in that cardboard room or downstairs!” persisted Maureen.
“Come on, girl,” Abby babbled, “we can’t just sit around waiting to get killed, too!”
“Nobody’s come up here after us yet—if we stick together up here in the light we’re safe! If we move we’re gonna walk into a trap! Come on, Paul, we’re okay here for now.” Maureen was almost crying again, clutching her makeshift spear for support.
“Abby and me will go move the curtain and peek into the cardboard room,” Paul formulated aloud. “Well, no, we’ll go in the caf and look through the door that goes into the cardboard room—it’s deeper in so we’ll get a closer look in there. From there we should be able to see the windows. If they’re foamed we’ll stay put up here until ten or so…but after that we should try to get down to the paint room.”
“The Westman guy will call Ted,” Maureen snapped. “We don’t have to move anywhere—they’ll come to us! ”
“The killer will come to us before that,” retorted Abby.
“Shut up, Abby! Let Paul decide!”
“My life is in this, too!”
“Listen,” Paul hissed, “both shut up. I said what we’re gonna do; Abby and me will peek into the cardboard room. If the windows aren’t sealed we’ll use rope or rags or whatever and climb down to the street.
Come on, Abby. You two stay right here.”
“I’d do anything for a .45 Magnum right now,” Maureen muttered tremulously.
“No such thing,” Paul informed her as he and Abby started away.
The cafeteria. They slunk to the door at its end. In the door at face level, a glass window with crisscrossed metal mesh. Had they parted the great canvas curtain with the translucent plastic window in it to peek into the cardboard room, they would have had to look (or even walk) down the short aisle with the storage cage on its right, but this far end of the cafeteria gave directly into the large warehouse area.
Abby hid around the corner, saying nothing, spear ready, and Paul poked one eye up like a periscope, scanning the gloom beyond through the dirty glass and spidery mesh.
So dim; only a few fluorescents on. Rotting wooden ceiling, battered beam supports gouged by clumsy young fork truck drivers, walls of painted brick. It looked so old. An archeologist peering through a chink in some ancient barrow. Unmade boxes by the thousands, flat and stacked taller than humans, rested on wooden pallets, some piles piled on top of each other to almost brush the ceiling. A chasm-maze, with two large corridors for fork truck access and many narrow, twisty tributaries. Along the right wall the cardboard piles were so congregated that some piles were boxed in and nearly impossible to get at. Some of these stacks were only as tall and wide as a refrigerator, but a good number were boxes that could contain a refrigerator, and flattened out their surface area was great.
Piles of this type were like mesas with hundreds of layers of strata.
Shadows had collected like black rainwater in the hollows and spaces in-between; shadows were boxed in, fenced in, partitioned in like captured creatures. A zoo of shadows.
At the far end of the room was a fire escape. But Paul didn’t have much hope about that. He turned his eyes to Abby and whispered, “The windows on both sides look like they’re covered, too.”
“Shit.”
Paul peeked again. Also at the far end of the room was the doorway leading to the freight elevator that communicated between all three floors, and the stairs that did likewise. More dim light came in through this opening. It looked as far away as safe ground across a mine field.
Again Paul looked to Abby, straightening up. “I can’t be sure about all the windows, but after all the others we’ve seen I don’t think they’d miss any unless they ran outta glue.” He listened to his own collected, gritty and pensive tone and he reminded himself of characters on reruns of TV war series. Combat, Rat Patrol. Factory battleground—but who were the Nazis?
“If Maureen and Jean could only take care of themselves,” Abby said,
“you and me could make a run for the stairs and hit the paint room.”
“And what if we make it out? We leave them while we run for help?”
“No…well, one of us could.”
“You?”
“That’s not what I mean! Either of us. The other one could stay and guard the door so it doesn’t get glued—I dunno.”
“Alone? Would you want to do that? No way…we keep together.”
“Well let’s all try it—no one will jump all four of us.”
“At ten we’ll try it.”
“Then we wont’ be up here when the trucker tries to get in. Let’s try the paint room now, and if it’s locked too we can come up here again and wait. You said time counts.”
“I’d do that except for the risks. It’s better to make them come to us instead of us going to them.”
“Yeah, Paul, yeah, but wouldn’t it be better for us to go to our own rescue instead of waiting for our rescue to come to us?
“Yeah—at ten we’ll do that. Let’s go.” Paul began turning away.
“Paul—”
”Look, I’m in charge. Go for it alone if you want.”
“Would you let me go if I tried?”
Paul looked at her. “Don’t be stupid. No way.”
Abby smiled. She looked satisfied, as though complimented.
Paul switched his attention longingly toward the food machines. He didn’t trust the coffee or soda machines, but a wrapped candy bar couldn’t be too dangerous. Except for pins stuck in it. Oh for God’s sake. Paul produced change and moved to the candy machine.
Feeling for some change of her own, Abby said, “Let’s get some for Maureen and Jean, too.” While she waited for her turn Abby floated to the door at the back of the room and peeked through the glass and mesh window.
She only saw the little boy for a half second as he crossed the central aisle and disappeared into one of the narrow off-shoots in the cardboard labyrinth.
“Jesus Christ,” she hissed, scrambling away. “Paul, hurry up! Hurry!”
“Shh, what?” he hissed back, darting to her. She seized his arm.
“I saw a little boy in there.” He could feel her shudder against him.
“He went behind some boxes. It’s the same little boy I saw earlier tonight.”
“Little…the one who was sitting in the cafeteria?” Paul whispered. “I saw him—that was hours ago!”
“I saw him, I swear. He has a brown coat and blond hair.”
“My God, where’d he come from?” Paul pulled away from her.
“Maybe he was hiding back there all the time. Paul, wait!” Abby seized his arm again as he started for the door. “Paul…what would he be doing here? What if he’s one of them? ”
“Them?”
“He’s small…he could sneak around easy. What if he’s been helping them cover the windows and everything up here when we weren’t looking?”
Paul’s face was grave. “Did he see you looking?”
“No, he wasn’t looking this way.”
Chewing his lip, Paul glared at the door. Enemy within reach? He clicked his Buck knife open. “We should go in there after him. But what if the others are back there, too? What if they want us to follow the boy?
Maybe they let you see him.”
“I don’t know. It seemed like an accident that I saw him, though; he was already moving when I looked, and how would they know I was gonna look?”
“I don’t know,” Paul breathed, feeling a murderous impulse.
“Then again,” Abby mused, “what if this poor kid needs help?”
««—»»
Jean began making coffee for herself. Maureen suspiciously eyed the wall of solidified black foam, so near, afraid the hot flow might resume.
She could still smell a stink as of melted plastic from it. She couldn’t remember the foam downstairs ever smelling quite like this. She looked to Jean and wondered how she could seem so calm and nonchalant after all this, especially where just a short while ago she had been in hysterics after discovering the hand in the vending machine. Was she simply brave, or was she in her own little world? She was reassuring Maureen as she made her coffee in her chic, short dark hair cut, but tacky purple earrings and purple/black-squiggled white T-shirt and unfaded designer jeans.
Dressing to look fashionable in a factory was an idiosyncrasy…but looking fashionable in a life or death situation was an absurdism that occurred now even to someone like Maureen, nineteen and not inclined toward abstract philosophical musings.
“The sickie that’s doing this is afraid to get face-to-face with us or he’d already come after us, right?” Jean said, her back to Maureen. “All we have to do is wait for the truck driver and he’ll call the boss and he’ll send in the Marines.”
“Yeah. S.W.A.T.,” joked Maureen wanly. “Just wait, that’s what I say.” Hugging her meaty upper arms.
“Bloss is taking good care of us. You sure you don’t want a nice hot coffee, honey?”
“No. I just wanna get the fuck out of here.”
“We will soon, trust me.” Jean turned from stirring her coffee to brandish her hammer. “Any weirdo who comes up here gets the lumps from me, believe me.”
“Yeah, and I’ll hide behind you.” Maureen unconsciously heard a rustling sound up around the stairs to the third floor, unconsciously glanced up. Her heart shook under a mallet blow. She sucked down the plastic-fla-vored air. A face peered down at her from a tear in the translucent plastic insulation that blocked off the staircase all along one side. “Jean, Jean! ”
Jean whirled, looked up, squeezed her hammer’s handle. The face was peering down at her, too. “Hey!” she said.
It was a little boy’s face. Shortish dirty blond hair in loose bangs, bright-eyed, perhaps a little smile. A sweet, innocent, pale and sensitive face. An Oliver Twist face.
“Hey—hey, kid!” Maureen gasped, her dazed heart reeling.
“Kid, come down here!” Jean coaxed, lowering her hammer.
“My God, who is he?” Maureen breathed. “Kid…come down here!”
“Where’d you come from?” Jean asked.
Innocent face, no response, innocent blink.
Jean came around the office partition. Maureen bolted up out of her chair after her. “Jean, wait, let’s get Paul!”
“Go get him. I’ll get the kid down here.”
“Don’t go up there—it’s dangerous!” Maureen had caught Jean’s arm.
“I’m not going up; I’m gonna tell him to come down.”
“Let me get Paul first!”
“Go and get him. I’ll just stand down here and tell the kid to come down.”
“Alright, but don’t go upstairs.”
“I won’t.”
Maureen let Jean go and the fashionably-dressed teenager reached the windowed door to the staircase leading up to the painting department.
Jean took the door handle and Maureen hesitated in running for Paul, hung back and watched Jean open the door.
In the cafeteria, Paul and Abigail heard the scream.
Jean opened the door and what she saw Maureen couldn’t tell, but Maureen saw her face open in disbelief and horror, and Maureen saw a hand shoot out and grasp Jean around the neck in a fist, as a normally-proportioned hand would grasp a cucumber. This hand, bony and white and delicate, was triple the size of a man’s hand.
Maureen shrieked. Jean’s eyes bulged and with a tremendous yank she was gone from view, her hand jerked free of the door handle it had tightened on in reflex. The door banged shut after her.
Paul and Abby ran. Maureen ran. They met in-between.
Maureen smashed into Paul’s arms. He stumbled back, lost his footing and fell. Maureen dropped to her hands and knees, sobbing frantically. Abby crouched by her. “What? What is it?”
“Jean,” the girl blubbered, “Jean, Jeeean! ”
Paul scrambled to his feet. Abby looked up at him. “Jean,” she said.
Paul spun. Eyes darting. No sign of Jean. Back to Maureen.
“Where is she?” he snapped, gripping his knife.
Maureen used Abby to pull her quaking body back to its feet. She pointed a quivering arm. “Upstairs…oh God…a hand…a giant hand came out, a giant hand! ”
Paul again spun. Upstairs? A giant hand? The window in the door leading upstairs showed nothing, apparently, behind it.
“What hand?” Abby was asking Maureen.
“Ohhh, ohhh, I wanna go home, I wanna go home! We have to get out of here! I want to go ho-ho-ho- home! ”
“What happened to Jean—did she go upstairs?” Paul hissed, eyes on that window across the room. “Maureen! Where did Jean go?”
“The hand came out and grabbed her! I heard it pull…I heard her thumping up the stairs…it was dragging her…oh my God! Oh my God…” Maureen hugged Abby and shook violently and cried. Paul had begun to take a step forward toward the door when Maureen lifted her head and told them, “There was a little boy upstairs looking down at us…he tricked Jean into opening the door!”
Paul faced her. Abby said first, “A little boy? With blond hair?”
“Yeah—did you see him?”
“Yeah, I saw him out back just a minute ago!” said Abigail.
“You two stay here,” Paul said.
“Paul!”
“Jean might still be alive.”
“She isn’t; you can’t leave us! They’ll get you!”
“Don’t go, don’t go, don’t leave us!” Maureen babbled.
“I just have to look,” Paul said, and despite their chorus he made his way stealthily toward the door, knife held before him, body tense and flushed. Unreality flush. Giant hand?
“Maureen, let go,” Abby coaxed her gently. Maureen took a step aside to hug herself so that Abby could bring her make-shift razor spear to plunging position.
Only several yards between Paul and the door. He didn’t dare blink.
Closing the distance. One yard. Several feet. Arm’s length. Paul stopped.
Knife in right fist, he reached out his left hand. Eyes on the window.
Only his reflection and dark wooden stairs showing through it.
Fingers brushing cold handle, closing. Paul jerked the door open, let go, blocked it from shutting with his foot to free both hands.
Dark steps. Light above, and nothing up there.
Paul glanced at the steps for blood and saw none.
“Jean!” he shouted up the stairs.
The intercom crackled to life throughout the factory and loudly broadcast a number of radios playing simultaneously. They could be heard, even without the benefit of the public address system, originating from downstairs, so loud was the volume. On one station a rabid radio announcer urged listeners to come on down to some kind of car show on
“Sun- dayyyy! ” Superimposed over this were a heavy metal song and Karma Chameleon, by Culture Club.
Maureen whimpered, reduced to a tremulous gelatin.
Paul hardened at the unrelenting onslaught, as if insulted.
Challenged. He grimaced. Shot a look over his shoulder. “Abby, don’t leave Maureen for a second; I’ve gotta check upstairs for Jean.”
“No, Paul, no— don’t leave us!” Maureen wailed.
“Look…”
“I’m scared, Paul,” Abby said. She took a few steps forward.
Maureen advanced accordingly.
“I know, but…”
“They’re everywhere, Paul! They’ve gotta be downstairs now…they were in the cardboard room a minute ago and then upstairs. They’ve got us surrounded. Don’t’ walk into a trap like Jean did. They’ve got her—she’s dead.”
“A big hand grabbed her, I saw it, it was gigantic—it couldn’t be real!
It was too big!” Maureen sobbed. “I’m not kidding! It was like a monster hand!”
“Could this be ghosts? ” Paul said.
“No way,” Abby said.
“Look, I told you this place is haunted. The little boy we saw, the radio, all these weird phenomena…it could be a physical haunting, like a poltergeist.”
“Don’t get weird on us, Paul. Maureen’s just imagining things ‘cause she’s upset.”
“I didn’t imagine it! I saw it! Did we imagine the hands in the sandwich machine and Steve in the degreaser?”
“I’ve gotta look for Jean, just for a minute,” Paul repeated.
“No, Paul.” Abby.
“I’ll just stop at the top of the stairs and look from there. You can wait at the bottom step and watch me—how about that? I’ll stay in sight.”
“Promise?”
“Yeah—I won’t leave the top step.”
“Okay. But be careful.”
“Let’s go.”
Abby and Maureen approached the staircase and Paul waited for them. When they reached him Paul let go of the door and Abby held it open. Paul began to ascend, stealing one delicate foothold at a time like a mountain climber, insinuating himself on each step to minimize the creak.
Knife held before him.
Maureen glanced behind her, across the room at the window in the canvas curtain blocking access to the cardboard room. She imagined a sweet child’s face there, perhaps smiling, blinking innocently at her—seeing her but not seeing her. She conjured this in her mind and shuddered. She crowded Abby into the stairwell and whispered, “Let’s close the door and get down so nobody coming upstairs or through the cardboard room can see us, okay?”
“Yeah, good idea.” Abby and Maureen let the door swing shut and close them in the stairwell with Paul, crouching down on the steps below the rim of the window in the door.
Paul was halfway up. He resisted the temptation to glance back down at the girls, afraid of what might be waiting at the top of the stairs when he looked back. The next step squealed agonizingly. Paul sneered and drew in a whistling breath.
He could swear now that not only were radios playing over the intercom upstairs, but a radio or two in the sanding room beyond the painting room as well. Yes—positively. He could distinguish a tinny-sounding Hispanic station in there amongst the rock cacophony.
Almost to the top. When he reached the last step, the pinnacle, would some giant ectoplasmic hand come around the corner, yanking him by the neck or shoving him down the stairs to shatter his bones?
He had to go up there. Had to.
Four steps. Three. He could see more of upstairs, the wheeled paint racks filled with parts sprayed earlier by a living Steve. Two steps. Paul stopped below the top step.
He couldn’t bring himself to look around the corner to his right. The hand, or whatever it was Maureen had seen, would be waiting there.
Paul shifted to the far left of the step, away from the corner. Slowly, not breathing, he leaned his body into the room so as to see the first of the paint booths.
The carousel was on. The overhead conveyor belt with hooks on it, from which parts were hung so that they could be sprayed as they slowly passed in front of the paint booths. A few large pieces, already painted, filed into view from behind the paint booth Paul could see. They floated out of view. Now just empty, paint-encrusted hooks. The belt rotated.
Now something new came floating out from behind the first paint booth.
Paul winced, recoiled back against the mesh that prevented him from toppling off into the elevator shaft to his left. He recognized the object from its first signs of appearance. Purple and black-squiggled T-shirt, the back of it impaled on a carousel hook, hiked up to show midriff and back.
Arms dangling, head slumped, hair draped to hide features. And the purple and black squiggles joined by white splotches; on her midriff and back and across the thighs and crotch of her designer jeans, too. Flecks in her hair. Jean had been hung on the conveyor belt and spray-painted.
“What do you see?” Abigail hissed up at him.
Paul stepped up on the last step and turned around the corner.
Abigail saw only a sliver of Paul up there now. “Paul!” she whispered harshly. Spear haft slick.
He ignored her. He ducked down quickly behind a wooden shelf and Abby lost sight of him fully.
“Jesus,” Paul breathed. He was mesmerized. He felt faint. But there was also a crazy, triumphant exhilaration…unaccountable perhaps. Under less emotional circumstances, he might have compared the sensation to seeing Bigfoot, or a flying saucer. A ghost.
At the end of the room, beyond all the paint booths, were those plastic hanging strips cutting off the painting department from sanding. And behind the strips, it danced.
It looked watery through the dusty, thick strips, but was close enough to them to almost brush against them. It was dancing to the intercom’s hideous soup of sound, dancing a spastic marionette rain-dance, too absorbed to have noticed him. Paul watched it in stricken fascination. Its head and body, those of the child they had seen. Blond hair, Oliver Twist face. From what Paul could see, the face remained impas-sive, lips pressed in a gentle almost-smile. Eyes bright and harmless. The brown winter coat was gone. It wore trousers and a blue and white-striped T-shirt. Dirty, once-white sneakers. And the pale, skinny arms flopping in dance were three times their normal length, having two elbows each, ending in gigantic bony white hands with immense fingers.
The legs were three times their normal length, requiring two joints each, also. Subsequently, the trousers were more like shorts. The feet were normal in size.
Paul could clearly see, once the more salient arms and legs had been assimilated, an adult-sized naked and erect penis poking up out of the boy’s trousers.
The dancing creature was mantis-like and floatingly graceful, not like a person on stilts. It was tall. The arms raised up like those of a gibbon and the blond head bobbed agreeably to the body’s frenzied gyrations.
Paul found it hard to will himself to move…to think.
“Paul!” he heard Abby hiss behind and below.
This startled but helped him. On hands and knees, Paul scuttled backwards, keeping his burning eyes locked on the creature. He made it around the corner and the vision left his eyesight.
Paul rose and came down the steps at a considerably greater speed than with which he had mounted them.
««—»»
“You said you wouldn’t do that,” Abby scolded him as he descended.
“Shh.”
“Did you see anything?”
Paul reached the girls and hustled them out the door and into the bright shipping department, making sure not to let the door slap shut on its spring. The two young women saw his bloodless, glassy-eyed intensity. Paul shot a glance over his shoulder and herded the girls across the room toward the cafeteria.
“What?” Maureen whimpered.
In the cafeteria, Paul pulled them by the elbows into the corner where the pay phone was positioned. He knew better than to try it again.
“What did you see?” Abigail whispered. “Jean?”
“Yeah—she’s dead.”
“How? ” Maureen sobbed.
“I don’t know, but she was hung up on the carousel and she was sprayed with paint.”
“What?”
“Hung up on the what?” cried Maureen.
“The belt they hang parts on to paint. Listen, now. I know you’re not gonna believe this…maybe you will, Maureen. I saw…the thing that’s doing this. It isn’t human.”
“What do you mean?” Abby asked.
“Maureen was right. I saw this thing dancing around to the music up there in the sanding room. It was the little boy we saw, Abby…except it’s changed. It has arms and legs too long for a human being, now, and giant hands like Maureen said.”
“Oh God,” breathed Maureen.
Abby hissed, “You’re crazy, Paul—are you sure what you saw?”
“I got a good look at it. I watched it. It looks like the same boy I saw in the cafeteria hours ago, but it has arms and legs longer than I can describe. They have multiple joints. Whatever it is, it was disguising itself as a normal little boy. Either it folded its limbs up to look normal or it grew them longer.”
“For Christ sakes, Paul.”
“Look, I saw it, alright?”
“I saw it too, Abby—it’s real.”
“Well, what is it? A freak or…something from outer space or something?”
Paul tossed a look toward the doorway. He could see the door to the elevator. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s from another dimension. Or maybe it’s some kind of elemental spirit that’s taken on a physical form.” There was a savage glittery excitement in Paul’s eyes.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Paul.”
“Can we kill it?” Maureen sniffled.
“It’s solid, apparently. But not necessarily. If it is solid, I don’t see why we can’t kill it. We’re not exactly gonna go hunting it down, though.
I think we should make a break for the back docks while it’s upstairs.”
“Yeah, good idea,” Abby said.
“Well let’s go—hurry,” Maureen whined.
“Okay, let’s go. Stick together.” Paul moved.
Maureen scrambled, terrified to be left even a foot behind him.
Abby leapt after her, still with her spear. Factory Amazon.
Paul hesitated at the doorway into the abysmal cardboard room. The girls piled behind him, Maureen’s hand on his back.
“Let’s go, Paul, we have to hurry! ”
Paul gave the cavern a quick scan through the glass, then pushed the door and plunged into the gloom.
The two young women dove trustingly after him.
««—»»
The three of them darted down the main, central aisle in the labyrinth of stacked cardboard, across rough slabs of metal laid down to protect the sagging floor from the wheels of fork trucks. One of the few night light fluorescents high overhead fluttered and ticked, turned amber. It caught Maureen’s anxious attention. She looked up and moaned as she darted and her toe caught the edge of one of the metal slabs and she came smashing down on her forearms. She yelped.
Abby tripped over her, stumbled in momentum but caught herself, managing not to skewer anyone on her lance.
Paul skidded, wheeled around, sprang to Maureen.
The intercom still raged, the sound hollow and eerily distant in here.
Paul took Maureen’s arm to help her up. She bucked with sobs. Paul’s eyes trailed across Maureen’s back to where her shirt had hiked up, revealing smooth lower back curving sumptuously into soft hips. She got to her feet and he let go of her arm. Maureen looked at the torn skin on her forearms and squealed another sob.
“You’re alright, Maureen, come on,” Abby urged.
“You okay?” asked Paul. He felt a stab of pity for her amidst all this danger, and wanted to put his hand on her or arm around her but couldn’t.
Paul was shy about touching women. To the point of fear. Though he had kissed and fondled his girlfriend of some years back—years without a girlfriend since—the girl who had left him and gone off to college, he had never had intercourse with her. Or anyone. Paul had told his cousin Ray that he had had sex with her. Paul had told Ray, perhaps for more authen-ticity, that he had been impotent with her at first. Paul had lied. And he didn’t feel good about it.
All the night lights in here now flickered, and one by one sputtered to pulsating amber. The gloom around them became richer. Maureen pressed her body impulsively against Paul and knotted her fists in his black Tshirt. “It knows we’re in here, Paul! Let’s go back!” Maureen glanced at the doorway at the back of the room. “It can come down from the sanding floor the back way—we might walk right into it!”
That was a strong possibility, Paul realized. It could be hiding around the corner of the doorway even now. He unconsciously held one of Maureen’s torn arms, damp with sweat.
“We can run for it!” Abby insisted.
“No—we should turn back. We’re gonna wait for the truck.”
“No way, Paul!”
‘We’ll barricade ourselves in the shipping room. Listen! I’ll use the pallet jack to pile the Westman skids in front of the curtain. We’ll use shipping string, boxes, tables…”
“How do we barricade the elevator? And, and what about the plastic near the stairs? It could tear right through that. There’s no way! ”
“Let’s get out of here,” Maureen sobbed, “it’s dark! ” They stood naked in a no-man’s-land between their base camp and the shadows in which their enemy moved.
Paul’s mind teetered on a balance beam of indecision. His previous leader’s cool faltered—he was almost willing to relinquish command to Abby, who seemed receptive to that concept.
Abby whipped her head. “Paul!” In swinging her spear around in a new direction the razor point scratched Paul’s belly.
He hardly noticed, tensed his whole body. “Where?” he whispered.
“Over near the corner—let’s move! ”
“Did you see it?” Maureen gushed in a squeaky whisper.
“Let’s get out of the open! ” Abby turned and leaped out of the main aisle, scrambled lithely over a short pile and ducked behind a giant stack.
Paul pushed Maureen after her. Maureen was only too willing to follow, and retained enough survival coordination for quick response.
Paul crouched by them in this narrow cardboard ravine. “It probably heard you,” he said.
“I couldn’t help it.”
“Did you see it clearly?”
“I just saw a shadow move out of the corner of my eye. It was near the cafeteria wall, the corner with all the circuit breakers. Maybe that’s why the lights went down.”
“Yeah.”
“If we make a run for the shipping department it might cut us off, or if we make a run for the back docks it might cut us off. It could be anywhere behind that cardboard.”
“Oh, God,” Maureen sniffled. “Paul, please get us out of here!”
“I’m trying to.” Paul’s lead pentagram amulet swung like a lazy pendulum—with all this running around it had been thumping his chest but he hadn’t tucked it inside his shirt. Whatever power it might garner for him as a witch, he needed all the help he could get. He glanced at Maureen beside him. Face pasty, eyes red, on the verge of swooning. She looked back at him meekly and he quickly looked elsewhere. “Stay here,”
he muttered. He crept to his right down the narrow, trash-littered back aisle that ran parallel to the right-hand wall of dusty brick. Stacks of cardboard pressed up against the wall could have given access to the small windows high up, but they were sealed over.
From a new position Paul ventured an eye around the edge of a cardboard pile, his nose pressed to the cardboard and inhaling the dust of months settled on it. He sat back and bottled a sneeze, wrested control and peered again, this time holding his breath.
Mesas and plateaus. A cardboard skyscraper city-scape. Weak fluttering amber illumination. He saw much shadow but none of it moving.
What might be peeking out of it, back at him, as he pecked now—its eyes so keen perhaps that it saw his one sneaky eye? That made his eye feel huge and soft and vulnerable. He pulled back and returned in a hunched ape-walk to where the two young women hunkered down.
“I don’t know what to do,” he confessed.
“Great,” said Abby.
“Well what the fuck do you say we do?”
“I told you what to do but you waited too long. We have to make some kind of move—we’re too boxed in here.” Abby didn’t realize her own pun.
“Yeah,” Paul muttered.
“Are you sure you saw it?” Maureen asked Abby hopefully. “Maybe you imagined it ‘cause you’re scared.”
“Maybe, but I doubt it.”
Mixed with the music on the P.A. they heard a D.J.’s voice, but it was distant and garbled. Paul strained to listen, hoping to hear the time. It had to be pretty damn close to ten, right?
Abby contemplated the waning lights. “If these go out all the way we’re dead. Let’s make a run for the back docks, Paul—time is running out.”
“Why is it picking us out one by one?” Paul wondered. “It couldn’t have gotten everyone one by one—it had to…I don’t know. Maybe ‘cause we’re onto it, but it seems a little scared of us.”
“Paul,” Maureen said, hands on his arm, “if we go back in shipping we can hear the truck when it comes and we can yell for help. He’d hear us if we were out on the dock. The back dock is too far away, and what if we finally get there and find out it’s blocked, too? Of course it’s blocked; everything else is blocked. Everything. The truck could be out there right now. You said we could make a run for the dock later if the truck didn’t come. We’re closer to shipping than we are to the other door in here—maybe if it’s scared of us a little it wont’ attack us if we all run for it together, holding hands so nobody gets left behind.”
Paul had been nodding. “Yeah, you’re right. The thing wants us to run for the back docks. That’s why it let me see it dancing—to scare us into running and leaving the shipping room. We gotta get back in there. But listen…we won’t run. If it sees us run it’ll think we’re scared of it, even if we are. If it sees us calm and alert maybe it’ll keep its distance.”
“Well if it pops up I’m running,” said Abby.
“No, listen.” Paul bulged his eyes and thrust his jaw at her, hissed through clenched teeth. “That’s what it wants—to scatter us. No one takes off on the others. We’ve got to keep together to keep strong.”
“We won’t hear the truck because of the intercom.”
“We’ll wreck the intercoms up here. There’s one in the aisle.” He nodded toward the curtained corridor leading into shipping.
“I’m not hanging around in there while we try to—”
“Shut up, you’re wasting time. Let’s…”
A blurred streak, as a hand of clammy white loomed up for a mil-lisecond, fingers spread to their full impossible breadth, before flashing down at them where they huddled. They barely had time to react, a half-cry starting from Maureen as she fortunately lost her balance on the balls of her feet and toppled onto her back. Paul had thrust his weight backwards as well—not thinking to swing his knife—as the hand lunged for his throat.
The bony fingers, only as thick around as a slender man’s fingers but apparently with extra joints, gripped the front of Paul’s black T-shirt with its shiny Chinese dragon decal.
Now Paul swung his knife, before it could tug him over the stack of folded boxes to where it hid on the other side. The blade buried itself, with a grinding glance off bone, in the pallid flesh between thumb and fingers. Maureen was screaming hysterically off behind him.
Abby hesitated with her spear, numbed in horror.
A very thick, greenish-gray sap flowed casually from where the Buck knife was imbedded. The fingers tried to pull at Paul but he jerked on the knife as if it were a stick shift in a car, and resisted using his other hand to dislodge the fingers lest it grab that. “Abby!” Paul shrilled.
Abby jabbed with her spear. Just grazed her target, but thrust again with more force. Only nicked the narrow wrist. Her jabs were like the horribly ineffectual blows and bullets, slow motion and weak, Paul remembered from his dreams. Punches he threw, bullets he fired at dream opponents—so frustratingly anemic. He watched the spear jab and the glistening sap ooze where his knife had jammed, where blood would be jumping in a human being.
Paul felt more hands grip him from behind. Maureen. With all her weight she pulled at him. Abby lunged with her spear and this time fully buried the tiny exacto blade in the heel of the hand. The fingers lost their purchase on Paul and he began to fall back into Maureen’s lap, but they quickly seized his pentagram talisman.
There was a high-pitched sound from behind the stacks of cardboard, as of a whistling tea kettle. Upper register steam whistle. The hand let go of Paul abruptly and he and Maureen tumbled backwards in a tangle.
Abby’s spear slipped free.
As the withdrawing hand loomed again, Paul’s Buck knife protruding, Abby looked up and saw ugly, crusted black charred areas on several fingertips and the thumb, and these scabs oozed sap and smoked.
It was apparent. The contact with the pentagram had burned it.
The hand sank from view. The high whistle seemed to move away and then drained off.
Maureen sobbed. Paul scrambled to his feet, shaking hard and his heart battering-ramming his inner wall. Abby, with her spear, knelt closer to them. “Your necklace burned it, Paul…did you see that?”
“Is it gone? Where’d it go?” cried Maureen. “How did it get right behind our boxes without us hearing it?”
Their backs rested against the stacks pushed up against the brick wall.
As far from the row of stacks that separated them from the main aisle as they could get. Which wasn’t very far.
Paul picked up his medallion and held it before his face. It didn’t feel hot to him. The properties of the lead? He doubted it was that scientific.
“It is some kind of devil or something, isn’t it?” Abby panted.
“A spirit,” Paul corrected. “Of some kind.”
“That’s why it’s afraid of us!” Abby hissed. “That’s why it didn’t show itself when it attacked us just now—all it did was reach around the boxes, Paul. It’s afraid of your necklace!”
“Maybe,” Paul said. “Probably.” His head turned slowly and glazed eyes settled on Abby’s. “You got a marker or pen?”
Abby caught on, patted her pockets. “Shit.”
Maureen glanced about the wooden floor in quick, nervous, bird-like jerks of her head.
Paul eyed the floor also. A crushed coffee cup. Squashed cigarette butts. Cellophane from a sandwich. A dusty unopened packet of ketchup…
Paul’s hand darted to the ketchup.
Abby dragged a folded box off one of the shorter stacks behind them.
It wasn’t a big box, so folded it wasn’t unwieldy. Paul tore the packet with his teeth.
Paul was the artist so Abby and Maureen watched reverently.
Squeezing the packet, trying not to use up too much ketchup too quickly, Paul painted a circle on the cardboard, and within that, shakily, a five-pointed star.
««—»»
The driver for Westman Freight cursed, his curse coming out in cold steam. He had knocked, waited, knocked, called out. Tried to force the knob. Locked. He walked around the building to the back docks, lighting up a cigarette for the illusion of warmth.
No lights on back here, but there was street lamp light and the driver could see to mount concrete steps to the back dock platform. It jutted out in such a way that trucks could back up to the platform, but not flush with the dock doors as they could at the shipping dock. Between the two dock doors was a trash compactor-dumpster, blue and immense. Plastic rubble strewn around it.
The driver tugged on one door, then the other. Both locked. He cursed.
Now he headed around the building to the door through which most employees came and went, opening onto the street. Locked. He pounded its metal surface loudly and called in. No wonder they couldn’t hear him with the fucking radios so loud in there. “Hey!” he bellowed, his truck driver’s temper getting roused.
If it weren’t for the radios he’d think the place was shut down for the night, it was so dark. No lit windows. But there were also cars along the street, and there had been cars around back in the dirt parking lot, he had noticed.
“Come on, morons,” he muttered under his steamy breath, and thumped the door again.
After a few moments he strode around to the shipping dock again. Gave the door one last pummeling. “Hey! Westman Freight!” He sighed. “Fuck it.” He skipped down the cement steps. Where was that little guy Paulie?
Fuck it. No skin off his nose—he was just a driver. He’d call his boss from a pay phone and let him sweat it. Let the boss call Rim and ask what was up. He’d have a cup of coffee. But he wasn’t going to stay out all night—no fucking way. He wanted to be home and with his wife by midnight.
The trucker pulled himself up into his warm cab, closed himself in.
He didn’t think to lay on his horn a few times. Anyway, it was late and the neighbors wouldn’t appreciate it.
The truck from Westman Freight belched and rumbled and pulled away.
««—»»
Paul had felt weak. Now he felt potent.
Abby had her spear, and Paul deemed it best to keep his hands mostly free, so Maureen seemed the logical choice to carry their pentagram shield—and she was only too willing. She could hide behind it. She held it up in both hands and Paul held his removed necklace aloft as the three of them left their bunker and entered the main aisle.
They looked up and down the aisle and saw nothing. Heard nothing—no tea kettle whistling, nothing moving. But then they hadn’t heard it move up behind their barricade of stacked cardboard, either.
“Keep close,” Paul reminded them in a hushed, grave voice. “No matter what.”
They began moving slowly down the aisle in the direction of the shipping room. Paul faced forward, Abby faced mostly sideways but scanned, Maureen walked carefully backwards, holding up the cardboard to cover their retreat. Their shoulders brushed and several times they stepped on heels, irritating each other.
“Should we got through the caf,” asked Abby, “or through the curtain?”
“It might be in the bathrooms or right around the corner of the door.”
“It might be right around the corner or behind the curtain.”
“The curtain is straightest and quickest. Don’t talk.”
Already they had reached the corridor bordered by the cafeteria partition on their right and the “cage,” where parts were stored, on their left.
The heavy canvas curtain ahead. Closed. Through its plastic window the shipping room looked glaringly reassuring and empty. How could they ever have been fools enough to leave it? Paul eyed the cage anxiously.
Dark in there, but he quickly established its contents as harmless. Abby likewise stared through the glass windows in the cafeteria wall. Those inappropriately cheery orange seats and yellow tables. Luminous windows in vending machines.
Maureen’s especially anxious eyes ricocheted like laser beams throughout the receding cardboard room, expecting to see some hideous freak of Nature spring up from the primordial forest of shadows.
A face popped up in the cafeteria window and stared directly into Abby’s eyes. She screamed.
The cute little boy wore an innocent half-smile; he was almost cherubic in mood, though a little too shy, pale, and thin.
Paul swung around with his amulet. Maureen jumped and whipped the cardboard around to face the windows. “Go away!” Maureen cried in desperation.
The tea kettle whistle could be heard as the head quickly ducked back down out of sight, but none of them saw the sweet smile falter or the lips open to utter the sound; the expression had remained constant, like an unthinking mask.
“It worked,” Maureen babbled, almost laughing, “it worked!”
“Beautiful,” hissed Paul. “Keep moving.”
“Be careful,” Abby warned, “it might be coming around behind the curtain.”
“I know. Yeah, give me the spear and you hold the pentagram.”
“Okay.” That sounded good to Abigail.
The curtain was within spear range. “Whoa. Hold it,” said Paul. The girls shuffled to a halt. It wasn’t easy for Maureen to resist looking behind her. Abby kept her gaze fixed on the cafeteria windows, visibly vibrating but gripped by her own intense, steely determination. Of the two women, Paul fleetingly recognized now, as he prepared to probe the curtain, he was more grateful to have Abby with him than Maureen. Despite their debating over strategies, he acknowledged a respect for her. If life ever went normal again, and their jobs in this place resumed, he would be glad to let her be his assistant group leader as she had requested, to his previous disgust…no matter how small their masking team was.
Maureen—she was holding up adequately, but he felt a simple protective sympathy for her rather than respect. He would defend her, particularly, with his life. It was good to have someone to fight for.
Paul extended the broom-handle lance, the razor tip slimy with the honey-thick goo the creature carried for blood.
He poked the curtain in several places. Stepped a bit closer, poked further. Paul stabbed into the fabric itself and used the spear to pull the curtain open in one violent whoosh.
Nothing beyond. “Okay,” he panted.
As one they shuffled onward. Paul reached the curtain and traded Abby back her spear quickly, extended the pentagram around the corner to the left. Then poked his head into the shipping department. Clear to left and right. “Okay,” he repeated. They were through.
They dashed to the farthest table, where Paul worked. “Magic markers—hurry,” he instructed, snatching up stray hunks of cardboard.
“Draw pentagrams.” While the girls did this, Paul grabbed Maureen’s shield and a roll of tape. Necklace again hanging down his chest, he darted back toward the cafeteria.
Gingerly, but also boldly, he ventured into the cafeteria threshold. It looked empty in there, but… Fuck taping up the cardboard sign—Paul stepped into the caf and used his thick-tipped marker to draw a pentagram directly on the door. He leaped out of the caf, pulling the swinging door shut after him. On the glass, wire-meshed window in the door he drew another of the magical symbols.
Had it ducked into one of the bathrooms? If so, he could draw a pentagram inside the opposite door as well and on all the partition windows—trap the creature alive. But Paul wasn’t willing to gamble on entering the cardboard room again, new-found potent boldness or not.
Instead he drew the curtain closed and inked a pentagram on the window in it. The ink was faint on the plastic, however, didn’t take too well. He glanced around him, spotted a number of paper cups filled with the paint first shift used to touch up defects in the paint of finished pieces. With a paintbrush Paul the artist deftly rendered a thick black pentagram on the translucent plastic window.
Across the room, Abby had taped one of the cardboard signs in the window of the door that led upstairs, too leery of opening the door to draw a symbol on its inner surface. Maureen taped another sign to the red moveable safety bar on the elevator platform, so that it could be seen clearly from above the shaft should anything attempt coming down that way, somehow. Now it was their turn to block off all its exits and access routes, and they attacked this with relish.
Paul painted a symbol in the window of the metal door that led downstairs, waited a moment, then jerked the door open and painted a huge pentagram on the door itself. He let the door swing shut.
“Just in case,” he said, and ran across the room to paint on the window in the door that led out onto the shipping dock. Rejoining the girls, he opened the staircase door and painted on the wood to support the sign Abby had taped to the glass.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” Abby said.
Paul let the door swing shut and smiled sinister triumph. “Looks like it.” “So now we just wait for Westman, right?” Maureen said anxiously.
“It can’t get in here, and we don’t have to leave.”
Abby pointed to the clock across the room. “Paul, it’s twenty past ten.”“Oh no— no! ” Maureen whined.
“It’s okay—listen,” said Paul. “Even if Westman came already he’ll call his boss, and his boss will call Ted at home.”
“At this hour?”
“Yeah—I’ve called Ted some nights when a truck didn’t show up or something. Anyway, it’s only an hour-and-a-half ’til midnight. If we aren’t out of here by twelve, people will come looking for us. Why don’t you give the phone another try?”
Maureen and Abby headed into the office while the intercom broadcasted a Van Halen song, and under that, less distinct, George Harrison’s Beware Of Darkness, one of Paul’s favorite songs. His spine tingled.
218



Chapter
9
There was no distinct border he crossed, no abrupt change, but as Ray wound through the tunnel-like wooded back roads on the drive to his house it seemed as though somewhere along the way he had entered another country, skirted some kind of checkpoint. He had passed or seen no other car for some time now; in this country he was the entire population but for them. The farmhouse he finally passed was black, unlit, impossible to be thought of as containing life—just a mau-soleum by the side of the road. It fell behind.
He didn’t put on the radio for companionship; a ridiculous concept.
There was an iron curtain, and Van Halen and Culture Club and such nonsense should not penetrate here with their foolish loud gaiety. This was a somber land, and no outside voice should reach here.
Ray’s anger almost had a gladness to it, a relief. It fueled his car, this rocket plunging through space, through a black hole into dimensions beyond. But solemn voices inside him made his eager rage falter, cracked chinks in his armor.
Heidi. Poor innocent Heidi. She had extended her life to him, given to him, in the end had begged for him to go on living. And now she was dead, because of him. Yes…his fault. His fault. Her family would come home to find their loved Heidi, be shattered forever—his fault. And her boyfriend. Her fiancee. He loved her. He wanted to marry her. Once he had wanted to kill himself over her, as Ray himself had come so close.
How could Ray have been disgusted with him? He had seen himself in Tim’s actions, and had been disgusted with that. Tim had done no harm to Heidi, or to Ray. Ray had disgraced Tim, dishonored him, cheated him, all out of his own selfish, desperate lust and greed. Ray hoped to God that Tim would never learn this final despairing ruth. Ray had not put himself in Tim’s shoes; he would kill anyone who touched his fiancé, if it were him. If he could ever have a fiancé. Such a pathetically hopeless thought.
Tim had been good for Heidi; Ray had gotten her killed. Why did women invariably gravitate to the dark forces, the primal animal, and not to the secure, the peaceful—was it excitement? Adventure? Ray had always thought of himself as the secure and peaceful, had cursed women for gravitating to rough types and louts and druggies and batterers and the insensitive. Now, compared to the normalcy and stability of someone like Tim, Ray felt sick, morbid, poisonous…dangerous. Why, Heidi, why? I am the scum, Ray’s inner voice droned with fatalistic conviction. Twisted little pitiful factory boy—even Heidi’s parents had been right.
The very least that he could do for her, the very least he could do to redeem himself for his sins, was to avenge her. Or die trying.
He was afraid, but he was not terrified. He did not want to die, but perhaps he deserved to die…and he was prepared to die.
He was anxious for the confrontation. As they had been waiting for him, so had he been waiting to confront them. Ray now seemed to understand things unsaid and unthought, beyond his conscious understanding.
His conscious had shifted into the role of mere mechanical vehicle.
The car slowed, passed the spot where the goat had lain. He turned into his driveway, the headlamps sweeping across the chestnut tree.
Grooved and thick like the leg of some towering Godzilla creature. Leaf scales and night, its body. The car rolled past the yawning maw of his garage, a black hole framed in rotting wood. He stopped the car closer to the house than usual—just a quick dart to the door would do it. But he sat there for the moment. Doors locked, windows rolled up, the .38 snub in his right fist.
The outside light was still on, the same rooms lit and some unlit, as he had left them. But that could be the trap. His anxiousness stumbled a little—he was hesitant to step out of the car, as though its door was the last, deciding portal.
A lot could happen from here to the back door. Not to mention what might be inside the house. But he wasn’t eager to be surrounded here, which could happen at any minute, any moment…and driving away at this point was beyond unthinkable.
Ray extinguished his car’s lights, cracked the door and stepped out.
He reached the back door, through the storm door and the windows in the door proper saw no one in the back hall, quickly swung the outer door open and pushed the inner door inward. Ray moved to unlock the door to his apartment. Shoved the door open all the way, aimed his gun.
The refrigerator hummed. The doorway to the bathroom was black.
Behind the stove? This was further away, the bathroom nearest—he would deal with each threat in the order that he came to it. He didn’t want his back open, and reached behind himself to shut the door and turn the locking switch in the knob.
Revolver extended in both hands, he swung and planted himself in an official police firing stance aiming into his cramped bathroom. No one.
Next, the stove and the livingroom close behind. Ray swung around the stove, found nothing, jerked his head toward the spacious central livingroom. Switching the .38 to his left, he blindly opened the broom closet, closed his hand on the .22 rifle and jerked it out hurriedly as if expecting a guillotine blade to whoosh down on his wrist. Ah, that was better. The
.38 was just a life preserver; the rifle in his hands was life boat, solid and reassuring weight. Almost a shield across his body. The pistol, being so small, he had tucked into a front pocket.
Ray stepped into his livingroom.
Three black doorways surrounded him, and fragile bay windows, and maybe someone behind the love seat.
The rifle swung into his studio first—more awkward to maneuver inside a house with its long barrel, a definite drawback, but its thirty bullets too persuasive. Ray jerked the light cord. Empty. Windows down and locked, shades drawn. No Kelly curled on the dirty little rug. His face glowered at him from the leaning Van Gogh-inspired portrait.
On to the far room where he’d been staying while painting his bedroom. Again, no one. He left the light on as he had in his studio. Despite his eagerness to kill, he was increasingly relieved. Just his bedroom left.
The rifle poked into the room, prodded around the corner like a spear.
Ray turned on the overhead light and the black walls glistened alive, glass aquarium walls holding back a fathomless primal ocean from flooding into the room. Fragile glass. Who could tell what creatures swam in those depths, peering out at him in the light. No—it was he who was in the aquarium, small and lit and vulnerable.
He checked the closet. Empty. That was it—his apartment, at least, was secure.
There was still the cellar below, damp and webbed, dirt-floored, and the apartment above, and the attic above that. He pictured those dark layers of rooms above him.
His intuition told him, however, that they weren’t in those places.
They weren’t here yet. They were in their woods; they had waited for him to enter his Alamo. Maybe he was being foolish to let his guard down, fooled because his apartment was secure, but he almost knew that they weren’t in the house. He wouldn’t let himself believe it totally, but it still felt like something he could now take almost for granted.
Back into the central livingroom, an arena within an arena. What to do now but wait some more? They would come…they knew he was home. He stood ready in the center of the room, a gladiator with a trident, waiting for his opponents, be they other gladiators—or maybe lions?
There was a crunch outside the bay windows.
Ray half-crouched, very nearly fired through the glass.
Another crunch, now further to the right.
Something had moved past the windows from left to right.
Ray ran into the kitchen. His heart pulled him like a dog on a leash.
His gun pulled him.
This was it—he simply accepted it, had shifted into mindless instinct.
This was no obscene telephone call. This was real.
He knew, as he neared the kitchen door, that the person out there would have just about reached the outside door to the hall. They had moved together to meet each other, only the wall of the house between them, and now approached their respective doors, their movement up to this point identical. Ray could only hope that the person beyond didn’t also have a gun in his hands, and this roaring need to kill tugging at the chains of his nerves.
His left hand left the gun to open the kitchen door—no hesitation.
Ray was in the hall. He had finally outrun his reflection. As a boy he had tried to turn his head quickly enough to see his mirrored face turn a fraction too late—or just its eyes—had tried to fool the laws of Nature.
The person outside had only just stepped onto the door stoop because his face was framed in the glass, looking in at Ray.
Ray, still moving, never stopping, shouldered the rifle and fired.
Crack, crack, crack, and the glass of inner and outer doors shattered like the glass in Heidi’s house. The face fell away and was gone as if it had been painted on the glass.
Ray hurled inward the inner door and kicked out the outer door and took a step onto the door stoop and a step off the door stoop and stood over the writhing, flopping figure on the ground and aimed the rifle down at its head.
The thrashing head quit thrashing to gape up at him soundlessly, one eye wide and the left eye gone, a blood-filled drooling crater. Framed in the black hood of a black robe was the face of a black man. So…this was the enemy, finally. Ray was a little surprised; he didn’t hate black people in a general way. Only a second had passed since their eyes had locked, and Ray pulled the trigger. Crack. It was ridiculous to shoot someone with a rifle this close—he might as well have had a telescopic lens, too. Crack. No more writhing; the remaining eye had rolled up under its lid. Ray stared down a moment dispassionately, more like a boy who had stabbed a stick twice into mud, pretending he was a prehistoric hunter lancing a mammoth, than a man who had just pumped two bullets into the forehead of a man.
Looking up and around him into the night, he smiled. He took a step beyond the man and yelled.
“Come on, you fuckers! Come on! I’m ready for you!”
His voice echoed back faintly. Crickets sang but there was no breeze, just stagnant stillness. No chanting. No stampede, Zulu-like, out of the black to answer his challenge. Ray had always like the film Zulu, its Alamo-like ending. Maybe the black man hadn’t been so inappropriate.
Ray’s eyes fell upon it—had he missed it before or had it just appeared? Distant in the woods beyond his yard, beyond the dividing wall of tumbled down stone, deep in where the chanting procession had vanished in his dream. A fire, far away, now hidden, now there, almost a will-o’-the-wisp. A campfire, maybe, or the torch from his dream.
A tremble ran through Ray, from the inside spreading out. His challenging air of triumph withered a bit. He suddenly felt vulnerable here outside, and foolish for his vulnerability. He had to get back in the fort, quickly.
First a last look at the dead man. There was no remorse, no nausea, unfortunately no time for curious lengthy observation. Ray took in relevant details, information; no identifying ring or amulet, blank black shoes, and most important, no visible weapon. He didn’t dare touch him—too many corpses sprang back to life in horror movies when you tried that. Ray plunged back into his house. Locked the kitchen door.
He didn’t feel all that much safer, other than for the fact that he had his weapons dispersed here. He found the need to put more space between himself and the enemy, to gain a higher castle-like vantage point to defend.
Also, he could fool them by hiding upstairs. Better yet, in the attic.
The hidden guns could remain where they were should he have to work his way down. He had twenty-five bullets in the rifle and five in the .38, and he was desperate to get upstairs away from all these ground level windows lest they all shatter simultaneously, the flood washing in. Ray thought of Straw Dogs, another very favorite movie, seemed to remember Dustin Hoffman advising his wife to leave the lower lights on and the upper ones off so they could look down on their enemy without being seen.
Ray entered his back hall again, locked the door behind him. He had his key. Let them think he was in there, let them work a little. He charged up the stairs, turned into the second floor hall, half expecting to come face-to-face with one of them in the dark. No one. He should have known.
They were still out there, gathering up their power for the attack—the dead man had simply been a scout, like an ant scout. They were ants. A black horde, silent and mindless and deadly and primal.
Ray let himself into the shed off the back hall, closed the door. Blue light through the bare glass of one window. Ray crept to the back stairs to the attic. This opening to the attic, through the attic’s floor, had been sealed off once by someone—Ray’s father or uncle?—by having an old door nailed across it, but one of the panels of the door had been knocked out by Ray and Paul. Ray kept an ancient empty trunk over the hole, reached up to push it aside. He poked his head and the .38 up through. This darkness seemed safe. He passed the rifle up first, squeezed his chest through the narrow opening. Several moments of desperate dread while he squeezed, certain that someone or something below would seize his legs like a shark.
Nothing did. He wriggled clear, grateful his legs followed him up intact, and he was on his feet, pushing the trunk over the hole.
The attic was separated into two distinct parts. This half was primarily just a long and narrow tunnel with slanting walls, one bare window behind him at its end (he glanced out and could see a bit of the driveway’s head and street—quiet). Piles of old rotting lumber, rusty cans of paint and nails, worthless discarded articles of furniture, leaning bed frames.
The rest of the attic beyond had once been an apartment, was more open, with a bedroom off the main livingroom/kitchen space, but had been stripped down to white plaster walls, the kitchen linoleum ripped up. Just cardboard boxes of books, bags of tabloids, trash bags of clothing on the floor. The clothing for Ray and Paul to use in their video movies, old and unwanted and hence perfect for bloody scenes. The old bedroom contained boxes of forgotten toys, movie props, masks Paul had made of cardboard and Styrofoam and latex, but impressive, and given life in their movies. A door separated the two attic portions but it was open and the larger area, in its dim blue light, looked safe from here.
Ray hunched down, tucked himself into the narrow inner slant of the roof behind a bed frame of many bare coiled springs. Spiders were too small an enemy to consider—just a boyhood monster, now ridiculously outgrown. Likewise the dark. Even a month ago he probably wouldn’t have had the guts to come up into the attic alone, with or without a flashlight. But that was when fear had had no name, no face, no direction. Now it had a definite focus.
Now all that remained was to wait.
He didn’t like keeping still. Keeping still might prove a trap. He was tempted to go on hands and knees, on his belly, and worm deeper into the stored debris, hide and hope he could stay hidden from their searching until day came—for certainly they would have to flee in the day. But he didn’t do this. For one, that could really prove a trap. Also—he had to face them. Fight them. Beat them or die trying.
Go to the windows, an inner voice urged him, pick them off as they enter the moat of light; lower their number before they finally, inevitably gain access to the house. But the urge to hide was so strong that he had to half give in to it. Let them come in close. A one man ambush. Then he would strike, and they would stumble over each other in confused retreat, and he’d have killed as many, or more, as he would from the windows.
They had to get into the house, anyway—it was necessary, not just inevitable. He had to fight them and this house was the battleground.
The house below him sounded still. There was no telling where they were now; whether they were still out there where he’d seen the tiny torch flame like swamp gas, or even now stealing through the rooms beneath his feet, stealthy as ninjas.
His nose was blocked but he didn’t dare sniff to clear it. He did, however, allow himself to swallow rather loudly.
Strange, tiny voices began whispering at him…first one, then another, another. The voice that told him to sniff, and which because he didn’t sniff became louder, more persistent, until he had to open his mouth to breathe.
Another voice that grew louder once he had recognized it was the pain in his left hand’s thumb and index finger, where he had nibbled at the skin around his nails. The nails of both hands had been gnawed through the years to the point where some nails seemed only half their natural length, the pink chewed down, not just the white, and the skin framing his nails was ever frayed and scarred, always raw and torn in places as now, so that a constant pain persisted, sometimes badly enough to irritate him at work, make it difficult to sleep. The pain gained power from his attention. He rubbed the sore spots with his other fingers, ached to bite those raw areas more, as if further mutilation would rectify matters.
His scalp itched. Another spot. Now he was beginning to wonder about spiders…this tickle on his scalp felt like a spider. He itched it violently. Invisible bugs stole through his hair forest. His own smell of moist warmth came to him strongly to distract him, another voice, and his hungry belly gurgled like some noxious doughy baby in his arms, damp as a mushroom, making that smell. The smell might give him away. His hot back inside his shirt prickled with itches. His body was rebelling to betray him, divert him while the enemy closed in! His soft belly felt heavy, weighing him down. He had put on this belly since his lean days of martial arts study. He felt slow, soggy, a damp ineffectual blob. While naked and standing before Heidi he had had to hold his belly in tight and straighten his usual slumped posture.
He could also sometimes force his crooked left eye straight, but only for a moment. Some people didn’t know which eye to look into, switched from one to the other, which mortified him and usually kept him from meeting the gaze of people directly. Some people noticed it immediately; some, like Heidi, didn’t until he pointed it out. She had only with bland gentleness assured him (lying?) that she hadn’t noticed. He was disappointed if she hadn’t looked at him that closely enough. His left eye’s vision was mostly just a peripheral slice, but a doctor had assured him that if he lost his right eye then his left would straighten and gain power, take over. He hated it, it made him a freak, he wanted to have it operated on. His friend Dicky told him he was crazy, it was nothing. But Dicky didn’t have to look at it in the mirror, in photographs, getting more and more pronounced through the years.
The last time he had had his hair cut, the barber had told him his hair seemed to be thinning a bit above his forehead. Now the hair in the sink after he shampooed looked to him like great wet blobs of hair, as if he suffered radiation poisoning. At his age he still got pimples on his neck, beside his nose…once in a while even one on the end of his nose, surfacing with sadistic glee, a Rudolph beacon. Where he had had his ear pierced and the crescent moon earring inserted, so artistic, so hip, so fashionable, his lobe was now swollen red and sore—infected.
I’m pathetic, Ray thought in the face of this jeering chorus. I’m weak and tired and spiritless. I don’t stand a chance.
Ray remembered going to the local health clinic about the large blotches of reddish-brown skin like giant freckles on his shins, thinking he might have cancer, being reassured that it wasn’t—simply discolorations caused by broken blood vessels, iron stains almost like rust under his skin, caused by too many years standing on his legs in factories. They wouldn’t spread above his knees, but they would never go away. Ray never wore shorts.
He had gone to the same clinic concerned that one testicle seemed too much lower than the other, wondering if this was due to his hernia operation at six, his concerns and questions having mounted to this need for reassurance of his normalcy. He was sure he felt pains, was sure he felt nothing connective inside the scrotum on the side where he’d been cut, no squiggly cables in there. Maybe it was Ray’s imagination, but he was certain of the doctor’s amusement, though he did point out diagrams and photos in a book and feel Ray’s scrotum briefly, gloved. Ray feared the doctor was secretly disgusted and took him for a pervert who simply wanted to be fondled. You are perfectly normal, the doctor had assured him.
Ray’s sense of Quasimodo ugliness was so powerful at times that he despised his body. Sometimes he found his face attractive, secretly admired his reflection, and yet oddly he doubted that anyone else could, despite Heidi’s compliments. His physical vehicle was a deformed traitor, a malfunctioned repulsive machine, a gallery of freaks on legs. He recognized that all people had defects, flaws, the like—Heidi had shown him some scars, one breast larger, and he could find fault with her—but this body was his planet, he drove in this car, and it seemed to him that most people did better. He could almost imagine the horde swarming in on him only to stone him to death like some poor Medieval hunchback taken for one possessed.
Ray was breathing deeply, he found, and almost crying. He felt so sorry for himself. He knew others had it worse, he knew, he knew. But he was mangled inside, inside, and it never went away, it was always raw and torn and bleeding somewhere like the fingers he mutilated but created things with.
“I don’t want to die,” Ray whispered, choked, blinking against the moistening of his eyes. He said it almost as a protest, an appeal to an executioner.
People loved him. His aunt and uncle who had raised him, Paul who had been a brother to him, friends—he was valuable. He had worth. He needed time. He needed to live…
Ray heard the storm door rattle a little far below as it opened. It was so quiet that he even heard the pebbles of glass crunch under a foot or two.
He let out one long raspy exhalation, drew in fresh air to regain composure.
They had lost the element of surprise—now it belonged to him. Now it was his turn to lurk in the shadow, draw power from the dark, observe and strike when he was ready. Heidi and Kelly and his mother and father hadn’t been expecting them. Hadn’t had guns.
Ray had killed a man. Killed one of them. And he hadn’t cracked, hadn’t caved in on himself. That had been no slow motion dream fight where punches were jelly and weapons ineffective as smoke. He wasn’t too soft in the belly, too pale and weak, too blind and too old. He could kill, he was ready, he had the power.
Ray turned his power up with a crank, raising the sail for his fury to billow, and the new sounds below inspired fear which he quickly transmuted into this delicious angry cranking. He flinched, gritted his teeth, as the faint sounds became a powerful insistent banging. Boom…boom…boom. A splintering.
They were in his house, the first floor apartment.
Ray was trembling, too hot to breathe; a headache starting, dull and pushing. He didn’t like having them in his apartment—his belongings were private. His art and videos, his life open and vulnerable to their cold, perhaps scoffing scrutiny. Bastards…
Vague sounds, hard to focus on, almost nothing, perhaps just his imagination…but Ray judged that they must have pretty much moved into and explored every room by about now. He flinched again as he heard his sliding closet door slammed open. The saliva ball Ray fought down for a suffocating moment was a slimy dead frog.
I can’t let them kill me, I can’t, I have things to live for…
His existence was desired…he wasn’t expendable.
Fucking bastards! Why were they doing this? They had no right to hurt him! He had never hurt anyone!
Ray’s finger didn’t struggle with fear, doubts; it didn’t need to pump itself up with chants and hatred—it was there already, tight and calm on the trigger. It answered to cold primitive instinct, not Ray’s wishy-washy stumbling conscience. It knew what had to be done.
But the rest of him had a good start when he heard the pounding on the back door to the second floor apartment. The floor beneath him was the ceiling to those rooms. God…he hadn’t even heard them climb the stairs.
Crack. Smack of the door flying open. They were through.
Okay. Okay.
They more than likely would come up the way he’d come; doors didn’t seem to dissuade them. But they might come the front way, or both.
He could be sandwiched, pinned down. Well, it wasn’t inconceivable that he could jump from the window at the end of this tunnel onto the roof of the garage.
Some banging down there, moving sounds, but no voices. Another sliding door slammed open, this closer sound sharper, making for a greater flinch. Jesus, he didn’t dare move, not a molecule. They might hear the boards creak above their heads.
He felt certain that they didn’t have guns with them, but what if they had found one or more of his guns? And even worse, in a way, there were knives in both apartments. Lots of them. In the open. Jesus Christ…
How many had there been of them in the dream? Maybe twelve?
Eleven with one dead? That wasn’t so bad. Eleven.
Eleven knives. Coming for him.
Thirteen. Had to be. Thirteen people in a coven, right? This was some kind of coven, wasn’t it? So twelve left, he speculated. Thirty bullets on his person alone. He had the power. Had to stay confidant, surf that wave of confidence and make sure to get them all before it was spent.
He waited to hear the shed door open, the stairs creak. To hear the old trunk wobbling, being slid away from the hole in the nailed door. The temptation of course would be to lunge out and open up then and there, nail the first one while he was wedged and helpless, but Ray thought it would be better to let three or four squeeze up before he burst out and let them have it, trapped in the narrow hall, no time to squeeze back through or even dive out the wind…
…oh.
A creak, and Ray’s eyes had flicked to the left, down the opposite end of the tunnel where it opened into the old apartment. Ray could see the man out there, an animated silhouette barely visible in the dim blue light from the windows, like a figure walking on the bottom of an ocean. Even in this murk Ray witnessed the shadow being’s purposeful stealth. It was coming toward him, but paused twice as he watched it, either looking elsewhere around it or straining harder to peer down this tunnel. Ray had to struggle not to recoil further from its silent intensity. No bumbling group to be cornered and easily slaughtered. A black leopard.
Lone. Stalking. Intent on every sound. If he burst out it would either flee or be on him before he could bring the gun into play. It would pounce…
No. He could still take it down. He had to let it in closer. Too close to flee, but not close enough to pounce.
It was in the threshold to the tunnel. Paused yet again. Listened.
Waited.
Ray was sure it would hear his heart, booming as they had boomed on the doors to come in, though his heart wanted out, to scamper off yip-ping with its tail between its legs.
It stepped through the threshold.
Let it past the chimney at least, Ray bargained with his fear, at least past the chimney. It could hide behind the chimney. Let it move out of the sort of intermediate room where the chimney was and a bathroom had been, between the apartment and tunnel…let it into the tunnel proper. No more than that. A little ways more…
The figure—darker now, out of the light, but making close, enclosed crunching sounds—passed the chimney, which skewered up through the house and out the roof.
No muttered curses, no breathing sounds, no smell of approaching cologne. No smell of anything. Just the crunching, the groaning boards, the sound contained and vivid in this narrow area.
Where were the rest, dammit, to come blundering in and distract this too cunning creature? Then he would strike. Ray realized that he hadn’t been hearing any more sounds from below.
Wait for it to move again. Wait for it to step…
It seemed to be cocking its head. It heard his heart. It smelled him. It had to.
“Yaaaaaaah!”
Ray had already propelled himself out from behind the bed of springs before he even recognized his actions consciously, as if the spring themselves had somehow launched him with their coiled energy. The figure froze before him, not ten feet away, and made the only sound Ray would ever hear from one of them.
“Yaaaaaaah!”
Then the closed attic space was loud with gunfire. Ray pulled the trigger eight times, trying to raise a hurricane of lead to blow this apparition away. Maybe three or four bullets missed, the others seeming to vanish in the black hole framed by the pointed hood, an extra-dimensional maw in this dark. The robed being danced back like a convulsing marionette, danced backwards into the intermediate room where it fell beside the chimney.
When it had fallen, Ray saw another figure beyond it. The .22 was still shouldered; he simply jerked the barrel after it as it turned to flee.
Crack, crack, crack. He was sure he’d seen it jolt and almost go down on one knee before it escaped from his sight.
Ray surged forward.
He didn’t stop to examine the one by the chimney, but he didn’t get too close as he skipped past, either. The attic apartment seemed almost well lit to him as he entered it, and spacious. No one out here.
Ray heard it on the stairs, going down the front way. It was having some trouble.
Ray transferred the rifle to his left hand alone while rushing to the stairs. He tugged the .38 from his pocket, held the .22 vertical and close to him. The front stairs into the attic were narrow and took two sharp turns—if the rifle barrel preceded him it could be seized by someone around a corner. It was a sound, militaristic decision to switch weaponry.
Nothing around the first corner. Too dark to see blood. Ray heard it hit the carpeted curving staircase from the second floor to the front hall. He made the next turn, leaped to the head of the carpeted flight of stairs. They had pulled the light on in the hall—they needed light as much as he did.
The robed being was halfway down, hand on the thick banister for support.
It twisted half around to hiss soundlessly up at him, a pale white face twisted with cat-like fury and fear. So they weren’t all black—they weren’t all anything, except robed and silent. Ray only took the face in for a moment before he was blasting at it with the down-pointed little .38 snub.
The short-barreled revolver was inaccurate, but Ray was close, and in his anxiousness he wasn’t thinking to conserve ammunition—he blasted off three of his five rounds in rapid succession, the pistol kicking. Though the chest would have been a broader target he wanted to smash to pieces that hideous snarling face. He did. Two bullets tore into it, like two whacks from a great pick-axe that crashed on out the back of the skull. A spray of blood spattered across the translucent glass of the lamp shade and across the wallpaper, the clenching pallid hand was torn from the bannister, and the black-wrapped man went backwards-somersaulting down the remainder of the stairs to sprawl bonelessly at their foot.
Ray shoved the gun in his pocket, darted back upstairs, exhilarated and terrified and somehow as numb as a machine. Nothing sprang out at his return; the thing from beside the chimney wasn’t there to float at him with outstretched arms. Ray moved directly to the windows in the apartment room, overlooking his yard. The driveway was well lit. He saw two of them at his car, as he had thought he might, bashing at the windshield and driver’s side window with boards from the open garage as makeshift bats. Awkward weapons. The windshield only had one spidery indentation thus far. Thank God for their primitiveness. Ray slid open the dusty attic window, squatted and leaned out with the rifle pressed to his cheek.
They didn’t stand a chance, even with the cave-like garage so near—they were like bottles lined up for him from his sniper’s high vantage point. Again, he sprayed as many bullets as his finger could release without regard for his limited reserve, so intent was he on making survival or escape impossible. The one whacking the windshield fell almost comically on its rear. Ray switched to the other one and a moment later it was walking backward a half dozen steps, the board dropping from its hand, and falling on its back into the wild untended bushes beside the driveway, at which point Ray returned his attention to the first one. It had rolled onto hands and knees and was crawling pathetically. Ray’s bullets drove it down flat on it face like savage lethal kicks. In his drunken hatred, his bullets felt as personally delivered and passionate as punches and kicks.
He wasn’t sure how many empty casings had cascaded beside him, but he was rational enough to know that he had to get downstairs to his bullets and his other guns while he still had enough ammo left to reach his apartment alive.
As he rose and walked to the stairs, again pulling out the revolver, he fought to tally up his body count thus far. One…three…five. Five.
That left…what? Eight. Eight, according to his estimations. God, only five so far.
Only five? He’d only killed five people? Jesus, he’d already killed more people than Perry Smith, and was only short one death of David Berkowitz’s known kill score. Ray had always wanted to be read about, to be famous. He vaguely wondered if this night was finally what he would be remembered for, and his artwork only assessed as nightmarish predictions of what was to come. One of his favorite writers was the tur-bulent Yukio Mishima, who had committed hara-kiri in 1970, but Ray had only read several of his short stories, none of his acclaimed novels.
Mishima’s dramatic life, culminating in the storming of a military academy, the seizing of an important hostage, warding off cadets with his samurai sword, the speech he gave to a derisive, hostile crowd, and his ritual suicide (hara-kiri was difficult to accomplish perfectly—the pressures inside the body fought to push the blade out, yet Mishima succeeded) overshadowed all his works, for Ray. Through the years Mishima’s stories had predicted violence, passionate and sexual in its release, had prophesied his suicide. The man had lived out his art and had become his own final artistic statement.
Well, so be it. It wasn’t cheating. Van Gogh had his ear and his Japanese inspirations drove him to commit hara-kiri by firing a gun into his mid-section. Ray would paint this, his cumulative masterwork, with guns for brushes and blood for paint. And he would throw enough paint to make Jackson Pollack’s ugly paintings seem mild and conservative, to make the one painting he loved by Picasso, the bristling, agonized Guernica, seem passive.
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Chapter
10
..Nothing—the same.” Abby slammed down the phone.
“Why did I ever come to work here?” Maureen moaned, drifting out of the tiny office hugging her arms to be nearer to Paul.
Paul couldn’t help but snort and smile humorlessly at that, wag his head. “Yeah, well, you never know what kinds of extra-dimensional creatures you’re going to run into at factories these days.”
“Very funny. It’s probably your fault, anyway.”
Paul glared at her. “What?”
“You and your witchcraft, man! Your necklace! You probably made that thing come and follow you here! Maybe not on purpose, but…”
“My necklace is keeping it away!”
“Yeah—right! So why would it be afraid of your necklace if it wasn’t some kind of devil thing?”
“I don’t conjure devils—I don’t believe in devils! New religions always turn the old gods into devils to discredit them…the Horned God was a Nature deity, the symbol of male fertility; the horns are phallic symbols of maleness. A deer or a goat isn’t evil. Christians made it evil, they made the Horned God into Satan out of spiteful deliberate politics. There is no Satan, just warped people who invented him to blackmail people into becoming Christian robots.”
“It sounds warped to me to believe in some magic deer god.” But Maureen said this a bit meekly, almost backed up to the wall of hardened black foam. Paul recognized her new wariness of him and it infuriated him; only minutes ago he had been her protector. He knew she was desperately afraid but this hardly tempered his insulted anger.
“I don’t believe in some giant flesh and blood deer,” he snarled.
“Well you said it might be some kind of spirit thing, right? You think you know what it is. But you said you don’t believe in devils!”
“Not pointy-eared devils committed to evil. Spirits; good, bad or indifferent. There’s a big difference.”
“Well how do you know you didn’t accidentally let some evil kind of spirit in somehow?”
“I don’t, okay? I don’t! Maybe I did, who the fuck knows? But I didn’t do it on purpose if I did! Do you think I wanted to kill all these people and myself?”
“You shouldn’t be fucking with that stuff.”
“That stuff? I shouldn’t be worshipping the beauty of Nature, trees and plants and sky? Maybe I should be a wholesome Christian and kill nine million suspected witches like they did—more people than the Nazis gassed. Huh?”
“That was a long time ago, right? Hundreds of years.”
“And Jesus lived a longer time ago…two thousand years. Why don’t we all forget that, then? Just a thing of the past.”
“I’m not a fucking nun, Paul, I’m just saying you don’t know what you’re dealing with! Isn’t there something you can do to try and send it back?”
“I’m doing what I can do. I’ll cast a protective circle, okay? But I can’t send it back when I don’t know where it came from, can I? Want me to send it to New Jersey? What am I, fuckin’ Merlin the magician?”
“I still don’t think any of this would’ve happened if you hadn’t gotten involved in that witchcraft shit.” Maureen hugged her arms tighter.
“It isn’t my witchcraft, and it isn’t shit! If you had as much spirit as a tadpole maybe you could understand that!”
“Fuck you.”
The black foam wall behind Maureen’s head shattered outward into flying fragments and the giant white hand enfolded her face like a great bony spider, jerking her back against the wall. Her legs kicked as if she ran in the air, a foot off the floor, both hands pulling uselessly at the cold unyielding fingers.
“Jesus, Jesus, oh my God!” Abby was shrilling, paralyzed.
A smaller version of the hand had snatched Paul’s heart but his heart struggled free. He charged with the Buck knife in his fist, goateed lower jaw thrust out and eyes bulging with frenzy in his long-haired skull.
Careful not to hit Maureen as she thrashed against him, he drove the knife again and again against what showed of the thing’s wrist. That vis-cous green-gray sap flowed free, but the fingers didn’t give. In her panic, Maureen had let go of the hand and swung her arms crazily, striking Paul across the chest with enough force to knock him off his feet. He cracked his elbow painfully in falling.
“The necklace, Paul!” Abby screamed.
Jesus Christ. Of course.
Paul scrambled to his feet. Maureen screamed, muffled, inside the palm of the hand.
Fresh black foam, liquid and hot, came pouring liberally from the hole around the creature’s wrist, and down the entire wall as if from the ceiling, as before.
Abby screamed again, Maureen’s seizure heightened as the hand began withdrawing into the wall, pulling her head with it. Her back arched. The foam ran like lava between her breasts, down her belly, burned on her flailing hands. The hand and Maureen’s head had vanished into the hole in the wall, and the curtain of descending liquid foam had reached her, flowed more generously onto her.
With horrible abruptness Maureen stopped kicking, dangled limply, arms flopping to either side, foam winding around them in black tentacles.
Paul stood helpless, his medallion in hand, wondering if her neck had snapped or if something terrible had happened to Maureen’s head behind that wall.
“Oh God,” Abby was vomiting the words into the floor, her throat torn, “I can’t believe it…I can’t believe it…”
Black tentacles wound luxuriously around Maureen’s legs, her breasts fully enveloped. Paul was staring at her hitched open bared midriff, the navel a dead eye. Foam poured down her front to hide her soft smooth skin, fill the navel. The foam flowed down between her dangling legs. Paul was mesmerized.
His guilt was a cold numbness. The truth of Maureen’s words finally settled in him. He didn’t blame his witchcraft—that was still unthinkable.
But the monster was his. He could recognize that now. This was not arbi-trary. There was a personal relationship here. Somehow, somehow he had conjured it. How could it be otherwise? It wasn’t his religion, it wasn’t Nature. It was him. Something in him had invited this monster here from whatever hell or void or limbo it had been born in. At the most, the forces he worshipped had merely supplied the power he had tapped into. After all, Jesus hadn’t murdered those nine million people.
“Do something, Paul!” Abby sobbed.
He started to whirl at her, but caught himself. “Get over here closer to me, come on. I’m going to make a protective circle around us. I’ll enlarge the circle further and further and see if I can push it back. Maybe I can push it out of the building or back where it came from.”
Abigail came beside him hunched over in pain, whimpering. Held him around the waist, her forehead against his arm. Paul was moved and felt pity for her. He scratched her hair.
“Don’t give up on me now, Abby, come on—you’re strong. You’re tougher than me. Come on, hold on. I need you.”
“I’m sorry…I’m sorry.” Abby sniffled, groaned as she straightened up. She folded her arms around Paul and embraced him tightly. Paul was impressed and felt a flood of grateful warmth fill him. After several moments, during which his hands hovered disoriented, he embraced her back and nuzzled his nose against her short blond hair, inhaling it. It didn’t smell gloriously perfumed, ethereal, as he fantasized female hair should smell; it smelled like hair. Her soft large breasts were pillows squashed between them soothingly, and his hands slid up and down her back, damp through her shirt. Paul pressed one hand into the hollow of the small of her back, and trembling quietly, whispered, “It’ll be alright…I’ll get us out of here…I’ll take care of you.”
Abby hitched with sobs in his arms. Paul was beginning to feel strong again, stable again, despite his trembling hum.
The black foam, like some otherworldly protoplasm, seemed to have a mind of its own. It was obviously endeavoring to totally encase Maureen’s body like a black rubber scuba suit. Only patches of her showed through the thick tar. Where Maureen against the wall had looked to be floating in space, now space in a liquid extension had reached out and was assimilating her.
It was this place, too, Paul thought, glaring around him past Abby’s head. He remembered again the Rim Corp ghost. This ugly, disheartening place had a power in it. It had helped to nurture the monster, breast-feeding it on plastics and poisons. Paul remembered the song Factory by Bruce Springsteen. The factory took your hearing and it gave you life.
Men walked out its gates with death in their eyes… and somebody was going to get hurt tonight.
Abby raised her face from Paul’s wet neck. “Are you gonna draw that circle?”
Paul sighed, reluctant to leave this safe embrace. Their pubes were pressed together but zippered apart. He remembered that despite their occasional antagonism, he and Abby had often flirted in a sarcastic way, exchanging innuendos, Abby teasing him with a luring smile. Of course it was stupid, unreasonable, but they might not…might not get out of this alive, and…and he was, after all, still a virgin. Despite what he had told people, his cousin Ray included, even going so far as to say he had been partially impotent the first time—a nice touch. Ray was the closest person in the world to Paul and Paul had seldom ever lied to him. He had fully admitted to him his drug use and occasional dealing during that short and misguided period of his life. But he had lied about the sex. His experience had progressed as far as performing oral sex before ending, but had remained ended for about five years. Half a decade. Of hunger. Now it seemed he would never be consummated. His only “little death” would be the real thing. They said that the threat of death often made people horny…
“Paul?”
“Yeah.”
Abby slipped gently out of his arms and he let her go. He felt a little bitter, though he knew it was crazy. She was staring nervously at the black wall and Maureen, who was fully engulfed and hardening, a statue-like projection of the plastic, which had ceased flowing. If a hand had come through, what was to prevent the entire beast from ripping through?
“Paul, you’d better hurry, it might come through the wall.”
“I have to charge a stick first… I dunno, a broom handle.”
“How long will that take?”
“Until I feel it. I don’t know.”
“You can’t do it without a magic wand?”
“Can you light your cigarettes with your thumb?”
“Maybe we should run for the paint room—it’s just me and you now.
We’ll take the pentagrams. If it’s locked we’ll just hold it off with the pentagrams until twelve…it’s only about an hour.”
“It could be a big risk.”
“Paul, look at that wall! It came right through!”
“Yeah, its hand, but it won’t show its face—it’s afraid of the pentagrams. We should be safe if we keep from the wall. It’s just an hour.” Yes, then Abby’s husband and the others would return. Next of kin.
“I don’t know, Paul. Are you going to charge up a stick or what?”
Eying her broom spear, Paul wagged his head. Charging a broom handle. Well, what was there to lose?
“Paul, I have an idea; will you paint a pentagram on my back? And then I’ll do you.”
“Good idea.” He remembered earlier this long, long night Steve joking that Paul should have the pentagram tattooed on his forehead.
There was an idea. “Check this out,” he told Abigail, and came up with some rags. He ripped an old white T-shirt into strips, selected two. Abby watched him paint with appreciative reverence, and allowed him to knot the first band around her head. The second headband he tied on himself.
“Now we’re ready for action,” he joked.
He turned her around, painted a giant star on her back. With white paint she adorned the back of his black T-shirt. They looked like extras from some TV show’s stereotype of a street gang.
An hour. They’d survived this long…it didn’t seem much. Paul doubted his chances of casting a powerful enough circle force field, especially with his ability to concentrate so distracted. Maybe the best they could do was simply make themselves as unappetizing a meal as possible. An hour…
An hour ago Maureen and Jean had been alive.
“Let’s sit down a minute.”
“I can’t.”
Paul sat on his work table. Abby came beside him but was looking over his shoulder.
“Don’t look at her,” he commanded.
Abby sat beside him after clearing a space, but drew her dangling vulnerable legs up in the Indian sitting position. Paul had put a cigarette in his mouth, offered her one, but she shook her head. He patted his pockets for his lighter, glanced around him at his table top. “In my coat,” Abby said, without offering to move there herself.
Paul went and dug in pockets, produced a white disposable lighter.
Paul relished smoking, and felt an almost soothing gratitude now. Time for a break. Survival was always hard work.
Paul stood staring at the lighter in his hand, grimacing with intensity.
“What is it?” asked Abby.
His eyes lifted to the ceiling. Pipes, occasionally blossoming into metal flowers that were water sprinklers. “The sprinkler system. If I set it off do you think it will set off an alarm at the fire station?”
Abby pushed herself off the table, her knotted legs flying apart, sprang onto her feet. “Yeah, it will—right? Do it, Paul, hurry!”
“Help me pull a table under it.”
“That table over there is right under one!”
Paul skipped to the table that Donna had been using, vaulted onto it.
Straightened and held up the lighter in one movement.
The floor exploded, wood flying like water as if a whale had reared from unknown depths below. The lights sputtered out, leaving only the emergency fluorescents. Abby had been standing on the floor not far from the explosion. Whether she went down from the concussion or from tangling herself up in her instinct to flee, Paul didn’t know, and he could only stare down in horror from his platform as she fell on her side, and as a spectral white hand of terrifying size at the end of a bony white arm appeared from the smashed crater, closing around Abby’s ankle. She tried to scramble to her feet, screaming, but it tugged and she fell on her belly.
It dragged her to the hole. Abby kicked at the hand with her free foot.
Abby didn’t cry out for Paul’s help; that would have required more thought than her brain could now manage. Paul leapt from the table even as he knew it was too late.
A second hand appeared, holding a loop of rubbery black power cord.
Abby was near enough now for the loop to be slipped over her head. The head of the creature reared up from the crater.
Paul skidded to a stop. Jesus.
The sweet child’s face, insipidly smiling. No tea kettle scream, no withdrawing from the pentagrams abounding. Two screwdrivers were imbedded to their ambery transparent hafts in the boy’s eye sockets. It had blinded itself, but knew where they were. There was no blood on its face, not even that thick syrupy fluid from before. It let go of Abby’s ankle to aid the other hand in twisting and twisting the two ends of the black power cord.
Abby gurgled, bounced, as if electric current was pouring into her.
The boy reached to its right eye, delicately took hold of the screwdriver handle there, and plucked it out. The eye was gone; no crushed remains, just a frame of eyelids with no picture. The hand brought the screwdriver high over the head…
Paul turned and bolted. He ran toward the cardboard storage room, tore through the hanging canvas curtain. Behind him he heard the hand come down, a crunch, and Abby’s gurgles reached a strained strangled high note before they bubbled away to silence.
Paul hoped to silence, anyway, but it was useless to stay and find out.
This was his last chance to escape while the creature was otherwise involved. In a few moments it would have nothing else to distract it from pursuing him alone.
There was no hesitance in the cardboard labyrinth; he charged straight down the central path, his feet pounding on metal plates laid down to prevent fork trucks from falling through the ancient timbers.
Now Paul had reached the hall containing the small rear elevator. Here they had found Steve. Here a staircase led upstairs and another led downward. Paul hit the latter steps and pounded down them. In his fist he still gripped Abby’s lighter as if it were the handle to a gun or knife.
Paul hit the bottom and with no lapse in momentum turned into the short hall that a moment later took him into the back dock area. Rock music from the molding room behind him was like claws on the back of his neck until he ripped through the hanging plastic strips that kept the cold of the dock from pouring into the plant. Now, finally, he stopped to look behind him through the watery strips. Thank God the lights down here hadn’t blown, though the dock was still dark, old unused molds resting on pallets, other mechanical shapes hulking, and the air indeed very cold in here from their metal sleep.
He lunged to the dock doors. The trash compactor was out there. He had instantly formed this vision of hiding behind a mold, letting the creature peer into the compactor blindly to see if he hid there, then rushing out with a broom or something to drive it into the compactor. Then, crunch…like so much discarded plastic. But the dock doors wouldn’t open, or even budge.
The paint room. It opened off this room. It was his only remaining possible escape route.
Paul didn’t bother hitting the light switches, plunged right in. A strong, thick and offensive smell of paint. It was like having paint poured into your nostrils, trickling down the back of your throat and on into your stomach. Rows of large metal drums, labeled, and more numerous smaller cans on benches and tables. There were cans of strong-scented lacquer thinner, paint catalyst, other substances. There were no windows, only some air vents, and the one door tucked away in a corner that led directly outside to fresh air and freedom.
Paul moved to the door full of desperate and hopeless anticipation.
He didn’t see any sealing resin as he neared the door. They had talked so much of this door being unsealed…it was impossible for it not to open!
Paul’s hand closed on the knob. The knob only moved a fraction of a turn, taking up slack. Paul rattled the door, thumped his shoulder once against it. “Fuck! Fuck! ” he hissed, enraged and nearly crying at this final insane, mocking joke. The door rattled. It wasn’t sealed with resin. It was simply locked by human hands, and he didn’t have a key.
Paul sagged against the door, still squeezing the knob. “Goddamn you, you fuck,” he sobbed in self pity, and reached up to swipe the foolish and useless pentagram band from his head.
Shit. Paul whipped his head around to face the direction of the rear dock area. If the creature came now there was no other way out of this room. He’d be trapped. He mustn’t box himself in. He couldn’t return to his department, but he had to get the hell out of here now.
Past the rows of drums, toward the door. He knew that just as he reached the door the creature would step out from around the corner face-to-face with him. It didn’t. He’d made it to the dock area. Tucking the lighter in his back pocket, he glanced around for a real weapon. Nothing much longer than his knife, so he unfolded that. Behind the plastic strips Billy Idol sang Dancing With Myself. Paul was afraid to go through them…but he had to, and now, because he was still trapped here. He could see his breath puffing out of him like his spirit abandoning him in vaporous chunks. He sucked in his breath and forced his body to move.
Now he had more of a choice. He could go up the back steps to the cardboard room, or out into the molding area. Both prospects were equally dismal. After a moment he decided to venture out into the molding area. If it came for him here he could retreat to either the front or rear stairs, depending on which was nearer or safer. Also, he wanted to get his hands on one of those metal pikes the molders used to break up the plastic “buns” they placed outside the door so the noxious fumes that emerged wouldn’t remain in the plant.
Paul crouched low, peeked out into the molding area. Empty post-ops and deflashing tables, stilled molds and presses. Like a soldier, factory guerilla, Paul dashed out and found cover behind a rack of parts. From there he dashed into post-ops and ducked down behind a box atop another box behind the tables. He scanned the ceiling for sprinkler outlets.
Nothing immediately close. The music was so fucking loud, but at least it would cover his movements. He knew he should drag a table under a sprinkler and set it off but couldn’t will himself to expose himself like that when he was doing so well just as he was.
Paul craned his neck. The hole the creature had burst through the floor would have to be in the ceiling over in the machine shop area beyond the molding rooms. He couldn’t see it from here. He’d assumed that the creature would pull its entire body up through…but what if it hadn’t? What if it had dropped back down? Everything seemed still down here but for the music. Maybe it had followed him through the cardboard room but then on up into the sanding room. Just an hour, maybe less by now. If only he could elude it for one fucking hour. He knew this place better than it did, right?
Pike, pike, come on…he always saw them around. Ouch—shit. As he had shifted position his knee had pressed down on a screw on the floor.
Flicking it away, he noticed the bottom of the box he was hiding behind.
It was soggy, saturated with dark red liquid. His heart took a tentative step back inside him. A quick glance around, then Paul rose and took hold of the edges of the box piled atop the soggy box. It was light to lift away, only half filled with parts.
Paul had never liked this post-ops kid; he was a smirking punk-type with a beer-bellied swagger and mocking manner, sarcastic, laughing at stupid little Paulie behind his back, Paul was sure. But Paul felt no joy at seeing his dismantled body parts piled atop each other in a box amidst cushioning Styrofoam popcorn. Also, the boy’s head looked like the skin had been filed away in areas, and numerous holes suggested a drill had been employed, which was likely since a drill gun was imbedded fully through the palm of a dismembered hand, the long bit protruding out the other side. Paul dropped the box he was holding and spun away, grabbing hold of a table edge as if grasping the tail of his fleeing sanity. He fought down a retch that was actually half retch and half mindless cry of horror.
He almost succeeded, but the forces within were too strong to contain and volcano-like the vomit shot up and out of him.
The creatures reared up from the degreasing tank, the chemical broth splashing over the sides and dripping from the creature’s soaked clothing and plastered hair. Paul looked around at it sharply, cried out as he vomited and fell to his knees.
The creature was pulling itself out of the tank, hooked a leg over the side. Strapped upside-down to the front of its body was Abby’s corpse, tied with that long black power cord. Her legs went around the monster’s neck, where they were lashed together with the plastic-like tape used to seal boxes upstairs, more of which helped to secure her body to the creature’s waist. Due to this awkward arrangement it was having trouble climbing out of the tank.
“Oh God, God, God help me!” Paul sobbed on hands and knees, shaking violently. He wasn’t discarding his own faith, but it was the instinctive thing to say. Through streaming eyes he could see the screwdriver handle protruding from Abby’s spine. “Kill me!” he growled at it in furious challenge, his throat rasped raw from his vomit. “Just fucking kill me you fuck!”
The being had made it out of the tank, but turned in another direction instead of coming at Paul. Was it truly blind after all? Paul got to his feet, but teetered, unsteady, and numbly peered through the racks after the spidery giant.
He couldn’t see it well now, but there were sounds.
The jet of black foam sprayed right through the racks, knocking some parts out of them, missing Paul by only several feet. A few drops spattered his shirt and arm, burning him. Paul ducked and covered his head with both arms as the powerful spray, like water from a high pressure hose, was shifted sideways, still blasting on through the shelves and falling across the table tops. The jet was broken up by obstacles in the racks and Paul was spattered on his arms and back and hair. He cried out long and high in fear.
It had activated the hose-like “head” from the black foam molding area, used to insert into the molds, but it didn’t seem possible that the foam could be ejected with such force and distance, in so concentrated a stream.
The jet tapered off, ended.
Paul bolted from his squatting position like a runner on the track.
The foam was again launched after him.
Paul hit the floor, rolled, came up and dove behind another rack. The foam spray separated him from the hallway directly opposite where he could escape upstairs. He couldn’t believe the head was firing the foam this far, but it couldn’t go on forever. All he had to do was make that hall when the chance came. Then the hoses to the head would prevent the creature from following with its weapon. Now the monster was aiming the head from side-to-side, moving it in circles, painting the racks, hoping to hit Paul somehow in the process, but he was sheltered well enough for the moment that only hot droplets speckled him.
From the bottom shelf of the rack he hid behind Paul dragged a box of dusty discontinued parts. He slipped out Abby’s lighter, flicked it, and held the flame against the cardboard in several places. He gave it time to take hold. Why not add to his risks; how worse could it get? At least if he died he would take it with him—if it could be killed. But he had to get those sprinklers activated.
He shoved the box away from him, flaming, out into the open.
Shit—bad move. The creature followed it with the spray.
A flash-ball of fire. The fire flowed like water up the bridge of the jet-ting foam in the opposite direction, as flame will travel up a stream of squirting lighter fluid sometimes and explode the container in the hand of the person unwise enough to squirt lighter fluid into a fire.
Paul briefly marveled that the foam was so flammable, even as he buried his head in his shoulders and under his arms.
There was a whuuump, and a dull sort of miniature explosion. Loose things flew, one of the radios went off, and peripherally Paul saw an orange glow from under his sheltering arms. The monster’s tea kettle shrieks were like ice picks through his ear drums.
Run!
Paul charged out from his hiding place, turned his head to see what was happening to the creature, and saw the creature had charged also and was bearing down on him. It leaped. It landed. It swatted Paul across the side of the head with a terrific backhand that sent him rolling onto the floor.It loomed. He scrambled backwards away from it, blubbering incoherently. It followed after him more casually now, like a mantis stalking.
The fire and foam and explosion had charred it black, blasted the skin from its black grimacing smoking skull, screwdriver still jammed into one socket, Abby’s charred body dragging behind it, only loosely bound to it now, its child’s clothing and child’s hair seared away, the ribs jutting out bare and the penis bubbled down to a mere melted nub. The great white hands were now great black skeleton’s hands. Its gray-green sap squeezed out of cracks and fissures in the obsidian black remains. Its smell was terrible, like a tire burning. Its skin still crackled like burning sticks, its shrieks having died down to a determined, impatient wheeze.
The spreading fires behind it outlined its towering, advancing form.
It was Tar-Fiend.
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Chapter
11
The Cyclopean skull eye of the .38 and Ray’s two organic eyes peered down anxiously through the narrow hole into the second floor’s back shed. Despite the one shadeless window in there he might as well have been looking into a well. Time was wasting; his advantage had probably fully exhausted itself until he could get hold of fresh ammo or weapons. Ray quickly swung his legs into the opening (expecting great white shark) and squeezed his body down through with little regard for abrasion. On the steps he crouched, guns ready, but there seemed to be no one in here with him. No sounds. They were waiting in ambush, but where?
Ray descended the last steps, crossed the room, pocketing the .38. He reached out with one hand, the barrel of his rifle braced across his reaching hand’s wrist. He opened the door into the second floor hall.
The door to the second floor apartment swung open and a tall middle-aged man grinned directly across from him, lips stretched back, eyes bulging and a bread knife with an eleven inch serrated blade cocked over his head, looking like a hammy actor in a cheap slasher movie. The man took one step forward obligingly into the last two bullets from the .22, which Ray mindlessly bolted and clicked empty at the man once. The bullets had punctured the man’s chest. He jolted backward the one step he had taken, the knife tumbling from his hand, his eyes still bulging but his mouth fallen open in a kind of surprised disappointment. The tall man held the door frame for support but collapsed softly, his hands sliding down and falling away, and he sprawled into the vacant apartment on the ruined tile floor.
Ray leaned the rifle hurriedly behind the open door of the shed, tugged out the .38. God, only two bullets had been left in the rifle, and now only two in the .38! He even wondered now in sizzling panic if he dared risk a move for his remaining three guns.
He had to, that was all. He turned the corner and raced down the stairs.
Six…six, he thought. Seven left.
He made the bottom of the steps. Shattered glass from his first kill.
No one here. Before that door or the door to the first floor shed could fly open he turned the knob of his apartment, needing no key since the door had been forced, the wood cracked almost from top to bottom. He shoved the door fully open.
The shed door flew open behind him, while in front of him a pretty young woman sprang out of the bathroom, wild-eyed. “Jesus!” Ray yelled, and let off a shot at her. Boom. She doubled up and fell back against the side of the stove with force. Ray spun and crouched and boom… the final shot from the snub-nosed .38 caving in the nose of a withered old woman with sunken cheeks and sucked-in toothless mouth and yellow-gray hair and an egg-sized shiny tumor or cyst growing out of her forehead, weighing down heavily on one eye. Her nose was just a black skull cavity now, blood spattered on her face and flowing instantly as if from a faucet as she danced backwards, backed against the shed door frame and slid down it to sit on the floor of glass dust and shards. She leaned against the frame in propped-up staring death, mouth wide open, another sudden cavity, to catch the blood.
Ray slammed the door shut, turned to the girl. She was bent over her knees, head nearly touching the floor, her pretty long brunette hair hanging down free of her hood to veil her face, which had seemed teenaged or in its early twenties, with a square-jawed perfect American prettiness though distorted by hatred when he saw it. Ray scooped up the weapon she had dropped; a pair of his nunchakus, which he was pretty proficient at since his earlier days of fanatical martial arts study under the tutelage of a friend, the fanaticism now tempered down to a more realistic perspective. They had clattered loudly. He pocketed the empty .38, and glanced again at the girl. She wasn’t moaning or sobbing but her body was moving very slightly in her balled up position. He had the urge to smash the octagonal black oriental mace down on her unprotected skull, but didn’t. Instead, he left her, and dashed on into the large, central livingroom.
An old man lurched out from his study. He may have been the mate of the woman Ray had killed, for his hideously exaggerated ancient appearance, and they may have been the somber couple from the farm with the goat; at least, the farm from his dreams. Ray twisted and swung the nunchakus down, and the old man caught the black stick in both hands, his flaring glazed eyes fixed hatefully on Ray’s. With one savage jerk the old man wrenched the nunchakus out of Ray’s hand, and Ray lost his footing in his effort to cling to them, went down on his side with a grunt.
Above him, the glaring old man spun the chained sticks around him in a blur as he stepped clear of the study’s threshold, despite his bent anthropoid posture seeming to tower over Ray with ominous power. Ray would have been afraid to clip his elbow or whack the back of his head to spin the sticks so fast.
Ray tugged the .38 out of his pocket as the man stepped near to his feet, and hurled it at the man with all the strength and accuracy he could muster from such an awkward pose, crying out in defiance as he did so—a soldier lobbing his last grenade.
The heavy revolver thumped into the old man’s collarbone. Ray rolled over and sprang up and cried out in pain, now, as the end of the reaching nunchakus cracked him on his left shoulder blade. Ray fell forward but stopped himself against the coffee table with his palms. He practically vaulted across the table and ducked flat behind it as the nunchakus crashed down again. A semi-circular dent was gouged into the coffee table.
The old man scurried around the end of the coffee table for a clear shot.
Ray rolled onto his back on the floor between the coffee table and his new love seat and in doing so drew out the shotgun from underneath it.
The shotgun’s one shell exploded with the sound of a bomb, one of the loudest, if not the loudest, sounds Ray had ever heard, and all the more shocking for the immense recoil in his loosely poised hands, and all the more shocking because this killing blast was the first time Ray had fired this or any shotgun.
The old man was jarred violently straight from his bent over posture as if a car had slammed him up against a brick wall. His arms flung out to his sides, the nunchakus went flying off on their own like a propeller. The fireworks of blood and flesh and black cloth tatters from his back matched well with the bomb blast, spraying the wall behind him and sticking, splashing the blank TV screen and the expensive VCR atop the television. The powerful blast cut so directly through and out the man that he actually, amazingly, was still on his feet glaring hideously down at Ray for another three or four beats after the blast before he finally slumped heavily back against the TV screen, the rage in the eyes preserved as in a photograph.
Three more .12 gauge shells were strapped to the stock of the single-shot shotgun with a strip of wide masking tape. As Ray rose he peeled back the tape and picked two shells off, stuffed them in his back pocket.
Took the third shell in hand.
From behind the blue velour love seat reared up a figure. A knife rushed down. In twisting and leaning forward instinctively Ray saved himself from a full thrust, was gashed painfully in the small of his back.
He screamed and rolled over the coffee table safely to its other side. The figure tumbled calmly over the back rest of the love seat, onto the cushion and onto its feet.
Ray leaped to his feet, broke the shotgun open, backed away as the spent casing ejected over his shoulder. The advancing robed man calmly stepped over the obliterated old man, and was smiling confidently. This one was young, intelligent-looking, snotty and cold and remote. The evil in the eyes was less animal, less furious, twinkling with an icy desire for vengeance.
The young girl Ray had shot in the stomach hurled herself against his back and he went down, the shotgun shell dropping from his hand. She folded wetly over his back as if for a horsey ride.
Ray saw the advancing shoes of the icy-eyed young man.
He rolled out from under the wounded girl, came up facing the man, and as the main raised his knife with icy confidence, Ray swung the empty shotgun by the barrel with both fists like a bat, swung with everything he had.
In a fraction of a second Ray saw the confidence die in the man’s eyes before the gun stock crashed against his temple with such force that he was launched sideways nearly off his feet and fell loudly to the floor.
Pivoting, Ray thumped the gun down on the girl’s back as she crawled on hands and knees.
A man ran out of the bedroom where Ray had been sleeping during the painting of his room and leaped onto Ray’s back as if for a piggyback ride. He was small and light but he yanked a fist full of hair and seized Ray’s infected ear lobe in his teeth viciously, grinding. Ray wailed, struggled to stay upright, reversed the shotgun to thrust the barrel spear-like over his shoulder into the man’s face. There was contact and the teeth left his ear.
The wounded girl reached up with both hands and grasped the shotgun. The little man bit into the back of Ray’s neck and the shotgun was torn from his hands. Flailing helplessly behind him, he lost his footing and toppled backwards to the floor. This, as it turned out, was to his benefit.
His weight falling atop the little man drove the air out of him and dislodged him. The little man scrambled crab-like one way, Ray the other, but it was Ray who stood up with the nunchakus in his fist. Now it was his face that blazed with animal fury, lips unfolded from thrust gritted teeth.
Ray wound up, smashed the little man as he was straightening with a tremendous backhand across the bridge of the nose. Turning, Ray brought the mace down across the top of the skull of the icy-eyed man as he was pulling himself up with the aid of the plush new armchair. The man sank down humbly. A third swing batted the girl with the shotgun as she reached feebly for the shell Ray had dropped, sitting cross-legged dreamily on the floor. She raised up her now frail arm in delayed defense as she toppled over. Ray tossed the nunchakus into his study, strode to the kitchen, opened the closet, withdrew his baseball bat, strode into the parlor once more and brought the bat down across the head of the little man as he was rising on wobbly legs. The bat shattered near Ray’s fists at the narrow neck, the heavier thicker chunk flying off to gong against the gas heater. The little man slammed to his face. Ray flicked the handle of the bat away from him, dipped and retrieved the shotgun.
The girl lay on her side, eyes heavy-lidded up at him. Now she was as pretty as a groggy young woman in the morning, no animal snarl. It was a trick. Ray pointed the long barrel down at her. BOOM.
The spent casing jumped over his shoulder. He stepped around the arm chair. The icy-eyed young man’s head rested on its side on the pillow-like seat cushion, icy eyes closed, but his hand was still moving, clenching and unclenching.
BOOM. Lovely blue velour ruined. Fuck it.
Ray confidently allowed himself the luxury of a body tally. For a moment it was a struggle to extricate one killing from another. One in the attic, two in the driveway, one in the upper hall, one on the front stairs, the old woman, don’t forget the black man, the old man and these three.
Eleven? It couldn’t be.
Eleven. My God—eleven. Only two more left. Just like that.
But where?
Ray picked up the dropped .12 gauge shell from the floor, inserted it in the shotgun. Now to go get his Magnum, hidden in a drawer under his underwear.
He made it to the bedroom, approached his bureau, his crooked left eye peripherally mindful of the closed sliding closet doors, his feet staying prudently distant from the bed and his body half-turned toward the door through which he’d come. Ray slid open his drawer, reached in his hand.
He looked fully into the drawer now, pawed more intensely through the folded underpants and socks. There was no sense trying the other drawers, was there? He knew better.
The .22 revolver and the .357 Magnum were gone. Further, the boxes of .22, .38, .357 bullets and the new .12 gauge shells were also missing.
Ray had the one shell in his shotgun. That was it.
Now they had the firepower.
A heavy mantle of nausea folded over Ray, but he tried to straighten up proudly against it, mouth clenched in a tight sneer, lower jaw thrust out. Even now he didn’t consider running for his car. They weren’t going to win unless they killed him. If he left any of them alive, they might some day come back.
A creak overhead. Ray’s cold gray eyes lifted.
««—»»
The frocked man was youngish, in his twenties in appearance, wiry and rather small, dark-haired and dark-skinned, Middle Eastern-looking maybe, with a trim mustache and goatee. He stalked bent over, tensed for surprises, and in his right fist he clung to the nine shot .22 revolver.
This was the middle room of the abandoned second floor apartment, with its fissured ceilings, ruined wallpaper, grimy floors and cobwebs like Spanish moss hanging down in dirty dark vines. The eyes of the goateed man jumped from one bedroom doorway to another; he felt vulnerable in the middle room’s intersection. He was grateful for the lights his companions had put on in every room, but he was not inclined to wonder why Ray paid two electric bills on his barely adequate salary. He only knew that light was comforting and darkness dangerous, even for him.
On a shelf in the built-in bookshelf corresponding with the one downstairs, a ghostly white face peered out of a dark window between two mounds of books. The goateed man swung the revolver and nearly discharged it…but it was a plaster bust, white-eyed and handsome, maybe some ancient Roman king. (It was Elvis.) There was also a painted ceramic St. Francis holding a bird, but he was broken in two at the waist like an egg. Like the Black Dahlia.
The goateed man crept into one of the bedrooms off the central livingroom, filthy floorboards squealing out like squashed mice. Tacky wallpaper with a war motif, a recurrent blue cap with two crossed rifles under it, looking like a skull and cross bones. Civil War. Scratching cats had obliterated it in places, dug right down into plaster. Festooned cobwebs black with dirt, like rotten Christmas garland. A closed sliding closet. The goateed man was hesitant, tempted to turn and retreat, torn between fear and the duty that hammered in him, a bellowing possessing voice filled with hatred and bloodlust, berating him now for his weakness. He was too afraid of the voice commanding him not to obey it, and stole closer to the closet, exerting his pressure slowly on the boards as he advanced lest the mice cry out in warning.
He hid around the edge of the doors, almost flat to the wall, reaching out, pistol ready. He shoved one door away from him on its track, open.
The door made a raking sound and then a loud crack as it struck the frame. The gun jumped in his hand as if it had had a muscle spasm of its own. The closet was empty but for a hulking broad-shouldered coat on a wire like a headless apparition.
The other two bedrooms were empty. He was still no doubt downstairs, maybe listening to his footsteps up here, waiting for him to finally come down and blunder into a trap. He had to be leery of that. The goateed man strangely had the unexpected idea to remove his shoes so as to pad more stealthily, but he couldn’t do that, and he dismissed the thought along with his unexpected high level of fear as best he could, and crept into the kitchen. He must be quiet as he moved downstairs, be mindful of an ambush…
Ray popped up from behind the stove just as the goateed man began to pass it and slammed the screwdriver down into his chest just below the collar bone, the metal cracking bone with a loud sound as if outside, not inside, the body, jamming before it could puncture all the way to the transparent yellow handle. The goateed man’s heart toppled like a vase off a shelf. He fell back three steps, and Ray snatched his wrist in both hands and twisted it. The pistol went off.
The tiny .22 caliber meteorite fizzed past Ray, plowing air, and punched through the closed back door. The goateed man seized a fist full of Ray’s hair and gave it a sharp yank. Ray cried out and twisted his head in the direction of his hair, almost letting go of the man’s wrist. The goateed man turned the pistol inward as much as he could and fired again.
The bullet flicked Ray’s shirt. Ray bellowed with hatred, and with all the strength in both his hands tried to fold the man’s wrist back in on itself.
A crack of bone again. The goateed man released Ray’s hair, reached with his free hand down between them and switched the gun to this hand before he could drop it. The butt of the screwdriver pushed painfully against Ray’s upper chest, as he now had the man partially pinned against the stove. There wasn’t enough room between them for the goateed man to turn the gun into Ray’s stomach, and frantically Ray pushed at the man’s arm as he stepped back to give himself the room he needed. Ray’s arm swept left to right in a karate block. The gun barked and the third bullet raced past his right shoulder into the bathroom, striking the medi-cine cabinet’s mirrored door, shattering it.
Ray flung both his arms around the extended arm, hugging it, twisting. The gun went off a fourth time, close to his face, loud, the bullet again plunging into the bathroom. The goateed man tried to claw at Ray with his free hand but the broken wrist was too much. The gun was shaking from strain, starting to swivel despite Ray’s hold. The barrel’s side was eight inches from Ray’s nose, and he could begin to see the black hole at its end. Their legs were wide for the best planted stance, feet shuffling on old linoleum, Ray panting and hissing but no sounds from the goateed man. Ray saw the barrel still moving in at him slowly despite his hold, and he felt his strength draining from him as if sucked into that vam-piric black hole.
Ray let go of the man’s wrist.
His hand shot up to the pistol’s cylinder, his fingers deftly finding the cylinder’s release catch. His thumb pushed the cylinder out of the gun, and not being hinged like that of his .38 or the Magnum, it fell out of the gun’s frame, striking his foot and then rolling away somewhere. Ray let go of the man’s arm as soon as the cylinder dropped out and shoved him away from himself.
The goateed man thrust his arm out still gripping the pistol’s handle, and the end of the barrel smashed into Ray’s face just below his left cheekbone. It felt like a bullet going in. A white nova of pain burst behind Ray’s eyes and he backed off, lifting his arm too late. The goateed man raced past him for the door and Ray whirled after him, clutching air after him. “You fuck!” he cried, almost in tears from pain. The goateed man disappeared out the kitchen door.
Ray lifted his shotgun from where he’d quietly laid it behind the stove, thinking to conserve his final shell. He glanced around briefly for the .22’s cylinder, didn’t see it…he’d have to come back. He heard the goateed man pounding downstairs.
Ray hit the top of the stairs just as the goateed man leaped off the bottom step. The shotgun blast was deafening in the enclosure of the staircase, a demon trumpet amplifying Ray’s roar of fury.
The scattered shot caught the goateed man and spun him. He went down, but instantly he scrabbled around the corner out of sight on hands and knees. Damn. Last shot. But he was wounded. Ray pounded downstairs with the empty shotgun to finish him off and get that pistol frame.
With the blood splashed about and the glass from before, it looked like there had been a car crash in the hallway, and its injured survivor had scurried on hands and knees into the downstairs kitchen. Ray saw the door close as he jumped onto the crunching strewn glass. He ran at the door and stomped it. It opened a foot but struck something, started to close again. Ray drove his shoulder against it, the tormented old wood cracking. He rammed it again. Crack. Again. No resistance. He fell inside to the floor as the door slapped open. The air was driven out of him. The goateed man was scurrying off toward the livingroom, crab-like, his black robe leaving a long brush stroke of blood on the gold-flecked dirty white canvas of linoleum. In falling Ray had clipped his chin on the hammer of the shotgun, gouging flesh. He was getting madder by the minute.
Ray loomed up over the crawling man, brought the shotgun’s barrel spear-like down into the center of his lower back. The man went flat on his face, arms out, as if he had splatted from a great height. Ray raised his weapon again. The man rolled onto his back. That face; fury, agony, fear—and all cranked to a high volume of desperate insanity, the fury awesome like that of the statue of a snarling oriental demon, but the agony and fear like that of Munch’s famous painting, one of Ray’s favorites. So terrifying was this face that Ray hesitated in slamming down his makeshift lance again, Medusa-stricken.
A foot stomped up into Ray’s crotch. The goateed man snatched at Ray’s shirt and hair as he jack-knifed forward in pain, and pulled himself quickly to his feet. He then clamped his teeth on Ray’s infected ear and like a dog worrying a cat yanked his head from side-to-side. Ray screamed. The spent shotgun clattered loudly to the floor. Talons in his hair, the other hand clawing at his balls for a hold. It was as though Ray were trapped in the legs and mandibles of some gigantic spider, just some helpless fly. His hands clawed, pushed and pulled frantically. Their entwined bodies stumbled and fell together against the stove, two locked as one, monster and victim, like violent lovers.
Ray heard his own agonized voice cry out for God in a high pitch. He was sure he had jabbed the man good once in the eye but the clamped teeth didn’t relent. He was growing dizzy, soon to lose consciousness…no doubt a last futile attempt by his sanity to escape behind a safe locked door. But if he fainted he would die. Well, maybe that was the idea. But the mind isn’t a dictatorship, it’s a dissenting, debating assembly. Ray’s hand shot up from the swirling black vortex that was sucking him down to drown him. His fingers found a plastic dial, turned it. His ears, even down in the suffocating whirlpool, detected the soft poof as the beautiful blue of the gas jets came to life.
The claw at his crotch finally closed on a handful. Ray slapped his hand up to cup the goateed man’s crotch, and it fit in his palm like it was made for it, and he crushed. They both crushed. Ray pivoted his entire body and the goateed man’s back was against the stove. Ray leaned into him, pressing his entire body down against him, leaning his burning ear down into him. If he was going to pull himself out of the vortex he must first pull this being down into it with him.
Ray abruptly dropped his hands from the man, reached down with both and cupped his buttocks, hoisting him up off his feet. The teeth raked his ear as they pulled away. It felt like the ear went with them.
The goateed man fell back against the stove top, across the one jet-ting burner Ray had activated. Ray thrust him down further and pinned him by gripping his throat in his left hand. With his right hand he punched the man in the face, again, again, driving him down like a hammer driving a nail into the fire of the burner. Ray felt that he was smashing and ruining his thin, bony hand forever but he didn’t care. He was in so much pain from so many parts of his body that it had all become one brilliant blaze that fueled and inspired him.
Smoke. Black. The man’s eyes rolled like those of a dying horse, and his mouth flew open and snapped shut erratically. He twisted and seemed to coil snake-like under Ray’s body but was pinned, his legs locking around Ray’s waist pincer-like, squeezing his insides, the spider’s mandibles. Burnt smell. The smoke alarm went off in the livingroom, a wailing banshee. Ray couldn’t punch anymore, could only do his best to hold the man down. The legs sucked him closer, one foot hooking over the other. Ray looked down between them to see what was jabbing into his mid-section and saw the black robe tented out from the creature’s full spear of an erection.
The creature bolted up at the waist, wrenching its hands free, seized Ray by the hair and locked its open mouth over his. Ray tasted its blood, its thick bleeding tongue crammed solidly into his mouth, pressing toward the opening to his throat, choking him. Gagging, he shoved the face away with a supreme effort and gasped desperately as he broke the water of the vortex for air. The creature thrashed under him, began to roll free from under his weight. Ray saw the eaten hole in the back of its robe, the skin a black crust like barbecued chicken but for two huge greenish blisters. The legs had unfolded from around him, the feet almost touching the floor. Ray bore his weight down on it again, locked his arms up under the armpits and laced his fingers over the back of its neck in a ull nelson hold. He forced its face down into the burner. Made it look into a window at the hellfire into which it and its kind had been meaning to cast him. He rode a wild horse for a minute or so then, pressed his cheek against its back, felt the heat burn his arms. Then finally the creature went slack. Though the smell of burning flesh had grown strong, Ray doubted that the fire alone had defeated it; the shock and pain had worn it out and finished it after its other serious injuries.
His hands were red and tender. He let out a great shaky sigh of release. And then he realized that he had an erection, too, trapped inside his clothing, that had leaned its weight against the monster as well, pinned and grinding between himself and the rear end of the creature locked in his embrace.
Ray stepped back, releasing it, horrified…more horrified at himself than at it; on the surface, more horrified at the fact that the subject of his arousal had been a man (in form at least) than that the arousal had come from killing (such is the priority of social taboos). More horrified at his erection than at its black gaping scab of a mask as it slid from the stove and crumpled dead on its back at his feet, the beautiful blue gas jets still softly purring. Ray stood over it, his brain a spinning centrifuge while his body was locked in a numb mechanical equilibrium. No triumph in its death. Just this horror. The ejaculation that would have been a burst of triumph had dwindled back into his recesses and faded away, barely averted. He felt that if he hadn’t caught the ejaculation and swallowed it back before it was too late he would have gone mad, and there would have been no coming back. So he had won, for now, over the triumph of madness. But the horror…
Suddenly, Ray looked over his shoulder. My God, my God. All this frenzy and chaos; the smoke alarm still howling, and there was still one of them left alive. It wouldn’t have fled in fear; this was a battle to the death. There was still this one last demon to destroy—but where? He had no more weapons, he had no more strength.
He walked mindlessly, tiredly deeper into his house.
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Chapter
12
Tar-Fiend obviously liked to play. He could very easily have reached out one long arm and lifted Paul off the ground as he scrabbled backwards away from him on his feet and ass and elbows, and holding him before his skull face, twist him and break him like a doll. In one sweep of his arm, backhand Paul across the head and cave in his skull, snap his neck. But Tar-Fiend only advanced at the rate Paul withdrew, biding his time, savoring Paul’s maddening suspense. All along, Tar-Fiend had had fun playing with them, hadn’t he? Making use of his hideous imagination, his more hideous sense of humor. Somehow that skull face retained enough tendon and muscle action to spread its grin further back under the empty sockets.
Paul knew he didn’t have much further backward he could go. Lift me up, lift me up, he thought. Paul was going to loop his pentagram necklace around its neck, shove it down its fucking throat if he got the chance. Fucking fire sprinklers! Somehow Tar-Fiend, clever and imaginative as ever, had anticipated his intentions and done something to disable them. The fires grew behind Tar-Fiend, and Paul knew it was only a matter of minutes before something else in here exploded, and something else…until the whole place was consumed. Maybe then the town would know what was happening in here. Up until even now, neighbors in their homes had gone on living their lives, arguing with their spouses, snapping at the children, complaining about their jobs and sitting down to numbly stare at inane TV programs, as unaware of the nightmare life and death battle that had been raging in here as riders on a subway train are of the rapist-killer sitting amongst them.
Tar-Fiend leaned forward at the waist and his black teeth came away from each other, his mouth opening. Oh God, oh God, Paul thought, and in backing away his hand came down in some of the liquid foam Tar-Fiend had sprayed at him. It was still searing. Paul cried out and rolled away from the puddle onto his side, whimpered, glanced over his shoulder up at Tar-Fiend, who had come to a stop also, leaning over him, mouth opening wider. The pentagram! Throw the pentagram…
Tar-Fiend let out a long rumbling belch, and a spurt of black vomit drooled out of his mouth in long strings that broke away to fall on Paul’s pant legs. Smoke or steam curled out of the wide cavernous mouth; the stomach heaved, the throat rasped/gurgled, and a smaller spurt drooled out. Paul drew his legs up to his chest, almost in a fetal position.
Pentagram, pentagram…
Tar-Fiend snapped his jaw shut, reached down, caught Paul by the ankle, lifted him upside-down from the floor. Turned and walked toward the fires. Paul kicked and screamed, the chain of the pentagram falling across his face. He grabbed it, unhooked it from around his neck, blindly lashing it at Tar-Fiend like a whip, connecting a few times, causing Tar-Fiend to flinch it seemed—but not to stop walking toward the fire. Tar-Fiend raised and lowered his arm as he walked to tease Paul, swung his wrist around in circles to twirl him pendulum-like.
Through this activity Paul began to retch again, couldn’t bend at the waist to grab at the creature’s wrist. He lashed the pentagram at it. Tears streamed down his forehead, snaked into his hair, which dangled inside-out. And now they had reached the head, the hose-like instrument inserted into molds to inject the molten plastic. Despite his terror and pain, Paul felt a shock of surprise to see that the head to the black foam area wasn’t exploded, or even on fire; it was surrounding stacked boxes of parts that had caught flame, a tabletop covered with tools and a blown-over radio, and anywhere on the floor and on one wooden support beam where foam had pooled and sprayed. Tar-Fiend lifted the head from where it lay dropped, a metal piece with multiple holes like gun barrels connected by black snaking foam-crusted tubes to a control panel. Tar-Fiend carried him to the panel, and turned his back to Paul, holding him away from his body due to Paul’s lashes. After a moment Tar-Fiend turned back to Paul, who saw as his blood poured into his head like sand in an hourglass that Tar-Fiend had unhinged his jaw and somehow taken the entire metal head into his mouth, crusty black throat bulging, the black hoses hanging out over his teeth. The head was activated. Tar-Fiend was gulping down the hot black liquid plastic, reloading so to speak, and Paul realized why the spraying foam before had been projected such an astonishing, uncharacteristic distance, and why it had been so especially and weirdly flammable.
Paul had bumped into Abby a few times, turned his head now and looked into her face. Her hair was very singed and she had burned where foam had hit her from the explosion in Tar-Fiend’s mouth, but she was more intact than he was. A terrible guilt blew through Paul, even with the blood ballooning his skull, the pain, the fear, the knowledge that Tar-Fiend intended any moment to cover him in the lava-hot foam. But the guilt blew away as quickly as it had come—mercifully. Paul turned to face Tar-Fiend and swayed his entire body, rocked closer, grabbed a fistful of Abby’s shirt blindly, reached out with his other hand and slid the pentagram into a fissure in the creature’s burnt skin just at the base of its remains of a penis.
That did it. Tar-Fiend let him go and now it was his turn to scream—that high-pitched tea kettle whistle. Paul fell hard on his shoulder but ignored the pain, rolled and rolled away as the head fell out of that doorway of a mouth, the foam inside it spraying out. Paul was splattered but made it to his feet—and fell, the blood still heavy in his head.
Snapping his jaws shut, Tar-Fiend glared blindly down at him, no longer grinning, and spread his long talons in the air, shaking violently as if to explode. Paul heard the rumble in Tar-Fiend’s belly, a growing gurgle as foam rushed up through the creature’s throat. The head lay near Paul, spraying some table legs. Paul dragged the head to him and pointed it up at Tar-Fiend’s descending face.
The monster reeled back, lifting its arms too late, the wall behind it now a rough Tar-Fiend stencil. The head stopped launching foam, the reserve at last run out. Paul let it go and was on his feet and running. Tar-Fiend flung himself after him, whistling. Paul ran for the back dock area. Plummeted through the hanging plastic strips. Tar-Fiend flung out an arm, no longer playing, and raked Paul’s back. He almost stumbled. Paul plunged into the paint room, whirled and shoved over a drum of paint into the monster’s path, another. Another. Tar-Fiend stepped over them. Paul lunged at a long bench, flung smaller paint cans, darted around the room tipping over more barrels. Thick syrupy paint oozed out onto the floor…brown, black, now white. Something exploded upstairs and the building shook. Now that finally had to pierce through the fog of situation comedies.
Enraged, Tar-Fiend tore and unhooked Abby viciously from his body and flung her across the room at Paul, who ducked her behind a row of drums. Paul had got his hands on a plastic jug of lacquer thinner and splashed that about. He dumped over more barrels. Tar-Fiend was beginning to rumble again.
The floorboards outside the bedroom creaked, but the being inside the room didn’t look around at Ray. It was a black lump huddled against the glossy black wall as if to blend in or merge into it, back to where it had come from. The last of the thirteen. Ray had expected to finally confront some smirking, looming arch-priest, goateed, with peaked eyebrows and blazing Rasputin eyes, some lofty and powerful evil wizard, Lovecraft’s Abdul Alhazred, the commander of those who had come before him, twice as vital and lethal as they had been. But the black draped form, a forlorn mass of protoplasm, was cowering. And the fat nickel-plated .357 Magnum lay on the floor in the center of the room.
Ray hesitated in stepping over the threshold, through the doorway, as if the floor beyond would fall away into a pit of spikes or turn to acid as soon as his weight rested on it. It had to be a trap. They wanted to kill him…that was their mission, that was why they had come…
The black molten vomit erupted into a powerful hose-like spray, which Paul again ducked behind more paint drums. His eyes burned feverishly in his intense bony face, but he was half smiling. It had to be thirty to forty minutes to clock out. He wasn’t going to make it…
Ray stepped into the echoy, near empty bedroom. Moved to the gun quietly, though he knew it knew he was near. The Magnum lay at his feet; he could see the bullets’ single-nostriled noses in the cage of the cylinder.
He dipped, expecting a bomb to be triggered when he touched it.
Paul reached his fingers into his back pocket where he had stuffed Abby’s cigarette lighter. Tar-Fiend was worming his way through the barrels for him, gurgling up more vomit to launch, but Paul remained where he was. The smell of lacquer thinner soaking his clothing was strong. The monster must not be found when people came, which would be soon now.
Paul wasn’t going to survive to twelve, the building wasn’t going to survive, but the monster must not survive to go out into the world and kill more innocent people. That was all that mattered. He no long retched or ran or cried. Half smile—of bitter determination and resignation. Paul thumbed the lighter in his fist.
No bomb went off. Ray rose with the heavy pistol in his fist. He took one tentative half step, after a beat of hesitation moved forward toward the huddled shape. He thought he saw the back of the hooded head perk up ever so slightly at his approach. Ray thumbed back the hammer of the pistol with a click, came to a stop just a few steps from the black form, pointing the gun down at the head in one hand, an executioner now, axe poised.
He knew now it was no trap. The hooded head began to turn to gaze over its shoulder up at him. He was Rasputin, Abdul, the wizard…the monster. Now the executioner. It feared him. The last black monk peered up at him in pathetic, pale resignation. The eyes were red-rimmed and moist from silent crying. Ray nearly dropped the gun, nearly turned to flee at this final horror, but he had known that this last confrontation would be the greatest horror, and he wasn’t even really all that surprised.
No, not all that surprised at the crooked left eye.
The eyes pleaded to die. Ray could only look into them a moment before he pointed the Magnum between them and pulled the trigger. Once.
Just once. Clap of thunder. The gun dropped heavy to the floorboards.
Paul stood up from behind the barrels, straight, grinning, his shirt on fire. He roared at Tar-Fiend in triumph over the madness and pain, all fear gone, turned to flame, as Tar-Fiend launched his plastic vomit blindly.
The vomit splashed Paul, drowning his roar, but for a moment he maintained his stance against its blast…
A hand pushed his shoulder. With a start, Paul opened his eyes, which had felt glued shut, and looked up into his mother’s face. “What?” he grumbled, irritated at being jarred from such a deep sleep, as if his mother had shut off a movie he’d been watching.
“Rim Corp is on fire—a very bad one,” his mother said, breathless, nervous. “We heard something like thunder or an explosion and then your father heard it on the scanner. It’s terrible; the house across the street caught on fire, too. There were people still in there. All we could think of was thank God you didn’t go in tonight—it’s like a miracle.” Paul could see his mother was close to tears.
He blinked, sat upright as reality finally clicked in place. The bed squealed. “There were people inside? What time is it?”
“Midnight. But your father said on the scanner they said there were still some cars in the parking lot.”
“What…wait a minute.” Paul glared intensely around his cluttered bedroom, at the digital clock in his VCR. “How long was I asleep?”
“All night. I thought you went to work—I heard you leave, but your father came through to get the mail in the hall and he saw you asleep. We thought you called in sick.” Paul had called in sick to work many times…had been fired twice for it, though twice allowed to return.
“I didn’t call in,” Paul said, hearing distant sirens. “I woke up when you brought my food in, and then I went back to sleep. I can’t believe I slept all day.”
“I could have sworn you were up and left. I said bye to you—I remember!”
“I guess I was up but went back to sleep; I don’t remember,” Paul said impatiently as he started putting his shoes on. “Can Dad drive me down there?”
“I’ll go tell him. I’m so glad you’re safe,” his mother added shyly, embarrassed, touching his shoulder before shuffling from his room in her worn slippers.
««—»»
The police would let him in closer to the hellish chaos when they found out who he was. It wasn’t until the next day, however, that he learned the entire list of people who had been trapped inside the inferno.
His entire masking crew had been killed. The remains of all but Donna were identified, chiefly by dental records. Nothing was ever identified amidst the debris as being part of Donna.
But stranger revelations would come. When they could discuss such things, Abby’s husband and Jean’s boyfriend told him they had talked with him at work that fateful night, in each other’s company no less. He didn’t remember this. Later, his boss Ted and Mr. Ed in the deli across from work insisted that he had gone to work that day. He didn’t remember.
His bike was home in the garage.
The best theory Paul could work up was that he had indeed gone to work, and at some point had come back home (sick, probably) and gone back to sleep. He did seem to remember, now, having been at work, talking to people (he was profoundly surprised to see that smirking kid with the beer belly from post-ops was still alive; for some reason he had expected to hear that the kid would be found in exploded fragments inside, but he had been sent home early for lack of work). Paul couldn’t imagine what had really caused his amnesia.
His cousin Ray would offer him an interesting theory of his own. That Paul, who believed he had psychic ability, had known through precognition that the explosion would occur and had come home in a somnambulistic state to save himself. Such things happened—people changed their minds about plane flights inexplicably, to find out later that the planes had crashed. Also, Ray told Paul about the true story of a French police detective who was investigating the unmotivated killing of a vacationing man on a beach at night. The only clues were the murderer’s footprints in the sand. The detective discovered that the prints were his own—he had been investigating a murder he had committed for no rational reason while sleepwalking. He turned himself in, but after a trial was found innocent due to the peculiar circumstances, his unconscious state of mind.
Ray’s theory seemed the only possible answer. But Paul always felt a restlessness about the incident—almost a guilt. More than once he would wonder, bearing in mind Ray‘s story, if he had somehow set that fire either accidentally or out of resentment toward work, and was too guilty to remember it. Ray was the only one to whom he confessed this fear, and Ray advised him to mention it to no one. Paul nervously expected the police, someone, to come question him along these lines. They never did.
His mother told him it was not unusual for survivors of a tragedy to feel guilty that they, too, had not been killed along with the others. He shunned Abby’s husband, Jean’s boyfriend, as if they would resent him for having survived—but they didn’t.
But there were nightmares. In one, a little boy, a ghost maybe, was lost in the maze of Rim Corp’s charred black ruins, sobbing, and Paul woke up sobbing out loud.
A few years later Paul’s artwork started getting published in a variety of witchcraft publications. A poem, later, then a short story about Halloween, and a cover for a Salem newsletter in rapid succession. By this time, also, he was married to a sweet and pretty young woman who was interested in his artwork and his witchcraft. The nightmares eventu-ally dwindled to a shadow.
But right now Paul’s father came into his room, pulling on his VFW
jacket, telling Paul he was ready to take him down to see if any of his friends had been hurt. Paul’s father went out to start the car a moment later, lighting a cigarette. Paul stepped out into the banshee-filled night and looked up at the black sky in a vague sort of surprise.
It was snowing.
««—»»
It was cool, the sun coming up, a thick band of orange behind the jagged black treetops. Dawn at last, calm and quiet, a lonely time, but sometimes loneliness can be beautiful in a romantic, melancholy way.
He sat on the back door stoop. He stared into his dark and empty yard, a coffee in his hand in lieu of the cigarette he, a nonsmoker, strangely craved. Empty yard. Vaguely he told himself that he must get a new dog.
There had been glass to sweep away before he could sit on the stoop.
There were empty guns lying throughout the big house behind him, and bullet holes in walls. Nunchakus, a broken baseball bat. There was no blood. No bodies. Near his stove on the linoleum lay a screwdriver. As much as he could, he understood what had happened. Understanding is important. The first step for an alcoholic is the admittance. Ray would finish his coffee, take a walk afterwards, perhaps, come back to sleep for a while (maybe it would have to be in the car, out in this new sunlight, at first) before he set about sweeping up more glass, putting away guns, plastering up and painting over bullet holes. His cousin Paul would be the only one to hear his story. Paul was a witch and would understand what had happened…as much as he could.
Yes, a lot to clean up in there. He’d drive out to pick up what he needed to patch and hide the holes. Maybe a mall, so he could look into finding himself that dog.
But right now Ray rested his forehead down on his knees, and cried softly, numbly, out of guilt and shame and self-disgust. Heidi…poor, poor Heidi. Yet things would change, and while the self-disgust would never leave him entirely, being so much a part of him, it would soon enough fade from its current blackness to a lighter gray stain he could live with.
««—»»
Heidi’s mother and kid brother had mounted the wooden back patio to find the sliding glass door smashed. They called the police from the neighbor’s house before entering.
In the upstairs part of the house they found nothing amiss. They went down into the basement, the policeman’s hand on his gun butt. There was something on the floor near the billiards table.
Heidi appeared on the steps, startling the policeman and her mother.
She descended to join them, having just returned from seeing Tim. She asked what had happened.
The policeman and her mother stood near two blankets on the cellar floor, one atop the other. Besides a piece of rope on the floor and another knotted around an overhead pipe in the washroom, these were the things they could find out of place in the house. There was nothing under the blankets.
Heidi shivered, hugged her arms. She had her suspicions about the mysterious crime, but she never mentioned them to anybody—and it was just as well, since there was never another disturbance.
But she always held those suspicions, and she regretted her involvement…though she couldn’t retract her fondness entirely, and even felt partly responsible for this. His name, when she chose to remember it, or couldn’t keep herself from remembering it, would always inspire pity in her.
And fear.
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